A COMPANION TO
CONTEMPORARY
POLITICAL PHIL.OSOPH

VOLUME TWO
Second Edition

¢

™ f \ \
W A\
\ ks W
\ SN
\ \ \ N
I : \ II| \ ‘
b\ I‘ ‘
é

|
/
|
A |
/| L
\ W
\
']
» 4
¥

\ =

Edited by

ROBERT E. GOODIN, PHILIP
PETTIT and THOMAS POGGE

’ Blackwell
Publishing




A Companion to Contemporary
Political Philosophy



Blackwell Companions to Philosophy

This outstanding student reference series offers a comprehensive and authoritative survey of philosophy as
a whole. Written by today’s leading philosophers, each volume provides lucid and engaging coverage of the
key figures, terms, topics, and problems of the field. Taken together, the volumes provide the ideal basis for
course use, representing an unparalleled work of reference for students and specialists alike.

Already published in the series:

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

16.

17.

18.

19.

The Blackwell Companion to Philosophy,
Second edition
Edited by Nicholas Bunnin and Eric Tsui-James

A Companion to Ethics
Edited by Peter Singer

A Companion to Aesthetics
Edited by David Cooper

A Companion to Epistemology
Edited by Jonathan Dancy and Ernest Sosa

A Companion to Contemporary Political
Philosophy (2-volume set), Second edition
Edited by Robert E. Goodin, Philip Pettit and
Thomas Pogge

A Companion to Philosophy of Mind

Edited by Samuel Guttenplan

A Companion to Metaphysics

Edited by Jaegwon Kim and Ernest Sosa

A Companion to Philosophy of Law and Legal
Theory

Edited by Dennis Patterson

A Companion to Philosophy of Religion
Edited by Philip L. Quinn and Charles Taliaferro

A Companion to the Philosophy of Language
Edited by Bob Hale and Crispin Wright

A Companion to World Philosophies

Edited by Eliot Deutsch and Ron Bontekoe

A Companion to Continental Philosophy
Edited by Simon Critchley and William Schroeder

A Companion to Feminist Philosophy
Edited by Alison M. Jaggar and
Iris Marion Young

A Companion to Cognitive Science
Edited by William Bechtel and George Graham

. A Companion to Bioethics

Edited by Helga Kuhse and Peter Singer

A Companion to the Philosophers
Edited by Robert L. Arrington

A Companion to Business Ethics
Edited by Robert E. Frederick

A Companion to the Philosophy of Science
Edited by W. H. Newton-Smith

A Companion to Environmental Philosophy
Edited by Dale Jamieson

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

A Companion to Analytic Philosophy
Edited by A. P. Martinich and David Sosa

A Companion to Genethics
Edited by Justine Burley and John Harris

A Companion to Philosophical Logic
Edited by Dale Jacquette

A Companion to Early Modern Philosophy
Edited by Steven Nadler

A Companion to Philosophy in the Middle
Ages

Edited by Jorge ]. E. Gracia and

Timothy B. Noone

. A Companion to African-American

Philosophy
Edited by Tommy L. Lott and John P. Pittman

A Companion to Applied Ethics
Edited by R. G. Frey and
Christopher Heath Wellman

A Companion to the Philosophy of Education
Edited by Randall Curren

A Companion to African Philosophy
Edited by Kwasi Wiredu

A Companion to Heidegger
Edited by Hubert L. Dreyfus and
Mark A. Wrathall

A Companion to Rationalism
Edited by Alan Nelson

A Companion to Ancient Philosophy
Edited by Mary Louise Gill and
Pierre Pellegrin

A Companion to Pragmatism
Edited by John R. Shook and Joseph Margolis

A Companion to Nietzsche
Edited by Keith Ansell Pearson

A Companion to Socrates
Edited by Sara Ahbel-Rappe and
Rachana Kamtekar

A Companion to Phenomenology and
Existentialism

Edited by Hubert L. Dreyfus and

Mark A. Wrathall

A Companion to Kant
Edited by Graham Bird

A Companion to Plato
Edited by Hugh H. Benson



A Companion to

Contemporary Political
Philosophy

2nd Edition
Volume I

Edited by
Robert E. Goodin,
Philip Pettit

and

Thomas Pogge

( Blackwell
#) rubiishing



© 1993, 2007 by Blackwell Publishing Ltd
except for editorial material and organization © 2007 by Robert E. Goodin, Philip Pettit and
Thomas Pogge

BLACKWELL PUBLISHING

350 Main Street, Malden, MA 02148-5020, USA

9600 Garsington Road, Oxford 0X4 2DQ, UK

550 Swanston Street, Carlton, Victoria 3053, Australia

The right of Robert E. Goodin, Philip Pettit, and Thomas Pogge to be identified as the Authors of the
Editorial Material in this Work has been asserted in accordance with the UK Copyright, Designs, and
Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or
transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise,
except as permitted by the UK Copyright, Designs, and Patents Act 1988, without the prior permission of
the publisher.

Designations used by companies to distinguish their products are often claimed as trademarks. All brand
names and product names used in this book are trade names, service marks, trademarks, or registered
trademarks of their respective owners. The publisher is not associated with any product or vendor
mentioned in this book.

This publication is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information in regard to the subject
matter covered. It is sold on the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering professional
services. If professional advice or other expert assistance is required, the services of a competent
professional should be sought.

First edition published 1993
This edition published 2007 by Blackwell Publishing Ltd

1 2007
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

A companion to contemporary political philosophy / edited by Robert E. Goodin, Philip Pettit. — 2nd ed.
p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 978-1-4051-3653-2 (hardcover : alk. paper) 1. Political science-Philosophy. 1. Goodin,
Robert E. 1II. Pettit, Philip, 1945—

JA71.C565 2007
320.01-dc22
2007005639

A catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.

Setin 10 on 12.5 Photina

by SNP Best-set Typesetter Ltd., Hong Kong
Printed and bound in Singapore

by COS Printers Ltd

The publisher’s policy is to use permanent paper from mills that operate a sustainable forestry policy, and
which has been manufactured from pulp processed using acid-free and elementary chlorine-free practices.
Furthermore, the publisher ensures that the text paper and cover board used have met acceptable
environmental accreditation standards.

For further information on
Blackwell Publishing, visit our website:
www.blackwellpublishing.com



Contents

Volume I

Preface to the First Edition

Preface to the Second Edition

Contributors

Introduction

PART I: DISCIPLINARY CONTRIBUTIONS

1

Analytical Philosophy
PHILIP PETTIT

Continental Philosophy
DAVID WEST

History
RICHARD TUCK

Sociology
KIERAN HEALY

Economics
GEOFFREY BRENNAN

International Political Economy
RICHARD HIGGOTT

Political Science
ROBERT E. GOODIN

International Relations
HELEN V. MILNER

Legal Studies
TOM CAMPBELL

xi
xii

XVvi

36

69

88

118

153

183

214

226



CONTENTS

PART II: MAJOR IDEOLOGIES

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

Anarchism

RICHARD SYLVAN with ROBERT SPARROW

Conservatism

ANTHONY QUINTON with ANNE NORTON

Cosmopolitanism
THOMAS POGGE

Feminism

JANE MANSBRIDGE and SUSAN MOLLER OKIN

Liberalism
ALAN RYAN

Marxism
BARRY HINDESS

Fundamentalisms
R. SCOTT APPLEBY

Socialism
PETER SELF with MICHAEL FREEDEN

Index

Volume II

Contributors

PART III: SPECIAL TOPICS

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

vi

Autonomy
GERALD DWORKIN

Civil Society
RAINER FORST

Community and Multiculturalism
WILL KYMLICKA

Contract and Consent
JEAN HAMPTON

Constitutionalism and the Rule of Law
C.L. TEN

Corporatism and Syndicalism
BOB JESSOP

Criminal Justice
NICOLA LACEY

255
257

285

312

332

360

383

403

414

xxi

ix

441
443

452

463

478

493

503

511



25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38

39

40

41

42

43

Democracy
AMY GUTMANN

Dirty Hands
C. A.J. COADY

Discourse
ERNESTO LACLAU

Distributive Justice
PETER VALLENTYNE

Efficiency
RUSSELL HARDIN

Environmentalism
JOHN PASSMORE with STEPHEN GARDINER

Equality
RICHARD J. ARNESON

Federalism
WILLIAM H. RIKER with ANDREAS FOLLESDAL

Historical Justice
MARTHA MINOW

Human Rights
CHARLES R. BEITZ

International Distributive Justice
PHILIPPE VAN PARIJS

Intellectual Property
SEANA VALENTINE SHIFFRIN

Just War
JEFF McMAHAN

Legitimacy
RICHARD E. FLATHMAN

Liberty
CHANDRAN KUKATHAS

Personhood
TIMOTHY MULGAN

Power
FRANK LOVETT

Property
ANDREW REEVE

Republicanism
KNUD HAAKONSSEN

CONTENTS

521

532

541

548

563

572

593

612

621

628

638

653

669

678

685

699

709

719

729

vii



CONTENTS

44

45

46

47

48

49

50

51

52

53

54

55

Responsibility: Personal, Collective, Corporate
CHRISTOPHER HEATH WELLMAN

Rights
JEREMY WALDRON

Secession and Nationalism
ALLEN BUCHANAN

Sociobiology
ALLAN GIBBARD

Sovereignty and Humanitarian Military Intervention
MICHAEL DOYLE

The State
PATRICK DUNLEAVY

States of Emergency
DAVID DYZENHAUS

Toleration
STEPHEN MACEDO
Totalitarianism
EUGENE KAMENKA

Trust and Social Capital
BO ROTHSTEIN

Virtue
WILLIAM A. GALSTON

Welfare
ALAN HAMLIN

Index

viii

736

745

755

767

781

793

804

813

821

830

842

852

865



Preface to the First Edition

This Companion — like the series of Blackwell Companions to Philosophy more generally
— has come about through the initiative of Stephan Chambers and Alyn Shipton who,
together with Richard Beatty, have been sources of sound advice and encouragement.
We should record, first and foremost, our debt — and the profession’s — to them.

In commissioning pieces for the present volume, our first priority has of course always
been academic excellence. But excellence takes many forms. Within that broad con-
straint, we were always also striving for a good blend of younger and more established
scholars, representing a fair mix of disciplinary affiliations, national origins and intellec-
tual styles. We are pleased with our contributors’ handiwork; each, in his or her own very
different way, has made a strong statement of how to do political philosophy in that par-
ticular mode. We would also like to think that, without any heavy-handed attempt on
our part at imposing uniformity on what is by its nature a disparate academic commu-
nity, our contributors have managed among themselves to produce a genuinely coherent
synopsis of the ‘state of play’ in contemporary political philosophy worldwide.

This Companion owes something of its character and stance to the simultaneous
development of the Journal of Political Philosophy. It, too, is published by Blackwell and
edited from Canberra by a team which is strongly represented in the Companion: Robert
Goodin and Chandran Kukathas are the Editors of the Journal; its Associate Editors
include Geoffrey Brennan, Tom Campbell, Barry Hindess, Philip Pettit, Andrew Reeve
and Jeremy Waldron. We hope that one of the many purposes the Companion might
serve is as something of an indication of where the Journal is coming from and where
it is heading.

The editing of this Companion (and that new Journal) was made much easier by the
many political philosophers who are now based in Canberra. Joining long-time deni-
zens of the Australian National University like John Passmore, Eugene Kamenka,
Robert Brown and Richard Sylvan, and well-established ones like Philip Pettit, Geoffrey
Brennan and Knud Haakonssen, are a spate of fairly recent arrivals including Robert
Goodin from Essex, Tom Campbell from Glasgow, Peter Self from the LSE, Barry Hindess
and David West from Liverpool and, on an Adjunct Professor basis, Brian Barry from
the LSE and Carole Pateman from UCLA. Many other Companion contributors (among
them, Russell Hardin, Alan Ryan, Gerald Dworkin and Alan Hamlin) are frequent
visitors to the ANU.
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PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION

The form of a reference book precludes authors of individual chapters from acknowl-
edging assistance, as several would have wished. Editors operate under no such con-
straint. And there is much assistance to be acknowledged. Valuable suggestions
regarding the shape of the book as a whole (including possible topics and contributors)
have come from Russell Hardin, Chandran Kukathas and John Passmore, as well as
from our Blackwell editors. Peter Singer, as editor of a sister volume, provided useful
advice on the perils and pitfalls of such an enterprise. Canberra-based contributors
benefited from comments of colleagues at a pair of one-day workshops (focusing pri-
marily on Parts I and II of the Companion) held at the Australian National University
in September 1991.

Robert E. Goodin and Philip Pettit
Canberra, Australia
May 1992



Preface to the Second Edition

The second edition of the Companion to Contemporary Political Philosophy, prepared over
a dozen years after the first, has been thoroughly revamped in order to take account of
recent developments in the subject. Most of the entries from the first edition have been
rewritten by the original hands, with a few being supplemented by other authors where
the original was no longer available; a few have been penned afresh by new hands; and
a range of extra entries have been added. Where there were just over forty chapters in
the original work, there are nearly sixty in this.

Some of the new entries are ones that, in hindsight, we might well have included in
the first edition. We decided in the light of feedback from readers, and our own sense
of things, that these would be useful additions and would help enhance the coverage
of the Companion. Other new entries were prompted by new developments in political
theory, and indeed by changes in the political world itself. The most striking examples
here are the number of new entries related to issues of international relations and global
justice. These did not have the salience in the early 1990s that they have assumed in
recent years.

Despite all these changes — these improvements, as we believe — our hope is that the
book retains its character and will continue to find favour with readers. We are pleased
that the Journal of Political Philosophy, too, has done so well. Launched simultaneously
with the first edition of the Companion, the JPP has firmly established itself as one of the
leading journals in the field.

We who sign off on this later preface are now three, not two. Thomas Pogge was an
obvious addition for the editorial team, in view of his knowledge of issues in international
political theory and given his temporary presence and continuing association with the
Australian National University; the ANU remains Robert Goodin's base and for Philip
Pettit it is a home away from home, where he is a regular visitor.

The second edition would not have been undertaken without the encouragement
and prompting of Nick Bellorini and the support of Kelvin Matthews at Blackwell’s. And
it certainly would not have materialized without the willingness of our authors, old and
new, to devote themselves to a hard task, often under heavy pressures of time. We owe
them all a large debt of gratitude.

Robert E. Goodin, Philip Pettit and Thomas Pogge
Canberra, Australia
March 2007
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Introduction

A ‘companion’ is not a dictionary or an encyclopedia or a literature review. Unlike a
dictionary, it is not primarily intended to provide an explication or a history of techni-
cal concepts; it is meant to offer substantive commentary on the work pursued in the
relevant field of study. Unlike an encyclopedia, it is not committed to the systematic
perspective of the official record; it is designed to be a practical guide for someone who
wants to find their way through the relevant field. And unlike a literature review, it is
not directed only at professionals in the area; it is also written with a view to those who
come fresh and unseasoned to the topics discussed.

So much for the distinctive viewpoint of a companion. What now of the terrain on
which it is trained? What is encompassed in Contemporary Political Philosophy?

Instead of philosophy we might well have said ‘theory’, for political theory is often
taken to coincide with what we have in mind as political philosophy. If we have chosen
the word ‘philosophy’, that is to mark, unambiguously, the fact that our interest is in
normative thinking. Political theory sometimes connotes empirical as well as norma-
tive thought: thought that bears primarily on how to explain rather than on how to
evaluate; another Companion takes those topics as its focus (Bottomore and Outhwaite,
1993; Outhwaite, 2003). Political philosophy, in contrast, is unequivocally concerned
with matters of evaluation.

But though our interest is in normative or evaluative thought, we should stress that
we take a broad view about the range of issues that are normatively relevant to politi-
cal philosophy. Thus we suppose that questions about what can feasibly be achieved
in a certain area are just as central to normative concerns as questions about what is
desirable in that area. We understand political philosophy in such a way that it does
not belong to the narrow coterie of those who would just contemplate or analyse the
values they treasure. It should come as no surprise that we look to a range of disciplines
in charting contributions to political philosophy. We look, not just to philosophy —
analytical and continental — but also to economics, history, law, political science and
sociology.

What does it mean to say that our concern is with political philosophy? Moral
philosophy — if you like, ethics — is concerned with normative thinking about
how in general various agents, individual or collective, should behave. So what is the
concern of political philosophy? Primarily, it is a concern to identify the sorts of
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INTRODUCTION

political institutions that we should have, at least given the background sort of culture
or society that we enjoy. To take the view that we should have certain political institu-
tions will imply that if such institutions are in place, then, other things being equal,
agents should not act so as to undermine them. But in general the connections between
moral and political philosophy are quite weak. Thus, our political philosophy may not
tell us how agents should behave in the imperfect world where the ideal institutions
are lacking or where the ideal institutions are abused by those who run them. It may
not give us much guidance on issues related to what used to be described as the problem
of political obligation.

But if political philosophy is concerned with which political institutions we ought to
have, what institutions count as political? On a narrow construal, political institutions
would mean the institutions associated with political process such as the voting system,
the parliamentary system, the system for choosing the executive, and so on: the sorts
ofthings surveyed in the parallel Blackwell Encyclopedia of Political Institutions (Bogdanor,
1987). On a broader construal, political institutions would include not just those pro-
cedural devices but also any substantive institutions associated, as we might say, with
the political product: any institutions that can be affected by those who assume power
under the political process. Political institutions in this sense would include the major
legal and economic and even cultural institutions, in addition to the arrangements of
government. We understand political institutions in this broader way, as indeed do
most political philosophers. Political philosophy, as we conceive of it, is not just inter-
ested in the routines that govern politics but also in the various systems which politics
may be used to shape. It is concerned with all the institutions that constitute what John
Rawls (1971, sec. 2) describes as the ‘basic structure’ of a society. And it is also con-
cerned with the supranational institutions that assume increasing importance with
growing international influences through trade, investment, travel, culture imports,
and ecological and epidemiological externalities.

Finally, what is connoted by our focus on contemporary political philosophy? Within
the analytical tradition of thought, as that affects both philosophy and other disciplines,
political philosophy has become an active and central area of research in the past three
or four decades; it had enjoyed a similar status in the nineteenth century but had
slipped to the margins for much of the twentieth. In directing the Companion to con-
temporary political philosophy, we mean to focus on this recent work. (For other
anthologies and surveys, see for example: Quinton, 1967; Ionescu, 1980; Hamlin and
Pettit, 1989; Miller, 1990; Held, 1991; Goodin and Pettit, 1997; Kymlicka, 2002;
Williams and Clayton, 2004; Swift, 2006.) In many cases discussion of recent work
requires some commentary on earlier literature, but here we do only as much of that
as strictly necessary to understand the contemporary scene and anyone wanting full
background ought to look elsewhere (for example, to Miller, 1987; Cahn, 1996; Simon,
2002; Cahn 2004).

Within non-analytical traditions, in particular, it is not so clear what is to count as
contemporary; but here too our general focus has been on work in the last two or three
decades. Often, however, non-analytical thought is intimately tied up with figures from
the past — history has a different presence here — and we have been happy in these cases
to have our contributors give more attention to such figures. For example, it would be
impossible to understand the French wave of deconstructionist thought without some
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INTRODUCTION

understanding of Nietzsche, for deconstructionists focus on this nineteenth-century
German thinker as if he were a prophet of their perspective.

Because it is a companion to contemporary political philosophy, and not a reference
work of a more standard kind, we have decided to organize the material in an unusual
manner. The book is divided into three broad sections, with long discussions in the first
section of the contributions of different disciplines to the subject area; somewhat shorter
discussions, in the second section, of the major ideologies which have cast their shadow
across the territory; and shorter treatments still, in the final section, of various topics
of special interest.

The distinctive and exciting thing about contemporary political philosophy is that
it has involved the work of practitioners in a variety of disciplines, or at least the use of
work done by people in a variety of disciplines. Rawls in analytical philosophy, Habermas
in continental philosophy, Sen in economics, Dworkin in law, Skinner in history, Barry
in political science: all of these are names that would figure in any account of what is
happening in contemporary political philosophy. But while the researchers involved in
different disciplines focus on questions that are treated across an interdisciplinary front,
and while most of them maintain a working knowledge of what is happening in disci-
plines besides their own, the disciplinary dispersion of the subject does create many
problems.

It is with these problems in mind that we decided to open the Companion with a
section devoted to long introductions to the contributions made by each of these rele-
vant disciplines to contemporary political philosophy. Each article is meant to familiar-
ize the reader with the sorts of issues in political philosophy that have particularly
concerned those in the discipline in question and with the techniques and models
developed in an attempt to cope with them. We hope that the articles will serve as a
whole to enable the relative newcomer to look at the different avenues on which
political philosophy is pursued, and that it will make it possible for the relative expert
in any one discipline to get a picture of what is happening elsewhere.

It is a striking feature of political philosophy, hardly surprising in virtue of the prac-
tical relevance of the subject, that apart from divisions on disciplinary lines, it also
displays divisions on ideological dimensions. In selecting the ideologies to be covered
in the second section, we tried to identify those principled world-views that have a
substantial impact in contemporary public life as well as an impact on philosophical
thinking.

Environmentalism figures in Part III, rather than here, on the grounds that it does
not really represent complete world-views, at least for most of those espousing them.
Racism, sexism and ageism do not figure, on the grounds that they hardly count as
principled ways of thinking about things. And republicanism is relegated to Part III,
because while the rediscovery of republican thought has influenced a number of theo-
rists, it has not had a substantial impact on public life. Yet other ideologies — like mon-
archism and fascism — are omitted on the grounds that, whatever impact they once
had on public life, they would seem to play only a marginal role in the con-
temporary world.

The ideologies we do include are of such importance, both as social movements
and as traditions of thinking, that someone unacquainted with any one of them
would be seriously compromised in their ability to understand what is happening in
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contemporary political philosophy. And since our interest in them is essentially as
systems of ideas, we organize discussions of them along the lines of their theoretical
self-descriptions rather than in terms of their institutional instantiations: ‘Marxism’
rather than ‘communism’, ‘socialism’ rather than ‘social democracy’, and so on.

We believe that Parts I and II cover much of the ground that is relevant to contem-
porary political philosophy, and enable us to see that ground from different angles. But
there are a number of important topics that receive too little attention in those sections:
usually they are topics which it would be impossible to deal with adequately in the
course of an overview treatment of a discipline or an ideology. Part III identifies a range
of such topics and includes shorter discussions of them. The Companion would not
approach the ideal of being a more or less complete guide to contemporary political
philosophy unless it gave this level of attention to the matters involved.

How to use these volumes? We hope that readers will find the different articles more
or less self-sufficient discussions of the subjects they treat. The treatment in each case
is distinctive, reflecting the viewpoint of the author. But in no case is the treatment
idiosyncratic: in no case does it warp the topics covered to fit with the angle taken. We
would like to believe that the volumes represent an attractive way of getting a perspec-
tive on contemporary political philosophy and an accessible way of getting into par-
ticular areas of interest.

But these volumes are not just an integrated set of introductions to different aspects
of contemporary political philosophy. They should also serve as a useful reference work.
Here we think that the index is of primary importance. We have designed the index to
cover the concepts that someone looking for a reference work in political philosophy
would be likely to want to explore. We think that in the articles which the volumes
contain there is material sufficient to elucidate those concepts, and often to elucidate
them from different angles: from the viewpoint, now of this discipline, now of that; in
the context, now of one ideology, now of another; with the focus, now of a contextual-
ized treatment, now of a specialized discussion. The index is designed to enable someone
to access relevant material easily and to use the volumes effectively as a work of
reference.
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Analytical Philosophy

PHILIP PETTIT

Introduction

Analytical philosophy is philosophy in the mainstream tradition of the Enlightenment.
Specifically, it is philosophy pursued in the manner of Hume and Kant, Bentham and
Frege, Mill and Russell. What binds analytical figures together is that they endorse, or
at least take seriously, the distinctive assumptions of the Enlightenment. These assump-
tions go, roughly, as follows:

1 There is a reality independent of human knowledge of which we human beings are
part.

2 Reason and method, particularly as exemplified in science, offer us the proper way
to explore that reality and our relationship to it.

3 In this exploration traditional preconceptions — in particular, traditional evaluative
preconceptions — should be suspended and the facts allowed to speak for
themselves.

With these assumptions in place, analytical philosophers see their job in one of two
ways. They see themselves as pursuing the Enlightenment project of methodical inves-
tigation, carving out areas of philosophical inquiry and methods of philosophical argu-
ment; or they see themselves as methodologically charting the pursuit of that project
elsewhere, providing a perspective on the nature of scientific and other approaches to
knowledge. Either way the key word is ‘method’. In this focus on method, and in their
broader affiliations, analytical philosophers distinguish themselves from the counter-
Enlightenment or continental tradition. They take their distance from more or less
Romantic figures like Rousseau, Herder, Hegel and the early Marx, and from disciplin-
ary approaches — say, in sociology or anthropology — that are heavily influenced by
such thinkers. They distance themselves equally from philosophers of a more sceptical
and anti-systematic cast like Kierkegaard and Nietzsche and from the many later think-
ers, philosophical and non-philosophical, who identify with them. And, finally, they
reject styles of philosophical thought that are distinctively shaped by certain traditions
of religious, cultural or political commitment.
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Sometimes analytical philosophy is demarcated geographically as the style of phi-
losophy pursued, in the main, among English-speaking philosophers, or at least among
English-speaking philosophers in the twentieth century. My account fits loosely
with this geographical criterion. Most English-speaking philosophy is methodologically
driven or methodologically focused in the Enlightenment manner, while much but
by no means all continental thinking is not; one striking exception, for example, is
Jiirgen Habermas, who has exercised an enormous influence in analytical circles.
For ease of reference, however, I will focus on writers in the English-speaking
tradition.

My concern here is with the contribution that analytical philosophers, in particular
recent analytical philosophers, have made to political philosophy: that is, to normative
thinking about the sorts of institutions that we ought politically to try and establish. It
will be convenient to discuss this contribution in two different phases. First, I will offer
an overview of the history of analytical political philosophy in recent decades. And then
Iwilllook at the legacy of assumptions, often assumptions unnoticed and unannounced,
that analytical philosophers have tended to intrude, for good or ill, into political
thinking.

Analytical Political Philosophy: the History

The long silence

One of the most striking features of analytical philosophy is that its major practitioners
have often neglected politics in their active agenda of research and publication. Political
philosophy was a focus of analytical concern and activity in nineteenth-century Britain,
when the main figures were Jeremy Bentham, John Stuart Mill and Henry Sidgwick.
These thinkers established a broad utilitarian consensus, according to which the yard-
stick in assessing political institutions — in assessing institutions that are politically
variable — is the happiness of the people affected by those institutions, in particular the
happiness of the people who live under the institutions. They all acknowledged other
values, in particular the value of liberty, but they argued that such values were impor-
tant only for their effect on happiness.

But the utilitarian bustle of the nineteenth century soon died down. From late in the
century to about the 1950s political philosophy ceased to be an area of active explora-
tion. There was lots done on the history of the subject and of course this often reflected
a more or less widely accepted set of assumptions. But there was little or nothing of
significance published in political philosophy itself. Peter Laslett summed up the situa-
tion in 1956 when he wrote: ‘For the moment, anyway, political philosophy is dead’
(Laslett, 1956, p. vii).

This all changed within a decade of Laslett’s pronouncement. In 1959 Stanley Benn
and Richard Peters published Social Principles and the Democratic State, in 1961 H. L. A.
Hart published The Concept of Law and in 1965 Brian Barry published Political Argument.
Benn and Peters argued, in a fashion that would have cheered many of their nine-
teenth-century forebears, that most of the principles we find attractive in politics reflect
a utililitarian disposition. The books by Hart and Barry were considerably more
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revolutionary. Each used techniques associated with current analytical philosophy to
resume the sort of discussion of grand themes that had been the hallmark of the nine-
teenth century. And each developed a novel perspective on the matters that it treated.
Hart used contemporary techniques to defend a positivist view of law against the view
that law was the command of the sovereign; that view had been defended by the nine-
teenth-century utilitarian jurisprude John Austin. Barry used such techniques to try,
among other things, to make a pluralism about values intellectually respectable; this
pluralism was directly opposed to the utilitarian tradition in which everything had been
reduced to the value of utility.

Why had there been such a silence in political philosophy through the first half of
the twentieth century? A number of factors may have made a contribution. There were
methodological reasons why political philosophy may not have seemed to be an attrac-
tive area to analytical philosophers during that period. But there was also a substantive
reason why it should have failed to engage them. I will look at the methodological
reasons first and then at the substantive consideration.

Analytical philosophy became methodologically more and more self-conscious in
the early part of the century, with the development of formal logic in the work of Frege
and Russell. Two propositions emerged as orthodoxy and were incorporated into the
logical positivist picture of the world that swept the tradition in the 1920s and 1930s
(Ayer, 1936). One of these propositions was that evaluative or normative assertions
did not serve, or at least did not serve primarily, to essay a belief as to how things are;
their main job was to express emotion or approval/disapproval, much in the manner
of an exclamation like “‘Wow!” or ‘Ugh!” The other proposition was that among asser-
tions that do express belief, there is a fairly exact divide between empirical claims that
are vulnerable to evidential checks and analytical or a priori claims, such as mathemat-
ical propositions, that are true in virtue of the meaning of their terms.

These two propositions would have given pause to any analytical philosophers bent
on doing political philosophy. They would have suggested that since philosophy is not
an empirical discipline, and since there are few a priori truths on offer in the political
arena, its only task in politics can be to explicate the feelings or emotions we are dis-
posed to express in our normative political judgements. But that job may not have
seemed very promising to many philosophers. If you are possessed of the Enlightenment
urge to advance the frontiers of knowledge, or to map the advances that occur else-
where, then trying to articulate non-cognitive feelings may look like small beer. The
best-known logical positivist tract on political philosophy is T. D. Weldon’s The
Vocabulary of Politics, published in 1953, and while it left room for this task of articula-
tion, its main contribution was to pour cold water on the aspiration of political phi-
losophy to say something important.

The propositions dividing the factual from the evaluative and the a priori from the
empirical did not bulk large in the critique of logical positivism, and of theoretical phi-
losophy generally, which was developed by Ludwig Wittgenstein from the 1930s
through to the 1950s. But the propositions still retained a place in this post-positivist
variety of analytical philosophy and, in any case, the Wittgensteinian development
introduced extra methodological reasons why political philosophy should not have
seemed a promising area of research. The development brought strains of counter-
Enlightenment thought into analytical philosophy, emphasizing that the job of the
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philosopher is to dispel the false images of reality that theorizing can generate — images
like that of logical positivism — and to restore us to the ease and quiet of unexamined
language use. If philosophy is cast in this therapeutic role then, once again, it is not
obvious why political philosophy should be an attractive research area. Whatever the
problems in politics, they do not look like problems of the sort that any kind of therapy
could resolve.

Some figures who are associated loosely with the later Wittgenstein, in particular
J. L. Austin and Gilbert Ryle, did not embrace his therapeutic view of philosophy. But
these thinkers also nurtured a picture of philosophy in which political philosophy
would not have been represented as a fetching or challenging activity. Both of them
thought of the main task of philosophy as charting and systematizing distinctions and
habits of thought that are marked in ordinary language but that are often overlooked
in crude theorizing, in particular theorizing about mind and its relation to the world.
This conceptualization of the task of philosophy does as badly as the Wittgensteinian
by political philosophy. It leaves political philosophy, at best, in a marginal position.

We can see, then, that there were methodological reasons why political philosophy
may have come off the analytical research agenda in the first half of this century.
But, as Brian Barry (1990) has argued, such reasons may not be sufficient to explain
why it disappeared so dramatically. Consistently with thinking that normative
judgements express feeling, one may believe that there is still an important task for
reason in sorting out the different commitments that can be consistently made. The
point would have been clear to most philosophers from the influential work of C. L.
Stevenson (1944) or R. M. Hare (1952) in ethics. Again, consistently with thinking
that the main job of philosophy is to carry forward the sort of programme described by
Wittgenstein or Ryle or Austin, one may believe that a subsidiary job is to sort out the
commitments that can rationally be sustained. So is there any other reason why polit-
ical philosophy should have been neglected by analytical thinkers in the first half of the
century?

Apart from methodological considerations, there is a substantive reason why the
subject may not have engaged the best minds in this period. There was probably little
puzzlement in the minds of Western philosophers in the early part of the century as to
what are the rational commitments in regard to political values. Continental refugees
like Popper may have felt that they had something to establish, for they would have
had a greater sense of the attractions of totalitarian government; Popper was one of the
very few analytical philosophers to contribute, however historically and indirectly, to
political theory (Popper, 1945; 1957). But the majority of analytical philosophers lived
in a world where such values as liberty and equality and democracy held unchallenged
sway. There were debates, of course, about the best means, socialist or otherwise, of
advancing those values. But such debates would have seemed to most analytical phi-
losophers to belong to the empirical social sciences. Hence those philosophers may not
have seen any issues worth pursuing in the realm of political philosophy itself.

One qualification. There would have been an issue, it is true, as to how unquestioned
values like liberty and equality should be weighted against each other. But many would
have seen that question as theoretically irresoluble and intellectually uninteresting.
And of those who found it resoluble most would have adopted the utilitarian view that
the different values involved all reflect different aspects of utility, however that is to be
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understood, in which case the question becomes equally uninteresting. Brian Barry
(1990, p. xxxv) suggests that utilitarianism was the prevalent attitude over the period
and that this made the enterprise of political philosophy look unfetching. Under utili-
tarianism exact political prescription depends entirely on facts about circumstances
and so it lies beyond the particular expertise of the philosopher.

If these observations on the political silence of analytical philosophy are correct, then
analytical philosophers in the mid-century would have been inhibited from tackling
political matters by two factors. They had a sense, on the one side, that there was little
useful work to be done on questions specifically related to values and, on the other, that
questions related to facts were properly left to empirical disciplines. With these consid-
erations in mind, we can understand why a book like Barry’s Political Argument should
have made such an impact when it appeared in 1965.

Barry rejected utilitarianism in favour of a value pluralism; here he was influenced
by Isaiah Berlin's 1958 lecture on ‘Two Concepts of Liberty’ (Barry, 1990, p. xxiv). But
he introduced the apparatus of indifference curves from economics to show that there
is still interesting intellectual work to be done, even if you are a pluralist about values:
even if you acknowledge different values, like liberty and equality and democracy, and
believe that they do not resolve into a single value like the utilitarian’s notion of hap-
piness. There is work to be done in looking at the different possible trade-offs between
the values involved and at their different institutional implications. This feature of
Barry’s work meant that he showed the way beyond the inhibition about discussing
values.

He also showed the way beyond the inhibition about trespassing on empirical disci-
plines. Barry may have maintained a traditional notion of the demarcation between
philosophy and the empirical disciplines. But, if he did, he still had no hesitation about
advocating a union between philosophy and, for example, an economic way of model-
ling political problems, when considering how to match various packages of values
with social institutions. His programme for pursuing this task was conceived in ‘the
marriage of two modern techniques: analytical philosophy and analytical politics’
(Barry, 1965, p. 290).

Barry’s book is reasonably identified as marking the end of the long political silence
of analytical philosophy. While Hart's Concept of Law had also made a great impact,
and while it retains the status of a classic, it was easily seen as a contribution to juris-
prudence rather than philosophy and it did not open up new ways of thinking about
politics. But Barry’s book was itself superseded less than a decade later when John
Rawls published A Theory of Justice in 1971. Barry (1990, p. Ixix) generously acknowl-
edges the fact. ‘Political Argument belongs to the pre-Rawlsian world while the world
we live in is post-Rawlsian . . . A Theory of Justice is the watershed that divides the past
from the present.’

A Theory of Justice

Rawls’s book resembles Barry's in two salient respects. Like Barry, he is a pluralist about
values but finds this no obstacle to the intellectual discussion of how the different values
that are relevant in politics ought to be weighted against each other; the point is dis-
cussed below. And, like Barry, he is happy about contaminating pure philosophical

9



PHILIP PETTIT

analysis with materials from the empirical disciplines in developing a picture of how to
institutionalize his preferred package of values and in considering whether the institu-
tions recommended are likely to be stable. Rawls does not acknowledge the clear dis-
tinction that logical positivists postulated between the empirical and the a priori. He
writes, more or less consciously, in the tradition associated with the work of his Harvard
colleague, W. V. O. Quine. For Quine (1960), all claims are vulnerable to experience,
though some claims may be relatively costly to revise, and therefore relatively deeply
entrenched in our web of belief: if you like, relatively a priori. This pragmatic attitude
may explain how Rawls can comfortably import material from economics and psychol-
ogy and other disciplines into his discussion.

So much for continuities between Rawls and Barry. The largest methodological
break between the two writers comes in their different views of what the intellectual
discussion of values involves. In Barry, the project is one of looking at principles that
are actually endorsed in political life — specifically, in the politics of Britain, the USA
and some similar countries from 1945 (Barry, 1965, p. xvii) — and then exploring the
different possibilities of trade-offs between the values involved. In Rawls, the project
gets to be much more engaged, in the way in which nineteenth-century utilitarianism
had been engaged. He is interested, not in the different beliefs we actually hold about
what is politically right, but in what beliefs we ought to hold about what is politically
right.

Rawls restricts himself to the question of what makes for justice, of what makes for
the proper political balancing of competing claims and interests (Rawls, 1971, pp. 3—6);
he believes that justice in this sense, justice as fairness, is the main right-making feature
of political institutions (Rawls, 1971, pp. 3—4). But Rawls is not interested just in dis-
tinguishing different, internally coherent conceptions of justice and in looking at what
they institutionally require, as Barry is interested in different packages of values and
their institutional requirements. He is concerned, in the first place, with what is the
appropriate conception of justice to have and what, therefore, are the right institutions
to establish.

The aspiration to identify the appropriate conception of justice is tempered in Rawls’s
later work, where he explicates his aim as one of identifying the appropriate conception
for people who share the commitments ‘latent in the public political culture of a demo-
cratic society’ (Rawls, 1988, p. 252). But whether or not it is tempered in this way, the
aspiration raises a question of method. How is the political philosopher to identify
the appropriate conception of justice? It is significant that Rawls’s first publication,
‘Outline of a decision procedure for ethics’ (1951), offers an answer to this question to
which he remains broadly faithful in his later work. The method he proposes, in the
language of A Theory of Justice, is the method of reflective equilibrium (Rawls, 1971,
pp. 46-53).

Consider a discipline like logic or linguistics. To develop a logic, in the sense in which
logic is supposed to explicate deductive or inductive habits of reasoning, is to identify
principles such that conforming to those principles leads to inferences that are intui-
tively valid: valid on reflective consideration, if not at first sight. Again, to develop a
theory of grammar is to find principles that fit in a similar fashion with our intuitions
of grammaticality as distinct from validity. Rawls’s proposal is that to develop a politi-
cal theory, in particular a theory of justice, is to identify general principles such that
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their application supports intuitively sound judgements as to what ought to happen in
particular cases. It is to identify abstract principles that are in equilibrium with our
concrete, political judgements.

It may seem that under this proposal political theory is going to be nothing more
than an attempt to reconstruct our political prejudices systematically, finding principles
that underpin them. But that would be a mistake. The judgements with which the
principles are required to be in equilibrium are considered judgements: judgements
reached after due consideration, free from the influence of special interests and other
disturbing factors. Moreover, the equilibrium sought under Rawls’s approach is a
reflective equilibrium. It is very likely when we try to systematize our sense of justice
that we will find certain considered judgements that refuse to fall under principles that
elsewhere fit perfectly well. The reflective qualification means that in such a case we
should focus, not on the principles, but on the recalcitrant judgements themselves, with
a view to seeing whether they may not prove disposable in the light of the disequilib-
rium that they generate.

The method of reflective equilibrium is a method of justification in political philoso-
phy, and in normative thinking generally. But Rawls does better still in answering the
question of how we are to determine the appropriate conception of justice. In A Theory
of Justice he directs us to a method of discovery for political philosophy as well as a
method of justification. We want to know which principles for the ordering of society
are just. Well then, he says, what we should do is each to ask after what principles we
would want to establish for the ordering of society if we had to make our choice under
ignorance about our characteristics and under ignorance, therefore, about which posi-
tion we are likely to reach in that society. We should pursue a contractual method of
exploration in seeking out the principles of justice, resorting later to the test of reflective
equilibrium in checking whether the principles identified are satisfactory.

Why use the contractual method, rather than some other heuristic, in seeking to
identify appropriate principles of justice? The idea of asking what would be chosen
under a veil of ignorance is attractive to Rawls because, intuitively, any principles
chosen in that sort of situation — the original position, he calls it — will be fair. The idea
had already been urged by the utilitarian economist-cum-philosopher John Harsanyi
(1953; 1955). But the device of the original position, and the associated contract, also
serves to dramatize something that is very important in Rawls’s thought: that the
principles to be chosen should play a public role in the life of the society, being treated
like a founding constitution or covenant (Kukathas and Pettit, 1990, ch. 3). The
principles are to be general in form, not mentioning particular persons; they are to be
universal in application, applying potentially to everyone; and, most important, they
are to be publicly recognized as the final court of appeal for resolving people’s conflict-
ing claims (Rawls, 1971, pp. 1430-6).

Rawls thinks that as we do political philosophy, in particular as we seek out an
appropriate conception of justice, we should move back and forth between the prompt-
ings of the contractual method and the requirements of the method of reflective equi-
librium. We take a certain specification of the original position and consider what
principles it would lead us to endorse as principles of justice. If we find a match or
equilibrium between those principles and our considered judgements, then that is
fine. If we do not, then we must think again. We must look to see whether it may be
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appropriate to alter the specification of the original position in some way, so that dif-
ferent principles are endorsed, or whether it may rather be required of us to rethink the
considered judgements with which the principles conflict. We carry on with this process
of derivation, testing and amendment until finally, if ever, we achieve a reflective equi-
librium of judgement. At that point we will have done the best that can be done by way
of establishing an appropriate conception of the principles of justice that ought to
govern our institutions.

In outlining this method of doing political philosophy, Rawls made contact with
earlier traditions of thought. The contractual method connects explicitly with the
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century tradition of contemplating a fictional state of
nature prior to social or political life and considering the contract that people must have
made, or perhaps ought to have made, in such a position (Lessnoff, 1986). Rawls uses
the notion of contract only in a hypothetical fashion, where his predecessors gave it a
historical or quasi-historical significance, but he clearly means to forge a connection
with that earlier, contractual mode of thought. The method of reflective equilibrium,
on the other hand, connects with a long tradition of ethical theory, at least according
to Rawls (1971, p. 51). He suggests in particular that it was well articulated by the
nineteenth-century utilitarian Henry Sidgwick, in his monumental study of the Methods
of Ethics (but see Singer, 1974).

I have drawn attention to two features of Rawls’s work. Like Barry in Political
Argument, he finds room for the intellectual discussion of matters of value and, like
Barry, he is willing to mix traditional philosophical discussion with a variety of contri-
butions from more empirical disciplines. But in the intellectual discussion of values, he
makes a decisive break with Barry. He sees the realm of value as an area worthy of
intellectual exploration, not just in the spirit of the cultural analyst or critic, but in the
spirit of someone seeking to determine the right political commitments; he justifies this
stance by appeal to the test of reflective equilibrium and the heuristic of contractualist
thinking.

However, A Theory of Justice was influential for substantive as well as methodologi-
cal reasons. It developed a distinctive and widely discussed view of the appropriate
principles of justice, as well as outlining the way to develop those principles in more
concrete institutions. Rawls argued that in the original position, where we are ignorant
of our chances of success in any social arrangement chosen, each of us would be led
rationally to make a conservative choice, opting for a basic social structure which at
its worst — though not necessarily at its best and not necessarily on average — would
do better for someone than alternatives. He argued, in short, that the parties in the
original position would maximin: they would choose the alternative with the highest
low point, the maximal minimum. Given that the parties would maximin, he then went
on to argue that this strategy would lead them to choose, among salient alternatives,
a basic structure characterized by two principles of justice.

The two principles defended by Rawls are: first, ‘Each person is to have an equal
right to the most extensive total system of equal basic liberties compatible with a similar
system of liberty for all' (Rawls, 1971, p. 250); and second, ‘Social and economic
inequalities are to be arranged so that they are both (a) to the greatest benefit of the
least advantaged and (b) attached to all under conditions of fair equality of opportunity’
(ibid., p. 83; see too p. 302). The first principle expresses a concern for liberty; the
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second, which is known as the difference principle, expresses a presumption in favour
of material equality, a presumption which is to be defeated only for the sake of raising
the lot of the worst off in the society. The principles are to be applied, according to Rawls
(ibid., pp. 302-3), under two priority rules; these rules give him a way of handling the
plurality of values represented by the principles.

The first priority rule is that under normal, non-starvation conditions the first prin-
ciple should never be compromised in the name of the second: its lesser fulfilment is
never justified by the greater satisfaction of the second principle; more intuitively, no
interference with the system of liberties, whether in respect of extensiveness or equality,
is compensated for by an increase in anyone'’s socio-economic advantage. The second
rule of priority is mainly concerned with the relationship between the two parts of the
second principle, ordaining that fair equality of opportunity should never be restricted
out of consideration for the greatest benefit of the least advantaged. Both of these rules
are lexicographic forms of ordering, being of a kind with the rule that dictates the posi-
tion of words in a dictionary. In each case the second element comes into play in order-
ing alternatives, only when the first element has made its contribution, as the second
letter of a word comes into play in the ordering of a dictionary, only when the first letter
has had its effect.

So much for the methodological and substantive novelties of A Theory of Justice. The
developments that have characterized analytical political philosophy since the appear-
ance of that book — and many of the developments that have characterized political
theory more generally — can be represented as reactions of different sorts. We are now
living, as Barry puts it, in a post-Rawlsian world.

There has been a great deal of work since A Theory of Justice, including work by Rawls
himself (1993; 1999; 2001), on the more or less detailed discussion and critique of the
approach in that book (Daniels, 1975; Pogge, 1989; Kukathas and Pettit, 1990;
Kukathas, 2003). Again, there has been a lot of work, inspired by the framework if
not always the vision of the book, on matters that are identified as important there but
are not treated in any detail. There has been a growing amount of research on issues
of international justice, for example (Beitz, 1979); intergenerational justice (Parfit,
1984); and criminal justice (Braithwaite and Pettit, 1990). Pre-eminent amongst
such studies is the extended work by Joel Feinberg on The Moral Limits of the Criminal
Law (1988).

Rejection

The period since A Theory of Justice has been dominated by two more dramatic sorts of
reactions to the book: on the one hand, reactions of rejection; on the other, reactions
of radicalization. The reactions of rejection come in two varieties. The reactions in the
first category represent positions on matters of political philosophy that remain broadly
analytical in character and connection. Usually they argue that the sort of ideal depicted
in A Theory of Justice is undesirable; it is not the sort of thing we ought to be after in
designing our institutions. The reactions in the second category connect, on the whole,
with non-philosophical or at least non-analytical traditions of thought. They argue
that the enterprise of A Theory of Justice is infeasible in some way; its methods or its
ideals are just not capable of being followed through.
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Among reactions of the first kind, Robert Nozick’s Anarchy, State and Utopia (1974)
is outstanding (Paul, 1981). Nozick points out that Rawls’s conception of justice is
primarily non-historical. He means that how things are to be distributed among people
in a society is to be determined, under the theory, not by reference to where the things
originated — not by reference to who made them, who exchanged them, and so on —but
rather by reference to the aggregate patterns that different distributions represent: in
particular, by reference to which distribution will do best by the worst-off in the society.
As against this, he makes two main points. First, he argues that Rawls’s conception is
unrealistic in treating the goods to be distributed as if they were manna-from-heaven.
‘Isn’t it implausible that how holdings are produced and come to exist has no effect at
all on who should own what?’ (Nozick, 1974, p. 155). And he argues, second, that
enforcing Rawls’s two principles, like enforcing a socialist regime, would require con-
stant monitoring of the exchanges between people and constant interference and
adjustment. ‘The socialist society would have to forbid capitalist acts between consent-
ing adults’ (ibid., p. 163).

Largely in reaction to Rawls’s vision, as indeed he admits, Nozick elaborates a liber-
tarian alternative to the two-principles theory. He begins by postulating certain rights,
roughly of a kind with the rights recognized by Locke in the seventeenth century, and
he then looks into what sort of state is compatible with those rights. ‘Individuals have
rights and there are things no person or group may do to them (without violating their
rights)’ (Nozick, 1974, p. ix). Each right is a constraint on how others, in particular the
state, may treat the bearer: it constrains others not to treat the bearer in fashion X —say,
not to interfere with his or her freedom of movement or association or speech — even if
treating the bearer in that way would reduce the level of X-treatment of others by
others. Each right is a more or less absolute constraint, in the sense that short of cata-
strophic horror, it cannot be infringed for the sake of promoting some social good like
equality or welfare. And each right is a fundamental constraint, in the sense that the
satisfaction of the right is a good in itself, not something that is good in virtue of pro-
moting an independent goal.

This libertarian assertion of Lockean rights naturally generates a different, and more
distinctively historical, conception of justice in holdings from that which Rawls defends.
It means that the justice of holdings will depend on who had the things in question in
the first place and on how they were transferred to others (Nozick, 1974, pp. 150-3).
But a traditional problem with the libertarian assertion of rights is that it may seem to
rule out the moral permissibility of a state of any kind. Every state must tax and coerce,
claiming a monopoly of legitimate force, and so apparently it is bound to offend against
libertarian rights. Nozick’'s book may remain important, not so much for its criticisms
of Rawls — these depend on some questionable representation (Kukathas and Pettit,
1990) — but for the resolution that it offers for this long-standing difficulty.

Nozick presents an ingenious, though not wholly conclusive, argument that if people
were committed to respecting rights, and if they were disposed to act in their rational
self-interest, then in the absence of a state they would take steps which, little by little,
would lead to the establishment of a certain sort of state. ‘Out of anarchy, pressed by
spontaneous groupings, mutual protection associations, division of labour, market
pressures, economies of scale, and rational self-interest, there arises something very
much resembling a minimal state or a group of geographically distinct minimal states’
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(Nozick, 1974, pp. 16—17). Given this argument, Nozick holds that libertarians can
endorse the minimal state: the state which is limited in function to the protection of its
citizens against violence, theft, fraud and the like. And absent any parallel argument
for the more-than-minimal state — say, the redistributive state envisaged by Rawls — he
holds that this is all that libertarians can endorse.

I mentioned Nozick as the outstanding example of a reaction of rejection to Rawls
that remains tied to analytical philosophy. The Nozickian reaction is tied to the idea of
rights, to which he gave a new currency among analytical and other thinkers (Lomasky,
1987; see too Waldron, 1984; Frey, 1985). Other negative reactions to Rawls that stay
within the analytical camp are organized around different but still more or less familiar
ideas (see Miller, 1976). The idea of utility has remained a rallying point for well-known
figures like R. M. Hare, John Harsanyi, Richard Brandt and Peter Singer, and it has
provided a starting point for a number of newer studies (Griffin, 1986; Hardin, 1988;
see too Sen and Williams, 1982). The idea of deserts has focused a further variety of
opposition (Sadurski, 1985; Sher, 1987; Campbell; 1988). The idea of autonomy or
self-determination, itself a theme in Rawls, has been widely explored, with different
lessons derived from it (Lindley, 1986; Raz, 1986; Young, 1986; Dworkin, 1988) And
the idea of needs has served as yet another focus of opposition (Braybrooke, 1987;
Wiggins, 1987). Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the idea of equality has been
reworked in different ways by a number of thinkers, all of whom distance themselves
in some measure from the Rawlsian orthodoxy (Dworkin, 1978; Sen, 1986; Cohen,
1989; Kymlicka, 1990; Nagel, 1991). This work has included work displaying a decid-
edly socialist or Marxist stamp (Roemer, 1988; Miller, 1989).

So much for reactions of rejection that stay within the analytical camp. There
have also been reactions to A Theory of Justice that point beyond the analytical way
of thinking and that have served to connect with other traditions of political theory.
These reactions have not served to question the desirability of the two-principles
ideal but, more fundamentally, the feasibility of any such theory of justice. One reaction
of this kind is associated with the economist F. A. von Hayek (1982), who argues
that implementing a Rawlsian view of justice, or indeed any redistributive conception,
would require a sort of information that is never going to be available to central
government (Barry, 1979; Gray, 1986; Kukathas, 1989). Another reaction in the
same vein is the more recently voiced complaint that a Rawlsian theory is of little
or no relevance in a world where states are deeply enmeshed in international net-
works of commerce and law and administration (Held, 1991). But the reactions of
this kind that have made the greatest impact are associated with feminism and with
communitarianism.

There are two feminist challenges that have been particularly emphasized in the
literature since A Theory of Justice. One is that while a theory like Rawls’s seeks to deal
even-handedly with men and women, while it envisages a state that is gender-blind,
the ideal projected in such a theory is bound to fail in practice: it is bound to prove
infeasible. The reason invoked for this inevitable failure is that the sociology that implic-
itly informs the theory — for example, the assumptions as to what it is reasonable to
expect of public office holders and committed citizens — systematically favours males.
‘Men’s physiology defines most sports, their needs define auto and health insurance
coverage, their socially-designed biographies define workplace expectations and
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successful career patterns, their perspectives and concerns define quality in scholar-
ship, their experiences and obsessions define merit’ (Mackinnon, 1987, p. 36).

The other challenge which feminists have often brought against Rawlsian theory
rests on the claim that it assumes that there is a clear distinction between the public and
the domestic arenas and that the business of the state is restricted to the public sphere.
‘The assumption that a clear and simple distinction can be drawn between the political
and the personal, the public and the domestic, has been basic to liberal theory at least
since Locke, and remains as a foundation of much political theory today’ (Okin, 1991,
p. 90). The challenge issued on the basis of this claim is that by neglecting the domestic
sphere a theory like Rawls’s is bound to fail in its own aspiration to articulate what
justice requires; it is bound to overlook the subordination and the exploitation of women
in the domestic sphere (Pateman, 1983). The personal is the political, soitis alleged, and
any theory that fails to appreciate that fact cannot articulate a feasible ideal of justice.

Communitarians do two things. They argue for the desirability of community, social
involvement and political participation (Buchanan, 1989). And, more importantly,
they offer critiques of the sort of political philosophy which Rawls is taken to epitomize.
For communitarians Rawlsian political philosophy exemplifies, above all, a type of
approach that abstains from asserting the inherent superiority or inferiority of any
particular conception of the good life (Rawls, 1971, pp. 447-8). The sort of state it
countenances is recommended in abstraction from any particular view of the good life,
so Rawls claims, and the sort of state endorsed is meant to operate without favouring
such a view. Communitarian challenges are usually cast as challenges to any theory
that resembles Rawls’s in this normative abstraction, this ethical neutrality. Such
neutral theories are often described, in recent usage, as liberal theories of politics (Barry,
1990, p. li; Kymlicka, 1990, pp. 233—4). Communitarians prefer a theory of politics in
which the state endorses the conception of the good life that is tied up with the com-
munity’s practices and traditions. They prefer a politics of the common good, as it is
sometimes put, to a politics of neutrality.

There are three broadly communitarian critiques that I will mention (for a survey
see Gutman, 1985; Buchanan, 1989; Kymlicka, 1990; Walzer, 1990). One argues that
effective political debate has got to be conducted in the currency of meanings, in par-
ticular evaluative meanings, that exists in the local society and that any theory that
tries to abstract from such meanings, as a neutral theory must allegedly do, will not
yield a feasible ideal of the state: an ideal that can be expected to command the alle-
giance of ordinary folk (Walzer, 1983). Under the meanings shared in our society, it
might be argued, it is fine for ordinary goods and chattels to be distributed on market
principles but not intuitively all right for emergency medical care to be made available
on that basis; the culturally given categories embody normative expectations of a kind
that any credible and workable political philosophy must respect.

A second communitarian challenge is directed to the ideal implicit in the neutral,
liberal image of the state: the ideal of a self that chooses the sort of person to be, picking
from among the options that are made available under the meticulously neutral frame-
work provided by the state. The claim is that this ideal is empty and unrealizable and,
once again, that a political philosophy that is built around such an ideal cannot effect
a grip on people’s imagination. The fact is, so the argument goes, that moral choice is
always a matter of self-discovery, in which the self unearths the culturally given
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commitments that define and constitute it. Only a political philosophy that identifies
and reinforces those sorts of commitments can have a hope of being workable
(MacIntyre, 1981; Sandel, 1982).

The third communitarian challenge endorses a version of the liberal ideal of the
self-determining subject. It argues, first, that in order to achieve such autonomy, people
need to be culturally provided with appropriate concepts and ideals, or that they need
to have the opportunity for public debate about such matters, or whatever; and second,
that the neutral, liberal state is constitutionally incapable of furnishing such resources,
so that it makes the very ideal it fosters unreachable (Taylor, 1985; Raz, 1986). There
are many variations on this argument, as there are on the other communitarian claims,
but the general idea should be clear: the realization of the liberal ideal is not possible
under the neutral, liberal state; it requires a state that is prepared to be assertive about
the conception or conceptions of the good life that are allegedly associated with the
given community and culture.

Feminist and communitarian challenges allege that Rawlsian theory, and any theory
in its general image, is sociologically uninformed and, consequently, that its prescrip-
tions are infeasible; they may do for the ciphers conjured up in the philosophical arm-
chair but they will not work for ordinary, culturally situated human beings. Such
approaches would lead us away from how analytical philosophers do political philoso-
phy and into the richer pastures seeded by this or that sociological theory. Analytical
philosophers have not been hugely disturbed, it must be said, by these attacks. The
general line has been that if good points are made in some of the criticisms offered, they
are points that can be taken aboard without giving up on the enterprise of analytical
political philosophy, Rawlsian or otherwise (Larmore, 1987; Buchanan, 1989; Macedo,
1990; Kukathas and Pettit, 1990, ch. 5; Kymlicka, 1990, chs 6 and 7).

Radicalization

I have discussed the reactions of rejection to A Theory of Justice. In order to complete
this historical sketch I need also to mention the category of responses that I describe as
reactions of radicalization. There are two methodological novelties in A Theory of Justice,
associated respectively with the method of reflective equilibrium and the contractual
method. The method of reflective equilibrium has attracted a good deal of support and
has sometimes been consciously extended in ways that go beyond Rawls. One sort of
extension is the method of argument — we might call it the method of dialectical equi-
librium — whereby a thinker establishes firm intuitions about what is right in a given
area and then shows that in consistency they should also apply, however surprising
the results, in areas that are somewhat removed from the original one (Nozick, 1974;
Goodin, 1985). That type of extension can be seen as a radicalization of the Rawlsian
approach. But radicalization of the Rawlsian approach has been pursued much more
widely and systematically in relation to the other methodological novelty in A Theory
of Justice: the use of the contractual method.

I said above that for Rawls the contractual method is a method of discovery that
complements the method of justification by reflective equilibrium. Rawls is interested
in identifying just or fair institutions; he argues that such institutions are the ones that
would be chosen in a just or fair procedure and he then constructs the original position
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contract as a procedure with a good claim to be fair. The fact that the two principles
would be chosen in the original position, as he thinks they would, is as good an indica-
tion as we are going to get that the principles are fair; it shows, for all relevant purposes,
that they are fair. ‘The fairness of the circumstances transfers to fairness of the prin-
ciples adopted’ (Rawls, 1971, p. 159).

The radicalization of Rawls’s contractual method casts a hypothetical contract of
the kind instantiated in the Rawlsian approach in a more radical role than that which
is strictly envisaged in A Theory of Justice. Consider the contractarian property of a set
of institutions or principles, which consists in the hypothetical fact that they would be
chosen under appropriate circumstances. The fact that the two principles possess that
property is a sign that they are fair, under Rawls’s way of thinking, but it is not of their
essence: fairness or rightness is not defined by that property, at least to begin with
(Rawls, 1971, p. 111); fairness or rightness is independently defined as the target we
want to track and the contractarian property is identified as a useful tracker. The
radicalizations of Rawls resist this merely heuristic construal of the contractual method.
They say that the very notion of what it is to be politically right is, or ought to be,
nothing more than the notion of what would be contractually chosen in appropriate
circumstances. They claim that the contractarian property constitutes rightness rather
than merely tracking it.

In Plato’s Euthyphro, Socrates asks whether something is holy because the gods love
it or whether the gods love it because it is holy. The issue between Rawls — or at least
Rawls of A Theory of Justice — and more radical contractarians has to do with a parallel
issue (Pettit, 1982). If a set of institutions or principles is contractually eligible, if it is
such as would be chosen in a suitable contract, is that because they are right — because
they satisfy some independent criterion of rightness — as in the Rawlsian, heuristic
view? Or are they right because they would be the object of contract, as in the view
that takes rightness to be constituted by contractual eligibility?

The radical contractarians who have dominated political philosophy since the pub-
lication of Rawls’s book divide, broadly, into two camps. The one camp casts the con-
tract in an economic image, as a procedure of striking a bargain; the other takes it in
a more political way, as a process of reaching deliberative conviction and consensus
(Kukathas and Pettit, 1990, p. 32; see too Barry, 1989, p. 371; Hamlin, 1989). Under
the economic interpretation, the upshot of the contract is treated as something that is
to the mutual advantage of parties whose relevant beliefs and desires are formed prior
to exchange with one another; the contract represents a reciprocal adjustment that is
in everyone's interest, not an exchange in which anyone tries to influence the minds
or hearts of others. Under the political interpretation, the upshot of the contract is
treated as a more or less commanding conclusion: as something that each is led to
endorse under reasoning — say, reasoning about common interests — that survives
political discussion, collective or otherwise, and that elicits general allegiance.

Something like the economic version of contractarianism had been explored prior
to A Theory of Justice by two economists, James Buchanan and Gordon Tullock (1962).
They argued, roughly, that the right set of principles for a society is the set that would
be unanimously preferred. This approach operationalizes a static criterion of what is to
the mutual advantage of parties and in recent discussions it has been eclipsed by the
sort of economic contractarianism developed in the work of David Gauthier (1986).
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Under Gauthier’s approach, the right principles for ordering a society are those on
which rational bargainers would converge under circumstances that it would be ratio-
nal of them to accept as a starting point for bargaining. Gauthier develops a theory of
rational bargaining in the course of advancing his contractarian vision and, applying
that theory, he is led to argue for a more or less minimal state. In exploring this
approach he claims to resolve a type of bargaining problem that Rawls had described
as ‘hopelessly complicated’. ‘Even if theoretically a solution were to exist, we would not,
at present anyway, be able to determine it’ (Rawls, 1971, p. 140).

There are traces of economic contractarianism in A Theory of Justice and the book
undoubtedly served as a stimulus for people like Gauthier. But the political reading of
the contractual method is probably more in the spirit of Rawls. The parties involved in
a bargain take their own reasons for preferring one or another outcome as given and
they are impervious to any reasons that others may offer for rethinking their prefer-
ences. They have no care for what other parties believe or want and are disposed, if let,
to impose their own wishes on others; when they settle for anything less, that is because
that is the best they can squeeze out of their fellow-bargainers. Under the political
version of contractarianism, the parties are cast in a very different light. They are con-
ceptualized as persons who each wish to find a structure on which all can agree, seeking
out the intellectually most compelling candidate.

A political version of contractarianism is to be found in the work of the German
thinker, Jiirgen Habermas (1973); he argues that the best structure for society is
that which would be supported by people involved in collective debate under ideal
conditions of speech, where all are equal, each has the chance to speak and each has
the opportunity to question the assertions of others. In English-speaking circles,
the most influential contributions have come from Bruce Ackerman (1980) and
T. M. Scanlon (1982; 1998). The general approach has also been endorsed by Brian
Barry (1989).

Ackerman (1980) suggests that the best sort of state, the best social structure, is by
definition the kind of arrangement that would be supported in neutral dialogue: in
dialogue where no one is allowed to assert either that their conception of the good is
better than that asserted by others or that they are intrinsically superior to any of their
fellows. Scanlon (1982, p. 110) argues that the best basic structure will be character-
ized, at least in part, by ‘rules for the general regulation of behaviour which no one
could reasonably reject as a basis for informed, unforced general agreement’. These
formulae are each meant to catch a guiding idea for further exploration and
argument.

The political contractualism that I have associated with Scanlon and Ackerman has
also been important in prompting the development over recent years of the ideal of
deliberative democracy (Cohen, 1989; Gutmann and Thompson, 1996). The ideal is
that actual institutions should be organized at different decision-making sites so that
participants are encouraged or even required to deliberate with others about what is
for the good of all; and that they should cast their votes according to their judgement
on what is best, not according to their personal preferences over possible results
(Bohman and Rehg, 1997; Elster, 1998; Fishkin and Laslett, 2003).

We have discussed the long silence of analytical political philosophy in the early part
of the century; the break in that silence with the books published by Benn and Peters
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(1959), Hart (1961) and especially Barry (1965); the new era introduced with Rawls’s
publication of A Theory of Justice in 1971; the reactions of rejection to that book, ana-
lytical and non-analytical: in particular, communitarian and feminist; and the reac-
tions of radicalization that the book occasioned, with new developments in contractual
thinking, economic and political. While the account offered is necessarily selective,
even schematic, it may help to give some sense of the recent history of analytical
political philosophy. I would now like to turn to more speculative and controversial
matters. I want to offer a picture of the most important assumptions that analytical
philosophy has bequeathed, for good or ill, to normative political thinking.

Analytical Political Philosophy: the Legacy

There are two distinct areas where normative questions arise, according to the lore of
analytical philosophers: in the theory of the good, as it is called, and in the theory of
the right. The theory of the good is the theory in which we are instructed on what
properties, in particular what universal properties, make one state of the world better
than another; we are instructed on what properties constitute values, specifically
impersonal values that do not refer to any particular individuals or indeed any other
particular entities. Utilitarianism offers a theory of the good according to which the
only property that matters in the ranking of states of the world is the happiness of
sentient creatures. The theory of the right, on the other hand, is the theory in which
we are told what makes one option right and another wrong, among the options in any
choice; the choice may be a personal decision among different acts or a social decision
among different basic structures. Utilitarianism is a theory of the right to the extent
that it identifies the right option in any choice as that which suitably promotes happi-
ness: that which suitably promotes the good.

The analytical tradition of thinking bequeaths distinctive assumptions in both of
these areas, assumptions that bear intimately on political matters. In the theory of the
good it has tended, more or less unquestioningly, to support certain substantive con-
straints on the sorts of properties that can be countenanced as political values. And in
the theory of the right it has generated a set of distinctions around which to taxonomize
different possible approaches to questions about what institutions to prefer. I will deal
first of all with assumptions in the theory of the good and then with assumptions in the
theory of the right. As will become clear, I think that the contribution of analytical
philosophy to political thinking is rather different in the two areas. The received ana-
lytical theory of the good is a contribution of dubious worth, at least in one respect,
serving to constrain political thought rather than liberate it. The analytical theory of
the right is a contribution of positive merit and political thought is the better for taking
the relevant analytical distinctions on board.

Theory of the good

There are two elements in the received analytical assumptions about the theory of the
political good. The first is a universalist form of personalism, as I shall describe it, and
the second a valuational solipsism. Personalism is a plausible working assumption in
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political philosophy but it has often been distorted by association with the solipsist
thesis.

Personalism is the assumption that whatever is good or bad about a set of institu-
tions is something that is good or bad for the people whom they affect. The fact that a
set of institutions is allegedly in accordance with God’s will; the fact that it is the set
that best preserves a certain culture or language; the fact that it is the set of institutions
that puts least strain on the natural environment: these features allegedly count for
nothing, except so far as they are associated with a benefit to individuals. It will be
important that the institutions fit with allegedly divine decrees if that means that people
will benefit from a consequent harmony of doctrine; it will be important that they pre-
serve a culture or language if this means that people will enjoy a consequent solidarity
of association or a plurality of options; it will be important that they reduce the strain
on nature if people are likely to benefit in some way, at some stage, from the enhanced
environment. But, considerations of this kind apart, political philosophy need not look
to how institutions would answer on these counts.

Personalism is not likely to be resisted on the grounds that it challenges theocentric
visions of politics. It may well be resisted on environmental grounds but here the con-
flict is either of minor practical import or it can be accommodated by a slight shift of
commitments. Many environmental measures that are likely to be prized independently
of their impact on human beings — measures to do with preserving other species or
preserving wildernesses — are arguably for the good of people, though perhaps only in
the very long term. And if there are attractive measures for which this does not hold,
then they can be accommodated by stretching personalism to encompass the good of
the members of certain other species.

Personalism is primarily designed as a form of opposition, not to environmentalism,
or even to theocentrism, but to the belief that nations or cultures or states or societies,
or corporate entities of any kind, have interests that transcend the interests of indi-
viduals. According to such a belief, such an institutional anti-personalism, it may be
right to introduce a political measure, even when that measure does not make any
people better off, even indeed when it makes some people worse off. Specifically, it
may be right to do this, because of how the measure affects some supra-personal,
corporate entity.

Personalism rejects such institutionalism, arguing instead that the only interests
that are relevant in the assessment of politically variable arrangements are the interests
of those present or future people who may be affected by the arrangements; it is usually
assumed that the dead do not have interests or that their interests do not count.
Imagine two societies in which the interests of individuals are equally well served but
where certain corporate entities fare differently — if that is possible. The personalist
claims that there is no ground for ranking the arrangements in either of those societies
above the other; if affected individuals fare equally well — however that is judged — then
the arrangements have to count as equally good. Perhaps one set of arrangements is
aesthetically more attractive than the other, and perhaps it is ranked above the other
on those grounds. But that sort of ranking, so the personalist will claim, is not strictly
a ranking in political philosophy. From the point of view of political philosophy, the
only considerations that should be taken into account are considerations about how
individuals fare.
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Jeremy Bentham (1843, p. 321) sums up the personalist credo nicely: ‘Individual
interests are the only real interests. Take care of individuals; never injure them, or suffer
them to be injured, and you will have done well enough for the public.” The thesis is
also to be found, more or less explicitly, in A Theory of Justice: ‘Let us assume, to fix ideas,
that a society is a more or less self-sufficient association of persons who in their relations
to one another recognize certain rules of conduct as binding and who for the most part
act in accordance with them. Suppose further that these rules specify a system of coop-
eration designed to advance the good of those taking part in it" (Rawls, 1971, p. 4).
Given this view of society, Rawls naturally thinks that the normative question with a
basic structure is how well it answers to those individuals whose good it is supposed to
advance. The personalist assumption has been explicitly noted by a number of authors
but it generally goes without saying in analytical circles (see Raz, 1986; Hamlin and
Pettit, 1989; Broome, 1990; 1991, ch. 8).

But in ascribing personalism to the broad tradition of analytical philosophy, we need
to be clear that the personalism ascribed is universalist in character. It holds that not
only are persons the only entities that ultimately matter in politics, all persons matter
equally. Consistently with personalism, strictly formulated, we might have said that
the good of the King or Queen or the good of some class or caste is all that matters. But
the universalist twist blocks this possibility. The commitment is nicely caught in a
slogan attributed to Bentham: ‘Everybody to count for one, nobody for more than one’
(Mill, 1969, p. 267).

If personalism has been systematically challenged, at least in its anti-institutional-
ism guise, that has probably occurred only within the more or less Hegelian tradition
of continental thinking. But this claim may be resisted. Isn’t personalism opposed, less
dramatically, to the sort of communitarianism that argues that a state ought to endorse
and further the conception of a good life associated with the local culture? At the least,
isn't it opposed to the sort of communitarian doctrine that argues that communal
solidarity and rootedness is itself a good that ought to be furthered by the state? More
generally, indeed, isn’t it opposed by any theory that argues that what the state
ought to value and advance is a property, not of individuals, but of aggregates of
individuals?

Personalism is not opposed, despite appearances, to doctrines of these kinds. The
personalist assumption is that if institutions are good or bad, then they are good or bad
for individuals. Even if a conception of the good life is associated with a received culture,
and is not endorsed by all individuals, it may be a personalist conception; it may rep-
resent the way of life as good, because of the alleged good it does for individuals. For
example, a traditional, religious conception of the good life may represent a certain way
of life as good for the salvation of individuals. Again, even if the valued properties that
a state promotes are properties of groups rather than individuals — properties like soli-
darity — they may be valued for the good which their realization involves for individu-
als. Solidarity may not be prized in itself, as it were, but on the grounds that it is good
for individuals to belong to a solidaristic community.

I said that the personalism of the analytical tradition usually goes without saying.
No one makes much of it, since it is taken to be more or less obvious. But there is one
exception to this theme that is worth mentioning in passing. Ronald Dworkin draws
attention to the personalist commitment, in arguing that all plausible, modern political
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theories have in mind the same ultimate value, equality (Dworkin, 1978, pp. 179-83;
see too Miller, 1990). For what Dworkin means is not that each theory argues for the
equal treatment of individuals but only, as he puts it, that every theory claims to
treat all individuals as equals. No one is to count for less than one, and no one for more
than one.

Dworkin’s claim is worth remarking. It is sustained by the Benthamite observations
which I have mentioned — it has a personalist core — but it goes considerably further
than those observations. Dworkin holds, in effect, that every plausible political theory
countenances the same value and, more specifically, the same fundamental right: the
right of each individual to be treated as an equal with others. This claim would be of
great interest, for it suggests that there is more unity than first appears in the variety
of political theories that we should take seriously: it suggests that they are all egalitar-
ian philosophies. The observation would be of great significance. If it holds, then all
political theories can be assessed in a common egalitarian currency, for how well they
do in interpreting the demand to treat individuals as equals (Kymlicka, 1990, p. 4).

This is not the place to explore Dworkin'’s claim. Suffice it to mention that, however
attractive and plausible, the priority of the value of treating individuals as equals does
not follow just from the personalist claim that whatever is of value in political institu-
tions, it is something that is of value from the point of view of the persons affected and,
moreover, from a point of view that does not necessarily privilege any particular indi-
viduals over others. The personalist constraint leaves it open whether what is of value
is utility or fairness or opportunity or whatever; that question is to be determined inde-
pendently of any concern with equality, even though the constraint requires that no
one be particularly privileged in how the selected value is advanced. The constraint
does not entail that the good must be seen as a persuasive interpretation of what it is
to treat individuals as equals. And certainly it does not entail that the good must be
such that when the state advances it, then it can be adequately and usefully character-
ized as honouring the right of individuals to be treated as equals.

Personalism is a plausible and harmless working assumption in political philosophy.
Or so it seems to me. But the analytical tradition has also bequeathed a second, more
specific assumption to the theory of the political good and this proposition is anything
but harmless. Up until very recent times it has had a warping impact on analytical
thinking about politics: in effect, on the English-speaking, political-theoretic tradition
of the past couple of hundred years. I describe this second assumption as one of
valuational solipsism.

The word ‘solipsism’ derives from solus ipse, the lone self. The assumption of valua-
tional solipsism is the assumption that any property that can serve as an ultimate
political value, any property that can be regarded as a fundamental yardstick of politi-
cal assessment, has to be capable of instantiation by the socially isolated person: by the
solitary individual. It is the assumption that the ultimate criteria of political judgement
—the reserve funds of political debate — are provided by non-social as distinct from social
values. A value will be social just in case its realization requires that there are a number
of people who are intentionally active in certain ways: in effect, that there are a number
of people who are intentionally involved with one another. A value will be non-social
just in case it can be enjoyed by the wholly isolated individual, even by the lone occu-
pant of a world.
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There are a great variety of social values that are invoked in discussions of politics.
They cover the goods enjoyed by people in intimate relations and the goods that they
enjoy in the public forum. Such goods include family and friendship, fraternity and
citizenship, status and power, protection and equitable treatment and participation.
Social values also include goods that do not inhere in individuals, but in the institutions
that individuals constitute; the personalist can countenance such values too, as we
have seen, for their realization will have an impact on the well-being of persons. These
sorts of social values include cultural harmony, social order, political stability and the
rule of law.

There are also a variety of non-social values that are invoked in discussions of poli-
tics. Material welfare is an obvious example, since it is clear that the isolated individual
may logically enjoy that sort of good without any involvement with other people.
Another example is happiness or utility, in the sense in which this is associated, as it is
in the utilitarian tradition, with the balance of pleasure over pain or the absence of
frustrated preferences and desires. A third example is liberty in the more positive sense
in which it requires, not just the absence of interference by others, but also a high
degree of psychological autonomy or self-mastery.

Apart from clearly social and clearly non-social values, there are also some values
invoked in political discussion that can be interpreted either way. A good example here
is the value of equality. This may be understood as an active sort of equality that pre-
supposes that people are intentionally involved with one another and that requires that
they recognize one another as equals in certain ways: say, as equals before the law or
as equals in social status. Alternatively, it may be taken in a purely passive mode, as a
value that someone may enjoy relative to others with whom she has no dealings what-
soever or a value that someone might even enjoy in total isolation. A person will be
equal in this respect just so far as there is no one who has more: this, because there are
others elsewhere and they have no more than she or because it is not the case that
there are others anywhere else. We might describe this sort of equality as natural equal-
ity and contrast it with the civic equality that involves people in active recognition of
one another as equals.

What holds of equality holds equally of liberty. Under one sense of liberty, it means
civic liberty. This is a value that a person will enjoy so far as there are others around
and they accord her the treatment that liberty requires; they recognize and thereby
empower the person in the manner and measure that gives her the title of a free person:
in the old usage, a freeman as distinct from a bondsman. But as equality may be taken
in a civic or natural sense, so the same is true of liberty. For it can also mean the value
that someone enjoys so far as there is no one else who denies the person the treatment
that freedom is thought to require. A person can enjoy freedom in that passive and
natural sense when there are others around but they are elsewhere or there are no
others around, period.

Analytical political philosophy has been traditionally committed, not only to per-
sonalism, but also to solipsism. Among the many different strands of radical political
thought that emerged within that tradition in the nineteenth century, all of them
tended to emphasize distinctively non-social values as the ultimate criteria of judge-
ment. Most appealed to utility as the basic good of individuals, taking utility to be
determined by the balance of pleasure or the absence of frustrated desire. Failing that,
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they appealed to the enjoyment of natural liberty, or the realization of a degree of per-
sonal autonomy or the attainment of a certain level of material welfare. This is a par-
ticularly striking feature in the tradition, given that there were many factors that might
have been expected to lead the tradition towards the articulation of certain social values
as the basic terms of political evaluation.

Democracy became a rallying point for many radicals in the tradition, for example,
yet few of them thought of democratic participation or the democratic resolution of
differences — the achievement of public deliberation — as a fundamental criterion of
political assessment: democracy was valuable, if at all, for its effects in the space of other
values. Thus William Paley could argue in 1785, and Isaiah Berlin in 1958, that
democracy might or might not score better than a benevolent despotism in the space
of natural liberty, a value that each of them prioritized (Paley, 1825; Berlin, 1958).
Again, the rule of law was hailed by all as one of the great features of English common
law institutions but no one advanced the rule of law as an ultimate value by which to
judge a system; on the contrary, the fashion among radicals like Bentham was to see
law as a mixed good, as a form of interference that was justified, if at all, by the other
forms of interference that it inhibited. Finally, although the chartist and trade union
movements emphasized the importance of solidarity and comradeship, none of the
theorists of those movements ever really argued that whether such a value would be
realized was a basic test to administer in assessing a proposed political arrangement.
Socialism may have pushed many thinkers in that direction but mostly the push was
resisted.

Consider how different were the approaches to politics that emerged in the same
period in continental circles. Think of Rousseau on the general will and on the value
of popular sovereignty. Think of Herder on the cultivation of the self in relation to the
Volksgeist. Think of Kant on the kingdom of ends or Hegel on the realization of Geist in
the world. Think of juridical ideals like that of the Rechtstaat or sociological ideals like
the overcoming of anomie. In all of these cases we see a spontaneous tendency to assume
that the basic values for the assessment of political structures are essentially social in
nature. There is no evidence of the imperative that ruled English-speaking, analytical
circles: the imperative to go back to properties that could be enjoyed even by a solitary
individual in the search for basic political criteria.

There continue to be strains of solipsism in analytical political philosophy today, as
communitarians and others often complain (Black, 1991, pp. 366—7). But it must be
said that a number of recent developments have put solipsistic prejudices under pres-
sure. Communitarian critics have undoubtedly had an impact on analytical thought
and they have stressed the importance of the social goods associated with the enjoy-
ment of community. Contractualists of a radical, political slant have also pushed in this
direction, hailing the value of public justification as the ultimate yardstick of political
acceptability (Gaus, 1990). And a further anti-solipsistic development has come with
the adherents of radical or strong democracy, who think of the democratic resolution
of various issues as a good in itself (Cohen and Rogers, 1983; Barber, 1984). This style
of thinking has been developed in a particularly influential way by adherents of the
ideal of deliberative democracy that we mentioned earlier.

Recent reconstruals of the value of freedom have also taken an anti-solipsistic turn.
Those associated with the neo-republican movement have argued that liberty should
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be understood, not as natural liberty, but as the sort of civic liberty that is available
only in the presence of others, in particular others who accord the person what liberty
requires. According to these authors, what liberty requires is non-domination (Pettit,
1997; Skinner, 1998; Viroli, 2002; Maynor, 2003; Laborde and Maynor, 2007). Free
persons must be so protected and empowered — say, under the matrix of law, culture
and politics — that others cannot interfere with them, not even the state itself, except
on terms that they accept and are in a position to enforce.

Why should the analytical tradition have proved so resistant, over such a long
period, to the idea that social values might offer the basic terms of political assessment?
Why should it have tended to endorse, not just personalism, but solipsism? The main
reason, I suggest, has to do with the social atomism that has characterized the tradition
from its earliest days (Pettit, 1993).

The social atomist holds that the solitary individual — the agent who is and always
has been isolated from others — is nevertheless capable, in principle, of displaying all
distinctive human capacities. The anti-atomist or holist denies this, arguing that there
is an intimate, non-causal tie between enjoying social relations with others and exercis-
ing certain distinctive human capacities. ‘The claim is that living in society is a neces-
sary condition of the development of rationality, in some sense of this property, or of
becoming a moral agent in the full sense of the term, or of becoming a fully responsible,
autonomous being’ (Taylor, 1985, p. 191).

The issue between social atomism and holism turns around the issue of how far
people depend — that is, non-causally or constitutively depend — on their relations with
one another for the enjoyment of proper human capacities; we may describe this as a
horizontal issue, as the relations in question are collateral, horizontal relations between
people. The issue should be distinguished from the question that divides social
individualism and collectivism, as I call the doctrines. That issue is a vertical question
rather than a horizontal one. It bears on how far people’s autonomy is compromised
from above by aggregate social forces and regularities: individualists deny that there is
any compromise whereas collectivists say that human beings are controlled or con-
strained in a way that diminishes their agency. Atomists and holists may agree that
people are more or less autonomous subjects — that they conform to the image that we
project in our ordinary psychological thinking about one another — while arguing
about the extent to which their capacities as human subjects require social relations. I
mention this point, as the philosophical tradition, analytical and otherwise, has tended
to confuse atomism with individualism and holism with collectivism.

Social atomism became a prominent feature of contractualist theories, particularly
that of Hobbes (1968), in the seventeenth century. The notion was that political and
social order, if it was legitimate, had to be the product of some tacit contract between
pre-social individuals. Such an atomistic picture was almost certainly encouraged by
the discoveries of people who seemed to many Europeans to live more or less in the
wild. Those discoveries nurtured the view that actual society must have evolved from
a contract made by individuals in a state of nature. It may be no great accident that,
in Charles Taylor's words, ‘the great classical theorists of atomism also held to some
strange views about the historicity of a state of nature in which men lived without
society’ (Taylor, 1985, p. 190).
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The long tradition of philosophy from Aristotle had stressed that human beings are
essentially social animals but holism only became a prominent philosophical doctrine
as a reaction to atomism, among seventeenth- and eighteenth-century forerunners of
German romanticism like Vico and Rousseau and Herder (Berlin, 1976). These were
all thinkers who were familiar with the atomistic vision of individuals and society and
they self-consciously emphasized a thesis that challenged such atomism. They held,
first, that people were dependent on language for the capacity to think — a thesis,
ironically, that first appeared with Hobbes (Pettit, 2007) — and, second, that the lan-
guage on which they were dependent was essentially a social creation (Wells, 1987).
They maintained that people depended on one another’s presence in society to be able
individually to realize what is perhaps the most distinctive human ability. Thus, for
someone like Rousseau it was self-evident that society and language were required for
thinking. This is what created for him the famous chicken-and-egg problem: ‘which
was most necessary, the existence of society to the invention of language, or the inven-
tion of language to the establishment of society?’ (Rousseau, 1973, p. 63; see Wokler,
1987, ch. 4).

The romantic thesis that thought is dependent on language and that language is an
essentially social creation came to fruition, perhaps over-ripened, in Hegel's notion of
the Volksgeist: ‘the spirit of a people, whose ideas are expressed in their common institu-
tions, by which they define their identity’ (Taylor, 1975, p. 387). It came thereby to
influence a variety of thinkers, from Marx to Durkheim to F. H. Bradley, who all stressed
the social constitution of the individual. They claimed that the individual's relations
with her fellows were not entirely contingent or external; some of those relations were
internal or essential, being required for the individual to count as a full person. As
Bradley (1962, p. 173) puts it: ‘T am myself by sharing with others, by including in my
essence relations to them, the relations of the social state.’

Social atomism, in my view, is the principal reason why the analytical tradition
has favoured valuational solipsism. Anyone who is an atomist is likely to take the
possibility of the isolated individual to be a relevant alternative in radical political
evaluation: in evaluation that covers all conceivable alternatives. It may be enough in
casual political discussion to argue for the superiority of an arrangement over the status
quo, and over the more salient alternatives, but in foundational thought the arrange-
ment must also be shown to be superior to the lot of the isolated individual; otherwise,
as the atomist sees things, the business of political evaluation will not be logically
complete.

It is unsurprising, then, that the many thinkers in the atomist tradition have empha-
sized that the isolated individual gives us a relevant perspective on political arrange-
ments. Although not required in strict logic to do so, they have implicitly or explicitly
assumed that we should judge the attraction of political arrangements, at least in part,
from the point of view of that individual: from the point of view, as it is often articulated,
of a state of nature in which isolation is the norm. They have assumed, to put the matter
otherwise, that part of the job of supporting any political arrangement is to show what
there is in it for individuals who could logically have enjoyed a solitary existence
instead: what there is about that arrangement that makes it superior for such indi-
viduals to a solitary existence.
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Theory of the right

I have been discussing the legacy of the analytical tradition for thinking about the
theory of the political good. It is time, finally, to consider the legacy of the tradition for
thought about what is politically right. To have views about the politically good is to
identify one or another property or set of properties as desirable in political institutions:
in institutions that are susceptible to political shaping. It is to prize liberty or democracy
or equality or whatever. But having such views is not yet enough to enable one to
decide which institutions represent the right option for a given society; a theory of the
good is not sufficient, on its own, to yield a theory of the right. The point becomes
obvious in light of the now well-established analytical distinction between consequen-
tialist and deontological theories of the right.

Suppose you think that the main or unique political good is what we called natural
liberty: the good enjoyed by people, as the standard tradition has it, when they do not
suffer interference from others in the pursuit of independent activities. What institu-
tions ought you to regard, then, as politically right for a society? The consequentialist
answer is, roughly, those institutions whose presence would mean that there is more
liberty enjoyed in the society than would otherwise be the case: those institutions that
do best at promoting liberty. The answer is rough, because this formula does not yet
say whether promoting a property like liberty means maximizing its actual or expected
realization; and, if the latter, whether the probabilities that should determine the expec-
tation are subject to any checks. But we need not worry about such details here. The
general point should be clear: that for a consequentialist whose only concern is liberty,
the right institutions will be those with consequences that are best for liberty.

At first blush, it may seem that consequentialism is the only possible theory of the
right. But a little thought will show that this is not so. Suppose that the society with
which the consequentialist is concerned is one that contains a minority group of fanat-
ical traditionalists, whose aspiration is to install an authoritarian government under
which the values of a certain religion would be imposed, at whatever cost in bloodshed,
on everyone in the community. Suppose that this means that the institutions that will
best promote liberty must ban the meetings and activities of that group, otherwise the
chances are too high that the group will grow in stature and eventually seize power.
Suppose, in other words, that the consequentialist theory of the right will commit
someone who prizes liberty above all else to the repression of a certain religious group.
Does it still remain obvious in such a case that consequentialism is the proper theory
of the right?

Many will say that for someone who prizes liberty above all else the right institutions
are not those that promote liberty, and are not therefore those that would ban the
minority group, but are rather the institutions that would testify suitably to the value
of liberty. Testifying to the value in a case like this might mean rejecting the ban alto-
gether or rejecting the ban short of some threshold of danger; more generally, it might
mean having a concern at some threshold for the instantiation of a concern with
liberty, even when this means that less will thereby be promoted than might otherwise
have been the case. We may describe what is done in such a case, in a more or less
intuitive way, as honouring the value of liberty as distinct from promoting it in an
unconstrained fashion. To honour liberty under ideal conditions — under conditions
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where there are no recalcitrant agents like the minority fanatics — will be to promote it
there. But in the real world where other agents and agencies are bent on undermining
liberty, honouring the value may mean failing to promote it: heroically failing to
promote it, as it were.

The distinction applies to individual agents as well as to agencies like institutions
and it also applies with a variety of values. Consider, for example, the difference between
the consequentialist and the deontological pacifist. The consequentialist will want to
do things, and to have others do things, that mean that in the long run the conse-
quences will be best for peace; this may involve being prepared to wage or condone a
war, provided that the war looks essential for the promotion of peace. The deontologi-
cal pacifist, on the other hand, will want to pursue only peaceful activities and will want
others to pursue only such activities; thus he will not be prepared to wage or condone
any war, even a ‘war to end all wars’. He will want to honour peace, not promote it:
not promote it, that is, by any means.

The distinction between promoting and honouring a value is a version of the ana-
lytical distinction between having a consequentialist and a deontological attitude
towards the value (Pettit, 1991; see Scheffler, 1988). That distinction has been care-
fully elaborated in analytical moral philosophy but it applies in political philosophy as
well. It is a different distinction, it should be noticed, from that which John Rawls
(1971, pp. 446-52) assumes when he argues for the priority of the right over the good.
Rawls is anxious, not to stake out a deontological position, but rather to emphasize that
the basic structure should be capable of neutral justification, without reference to the
particular conceptions of the good life entertained among the population (Kymlicka,
1990). It is unfortunate that he should use the terminology of the right and the good
to make this point.

The distinction between the consequentialist and the deontological theory of the
right, in particular the political right, applies across the full spectrum of political values.
With any value whatsoever we can distinguish between the consequentialist strategy
of designing institutions so that the value is promoted by them and designing institu-
tions so that the value is honoured by them. Take a personal value like equality or
fairness or welfare; take a more communal value like democracy or the rule of law or
public justification; take the value that is allegedly associated with the satisfaction of
certain rights; or take even the contractarian value of a set of institutions that consists
in the fact that it would be chosen under certain circumstances. With any such value
— or with any weighted mix of such values — we can in principle distinguish between
institutionally promoting the value and institutionally honouring it. We can identify
the right institutions as those which give consequentialist countenance to the value or
we can identify them with those that give it deontological countenance.

This point is well worth stressing as it is a lesson of analytical thought that is often
lost in political theory. For example, many political theorists hail certain rights as being
of great political importance, without making it clear whether the rights are to be
honoured — whether, in Nozick’s term, they are to be treated properly as constraints
— or whether their satisfaction is to be promoted, if necessary by violation of the rights
in certain cases (Nozick, 1974, p. 28). Again many political theorists invoke ‘just
deserts’ as the main concern of the state in criminal justice, without saying whether
the criminal justice system is to honour just deserts or to promote them. If the idea is
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to promote the delivery of just deserts then this may call for the occasional exemplary
sentence; if the idea is to honour that value then no such sentence will ever be permit-
ted (Braithwaite and Pettit, 1990).

However, not only does political theory often ignore the distinction between the
institutional promotion and honouring of a value; it also often misconstrues what is
involved in having institutions that promote a value, and on this point too analytical
philosophy has an important lesson to teach. The lesson was well expressed in an article
in 1955 by John Rawls on ‘Two Concepts of Rules’ but it was implicit in much earlier
writing and it has been reworked in many different forms over the past couple of
decades (Brandt, 1979; Hare, 1982; Scheffler, 1982; Parfit, 1984; Railton, 1984;
Johnson, 1985; Pettit and Brennan, 1986).

What Rawls brought out in his article is that if certain institutions are designed to
promote a value, that does not necessarily mean that the agents of the institutions will
be authorized to take the value into consideration in their various deliberations and to
act in the way that promises to promote it best, by their lights. Consider a value like
utility. It is not necessarily the case, as Rawls made clear, that the institutions that will
best promote utility are those in which the agents make their decisions in a calculating,
utilitarian way. For example, the criminal justice system that best promotes utility is
not likely to be the one within which each judge acts in that way; it is more likely to
be the ordinary sort of system under which each judge acts according to a specified
brief: a brief that prohibits or at least limits utilitarian reasoning.

This point has been generally acknowledged within analytical, political philosophy
but it does leave a problem in its wake that has not been given due attention. This is
the problem of the zealous agent, as we might call it (Lyons, 1982; Braithwaite and
Pettit, 1990). Suppose that a set of institutions is designed to promote a certain value
X and that the agents of the institutions internalize that value and are zealously con-
cerned about its promotion. Such agents will undoubtedly come across situations
where by their own lights the best way to promote the value will be by going beyond
their allotted brief. So what is there to restrain them from doing this? More generally,
what is there to prevent zealous agents from undermining any institutions that seek to
promote a certain goal and that seek to do so, in particular, without letting the agents
of the institutions calculate in regard to those goals? The question requires careful
consideration by consequentialists.

If my line of argument is correct, then all salient political theories fall into one of two
categories: they are consequentialist theories which recommend the promotion of
certain values or they are deontological theories which recommend the honouring of
certain values: a concern at some threshold with instantiating a concern for the values,
even when this means that promotion is thereby less than it might have been. But the
line of argument is not uncontentious.

Ronald Dworkin (1978, pp. 172—3) suggests, for example, that a political theory will
fall into one of three categories, rather than one of two: ‘Such a theory might be goal-
based, in which case it would take some goal, like improving the general welfare, as
fundamental; it might be right-based, taking some right, like the right of all men to the
greatest possible overall liberty, as fundamental; or it might be duty-based, taking some
duty, like the duty to obey God’s will as set forth in the Ten Commandments, as funda-
mental.’ It is easy to find examples of pure, or nearly pure, cases of each of these types
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of theory. Utilitarianism is, as my example suggested, a goal-based theory; Kant’s cat-
egorical imperatives compose a duty-based theory; and Tom Paine’s theory of revolu-
tion is right-based.

How does our division into consequentialist and deontological theories measure up
to this taxonomy? Consequentialist theories correspond to Dworkin’s goal-based theo-
ries, so there is no problem of match there. But what is the connection between deon-
tological theories and theories that are duty-based and right-based?

The connection is fairly straightforward. All deontological theories involve the rec-
ognition of obligations. If we say that a structure should be judged for how it honours
a value like liberty or equality or respect, then we say that there is a set of response-
types that are obligatory for any basic structure; there are certain intrinsically binding
obligations that have to be countenanced by every such structure. This makes an
important point of contrast with the consequentialist way of thinking, for on that
approach the only matter of obligation is to promote the relevant goal and this may
select one set of response-types in this society, a different set in another, and so on; there
may be no intrinsically binding types of obligation.

The distinction between duty-based and right-based theories is a distinction between
those deontological, obligation-involving theories that make the obligations primitive
and those theories that hold that the obligations obtain because of the pre-existing
rights of relevant individuals. The natural law tradition is probably the longest estab-
lished school of thought within which obligations are represented as primitive
(d’Entreves, 1970; Finnis, 1980). The tradition of natural rights, which developed in
the seventeenth century, is the best-known school of thought to postulate rights as the
source of all relevant obligations (Tuck, 1979). Rights get conceived of in that tradition
as moral controls that individuals can exercise, activating obligations on the part of the
state to respond appropriately to them.

In this last section I have distinguished between the theory of the political good and
the theory of the political right and I have tried to identify the legacy of the analytical-
philosophical way of thinking in each area. The theory of the good, with its combina-
tion of personalism and solipsism, is a mixed bag but the theory of the right, with the
important distinctions between consequentialist and deontological stances, is of the
greatest importance. Political theory has tended increasingly to become an indepen-
dent teaching discipline and an independent area of research. Whatever the connection
it maintains with the tradition of analytical philosophy, it would do well to retain the
habits of intellectual precision manifested in such distinctions.
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Chapter 2

Continental Philosophy

DAVID WEST

The Continental Tradition

The opposition between analytical and continental philosophy has something in
common with that other, more worldly and now obsolete opposition between East and
West. The observer of politics quickly realizes that ‘East’ and ‘West’ are ideological
rather than geographical terms. The West is free and prosperous and celebrates
human rights and the American way; the East has been totalitarian, stagnant and
oppressive. Japan and Australia are for most purposes in the West, Cuba in the East.
Similar anomalies beset our more philosophical dichotomy. There are obvious difficul-
ties in the path of any straightforwardly geographical interpretation. Frege played a
seminal role in the development of analytical philosophy despite being German; so did
the Vienna Circle and Wittgenstein. On the other hand, there are obvious affinities
between such British idealists as Bradley, Collingwood and Oakeshott and their
colleagues across the Channel. Contemporary figures like Richard Rorty, Alasdair
Maclntyre and Charles Taylor develop ‘continental’ themes in an idiom more congenial
to analytical philosophy. Again, there are growing schools of analytical philosophy
in France, Germany and elsewhere as well as recurrent waves of a neo-Kantianism
which, in its fundamental claims, is not so very different (West, 1996, ch. 1;
Critchley, 2001).

Although the ‘discovery’ of continental philosophy in the English-speaking coun-
tries is quite recent — until the 1980s, a course in philosophy that failed to mention
Hegel or Nietzsche, Husserl, Heidegger or Sartre was not considered at all deficient — in
fact, this discovery is more akin to the remission of an active process of forgetting and
exclusion. The anomalies of the geographical definition testify to the frequent waves of
influence between the camps in the past. Hegel, German idealism and Romanticism
already had an enthusiastic following in Britain and America in the nineteenth century.
Indeed, students of analytical philosophy will perhaps recall the triumphant blows dealt
at the turn of the century by Russell, Whitehead and Moore against what was then an
overwhelmingly Hegelian and idealist philosophical establishment. The ascendancy of
analytical philosophy in its contemporary guise dates from this time, with Principia

36



CONTINENTAL PHILOSOPHY

Mathematica as symbolic watershed (Whitehead and Russell, [1903] 1950). Skirmishes
persist, with the diatribes of logical positivism against the ‘senseless’ utterances of
‘metaphysics’ and the continuing though abating concern to demarcate ‘science’ from
‘nonsense’. When A. J. Ayer reiterated the Humean repudiation of metaphysics as
consisting neither of verifiable statements of fact nor of analytical or logical truths,
he found it natural to choose Heidegger as his principal target (Ayer, [1946] 1971,
pp. 59-61).

A second symptom of a real opposition between continental thought and
philosophical analysis is what seems like an equally active process of misunderstand-
ing. Admittedly, works of continental philosophy often present stylistic difficulties.
In part these result from the sheer weight of allusion, born of the conviction that the
history of philosophy is more than a catalogue of errors. The reader accustomed to
analytical clarity is unlikely to be either surprised or disturbed at the claim that the
propositions of Heidegger's Being and Time ([1927] 1967) are senseless, and she may
be relieved to hear that ‘metaphysics’ can safely be ignored by the clear-headed phi-
losopher of empirical bent. The allusive and occasionally opaque style of philosophy in
the continental mode is taken to define continental philosophy as the ‘other’ of ana-
lytical clarity and rigour. But the suspicion that this incomprehension is a symptom
more of an active rejection than passive inability becomes unavoidable, once the obscu-
rities of much analytical philosophy are recalled. G. E. Moore’s indefatigably common-
sense reflections on perception are scarcely less impenetrable than Hegel's equally
conscientiousexplorationsof ‘sensuouscertainty’. The crystalline prose of Wittgenstein’s
Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus is no less difficult than the Logical Investigations of Husserl
(Wittgenstein, 1961; Husserl, 1970).

There is, then, something arbitrary and artificial about the attempt to distinguish
two geographically isolated traditions in Western philosophy. On the other hand, there
is evidence of an active hostility between philosophical camps, a process of forgetting,
exclusion and mutual misunderstanding, which points to a real opposition. The
approach taken here traces a distinctively continental tradition in philosophy to
the critique of Enlightenment, which was initiated by Herder and Rousseau but
which found its first most systematic expression in Hegel's reaction to Kant's
critical philosophy. Subsequent contributors to the tradition are ‘post-Hegelians’, in the
sense that they develop or react against Hegel, but never simply ignore him, so that
their ideas bear the marks of the Hegelian system even when they most vigorously
oppose it. The tradition so defined includes Marx, Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Husserl
and Heidegger as well as the existentialisms of Sartre, Camus and de Beauvoir, the
neo-Marxism of the Frankfurt School and Habermas, the schools of hermeneutics
and phenomenology, structuralism, post-structuralism, deconstruction and
postmodernism. Appropriately, this avowedly historical approach reflects one of the
tradition’s most important and distinctive features. Characteristic of the continental
tradition are both a sceptical view of the timeless rationalism of an Enlightenment
overly impressed by natural science and a deepened awareness of the cultural and
historical constitution of thought, the fact that philosophy must always orient its enter-
prise in terms of a particular context and history. In this sense, the identification of a
continental tradition of thought is itself an aim more congenial to the continental critics
of Enlightenment.
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Critics of Enlightenment

The Enlightenment, a period characterized by a self-conscious commitment to rational-
ity, was the eighteenth-century culmination of a series of social, cultural and intellec-
tual transformations associated with the onset of ‘modernity’ in Europe (Cassirer,
1951). Great social and economic changes accelerated from the sixteenth century with
the voyages of discovery to the New World and beyond, the Protestant Reformation
and the rise of capitalism (Habermas, 1987, lecture I). At the same time, the predomi-
nantly Aristotelian and Christian world-view of the Middle Ages began to unravel, as
‘modern’ philosophers and political theorists cast doubt on religious faith and tradi-
tional authority. The assault on the strongholds of medieval thought was spurred by
the scientific discoveries of ‘natural philosophers’ like Newton and Galileo in the
seventeenth century. Increasingly independent of religious assumptions, philosophers
searched for more rational foundations for our knowledge of nature, for moral beliefs
and the political order, in the hope that humanity might live more successfully by the
light of its own reason. Kant encapsulated this conception of Enlightenment as the
transition from ‘immaturity’ and dependence to the ‘spirit of freedom’ and autonomy,
the ability ‘to use one’s understanding without guidance from another’ (Kant, [1784]
1983, p. 41).

What were the main features of this transformation? In the first place, the
Enlightenment dissolved the Aristotelian and medieval view of the world as a ‘cosmos’.
The modern world is no longer ‘a meaningful order’ but ‘a world of ultimately contin-
gent correlations to be patiently mapped by empirical observation’ (Taylor, 1975,
p. 4). Hume ridiculed the Aristotelian conception of the natural world as a teleological
system of entities propelled by some inner necessity to fulfil their essential natures. Even
if they existed, we could never have knowledge of these essences or the necessary con-
nections between events that they implied. According to a further aspect of this trans-
formation, knowledge of the world is attributed to a redefined subject of experience. The
self is no longer constrained and defined by an essential purpose, moved to realize its
intrinsic nature, whether as the creature of God or as a member of the polis (Aristotle’s
zoon politikon). The characteristic self of the Enlightenment is the Cartesian subject of
consciousness. Descartes’ methodical doubt leads him to conclude that the only cer-
tainty is that ‘T am, I exist’, and therefore what I am essentially is a thinking thing: ‘T
am not more than a thing which thinks, that is to say a mind or a soul, or an under-
standing, or a reason’ (Descartes, 1931, pp. 151-2). The primary relation between self
and world so defined is epistemological: the self is above all a knowing subject. But
knowledge, finally, is also understood differently. Its goal is no longer to decipher the
cosmos in order to realize God’s will or to live more in harmony with the natural order.
Rather, our ever-increasing knowledge of objects in the world serves to increase our
mastery of nature and so to make our lives more certain and comfortable. The value
and purpose of knowledge is principally instrumental (Bacon, [1605] 1973).

Some Enlightenment thinkers continued to profess faith in God, whether out of
genuine conviction or cautious expediency. Descartes not only sought to provide a
proof of God’s existence, but he was able to avoid radical scepticism only with its help
(Descartes, 1931). Other thinkers assumed the compatibility of faith and reason or, like
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Bacon, the validity of religious ‘wisdom’ as opposed to merely human ‘learning’ (Bacon,
[1605] 1973). Still, the world of the Enlightenment is significantly disenchanted,
because it is no longer replete with the moral and religious significance of a divinely
ordered cosmos. The causal regularities uncovered by science are of no moral or ethical
significance, unable to support any evaluative conclusions. Hume's classic statement
of the distinction between facts and values announces that ‘virtue is not founded
merely on the relations of objects’ (Hume, [1739-40] 1888, p. 470). Hume also pro-
vides a devastating challenge to all attempts to base religious belief on our experience
of events in the world, however miraculous ([1777] 1902, section X; [1779] 1990).
Moral, political or aesthetic value can only be something injected into or projected on
to the world by subjects of experience, ‘self-defining’ subjects who must seek moral
guidance from within (Taylor, 1975). Values, which had previously shone from every
facet of a meaningful world, must now be justified, whether as impressions of a ‘moral
sense’ (Hume), as the decrees of self-legislating rational beings (Kant), as manifesta-
tions of the capacity for pleasure and suffering (utilitarianism), or as the unchallenge-
able expressions of capricious will or desire (varieties of subjectivism).

The main contours of the Enlightenment world-view are still recognizable within
analytical philosophy. The continental tradition, on the other hand, constitutes a sus-
tained attempt to surpass or transcend this position. One important inspiration is the
conviction, against the atomist assumptions of most Enlightenment thinkers, that indi-
viduals are essentially social beings, dependent on society and culture. Herder (1744—
1803) argues to this effect that language is the essential medium of our humanity
([1770] 1967). The powers of memory and anticipation implicit in ‘reflection’ or ‘con-
sciousness’ are only possible through language. These powers are what compensate
the human animal for the relative paucity and weakness of its instincts, offering both
freedom and an enhanced ability to co-operate, more useful in a changing environment
than the fixity and certainty of the animal’s instinctual responses. Crucially, language
is not seen as a transparent medium for the expression of thoughts or ideas that might
exist without it. Different languages reflect and imply different ways of thinking and
feeling, one result being that it is not always possible to translate easily from one lan-
guage to another. Of more consequence is the fact that the languages of different
peoples correspond to differences of culture and sensibility which, for Herder, define
distinct nationalities. Because there is no universal human essence, whether natural,
intellectual or spiritual, independent of the particular conditions of language and
culture, the universal programmes of the Enlightenment’s ‘free thinkers’ must also be
called into question (Mechner, 1965).

Herder’s insights into the social nature of human consciousness were in tune with
the political thought of his near contemporary, Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-78).
Rousseau is associated with the view that humanity is naturally good; he is seen as a
source of Romanticism and the ‘return to nature’. According to the first sentence of
Rousseau’s Emile: ‘God makes all things good; man meddles with them and they become
evil’ (Rousseau, 1974, p. 35). More accurately, Rousseau refuses to posit any universal
human nature existing prior to society, whether good or bad, altruistic or selfish.
Rousseau denies, for example, that it makes sense to justify political authority in terms
of the rational choices of individuals in a ‘state of nature’ prior to society. Hobbes's belief
that selfish individuals would, out of fear, agree to the sovereign authority of the
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‘Leviathan’ is just as unfounded as the optimistic anarchism of William Godwin (1756—
1836), for whom natural individuals, untainted by civilization and authority, could
live in uncontentious harmony without the legislative and coercive apparatus of the
state (Godwin, [1798] 1976). For Rousseau human beings can only ever exist within
society. Nor is the political will of the people simply equivalent to the ‘will of all’. Rather,
the ‘general will’ should reflect the real common interest of the social body, which may
not be equivalent to the sum of the particular preferences of individual citizens.
The sacrifices people must make for the sake of the common good are compensated in
other ways:

The passage from the state of nature to the civil state produces a very remarkable change
in man, by substituting for instinct in his conduct, and giving his actions the morality they
had formerly lacked. Then only, when the voice of duty takes the place of physical impulses
and right of appetite, does man, who so far had considered only himself, find that he is
forced to act on different principles and consult his reason before listening to his
inclinations. (Rousseau, 1973, pp. 177-8)

Although this transition involves the loss of ‘some advantages which he got from
nature’, the socialized individual is compensated by a stimulation and extension of his
faculties, an ennobling of feeling and an uplifting of the soul. It is this ‘moral liberty’ which
‘alone makes him truly master of himself; for the mere impulse of appetite is slavery, while
obedience to a law which we prescribe to ourselves is liberty’ (Rousseau, 1973, p. 178).
This equation of liberty with subjection to law and society has been seen as a first step
towards totalitarianism, as a licence for the tyrannical view that individuals might be
‘forced to be free’. But the valuable insight remains that, whatever the defects of existing
societies, it is only within society that individuals exist as rational, purposive, moral
beings, who have access to a range of values, interests and forms of life incomparably
richer than the meagre repertoire of the human animal’s instinctual responses and bio-
logical needs. On John Keane’s more sympathetic interpretation, Rousseau describes ‘an
individualism of cooperation and uniqueness (Einzigkeit) compared with that of mere
singleness (Einzelheit)’ (Keane, 1984, p. 254; cf. O’'Hagan, 2003).

G. W. F. Hegel (1770-1831), another critic of Enlightenment, was inspired by both
Rousseau and Herder. But it is the overwhelming synthetic power of Hegel's system
that decisively inaugurates a distinct tradition of continental philosophy. His critique
of the Enlightenment is all-encompassing, but it can be understood most pointedly in
terms of his reaction to Kant’s moral and political philosophy (Kant, [1785] 1996; cf.
Allison, 1983). In contrast to Kant, Hegel is sceptical of the possibility of deriving con-
crete moral judgements, the principles of a full ethical life, from the commitment to
‘practical reason’ alone. Simply universalizing the maxims of one’s actions, as Kant’s
‘categorical imperative’ recommends, will never generate a determinate moral content.
Nothing rules out the possibility that the autonomous self might be consistently and
indiscriminately evil. What is more, Hegel's account of the French Revolution implies
that this is the most likely outcome of Kant's purportedly universal morality. Hegel
describes how, when ‘each individual consciousness rises out of the sphere assigned to
it" and ‘grasps itself as the notion of will’, it finds that ‘its purpose is the universal
purpose, its language universal law, its work universal achievement’. But universal
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consciousness finds itself unable to produce any positive achievement or deed and
‘there is left for it only negative action; it is merely the rage and fury of destruction’
which aims only for death ([1807] 1967, pp. 601—4). On this account, the French
Revolutionary Terror is a characteristic manifestation of the ‘absolute freedom’ and
abstract universality of Kantian autonomy and so a characteristic expression of the
Enlightenment.

Hegel's arguments suggest that the universalization of a ‘monological’ process of
deliberation — a process that can in principle be performed by the reasoning subject in
isolation — does not adequately reconstruct the concrete relations between human
beings. Kant's categorical imperative is a formulation of universal ‘morality’ (Moralitiit)
too abstract to ground the full intersubjectivity of ‘ethical life’ (Sittlichkeit). For Hegel,
as for Rousseau, ethical life can only be sustained through involvement in a concrete
community with its culture, values and forms of life. By the same token, the moral or
rational will should not be seen as something absolutely opposed to the natural inclina-
tions of the biological individual, as it is for Kant, but rather as the result of a rational-
izing of these inclinations. Whereas the particular impulses of the human organism
inevitably ignore the ethical demands of society, the socially constituted interests of
mature individuals already reflect the requirements of the community, even when they
are not necessarily in harmony with one another. The will, as opposed to mere impulse,
is ‘particularity reflected into itself and so brought back to universality, i.e. it is indi-
viduality’ (Hegel, [1821]1952, p. 23). The individual is a product rather than a premiss
of the social order.

Other aspects of Hegel's system unfold from this basic point of view. If individuals
must always be understood as members of a concrete community and culture, then,
since cultures change over time, individuals must also be conceived in terms of their
history. It might seem to follow that, in the absence of universal moral and political
principles, we must be indifferent to the apparently repugnant values of a different
culture or time. Hegel avoids accusations of relativism, however, by ordering alterna-
tive cultural forms in terms of a process of development. His philosophy of history por-
trays the diversity of cultural forms as moments in an unfolding ‘dialectic’. Like the
Socratic dialogue, the dialectic advances through the conflict of opposing points of
view. The tensions implicit in one cultural form or world-view — one particular mani-
festation of ‘spirit’ (Geist), in Hegel’s terms — are resolved or ‘transcended’ (aufgehoben)
in the transition to a higher, more developed form. Thus any given society can be
understood as both dialectically transcending previous social forms — incorporating
their positive features whilst overcoming their inadequacies — and as itself destined to
be succeeded by other, more developed forms. In these terms, Hegel magisterially, if
also somewhat chauvinistically, accounts not only for world history but also for the
entire development of cultural and intellectual life (Hegel, [1822] 1991). Furthermore,
for Hegel the outcome of this spirally ascending dialectic of life forms can be known, at
least in general terms, in advance. Through the course of history, ‘spirit” becomes
increasingly rational, self-conscious and free, a process culminating in the attainment
of the ‘Absolute’ — the self-reflective appropriation of the whole process of dialectical
development in art, religion and the modern European state. In the Hegelian philoso-
phy itself, finally, ‘spirit’ becomes most fully and rationally self-conscious and free
(Plant, 1973; Singer, 1983).
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Overall, Hegel seeks to preserve human life and values from the corrosive tendencies
of Enlightenment. He foresaw the threat, already apparent in the excesses of the French
Revolution, of tyrannical domination by the limited and one-sided rationality of Western
modernity. His elaborate philosophical system is designed to rescue a richer conception
of ‘reason’ (Vernunft), as the only sound basis for a full life, from the reductive analyti-
cal grasp of mere ‘understanding’ (Verstand). However, his ambitious synthesis was to
prove unstable. The overweening ambition and speculative bravura of Hegel's philoso-
phy of the Absolute could not be sustained. But from the dissolution of his system there
have emerged a further array of ‘continental’ responses to the one-sided rationality of
the Enlightenment.

After Marx: the Frankfurt School and Habermas

The most famous response to Hegel is, perhaps, that represented by Karl Marx (1818—
83) and the Marxist philosophy constructed in his name. Marx declared his intention
of ‘putting Hegel back on his feet’ by replacing Hegel's idealist dialectic of spirit with a
materialist dialectic located within the economic sphere. History is driven not by the
contradictions within particular world-views, but by the development of ‘productive
forces” and the resulting contradictions between forces and ‘relations of production’.
Marx was also a so-called Left Hegelian. According to ‘Right Hegelians’, the dialectic
of history comes to an end with the Prussian state of their own time, and Hegel’s phi-
losophy itself corresponds to the last stage of the dialectic of spirit, the final achievement
of the Absolute. The conservative implication is that no further transformation of
society or philosophy need be anticipated. According to Marx and other Left Hegelians,
on the other hand, present society and philosophy correspond to only the latest stage
of the dialectic, destined to be overtaken by another, more advanced stage. For Marx,
this final step is the transition from capitalism to socialism and then communism (see
chapter on Marxism). However, the Marxist project has been beset with difficulties, in
particular the non-occurrence of revolution in the West and the degeneration and now
collapse of Marxist-Leninist revolution in the East. More orthodox Marxists have
attempted to retain the framework of historical materialism and explain these failures
in terms of external and contingent factors, such as the imperfection of leaders, an
undeveloped economy or aggression from the capitalist powers. According to a sig-
nificant tradition of ‘critical’ or Western Marxism, on the other hand, these failures
reflect inadequacies in the project itself. Thinkers in this tradition therefore propose a
thoroughgoing renewal of Marxist theory, inspired by Marx’'s own Hegelian insight
into the historically situated nature of all thought. In their revision of Marxist assump-
tions, they reclaim, in the face of materialist suspicions of all abstract philosophy, an
important role for a specifically philosophical critique and, in the process, resume the
Hegelian critique of Enlightenment (Anderson, 1979).

Members of the Frankfurt School, associated with the Institute for Social Research
founded in Frankfurt in 1923, were inspired by Marx’s most famous ‘Thesis on
Feuerbach’: that whereas until now ‘philosophers have only interpreted the world, in
various ways; the point is to change it” (Marx, [1845] 1975, p. 423; cf. Jay, 1973; Held,
1980; Wiggershaus, 1994). Philosophers should construct a ‘critical theory’, which
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both provides a diagnosis of the faults of existing society and contributes to the struggle
for its transformation in the interests of the oppressed and exploited. Although the
critical theorists of the Frankfurt School see Marxism as a prototype for this kind of
theory, they also recognize an urgent need to revise some of its fundamental assump-
tions. In this sense, they take advantage of Georg Lukacs’s (1885-1971) view, that the
orthodox Marxist is committed only to the Marxist method, not to its content (Lukacs,
1971, p. 1). The dogmatic commitment to ‘historical materialism’ — the systematization
of Marx’s ideas bequeathed to the socialist movement mainly by Friedrich Engels
(1820-95) — contradicts the Hegelian and materialist insight into the social and his-
torical constitution of all knowledge. Since capitalist society has undergone significant
transformations since the time of Marx and Engels, critical theory should develop and
change as well. Critical theory should be self-critical. This return to the more Hegelian
early Marx, at the expense of the self-consciously scientific economic theory of the later
writings emphasized by Engels, was reinforced by the belated publication of Marx’s
Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844 ([1932] 1975).

The return to Hegel and the early Marx also informs some of the specific criticisms
levelled at historical materialism by Frankfurt theorists. A particular object of critique
is the ‘scientism’ of this theory. The notion that a rigorous science of society could
identify ‘iron laws’ of capitalism, provide a complete explanation of social evolution and
then predict the inevitable collapse of capitalism and its eventual replacement by com-
munism, is identified as a major source of defects of both Stalinism in the East and
revolutionary communism in the West (Marcuse, 1958). The pretensions of ‘scientific
socialism’ served to justify the doctrine of ‘democratic centralism’, the ultimate author-
ity of the Party’s intellectuals and leaders as experts in the theory, paving the way for
bureaucratic authoritarianism in communist societies. Cruder versions of the primacy
of the economic ‘base’ in the explanation of social evolution encouraged the ‘economis-
tic’ belief in the centrality and sufficiency of struggles at the ‘site of production’ and
indifference towards self-consciously moral and intellectual activism as merely
‘utopian’. A scientifically certified revolutionary optimism may even encourage apathy.
If eventual victory is assured by the logic of economic development, then political efforts
at the level of the ‘superstructure’ are superfluous. In the more activist guise of ‘volun-
tarism’, on the other hand, Leninism appeals to the scientific authority of the revolu-
tionary Party in an energetically political but no less authoritarian vanguardism.
Expedient violations of ‘bourgeois morality’ can be excused, because victory is inevi-
table, the movement incorruptible (see Lukes, 1987).

Generalizing these criticisms of historical materialism, members of the Frankfurt
School developed a wide-ranging critique of ‘positivism’. Positivists view natural science
as the model for all valid knowledge and regard other forms of discourse, whether
ethical, aesthetic or religious, as invalid or, at best, suspect. Already Hume had advo-
cated the ‘application of experimental philosophy to moral subjects’ in order to lay the
‘science of man’ on the ‘solid foundation’ of ‘experience and observation’ ([1739-40]
1888, p. xx). Hume'’s positivist heirs unconsciously perpetuate the implicit conserva-
tism of this approach by theorizing alterable social relations as unalterable conse-
quences of psychological or social laws. Marx saw classical political economy as
essentially ideological, because it described capitalism as a natural system, obscuring
its contingent historical origins and exploitative relations and, as a result, hindering

43



DAVID WEST

the advance towards a more rational, less unjust form of society. The Frankfurt School
recognize similarly positivist tendencies in contemporary social sciences, insofar as they
are modelled on the methods and assumptions of natural science. They are a species of
what Max Horkheimer (1895-1973) calls ‘traditional theory’ (Horkheimer, 1992;
Adorno et al., 1976). A genuinely critical theory, on the other hand, should uncover
the ‘negative’ dimension of existing reality, identifying suppressed human potentialities
and the related possibility of a more just and less exploitative society. In bourgeois
society, hints of this ‘negative’ dimension are preserved in the politically muted form
of works of art and idealist philosophy, in the fantasies of Romanticism and the harmo-
nious perfection of classical beauty. As Herbert Marcuse (1898-1979) remarks, it is
only when fantasy becomes an integral part of social science that theory can fulfil its
emancipatory potential: ‘Without phantasy, all philosophical knowledge remains in
the grip of the present or the past and severed from the future, which is the only link
between philosophy and the real history of mankind’ (Marcuse, 1968b, p. 155).

Frankfurt School theorists also incorporate features of German sociology after Marx,
in particular Max Weber’s (1864—1920) less reductionist explanation of social change
and his influential account of the rationalization of society. In contrast to historical
materialism, Weber’s study of the role of the ‘Protestant ethic’ in the rise of capitalism
places greater emphasis on the ‘superstructural’ factors of religion and morality in the
transition from feudalism to capitalism (Weber, 1930). Weber also sees capitalism as
just one instance of a more general and much older process of ‘rationalization’ charac-
teristic of modern Western civilization. Rationalization was already evident in Roman
law before emerging in modern science and the increasingly bureaucratic organization
of the secular state. However, capitalism, bureaucracy and the modern state manifest
only a limited, one-sided form of rationality. They rationalize society only in the sense
of ‘formal’ or ‘instrumental’ rationality, which serves to organize efficient means for
some given purpose or end. This kind of rationality has nothing to do with a ‘substan-
tive’ rationality of ends capable of evaluating the ultimate goals of human activity.
In fact, the formal rationalization of state and economy may further substantively
irrational outcomes. The state can be efficiently organized to realize undesirable or even
obnoxious goals — a possibility most strikingly confirmed by National Socialism. Less
dramatically, the limited rationalization of society characteristic of modernity increas-
ingly confines human beings to the ‘iron cage’ of an alienated, bureaucratically orga-
nized existence without shared meaning or values.

The analysis of Frankfurt School theorists is deeply influenced by this account of the
rationalization of modern Western societies. However, whereas Weber saw this process
as inevitable and irreversible, they continued to search for an escape from the iron cage
of instrumental rationality, despite their experience of the failures of Marxism and the
barbarity of fascism. Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno (1903-69) propose a revised
‘dialectic of Enlightenment’ (Horkheimer and Adorno, 1972). They return to the story
of Odysseus for the ‘primal history of a subjectivity that wrests itself free from the power
of mythic forces’ (Habermas, 1987, p. 108). The victory of instrumental rationality
over superstition and myth, which is celebrated unequivocally by the Enlightenment,
is in fact only partial and won at significant cost. Although science liberates us from
the animistic terrors and uncertainties of nature, it offers us only a diminished under-
standing of nature as an object to be manipulated and controlled. The ascendancy of
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scientific reason comes at the further cost of an ‘introversion of sacrifice’, a correspond-
ing loss of our humanity when the instrumental logic initially applied to the disen-
chanted world of inanimate things is extended to relations between human beings. And
there is a further dialectical sting to this analysis. Suppressed ‘internal nature’ always
threatens to erupt destructively into modern life, a possibility once again exemplified
by twentieth-century fascism. In similar vein Marcuse, influenced by Sigmund Freud's
(1856-1939) psychoanalysis of the unconscious, charts the psychic costs of modern
society (Marcuse, 1966). Like the neurotic still disabled by childhood trauma, we are
fixed in patterns of behaviour more appropriate to the scarcities of the past. So Western
society imposes a level of self-denial, a curtailing of the ‘polymorphous perversity’ of
the pleasure principle that is no longer necessary in an era of unprecedented productive
potential. Marcuse'’s account of the sacrifice of ‘Eros’ for the sake of ‘civilization” holds
out the promise of an eventual release from the ‘surplus repression’ imposed by society.
Written in the conformist 1950s, this analysis was taken up with enthusiasm in the
decades of ‘permissiveness’, of women’s and sexual liberation that followed (Geoghegan,
1981; cf. Marcuse, 1969; 1970).

Other studies of the Frankfurt School, however, tended more towards pessimism.
From one point of view, critical theory's broader agenda of aesthetic, cultural, psycho-
logical and sociological studies promised to enrich the Marxist critique of ideology and
provide a more adequate explanation of the disasters of twentieth-century history. The
contribution of Freudian psychoanalysis complicates the historical drama, transposing
it in part to the internal stage of Oedipus complex, repression and sublimation, Eros and
Thanatos. In the ‘age of mechanical reproduction’, mass media of radio, sound repro-
duction, film and television inspire analyses of the ‘culture industry’, conceived as an
extension of industrial techniques to the cultural domain (Benjamin, 1968; Adorno,
1991). The origins and attributes of the authoritarian personality and the contempo-
rary family are explored with the techniques of social psychology (Adorno et al., 1950).
At the same time, the Frankfurt School’s exhaustive inventory of the subtlety and all-
pervasiveness of the mechanisms of power harboured more worrying implications. The
more the stubborn conformity of contemporary society is explained, the more any
upsurge of revolutionary enthusiasm seems unlikely. In the end, Adorno’s ‘negative
dialectics’ suggest few avenues of escape (Adorno, [1966] 1990; cf. Jarvis, 1998).
Although Marcuse is less uniformly pessimistic, his systematic portrayal of the ‘one-
dimensionality” of contemporary existence leaves little room for hope. With the seam-
less mediocrity of its mass-produced entertainment and overfed complacency, its
positivistically disarmed sociology and philosophy, contemporary Western society
either stifles or marginalizes genuine opposition and all but eliminates the negative
dimension of critical thought (Marcuse, 1968a). Even liberal freedoms only serve to
defuse resistance by their ‘repressive tolerance’, entrenching more effectively than
totalitarian censorship ever could the limited choices and diminished lives of one-
dimensional society (Wolff et al., 1969).

The Frankfurt School’s tendency to reinforce apathy rather than inspire resistance
is exacerbated by its relatively undifferentiated treatment of intersubjectivity and dom-
ination. In the Dialectic of Enlightenment nature is confronted by a generalized human-
ity. Marcuse's account of the totalitarian expansion of instrumental rationality similarly
suggests a society of uninterrupted manipulation and control (Connerton, 1980).
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Marcuse only finds likely agents of revolution in those whose existence lies essentially
outside of the totalitarian system, in ‘the substratum of the outcasts and outsiders, the
exploited and persecuted of other races and other colours, the unemployed and the
unemployable’. These groups will be able to bring about revolution only if they are led
by the radical students and youth, who represent ‘the most advanced consciousness of
humanity’ (1968a, pp. 199-200). But a critical theory that discovers seeds of opposi-
tion only in the bearers of the critical theory itself surely risks encouraging the elitism
and even authoritarianism of another revolutionary vanguard. There are, in Paul
Connerton’s phrase, no ‘structural gaps within the system of repressive rationality’
(Connerton, 1980, p. 102). Losing sight of the relations of domination and resistance
occurring between social groups, the Frankfurt School’s neo-Marxism has had a largely
apolitical outcome. Even John Holloway’s nominally practical guide on how to Change
the World without Taking Power, which draws heavily on the ideas of Lukacs and Adorno
as well as autonomist Marxism and existentialism, is surprisingly reminiscent of
Adorno’s frustrated radicalism (Holloway, 2005).

More recently, the critical Marxism of the Frankfurt School has been renewed by the
wide-ranging and ambitious project of Jiirgen Habermas (1929-) who, throughout his
life has championed the role of a critical public sphere (Habermas, [1962] 1989; cf.
Holub, 1991). To this end, in his earlier writings Habermas reworks the critique of
positivism on the basis of a modified philosophical pragmatism, which grounds different
kinds of knowledge and rationality in different modes of action. The achievements of
natural science and technology are understood as developments of the logic of instru-
mental or ‘purposive-rational” action. Technological development — and indeed instru-
mental or formal rationality more generally — ‘follows a logic that corresponds to the
structure of purposive-rational action regulated by its own results, which is in fact the
structure of work’ (Habermas, 1971, p. 87). However, a form of rationality more rel-
evant to the moral concerns essential for a critical public sphere is understood in terms
of a different pragmatic context, what Habermas originally called ‘interaction’ or ‘com-
munication according to consensual norms’. Communicative interaction corresponds
to the context of interpersonal relations, the relationship between subjects seeking
mutual understanding (as opposed to the instrumental relationship between subject
and object in work). Work and interaction are thus the pragmatic contexts for very
different forms of knowledge serving different ‘cognitive interests’. ‘Empirical-analytic
sciences’, like the natural sciences, are grounded in work and fulfil a technical interest
in the control of external reality. ‘Historical-hermeneutic sciences’ (including history,
anthropology and disciplines concerned with the interpretation of texts) find the basis
of their objectivity in interaction or communication and serve an interest in mutual
understanding, providing ‘interpretations that make possible the orientation of action
within common traditions’ (1972, p. 313).

In Knowledge and Human Interests Habermas identifies a third kind of knowledge,
critical theory itself, which is grounded in the further pragmatic context of ‘self-
reflection’. Even hermeneutic knowledge, though it does not imply a manipulative or
instrumental relationship with its object, fails to uncover false or ideological conscious-
ness, because it is blind to the workings of power and domination — what Habermas
calls ‘distorted communication’. Again, although the identification of law-like correla-
tions between social phenomena is a legitimate component of social theory, critical
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social science must go beyond this ‘empirical-analytic’ perspective as well in order ‘to
determine when theoretical statements grasp invariant regularities of social action as
such and when they express ideologically frozen relations of dependence that can in
principle be transformed’ (1972, p. 310). Marx’s critique of bourgeois economics is,
once again, the prototype of a critical theory in this sense, uncovering and helping to
dissolve the ‘frozen’ regularities of capitalism by revealing supposedly inevitable rela-
tions of dependence as socially instituted and hence alterable. Another model for criti-
cal theory is Freudian psychoanalysis. Psychoanalysis can lead to the dissolution of
neurotic symptoms, which are recognized as obsolete defence mechanisms inhibiting
the individual’s ‘internal communication’. Critical theories, in other words, serve a
cognitive interest in emancipation.

With the help of his basic distinction between instrumental and communicative
rationality and action, which persists in varying forms throughout his work, Habermas
also reformulates the Frankfurt School’s diagnosis of modernity’s ‘iron cage’. In the
preferred terminology of his later writings, the ‘lifeworld’ (corresponding to the domain
of communication or interaction) is ‘colonized’ by the ‘systems’ or ‘steering mecha-
nisms’ of money and power — the capitalist economy and rationalized state of modern
Western societies. In this context, the welfare state and Keynesian economics of post-
Second World War capitalism amounts to a further expansion of the state into the
lifeworld, bureaucratically defining and administering needs that were previously
moulded by traditional and unquestioned processes of socialization. Resistance to this
‘colonization of the lifeworld’” has been blunted by the prevalence of instrumental ratio-
nality in both positivist sociology and orthodox Marxism, which have both in effect
been captured by modernity. However, Habermas also points to the progressive poten-
tial of modernity. Modernity disrupts authoritarian features of the traditional lifeworld
such as the patriarchal family and dogmatic religion, opening the way for the com-
municative (as opposed to instrumental) rationalization of the lifeworld. The realization
of this alternative path of modernization depends on the possibility of a ‘universalistic
discourse ethics’, that would permit a genuinely discursive will formation beyond the
constraints of both conventional morality and instrumental rationality. Nor is this just
an abstract possibility. According to Habermas, ‘new social movements’ of women and
‘greens’ potentially ‘put reformed lifestyles into practice’ in the spirit of the ‘rationalized
lifeworld’ of open communication, universal values and post-conventional morality
(Habermas, 1981; 1984).

Discourse ethics is the result of Habermas's attempt to provide more adequate moral
foundations for critical theory. In the spirit of the return to Hegel, previous members
of the Frankfurt School had advocated an ‘immanent’ or ‘internal’ critique of society.
In other words, society would be transformed by rendering explicit its dialectical ten-
sions or contradictions, turning its own values and principles against it in order to bring
about a more adequate social order. In the same way, Marx castigated the sham uni-
versality of bourgeois justice for the sake of a more truly just future society. Habermas,
on the other hand, believes that the whole enterprise of immanent critique has been
undermined by the retreat of universalistic morality in the face of technocracy and
positivism. Bourgeois consciousness has become ‘cynical’, so we can no longer expect
its immanent critique to lead to any worthwhile social transformation (1991: 96-7).
Habermas seeks instead to base critical theory on values presumed to be implicit in the
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pragmatics of language. As McCarthy puts it, Habermas’s argument is ‘that the goal of
critical theory — a form of life free from unnecessary domination in all its forms — is
inherent in the notion of truth; it is anticipated in every act of communication’
(McCarthy, 1978, p. 7).

Habermas's ‘linguistic turn’ parallels similar developments within analytical phi-
losophy and, indeed, draws inspiration from the work of J. L. Austin and John Searle
as well as the linguistics of Noam Chomsky. ‘Speech act’ theory focuses on the prag-
matic dimension of speech, or in other words all the ways in which to speak is also to
do something — for example, to make a promise, to command, to advise or to condemn.
This leads Habermas to emphasize the evaluative presuppositions of communication.
According to his theory of ‘universal pragmatics’, every act of communication involves
an implicit raising of ‘validity claims’. Communication is based on the mutual expecta-
tions that speakers implicitly undertake to ground or validate their utterances:

The speaker must have the intention of communicating a true [wahr] proposition . . . so
that the hearer can share the knowledge of the speaker. The speaker must want to express
his intentions truthfully [wahrhaftig] so that the hearer can believe the utterance of the
speaker (can trust him). Finally, the speaker must choose an utterance that is right [richtig]
so that the hearer can accept the utterance and speaker and hearer can agree with one
another in the utterance with respect to a recognized normative background. (Habermas,
1991, pp. 2-3)

These validity claims reflect the relation of language to external reality or nature (the
value of truth), to a realm of society or intersubjectivity (moral rightness), and to the
‘internal nature’ of the speaker’s own feelings, beliefs and intentions (truthfulness or
sincerity). In this sense, our ability to engage in communication with other subjects —
what Habermas calls our ‘communicative competence’ — already involves mastery of
at least these fundamental moral values (1991, ch. 1). A fuller account of these values
is given by Habermas's consensus theories of theoretical and practical truth. Challenges
to particular utterances are, in fact, often met with appeals to authority (of priests,
oracles or sacred texts), threats or the use of force (by the Inquisition) and so on.
Habermas believes, however, that a more rational response is not only to be preferred
but, in some sense, is already implicitly anticipated whenever and wherever people
enter into communication — the real crux of the universal status of his theory of prag-
matics (see McCarthy, 1978, ch. 4). This more rational response is to engage in a
‘discourse’ under the conditions of an ‘ideal speech situation’, that is, free of relations
of domination and where participants are undogmatically committed to the consider-
ation of different ideas and even alternative conceptual schemes.

Habermas's theory of universal pragmatics has been criticized as a new transcen-
dentalism in the spirit of Kant, a return to the doomed and potentially authoritarian
Enlightenment project of providing timeless and universal foundations for morality.
Some critics see Habermas's commitment to consensus, however idealized and antici-
patory it is supposed to be, as constraining and potentially oppressive (see below, in
section on postmodernism). Many have been sceptical of the universal status claimed
on behalf of ‘discourse ethics’ (e.g. McCarthy, 1978; Thompson and Held, 1982;
Benhabib and Dallmayr, 1990). Is it really plausible to suppose that every act of
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communication within every culture always implicitly raises precisely those validity
claims, discursively redeemable, that Habermas describes? These difficulties have led
Habermas to limit the scope of discourse ethics to the validation, in Hegelian terms, of
universalistic norms of ‘morality’ as opposed to the values and cultural forms of ‘ethical
life’, which are inextricably bound to particular human communities and identities and
so beyond the scope of reasoned argument (Dews, 1986; Habermas, 1990).

The further development of ‘discourse ethics’ tends to confirm Habermas’s gradual
return to something close to liberalism in Kantian guise (Habermas, 1993; Baynes,
1995; Warren, 1995; Dryzek, 2004). His discourse theory of democracy provides a
subtle and nuanced reformulation of the normative basis of liberal democracy
(Habermas, 1996). The normative force of discourse is deployed with the aim of resolv-
ing the normative tensions between liberal rights and democratic will formation, legal
positivism and natural law, ideal validity and pragmatic effectiveness, that have plagued
liberal-democratic theorizing. Although Habermas undoubtedly makes a valuable con-
tribution to these issues, it is not so clear that his contribution is distinctively continen-
tal. Certainly, Habermas retains the Hegelian insight that individual autonomy depends
on discursive interactions with other people in the public sphere (Warren, 1995, pp.
178-9). Also Hegelian is Habermas's indefatigable commitment to theoretical synthe-
sis. But it is hard to deny that he has moved away from his originally Marxist and
Frankfurt School inspiration (cf. White, 1988; Outhwaite, 1994).

Existentialism

Hegel's systematic philosophy attempts to rescue the underlying truths of religion and
morality from an over-hasty Enlightenment critique. In Hegel's speculative idealism
the truths of religion and morality are recovered in a higher, more rational form, ‘tran-
scended’ in the dialectical synthesis of ‘Absolute Spirit’ and the modern state. In reject-
ing this solution, Seren Kierkegaard (1813-55) founds a second post-Hegelian
strand of continental philosophy, a strand that can be seen to lead to existentialism
and, at least initially, away from politics. Kierkegaard denies that reality can be com-
pletely captured by any systematic philosophy. The disinterested, contemplative knowl-
edge, championed by the Enlightenment and then deployed against it with such
ingenuity and persistence by Hegel, is unsuited for an understanding of the inner life
or ‘existence’ of human beings. The one-sided, merely abstract theoretical knowledge
(GKk. theoria) of the Western philosophical tradition fails to illuminate subjective experi-
ence. The attempt to weave the truths of morality and religion into a theoretical account
of the world, however sophisticated, can only falsify them. Rather, the proper object of
thought is the ‘personal existence’, the distinctively subjective ethical reality of the
individual.

Kierkegaard’'s exploration of subjective truth has ultimately religious motives
(Kierkegaard, 1941). He is opposed to humanist theology's reconciliation of faith and
reason, insisting — in the tradition of St Augustine, Meister Eckhart and Luther — that
faith is irrevocably beyond reason. Religious truth is diminished rather than enhanced
by being reduced to the principles of a merely human rationality. In effect, Kierkegaard
takes seriously the ironic taunt of David Hume who, after demolishing all rational
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grounds for belief in miracles, remarks that anyone who still believes in them ‘is con-
scious of a continued miracle in his own person, which subverts all the principles of his
understanding, and gives him a determination to believe what is most contrary to
custom and experience’ (Hume, [1777] 1902, p. 131). Kierkegaard seeks instead to
found religious belief on the subjective truth of personal existence, claiming that
through faith we approach a truth far more important to our lives than the theoretical
truths of science or philosophy.

Kierkegaard grounds his vision of religious faith in a more general account of the
human condition. The primary fact of our existence is the need to decide, the need to
make a choice about how we shall live. What is more, faced with the impossibility of
any rationally certified moral system, we are forced to choose under conditions of
uncertainty. As a result, we are prey to feelings of ‘dread’ or ‘anxiety’, which are in fact
the inevitable counterpart of human freedom. For ‘man’, anxiety is both attractive and
repulsive at the same time: ‘He cannot flee from dread, for he loves it; really he does not
love it, for he flees from it” (Kierkegaard, 1946, p. 40). Anxiety reflects the tremendous
responsibility borne by the individual who is aware of her freedom to decide what she
will do with her life. If we fail to decide, our existence is empty and drifting, comprising
only the disconnected and ultimately meaningless pleasures of hedonistic, or what
Kierkegaard calls ‘aesthetic’, existence. But the decisions that we must make cannot,
as the Enlightenment had hoped, be deduced by purely rational means from self-evident
moral premisses. If they could, our freedom would be an illusion. Our decisions can
only be informed by an understanding, enriched by experience, of the different spheres
of existence or approaches to life that are available to us.

Beyond the aesthetic or hedonistic sphere, Kierkegaard identifies two further modes
of existence, the ‘ethical’ and the religious. The second part of Either/Or, Kierkegaard's
first major work, provides a somewhat unappealing account of the ‘ethical’ sphere in
the guise of the socially responsible life of duty as represented by marriage (Kierkegaard,
1987). But even this ‘election of a definite calling’ is ultimately contradictory and
unsustainable. Only the religious life is fully satisfactory, though it is by no means an
easy choice. God’s will may, as in the case of His command to Abraham to kill his son
Isaac, violate not only our wishes but also society’s most basic moral norms. The story
of Abraham reveals faith as a ‘monstrous paradox’, ‘a paradox capable of making a
murder into a holy act well pleasing to God, a paradox which gives Isaac back to
Abraham, which no thought can grasp because faith begins precisely where thinking
leaves off’ (Kierkegaard, 1960, p. 82; cf. Hannay, 1991). We must believe even though
—in fact, precisely because — religious faith violates both our rationality and our moral-
ity. True faith is only attained through a commitment that persists despite all our moral
and intellectual reservations. In the phrase adapted from Tertullian, ‘credo quia impos-
sibile’ — ‘I believe, because it is impossible’. An influential tradition of existentialist
theology, including such figures as Martin Buber and Gabriel Marcel, has drawn inspi-
ration from this approach.

Another thinker developed an atheistic but still recognizably existentialist philoso-
phy, again with largely anti-political implications. Although he sometimes praised
Jesus Christ as a great human being, Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900) was virulently
anti-Christian, describing Pascal’s somewhat Kierkegaardian faith as ‘a continuous
suicide of reason’ (Nietzsche, 1973, p. 57). Still, though religion no longer provides the
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solution to existence, Nietzsche recognizes the radical implications of the ‘death of God’
more clearly than the Enlightenment’s ‘free thinkers'. He rejects not only the self-
denying, other-worldliness of Christianity but also the historical eschatologies of Hegel
and Marx, which are little more than the pursuit of religion by other means (see
Deleuze, 1983, ch. 5). The problem of existence is deferred rather than resolved by
philosophies of history and ideologies that value the present only as a step towards the
foreordained future of ‘Absolute Spirit’ or communism. Nor is what comes later neces-
sarily better; history is not a tale of progress. Rather, the point of existence must lie in
the immediacy of present experience. Nietzsche is drawn to the ideal of the ‘supra-
historical’ man ‘who does not envisage salvation in the process but for whom the world
is finished in every single moment and its end attained’ (quoted by Kaufmann, 1974,
p. 147): ‘No, the goal of humanity cannot lie in its end but only in its highest exemplars’
(Nietzsche, 1983, p. 111). Value lies in cultural, intellectual or personal greatness
whenever it occurs. Great achievements are more likely to be realized through the lives
of exceptional individuals like Goethe or Spinoza than by the collective political agents
of the world-historical process.

The supra-historical powers ‘lead the eye away from becoming towards that which
bestows upon existence the character of the eternal and stable, towards art and reli-
gion’ (Nietzsche, 1983, p. 120). The doctrine of the ‘eternal return’ can also be inter-
preted as an affirmation of existence in this sense. The joy of the ‘overman’ is expressed
in ‘amor fati’, the ‘love of fate’ that craves the eternal recurrence of the present moment.
This emphasis on individual life and experience implies a relatively distanced relation-
ship with politics. As Kaufmann puts it, Nietzsche develops ‘the theme of the anti-
political individual who seeks self-perfection far from the modern world’ (Kaufmann,
1974, p. 418). Certainly, only a distorted reading of Nietzsche could blame him for the
rise of fascism. He is persistently contemptuous of both German nationalism and anti-
Semitism. Nietzsche's ‘master race’ is conceived as ‘a future, internationally mixed race
of philosophers and artists who cultivate iron self-control’ (Kaufmann, 1974, p. 303)
—hardly the self-indulgent gangsters of national socialism. On the other hand, to derive
a more constructive politics from Nietzsche's avowedly elitist, even anti-social ethic is
no easy task (cf. Ansell-Pearson, 1991).

It is with Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-80), whose major work Being and Nothingness
(1958) is often regarded as the definitive statement of existentialism, that this approach
makes its most explicit contribution to political thought. Sartre differs from both
Kierkegaard and Nietzsche in the privileged status he accords to political experience
and action, as opposed to either the religious or aesthetic domains. In his essay
Existentialism and Humanism Sartre defends existentialism from the reproach that it
amounts to a morbid and individualistic celebration of despair and anxiety leading
inevitably to either political quietism or nihilism. Rather, the fundamental existential-
ist principle, that for human beings ‘existence comes before essence’, implies the indi-
vidual’s absolute responsibility for her own life. To be constrained by custom, ideas of
human nature or divine will, or any other notion of human essence, is to live inauthen-
tically or in ‘bad faith’ (mauvaise foi). Our existence defines our essence in the sense that
we are free to create our own lives and values, we are ‘condemned to liberty’ (Sartre,
1977, pp. 28-9). But in contrast to the often anti- or apolitical individualism of earlier
existentialism, Sartre claims that our choices inevitably have political implications as

51



DAVID WEST

well, because an individual’s decision is at the same time tantamount to a proposal for
humanity in general. What remains unclear is how humanity’s creation of values can
avoid ‘bad faith’ without being completely arbitrary. Sartre’s existentialist reformula-
tion of the categorical imperative faces similar problems to Kant's original.

Sartre’s early political involvement came during the Second World War with the
French resistance to German occupation. After the war he embarked on a long and
tortuous relationship with Marxism and the French Communist Party. He was promi-
nent as an ‘engaged’ intellectual in opposition both to American ‘imperialism and
genocide’ in Vietnam and France's rearguard colonialism in Algeria (Sartre, 1974; cf.
Elliott, 1987). In his novels and plays he explored various aspects of politics: for example,
the dilemmas facing the political terrorist in Les Mains Sales (Sartre, 1961) and the
formation of a fascist sympathizer in his short story ‘The childhood of a leader’ (Sartre,
1960). In his later work Sartre proposes an ambitious synthesis of the insights of exis-
tentialism and Marxism, but now at the level of social action rather than individual
engagement (Sartre, 1976). His suggestive but problematic ‘critique of dialectical
reason’ seeks to theorize human society and history according to the principle that
‘men make history’. He explores the various mediations between the individual and the
social totality such as family, nation and class. He holds out the optimistic promise that,
in Poster’s words, ‘human beings can attain freedom through the recognition of freedom
in the other and in the consequent action of solidary groups pursuing this freedom’
(Poster, 1979, p. 43). Particularly interesting is his analysis of different examples of
social ‘ensemble’: the alienated, ‘serial’ interaction between individuals relating to one
another as things in a bus queue; the ‘indirect gathering’ of the passive and isolated
listeners to the radio broadcast; and the ‘impotent bond’ of individuals buying and
selling on the market (Sartre, 1976, pp. 256-342). This analysis helps to pose the
problem of genuinely collective action in an acute way: how can we explain the occa-
sional and often unexpected eruption of solidary action in what Sartre calls the ‘fused
group’ — the sudden ‘upsurge of mutual recognition in the context of daily life’ which
constitutes freedom (Sartre, 1976; Poster, 1979, p. 86; cf. Aronson, 1980)?

Albert Camus (1913-60) provides an alternative account of the politics of existen-
tialism which, in contrast to Sartre, is critical of Marxism (see Cruickshank, 1960;
O’'Brien, 1970). In a move analogous to Sartre’'s existential modulation of the
categorical imperative, Camus grounds his political stance with a dramatic allusion to
Descartes. Descartes’ famous ‘cogito ergo sum’ (‘I think, therefore I am’) is given a
political and social inflection: ‘Je me révolte, donc nous sommes’ — ‘I revolt, therefore
we are’ (Camus, 1954, p. 36). The individual’s only defensible response to the absurdity
of existence is revolt. Camus’s ethic of revolt implies an uncompromising honesty or
‘lucidity’ in the face of the absurdities and cruelties of existence, which encounters its
most obvious enemies in the stifling atmosphere of conventional bourgeois morality
and, more dramatically, in totalitarianism, terror and the concentration camp. Attacked
by Sartre for keeping clean hands at the expense of engagement on the side of the
exploited, Camus's reputation also suffered over his support for his former compatriots,
the French colonists, during the Algerian war of independence (cf. Sprintzen, 1988).

The overall contribution of existentialism to social and political thought has been
ambivalent. Camus is more influential as a novelist and philosopher of the absurd than
for his overtly political writings. Sartre moved away from existentialism as he developed
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the more articulated political theory of Critique of Dialectical Reason. Theorists associated
with the Frankfurt School have criticized existentialism for the apolitical nature of its
concept of freedom. So, for example, Marcuse sees existentialism as an apolitical and
ultimately futile attempt to resolve the problems of ‘concrete existence’ with the abstract
and transcendental resources of philosophy rather than a critical theory of society
(Marcuse, [1972] 1973, p. 174). For the Sartre of Being and Nothingness, freedom — the
free subjectivity of the ‘for-itself’ (pour-soi) — does not depend at all on social and politi-
cal conditions. In these terms, notoriously, the prisoner is just as free as his gaoler. To
allow oneself to be determined by either social conditioning or genetic inheritance is
just bad faith. Conversely, no alteration of social conditions can have any real impact
on freedom in Sartre’s sense.

This problem was tackled by another important contributor to the politics of exis-
tentialism, Simone de Beauvoir (1908—86), who develops a more situated and politi-
cally useful conception of freedom. In Pyrrhus et Cinéas Beauvoir expresses a view of
freedom as inseparable from the resistance of an intractable reality (1944, pp. 9-12).
It follows that human freedom is never absolute or unconditioned, but must always be
understood in relation to a concrete situation. Because the self’s active transcendence
always presupposes a degree of resistance, it is also possible for Beauvoir to counte-
nance degrees of freedom and bondage and, hence, a genuinely political project of
liberation. She is, of course, most well known for her application of the categories of
Sartre’s existentialism to woman as the oppressed Second Sex. Throughout history
woman has been treated not as the ‘reciprocal Other'— an essentially equal party to
symmetrical processes of mutual recognition — but as the permanent and ‘inessential
Other’ of man, who alone is deemed the worthy representative of universal humanity
and freedom (Beauvoir, [1949] 1972, pp. 16—18; cf. Bair, 1990; Gatens, 1991).

The Anti-humanist Critique of the Subject

An alternative reaction to the Hegelian synthesis leads to what might be called the
anti-humanist critique of the subject, which plays a crucial role in both post-structur-
alism and postmodernism. This critique shares some of its origins and themes with
existentialism: there are echoes of Kierkegaard's rejection of the systematic philosophy
of Hegel; Nietzsche is again a significant source, as is Heidegger. However, through a
series of intellectual transitions and external influences, a very different strand of post-
Hegelian thought emerges. The major impact of these changes is to undermine the
privileged philosophical and political status accorded to the subject. The Cartesian ego
or consciousness is no longer conceived as the privileged subject of knowledge. The
political agent — whether in the guise of the responsible ‘bourgeois’ individual of liber-
alism and republicanism or the collective, self-conscious proletariat of Marxism — is no
longer the unproblematic subject of political practice. Even the subjective truth and
authentic engagement of the existentialist individual is compromised.

In fact, the emergence of this theoretical anti-humanism radicalizes tendencies
already apparent in the human and social sciences — a series of developments leading
to a significant ‘decentring’ of the subject of experience and action. Thus the Marxist
theory of ideology implies that our consciousness is determined primarily by class
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location and conflicts within the prevailing mode of production. Our beliefs and atti-
tudes, even our most deeply held moral values, may reflect our social origins more than
any objective reality or morality (Marx, 1977). On another front, Freudian psycho-
analysis probes the unconscious causes of mental states, with the implication that the
reasons we give for our actions may be no more than self-deluding rationalizations.
Their real causes may be neurotic remnants of childhood trauma or unresolved emo-
tional conflict. Neurotic symptoms and obsessions, jokes and apparently accidental
slips of the tongue, the forgetting of names or appointments, our dreams and fantasies,
are all interpreted as expressions of an unconscious mind beyond the control of the
conscious self (Freud, 1938; 1976). Again, ‘hermeneutic’ disciplines concerned with
the interpretation and criticism of texts place greater emphasis on the social and lin-
guistic context of a work than its author’s conscious intentions. Interpretation need
not be restricted by the ‘surface’ meaning of the text or the likely aims of the author.
Nevertheless, it is important to realize that all of these theoretical approaches retain a
qualified role for the decentred subject (Bubner, 1981). By virtue of its class location
the proletariat is destined to achieve true consciousness and bring about the revolution-
ary overthrow of capitalism. Through psychoanalysis the self regains autonomy by
coming to understand the unconscious springs of its conscious states and actions. The
practice of hermeneutics promises a never perfect but always improving understanding
of the text.

A more radical break with the subject can be traced to Martin Heidegger’'s (1889—
1976) later philosophy and, in particular, his attack on Sartre’s humanism. Heidegger’s
earlier philosophy can be seen as an important contribution to existentialism. Being and
Time ([1927] 1967) develops a critique of the reifying categories of Western metaphys-
ics and science that has affinities with both the Frankfurt School’s critique of instru-
mental reason and Kierkegaard'’s espousal of subjective truth against contemplative
theory. His original approach sets him on the quest for an alternative understanding
of ‘Being’ from the standpoint of the experiencing subject or ‘Dasein’ (literally ‘being
there’), which is uniquely not just an ‘entity . . . among other entities’ but one con-
cerned about its own existence — it is distinguished by the fact that ‘in its very Being
that Being is an issue for it’ ([1927] 1967, p. 32). Heidegger's first soundings of Being
take the form of sensitive descriptions of ‘Being-in-the-world’ and ‘Being-with-others’
from the perspective of Dasein. In Heidegger's later writings, however, his ostensibly
existentialist account of individual existence as ‘anxious’ and ‘caring’, ‘authentic’ or
‘fallen’ gives way to a more impersonal preoccupation with Being. Heidegger now
wishes to divert our ‘thinking’ from the limited perspective of the Cartesian subject
towards a greater ‘attentiveness to Being'. Central to this change of emphasis is
an overriding concern with language as ‘the house of Being’(Heidegger, [1947] 1977,
pp. 210, 193).

Crucially, language is something that transcends individual consciousness and exis-
tence. The shift of emphasis from existence to language serves, therefore, to undermine
the privileged position accorded to the subject by humanism, casting doubt both on the
freely choosing subject of existentialism and the collective political subject of Marxism.
In his ‘Letter on Humanism’ (1947), Heidegger is explicitly critical of Sartre’s human-
ist and Cartesian claim that ‘one must take subjectivity as his point of departure’
(Sartre, 1977, p. 17) (see previous section). Heidegger’s anti-humanism leads instead
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to ‘thinking’ as the ‘letting-be’ of transcendent Being. Though for Heidegger this atti-
tude ‘can be theistic as little as atheistic’ ([1947] 1977, p. 230), it undoubtedly repre-
sents arejection ofthe anthropocentrism of the Enlightenment. The political implications
of Heidegger’s anti-humanism are, however, less clear. Although he claims that it does
not imply an active ‘affirmation of inhumanity’, Heidegger’s associations with national
socialism and his subsequent tardiness in disowning them are at least grounds for
caution (see Lacoue-Labarthe, 1990; Lyotard, 1990). The almost mystical injunction
to be attentive to Being, like the call to obey the will of God, seems compatible with
almost any conceivable political stance. What is worse, the evident difficulty of ‘think-
ing’ in its full Heideggerian sense might encourage authoritarianism, since only the
initiate can lay claim to the appropriate relationship to Being. On the other hand,
humanist philosophies have their own share of historical guilt, as Althusser’s discus-
sion of Stalinism as a form of humanism (Althusser, 1969) and later postmodernist
critiques imply (see next section).

Another source of philosophical anti-humanism concerned with language is the
structural linguistics of Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913). Saussure focused on the
distinction between ‘langue’ — or language as a system of forms or ‘signs’ — and ‘parole’
in the sense of ‘actual speech, the speech acts which are made possible by the language’
(Culler, 1976, p. 29; Saussure, [1916] 1959). Saussure’s emphasis on langue under-
mines the notion that words are related to meanings either through conscious acts of
intending on the part of the subject or through some kind of mental association. Rather,
the meaning of particular utterances always depends on the pre-existing system of
signs, the differential relations existing between the system of linguistic forms of a lan-
guage at a particular time: ‘Since the sign has no necessary core which must persist, it
must be defined as a relational entity, in its relations to other signs’ (Culler, 1976,
p. 36). When language is considered in this way, it becomes obvious that the associa-
tion between a particular ‘signifier’ (a word considered as sound or physical inscription)
and its ‘signified’ (or meaning) is arbitrary. The only essential feature of any language
or code is that it is possible to distinguish between its elements. Evidently, different
languages employ different signifiers in order to express the same signified. What is
more, different languages embody different and sometimes incommensurable concep-
tual distinctions, with the result that translation between languages is rarely straight-
forward and often inexact. The most influential implication of Saussure’s analysis for
continental philosophy is that the speaking subject — and by extension also the subject
of knowledge and consciousness — is decisively removed from its central position.

The critique of the subject effected by Heidegger and Saussure is paralleled by an
array of ‘structuralist’ approaches in the social and human sciences. Influenced by
structural linguistics, these approaches consider social structures more generally not
as the intentional products of human subjects, but as complex systems existing prior
to these subjects and unfolding according to their own specific rules — whether as modes
of production, kinship systems or elements of the unconscious (see Piaget, 1971; Pettit,
1975). Perhaps most influentially, the structural anthropology of Claude Lévi-Strauss
(1908-) inspired a generation of social scientists. His analyses of society and culture as
systems of differentially related elements are characteristically structuralist in that they
depend neither on some overarching philosophy of history nor on the attribution of
particular intentions to social agents. Acknowledging his debt to Saussure and
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Jakobson, Lévi-Strauss claims that ‘anthropology draws its originality from the uncon-
scious nature of collective phenomena’ (Lévi-Strauss, 1968, p. 18; cf. 1969). Like the
rules of a language, customs and rituals are usually followed without being explicitly
understood or consciously chosen. Althusser’s structuralist Marxism is another well-
known and explicitly anti-humanist product of this current of thought (Althusser,
1969; Anderson, 1983, ch. 2).

Michel Foucault (1926-84) is responsible for one of the most influential contribu-
tions to anti-humanist thought. Although never straightforwardly a structuralist
himself—he was influenced more directly by Nietzsche and Heidegger — Foucault’s work
also implies a radical critique of the subject. In a series of historical studies Foucault
charts the ascendancy of forms of knowledge and rationality distinctive of Western
culture. In Madness and Civilization he describes the emergence of a new understanding
and treatment of madness as the ‘other’ of reason. He explores the interrelationships
between new ways of dealing with the insane, such as confinement in the asylum, and
novel forms of knowledge or ‘discourse’ (Foucault, 1971). In other works he describes
a parallel series of transformations characteristic of modernity. Medicine develops
alongside the birth of the clinic (1973). Criminology emerges as the scientific face of
the prison (1977a). In each case, ‘human sciences’ are implicated in the unprecedented
expansion of ‘disciplinary powers’ deployed by both state and non-state institutions,
producing ‘subjected and practised bodies, “docile” bodies’ (1977a, p. 138). A charac-
teristic architectural embodiment of disciplinary power is Bentham'’s ‘panopticon’, his
project for a prison whose inmates are always visible to warders but unable to see one
another. The panopticon is a way of ‘arranging spatial unities’ in order ‘to induce in
the inmate a state of conscious and permanent visibility that assures the automatic
functioning of power’ (1977a, pp. 200-1). After the ‘Classical Age’ of the eighteenth
century, disciplinary power assumes more and more the form of a ‘generalized
surveillance’, striving for positive effects throughout society in order to increase the
productivity of populations.

Foucault’s account of the emergence of modern reason, with the associated institu-
tions and practices of disciplinary power, has affinities both with Weber’s account of
the irreversible rationalization of society and the Frankfurt School’s critique of instru-
mental rationality. Foucault’s originality lies in his attempt to chart the discontinuities
and ruptures of ‘discursive formations’, whilst dispensing with the humanist concep-
tions infecting the human sciences. Foucault proposes:

an analysis which can account for the constitution of the subject within the historical
texture . . . a form of history which accounts for the constitution of knowledge [savoirs],
discourses, domains of objects, etc., without having to refer to a subject. (1979, p. 35)

The subject must not be taken for granted because, as his more detailed accounts of the
characteristic institutions of modernity imply, the subject and its projects are tainted,
‘subjected’ products of an increasingly invasive and productive micro-power. At the
same time, Foucault seeks to dispense with the collective, ‘macro’ subjects of Hegelian
and Marxist philosophies of history. Even in his early methodological writings Foucault
emphasizes the discontinuities and ruptures of historical transformation as opposed to
the continuity implied by notions of tradition, influence, development or evolution. He
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refers approvingly to the model of Nietzsche’s ‘genealogy’ of morality (Foucault, 1976,
Introduction). The genealogist traces institutions and discourses to ‘naked struggles of
power’ rather than to any legitimating origin or essential goal. Genealogical history
should ‘record the singularity of events outside of any monotonous finality’, ‘maintain
passing events in their proper dispersion’ (Foucault, 1984, pp. 76, 81). It is Nietzschean
‘will to power’ that underlies historical change, not some teleological narrative or
philosophy of history.

Any theoretical approach like Marxism that subsumes the diversity of historical
events under a single explanatory framework or historical teleology is an example of
what Foucault calls ‘totalizing theory’ (Foucault, 1977b). Totalizing theories are
typically an excuse for domination. To theorize the manifold variety and contingency
of life as an organized totality is a strategy of power which, even in the hands of
critical intellectuals and socialist militants, inevitably reinforces domination. As the
experience of bureaucratic state socialism demonstrates, experts in the totalizing
theory use it both in order to legitimate their authority and as an instrument for
their exercise of power. Together with his collaborator Gilles Deleuze (1925-95),
Foucault proposes instead a less authoritarian role for theory. Rather than a
single ‘master’ theory, there should be a plurality of theories. Social and political
theory should be a ‘local and regional practice’. The role of the intellectual should also
be different:

The intellectual’s role is no longer to place himself ‘somewhat ahead and to the side’ in
order to express the stifled truth of the collectivity; rather it is to struggle against the forms
of power that transform him into its object and instrument in the sphere of ‘knowledge’,
‘truth’, ‘consciousness’, and ‘discourse’. (Foucault, 1977b, p. 208)

Intellectuals should not put themselves forward as representatives of the people or
vanguard of the proletariat. They should avoid ‘the indignity of speaking for others’
(Deleuze in Foucault, 1977b, p. 209; cf. McNay, 1994). Deleuze's further collaboration
with Félix Guattari has produced a number of influential works in this spirit, combining
post-structuralist philosophy with radical psychiatry, most notably Anti-Oedipus and A
Thousand Plateaus (Deleuze and Guattari, 1977 and 1988; see Patton, 2000). Their
radical post-structuralism is given a further twist by Michael Hardt (1960-) and
Antonio Negri (1933-). With additional inspiration from ‘autonomist Marxism’ and
Spinoza, they attempt to refashion Marxist categories in the context of post-Cold
War neoliberal globalization, American hegemony and neo-imperialism (Hardt and
Negri, 2000).

Closer in spirit to the later Heidegger is the work of Jacques Derrida (1930-2004)
and, most influentially, his advocacy of a critical ‘deconstruction’ of the forms of dis-
course characteristic of Western rationality (cf. Norris, 1987). His major impact on the
philosophical scene dates from 1967, with the publication of three major works: Speech
and Phenomena (1973), Of Grammatology (1976) and Writing and Difference (1978).
Derrida’s notion of deconstruction can be understood in terms of his critical encounter
with Husserlian phenomenology. Edmund Husserl's (1859-1938) philosophical
project was also directed against the reductive rationality of the Enlightenment. Husserl
hopes, in Peter Dews’s words, that:

57



DAVID WEST

the unprejudiced description of the essential structures of experience will constitute a new,
rigorously scientific philosophy which will place the empirical sciences themselves on an
apodictic basis, while at the same time . . . preventing the ‘objectivist’ impetus of the sci-
ences from leading to a culturally disastrous obliteration of awareness of the constituting
role of subjectivity. (1987, p. 6)

The ‘phenomenological’ method aims to describe the contents of consciousness whilst
abstracting from any question of the empirical existence of their ‘intentional’ objects in
the world. Through this process of ‘epoché’ or ‘bracketing’, Husserl supposes that in all
experience ‘it is possible to distinguish what is presented from the fact that it is presented,
the essential from the empirical’ (Dews, 1987, p. 5). Derrida endorses Husserl’s hostil-
ity to the pretensions of positivistic science, but at the same time he recognizes the
difficulties facing the project in its original form (see also Pivcevic, 1970, ch. 14). In a
series of arguments, sometimes reminiscent of Wittgenstein’s more analytical philoso-
phy of language, Derrida transforms phenomenology with the help of structuralist
arguments and insights. By following the structuralist path from meaning to sign, from
the subject of parole to the anonymous system of langue, Derrida in effect carries
anti-humanism to the heart of metaphysics.

A prime target is what Derrida calls the ‘metaphysics of presence’. Husserl's
phenomenology is an example of the metaphysics of presence, because the contents of
consciousness are understood as essentially independent of their embodiment in lan-
guage. Language is regarded simply as a medium for the expression or communication
of meanings. The ‘acts of meaning-intention’, and the pure meanings intended or
introspected, are what is essential for phenomenology; the sign (qua signifier) is simply
the incidental vehicle of thought. According to Derrida, however, this approach ignores
the quasi-transcendental role of the signifier. This lapse occurs because, failing to
escape the ‘phonocentrism’ of the Western philosophical tradition, Husserl privileges
the immediacy and presence of speech over writing. Writing makes it obvious that
meaning need not, indeed cannot, be guaranteed by the ‘living presence’ of the subject,
but rather is generated by the system of oppositions between signs, the langue identified
by Saussure as the basis of meaning. Crucially, however, once these characteristics of
writing are identified, they can be recognized in other forms of thought and discourse
as well. Every use of language involves representation and is, therefore, an instance of
‘writing” in Derrida’s extended sense.

Derrida’s account of representation as a kind of writing has far-reaching implica-
tions. Radicalizing Saussure’s approach, Derrida claims that the recognition of same-
ness and difference involved in all acts of representation also necessarily refers to a
temporal context. There is an irreducible interdependence of ‘difference’ and ‘deferral’,
which he neologistically describes as ‘différance’:

What is written as différance, then, will be the playing movement that ‘produces’ — by
means of something that is not simply an activity — these differences, these effects of dif-
ference. This does not mean that the différance that produces differences is somehow before
them, in a simple and unmodified — in-different — present. Différance is the non-full, non-
simple, structured and differentiating origin of differences. Thus, the name ‘origin’ no
longer suits it. (1982, p. 11)
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Appropriately enough, although ‘différance’ and the usual French word ‘différence’ are
written differently, they are pronounced the same. Because of these fundamental fea-
tures of representation, ‘writing’ cannot be tied to a single, univocal meaning; it cannot,
in particular, be referred to the originary meaning intended by either author or speaker.
The interpreter cannot even hope for the endlessly improving approximations of her-
meneutic interpretation. Rather, the interpretation of texts depends on a potentially
infinite array of possible contexts and interpreters, and so leads to what Derrida calls
‘dissemination’, the endless dispersion and multiplication of meanings. Dissemination
‘marks an irreducible and generative multiplicity’ (Derrida, 1981, p. 45). It undermines
all fixities of interpretation, proliferates rather than reduces instances of ambiguity.

Derrida’s account of the différance implicit in all thought informs the critical practice
of ‘deconstruction’. Deconstruction is directed against the metaphysics of presence — it
is ‘a means of carrying out this going beyond being, beyond being as presence, at least’
(Derrida in Mortley, 1991, p. 97). A deconstructive reading of a philosophical text is
designed to bring into the open the tensions between its logical and rhetorical construc-
tion, tensions that reflect the problematic relationship between thinking and writing.
Derrida pays particular attention to the unregarded ‘margins’ of texts, their images and
metaphors, the rhetorical resources they find themselves compelled to exploit.
Deconstruction is put to explicitly anti-Hegelian purposes as well: ‘If there were a defi-
nition of différance, it would be precisely the limit, the interruption, the destruction of
the Hegelian reléve wherever it operates’ (Derrida, 1981, pp. 40—-1; ‘reléve’ is Derrida’s
word for Hegelian Aufhebung or ‘transcendence’). The Hegelian dialectic strives vainly
to absorb and neutralize contradictions in a higher synthesis which, according to
Derrida, is always unstable and incomplete. We should recognize instead the irreduc-
ible tensions inherent in the basic conceptual oppositions of Western metaphysical and
political thought. Furthermore, these oppositions are ‘violent hierarchies’, in the sense
that one term is invariably conceived as superior to, and dominant over, the other.
Typical are oppositions of mind and body, masculine and feminine, reason and emotion,
sameness and difference. Derrida acknowledges, however, that an absolute break with
the dichotomies of Western metaphysics is impossible. Deconstruction demands an
‘interminable analysis’, if it is ‘to avoid both simply neutralizing the binary oppositions
of metaphysics and simply residing within the closed field of those oppositions, thereby
confirming it’ (Derrida, 1981, pp. 41-2).

The deconstruction of ‘violent hierarchies’ also has implications for Western politi-
cal thought. Deconstruction brings into the open the marginalization or suppression of
difference that is masked by the ostensible neutrality and universality of political dis-
course. Deconstruction bears witness, in McCarthy’s words, ‘to the other of Western
rationalism’ and so counteracts the associated ‘repression of the other in nature, in
ourselves, in other persons and other peoples . . . (it) speaks on behalf of what does not
fit into our schemes and patiently advocates letting the other be in its otherness’
(McCarthy, 1989-90, p. 153-4). Derridean manoeuvres have influenced a wide range
of other theorists, particularly those associated with postmodernism and French femi-
nism (see next section). Michael Ryan, for example, develops an anti-authoritarian
socialism to be ‘worked out, as a texture and not as a punctual instance of power’, and
for which unity does not imply an organized and authoritarian movement but ‘the
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articulation of a diverse, differentiated plurality’ (1982, pp. 219, 215). Derrida himself
sees the refusal of the ‘longing for an impossible truth’ as politically radical (Dews,
1987, p. 34). He has written with admiration of the role of Nelson Mandela in the
resistance to apartheid (Derrida, 1987). He has made plain his opposition to neocolo-
nialism and support for feminism. However, the politics of deconstruction is ultimately
constrained by its own stringently critical attitude to all systematic theorizing. Where
Derrida has made overtly political comments, they are often undercut by irony or the
claim that ‘all of our political codes and terminologies still remain fundamentally meta-
physical’ (Derrida in McCarthy, 1989-90, p. 157). On McCarthy's analysis, Derrida
resists the perspective of the participant in social life, who is forced to adopt a position
and assume certain values (1989-90, p. 156). But, as McCarthy points out, to confine
oneself to the sceptical role of critical observer is, in the end, tantamount to acceptance
of the status quo (cf. Boyne, 1990; Bennett, 2004).

Postmodernism and the Flight from Western History

In its most radical form the anti-humanist critique of the subject challenges the funda-
mental categories of Western political thought and practice. And it is not just the
prevailing forms of power and rationality, the capitalist rationalization of production
or the bureaucratic rationalization of the state, which are deconstructed. Major sources
of opposition to these social and political formations are also called into question.
Both Marxism and existentialism are undermined as varieties of humanism. The
Enlightenment tradition as well as some of its most virulent critics are implicated in the
shameful events of recent European history, from imperialist genocide to the gulag and
the Holocaust. Only an even more radical critique promises release from a modernist
project that can no longer hide its guilty secrets. This ‘postmodernist’ response to the
debacle of Western civilization holds, in effect, that every possible move in the
Enlightenment game has been played. Postmodernism proposes a last, desperate leap
from the fateful complex of Western history.

Jean-Francois Lyotard (1924-98) is perhaps the clearest exponent of the post-
modernist case. During his career Lyotard held a variety of political positions, from
neo-Marxism and ‘spontaneist’ anarchism to a scepticism which, for unsympathetic
critics, is tantamount to conservatism. His account of postmodernism is articulated in
a short but influential description of the Postmodern Condition. Characteristic of moder-
nity, according to Lyotard, is its reliance on ‘metanarratives’ for the legitimation of both
science and the state, a reliance that is intrinsic to ‘the choice called the Occident’
(1984, p. 8). Metanarratives can take a variety of forms, ‘such as the dialectics of Spirit,
the hermeneutics of meaning, the emancipation of the rational or working subject, or
the creation of wealth’ (p. xxiii). However, Lyotard isolates two basic types, representa-
tive of both main strands of post-Enlightenment thought: the ‘narrative of emancipa-
tion’, implicit in modern science and ideas of progress; and the ‘speculative narrative’
of Hegelianism and Marxism (p. 37). According to Lyotard, our faith in these metanar-
ratives has been shaken by far-reaching developments in both society and culture. He
adopts the notion of ‘post-industrial’ society to refer to an age dominated by a mode of
production in which knowledge and information technology play the central role. The
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cultural and intellectual counterpart of this social form is a postmodern culture, char-
acterized by ‘incredulity toward meta-narratives’ (p. xxiv). Ironically, loss of faith in
modernity is an indirect result of its own novel demand for rational legitimation.

The political conclusions Lyotard draws from this discussion are largely sceptical
and anti-authoritarian. Society can no longer be artificially homogenized or unified
according to some grand totalizing theory. We should recognize society as a ‘heteroge-
neity of language games’ or ‘institutions in patches’. Far from resembling some applica-
tion of Newtonian mechanics, society consists of ‘clouds of sociality’ more amenable to
a ‘pragmatics of language particles’ (1984, pp. xxiv—xxv). Even the consensus theory
of Habermas reduces heterogeneity to an oppressive unity, because it ignores the irre-
ducible diversity of society: ‘Consensus has become an outmoded and suspect value’
(ibid., p. 66). Only the diversity and heterogeneity of social and cultural forms offers
some resistance to the ‘spirit of performativity’, the attempt to reduce society to an
efficient system guaranteeing ‘the best possible input/output equation’ (ibid., pp. 45—
6). Only temporary and local consensus is desirable, only provisional agreements
should be sought. The price to be paid for any residual nostalgia for totalizing theory is
‘terror’, ‘the efficiency gained by eliminating, or threatening to eliminate, a player from
the language game one shares with him’ (ibid., p. 64). Artistic modernism is an ally in
this ‘war on totality’, but only if it is understood as a constantly renewed challenge to
the rules of image and narration, even rules instituted by earlier modernisms:
‘Postmodernism thus understood is not modernism at its end but in the nascent state,
and this state is constant’ (Lyotard, 1984, p. 79; cf. A. Benjamin, 1992).

The postmodern diagnosis has a clear critical edge. It can be seen as an important
response to the catastrophes of recent history. For postmodernists, fascism and Soviet
communism demonstrate the dangers of totalizing theory — any attempt to subordinate
the whole of society to the will of the nation or the goal of socialist utopia. Postmodernists
seek to disrupt all forms of discourse, and particularly forms of political discourse that
might encourage the totalitarian suppression of diversity. They are opposed to the
rationalistic reduction or suppression of the ‘other’ for the sake of the coherence of one’s
own identity. They seek to entrench ‘difference’ and a multiplicity of ‘subject positions’
(Laclau and Mouffe, 1985). They are suspicious of the claims of all leaders, particularly
leaders who claim to be experts or intellectuals. They are even suspicious of intellectu-
als like Habermas who claim to be authorities on democratic legitimacy. More difficult
to discern is the constructive politics of postmodernism (see Bennett, 2004). Certainly,
Lyotard claims that ‘justice as a value is neither outmoded nor suspect’ (1984, p. 66).
But his positive steps towards an idea of justice — his commitment to difference and
diversity as well as to the local and the provisional — do not take us very far. Other
writers have done more to develop a distinctively postmodernist politics. Iris Marion
Young presents an acute challenge to the ideal of community in socialist and feminist
thought. The desire for ‘mutual identification in social relations’ is a desire she
associates with sectarianism, chauvinism and even racism. The desire for unity and
wholeness ‘generates borders, dichotomies, and exclusions’ (Young, 1990a, p. 301; cf.
1990Db). Carol Gilligan emphasizes the infinite attention to the needs of the other person
involved in an ‘ethic of care’ (Gilligan, 1982). The celebration of otherness and differ-
ence has also influenced the feminisms of Julia Kristeva, Jane Flax and Alice Jardine
(Nicholson, 1990; Deutscher, 1997). The ‘post-colonialism’ of Edward Said, Gayatri
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Spivak and Homi Bhabha explores the marginalizing discourse of ‘Orientalism’ and the
resistance of ‘subaltern identities’ (Said, 1978; Spivak, 1999; Bhabha, 1994; cf. Connor,
1989, ch. 9). Baudrillard’s ‘political economy of the sign’ reproduces themes from
the Situationist analysis of the ‘society of the spectacle’, though, once again, it is
difficult to extract a constructive politics from his writings (see Baudrillard, 1988;
cf. Kellner, 1989).

Despite the insights of postmodernism, it is not clear whether we can ultimately do
without universal categories of oppression and exploitation, or universal ideals of lib-
eration, equality and community. Lyotard’s case against critical theory does not seem
decisive. The claim that only a local and provisional consensus should be sought is
hardly incompatible with Habermas’s account. For Habermas, genuine consensus can
be approached but never finally achieved. Actual agreements are always provisional
and subject to revision, so there is never any warrant for the dogmatic chauvinism of
those who impose their beliefs on others because they know they are right. In fact,
if Habermas is correct, the unrealizable anticipation of genuine consensus is the
only basis for any challenge to the dogmatic assertion of truth (Bernstein, 1985;
Habermas, 1987).

In the end, it is the negative or critical implications of postmodernism that are most
compelling. The commitment to difference surely implies an evaluative framework, an
implicit theory of justice that condemns any suppression of otherness or diversity. But
how can postmodernists provide a more systematic account of justice without violating
their own austerely critical principles? In the absence of a more systematic basis for
political practice, we are left with few options. If we simply relapse into political scepti-
cism and apathy, this choice is surely tantamount to conservatism. To see no good
reason for active political engagement is inevitably to accept the status quo. Some
postmodernists are indeed happy to celebrate the possibilities offered by contemporary
capitalism (cf. Bennett, 2004). But as Jane Bennett also points out, postmodernist
thinkers continue to develop a range of radical perspectives on politics and society as
well. Postmodern insistence on the inevitable incompleteness of our conceptual schemes
— the inevitable failure of any attempt to capture either reality or justice once and for
all — at least serves to entrench an always self-critical commitment to difference and an
always elusive becoming.

At the risk of insisting too strongly on a certain narrative coherence and finality (not
a happy ending but an ending), the dispute between Habermasian critical theory and
postmodernism can be seen as perhaps the central argument of the contemporary
debate within the continental tradition (cf. White, 1991; Hoy and McCarthy, 1994;
Honneth, 1995; Falzon, 1998). According to White, postmodernist approaches insist
on a respect for otherness that cannot be guaranteed even within a discourse ethics
grounded in principled openness to new ideas and participants. More helpful in this
regard are Foucault’s genealogical histories of modernity, which ‘incite the experience
of discord or discrepancy between the social construction of self, truth and rationality
and that which does not fit neatly within their folds’. An ‘ontology of discord’ is neces-
sary to entrench our fundamental and irreducible ‘responsibility to otherness’ (White,
1991, pp. 19-20). But responsibility to otherness does not eliminate our complemen-
tary ‘responsibility to act’, so we cannot do without the kind of procedural norms
elaborated most convincingly in Habermas’s discourse ethics. To seek to resolve the
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tension between these two kinds of responsibility is obviously beyond the scope of
this essay. Indeed, if White is correct, we should rather seek to hold on to the
complementary insights of both. In any case, to hope for the eventual reconciliation or
synthesis of the critical insights of postmodernism with other major traditions of
post-Enlightenment thought would be to theorize the quarrel between modernists
and postmodernists in terms more amenable to a critical theory of Hegelian and
Marxist provenance. It seems we are left with an uncomfortable dilemma. There
is surely a continuing need for persuasive consensual principles of political engagement
and critique, especially for the sake of those who have not even begun to benefit
from the political gains of modernity. On the other hand, postmodernists may also
be right in thinking that political action is always questionable and sometimes
even dangerous. Political engagement is unavoidable, its effectiveness always
in doubt.

References

Adorno, T. W.: Minima Moralia: Reflections from a Damaged Life, trans. E. F. N. Jephcott (London:
New Left Books, 1974).

—: Negative Dialectics (1966), trans. E. B. Ashton (London and New York: Routledge, 1990).

—: The Culture Industry: Selected Essays on Mass Culture, ed. J. M. Bernstein (London and New
York: Routledge, 1991).

Adorno, T. W., Frenkel-Brunswik, E., Levinson, D. J. and Sanford, R. N.: The Authoritarian
Personality (New York: Harper and Row, 1950).

Adorno, T. W. et al.: The Positivist Dispute in German Sociology, trans. G. Adey and D. Frisby
(London: Heinemann Educational Books, 1976).

Allison, H. E.: Kant’s Transcendental Idealism: An Interpretation and Defense (New Haven, Conn. and
London: Yale University Press, 1983).

Althusser, L.: ‘Marxism and humanism’, in For Marx, trans. B. Brewster (London: Allen Lane,
1969).

Anderson, P.: Considerations on Western Marxism (London: Verso, 1979).

—: In the Tracks of Historical Materialism (London: Verso, 1983).

Ansell-Pearson, K.: Nietzsche contra Rousseau (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991).

Aronson, R.: Sartre: Philosophy in the World (London: Verso, 1980).

Ayer, A.].: Language, Truth and Logic (1946); (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1971).

Bacon, F.: The Advancement of Learning (1605), ed. G. W. Kitchin (London: Dent, 1973).

Bair, D.: Simone de Beauvoir (London: Vintage, 1990).

Baudrillard, J.: Selected Writings, trans. M. Poster (Cambridge: Polity, 1988).

Baynes, K.: ‘Democracy and the Rechtstaat: Habermas's Faktizitdit und Geltung’, in The Cambridge
Companion to Habermas, ed. S. K. White (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University
Press, 1995), pp. 201-32.

Beauvoir, S. de: Pyrrhus et Cinéas (Paris: Gallimard, 1944).

—: The Second Sex (1949), trans. H. M. Parshley (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1972).

Benhabib, S. and Dallmayr, F.: The Communicative Ethics Controversy (Cambridge, Mass. and
London: MIT, 1990).

Benjamin, A., ed.: Judging Lyotard (London and New York: Routledge, 1992).

Benjamin, W.: ‘The work of art in the age of mechanical reproduction’, in Illuminations, ed. H.
Arendt, trans. H. Zohn (London: Fontana/Collins, 1968).

63



DAVID WEST

Bennett, J.: ‘Postmodern approaches to political theory’, in Handbook of Political Theory,
ed. G. F. Gaus and C. Kukathas (London and Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage, 2004), Ch. 4, pp.
46-56.

Bernstein, R.J., ed.: Habermas and Modernity (Cambridge: Polity, 1985).

Bhabha, H. K.: The Location of Culture (London and New York: Routledge, 1994).

Boyne, R.: Foucault and Derrida (London and Boston, Mass.: Unwin Hyman, 1990).

Bubner, R.: Modern German Philosophy, trans. E. Matthews (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1981).

Camus, A.: The Rebel, trans. A. Bower (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1954).

Cassirer, E.: The Philosophy of the Enlightenment, trans. F. C. A. Koelln and J. P. Pettegrove
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1951).

Connerton, P.: The Tragedy of Enlightenment (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University
Press, 1980).

Connor, S.: Postmodernist Culture (Oxford and Cambridge, Mass.: Basil Blackwell, 1989).

Critchley, S.: Continental Philosophy: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford and New York: Oxford
University Press, 2001).

Cruickshank, J.: Albert Camus and the Literature of Revolt (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1960).

Culler, J.: Saussure (London: Fontana/Collins, 1976).

Deleuze, G.: Nietzsche and Philosophy, trans. H. Tomlinson (London: Athlone Press, 1983).

Deleuze, G. and Guattari, F.: Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. R. Hurley et al.
(New York: Viking, 1977).

—: A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. B. Massumi (London: Athlone Press,
1988).

Derrida, J.: Speech and Phenomena, trans. D. B. Allison (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University
Press, 1973).

—: Of Grammatology, trans. G. C. Spivak (Baltimore, Md and London: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1976).

—: Writing and Difference, trans. A. Bass (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1978; Chicago,
TlL.: Chicago University Press, 1978).

—: Positions, trans. A. Bass (Chicago, Ill.: University of Chicago Press, 1981).

—: Margins of Philosophy, trans. A. Bass (Chicago, Ill.: University of Chicago Press, 1982).

—: ‘The laws of reflection: Nelson Mandela, in admiration’, in For Nelson Mandela, ed. J. Derrida
and M. Tlili (New York: Seaver, 1987).

Descartes, R.: ‘Meditations on first philosophy’, in The Philosophical Works of Descartes, 2 vols;
vol. 1, trans. E. S. Haldane and G. R. T. Ross (London and New York: Dover, 1931).

Deutscher, P.: Yielding Gender: Feminism, Deconstruction and the History of Philosophy (London and
New York: Routledge, 1997).

Dews, P.: ‘Introduction’ to J. Habermas, in Autonomy and Solidarity, ed. P. Dews (London: Verso,
1986).

—: Logics of Disintegration (London and New York: Verso, 1987).

Dryzek, J. S.: ‘Democratic political theory’, in Handbook of Political Theory, ed. G. F. Gaus and
C. Kukathas (London and Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage, 2004), Ch. 11, pp. 143-54.

Elliott, G.: ‘Further adventures of the dialectic’, in Contemporary French Philosophy, ed. A. Phillips
Griffiths (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1987).

Falzon, C.: Foucault and Social Dialogue: Beyond Fragmentation (London and New York: Routledge,
1998).

Foucault, M.: Madness and Civilization, trans. T. Howard (London: Tavistock Publications,
1971).

—: Birth of the Clinic, trans. A. M. Sheridan Smith (New York: Random House, 1973).

64



CONTINENTAL PHILOSOPHY

—: The Archaeology of Knowledge, trans. A. M. Sheridan Smith (London: Tavistock, 1976).
—: Discipline and Punish, trans. A. Sheridan (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1977a).
—: ‘Intellectuals and power: Interview with Gilles Deleuze’, in Language, Counter-Memory,
Practice, trans. D. F. Bouchard and S. Simon (New York: Cornell University Press, 1977b).
—: ‘Truth and power’, in Michel Foucault: Power, Truth, Strategy, ed. M. Morris and P. Patton
(Sydney: Feral Publications, 1979).

—: ‘Nietzsche, genealogy, history’, in The Foucault Reader, ed. P. Rabinow (New York: Pantheon,
1984).

Freud, S.: The Psychopathology of Everyday Life, trans. A. A. Brill (Harmondsworth: Penguin,
1938).

—: The Interpretation of Dreams, trans. J. Strachey (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1976).

Gatens, M.: Feminism and Philosophy (Cambridge: Polity, 1991).

Geoghegan, V.: Reason and Eros: The Social Theory of Herbert Marcuse (London: Pluto Press,
1981).

Gilligan, C.: In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory and Women's Development (Cambridge, Mass.
and London: Harvard University Press, 1982).

Godwin, W.: Enquiry Concerning Political Justice (1798), ed. I. Kramnick (Harmondsworth:
Penguin, 1976).

Habermas, J.: ‘Technology and science as “ideology”’, in Towards a Rational Society, trans. J. J.
Shapiro (London: Heinemann, 1971).

—: Knowledge and Human Interests, trans. J. J. Shapiro (London: Heinemann, 1972).

—: ‘New social movements’, Telos, 49 (1981), 33-7.

—: The Theory of Communicative Action, 2 vols, trans. T. McCarthy (Boston, Mass.: Beacon Press,
1984).

—: The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, trans. F. G. Lawrence (Cambridge: Polity, 1987).

—: The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere (1962), trans. T. Burger (Cambridge, Mass.:
MIT Press, 1989).

—: Moral Consciousness and Communicative Action, trans. C. Lenhardt and S. W. Nicholsen
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT, 1990).

—: Communication and the Evolution of Society, trans. T. McCarthy (Cambridge: Polity,
1991).

—: Justification and Application: Remarks on Discourse Ethics (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press,
1993).

—: Between Facts and Norms: Contributions to a Discourse Theory of Law and Democracy, trans.
W. Rehg (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT, 1996).

Hannay, A.: Kierkegaard (London and New York: Routledge, 1991).

Hardt, M. and Negri, A.: Empire (Cambridge, Mass. and London: Harvard University Press,
2000).

Hegel, G. W. F.: The Philosophy of Right (1821), trans. T. M. Knox (Oxford and New York: Oxford
University Press, 1952).

—: The Phenomenology of Mind (1807), trans. J. B. Baillie (New York and London: Harper and
Row, 1967).

—: The Philosophy of History (1822), trans. J. Sibree (New York: Prometheus, 1991).

Heidegger, M.: Being and Time (1927), trans. J. Macquarrie and E. Robinson (Oxford: Blackwell,
1967).

—: ‘Letter on humanism’ (1947), in Basic Writings, ed. D. F. Krell (New York: HarperCollins,
1977).

Held, D.: Introduction to Critical Theory (London: Hutchinson, 1980).

Herder, J. G.: ‘Essay on the origin of language’ (1770), in On the Origin of Language, ed. J. H. Moran
(New York: F. Ungar, 1967).

65



DAVID WEST

Holloway, J.: Change the World Without Taking Power: The Meaning of Revolution Today, 2nd edn
(London and Ann Arbor, Mich.: Pluto Press, 2005).

Holub, R. C.: Jiirgen Habermas: Critic in the Public Sphere (London and New York: Routledge,
1991).

Honneth, A.: ‘The other of justice: Habermas and the ethical challenge of postmodernism’, in The
Cambridge Companion to Habermas, ed. S. K. White (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1995), pp. 289-323.

Horkheimer, M.: ‘Traditional and critical theory’, in Critical Theory: Selected Essays, Max
Horkheimer, trans. M. J. O’Connell et al. (New York: Continuum, 1992).

Horkheimer, M. and Adorno, T. W.: The Dialectic of Enlightenment, trans. J. Cumming (London:
Allen Lane, 1972).

Hoy, D. C. and McCarthy, T.: Critical Theory (Oxford and Cambridge, Mass.: Blackwell,
1994).

Hume, D.: A Treatise of Human Nature (1739-40), ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1888).

—: Enquiries Concerning the Human Understanding and Concerning the Principles of Morals (1777),
ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1902).

—: Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion (1779), ed. M. Bell (London and New York: Penguin,
1990).

Husserl, E.: Logical Investigations, trans. J. N. Findlay (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul,
1970).

Jarvis, S.: Adorno: A Critical Introduction (London and New York: Routledge, 1998).

Jay, M.: The Dialectical Imagination: A History of the Frankfurt School and the Institute of Social
Research, 1923—-1950 (Boston, Mass. and London: Little, Brown, 1973).

Kant, I.: ‘An answer to the question: What is Enlightenment?’ (1784 ), in Perpetual Peace and Other
Essays, trans. T. Humphrey (Indianapolis, Ind., and Cambridge: Hackett, 1983).

—: ‘Groundwork of the metaphysics of morals’ (1785), in Practical Philosophy, trans. M. J. Gregor
(Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996).

Kaufmann, W.: Nietzsche (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1974).

Keane, J.: Public Life and Late Capitalism (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press,
1984).

Kellner, D.: Jean Baudrillard: From Marxism to Postmodernism and Beyond (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford
University Press, 1989).

Kierkegaard, S.: Concluding Unscientific Postscript, trans. D. F. Swenson and W. Lowrie (Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1941).

—: The Concept of Dread, trans. W. Lowrie (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
1946).

—: ‘Fear and Trembling’, in Selections from the Writings of Kierkegaard, trans. L. M. Hollander
(New York: Anchor, 1960).

—: Either Or, trans. H. V. Kong and E. H. Kong (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
1987).

Laclau, E. and Moulffe, C.: Hegemony and Socialist Strategy (London: Verso, 1985).

Lacoue-Labarthe, P.: Heidegger: Art and Politics (Oxford: Blackwell, 1990).

Lévi-Strauss, C.: Structural Anthropology, trans. C. Jacobson and B. G. Schoepf (Harmondsworth:
Penguin, 1968).

—: The Elementary Structures of Kinship, trans. J. H. Bell, J. R. von Sturmer and R. Needham
(London: Eyre and Spottiswoode, 1969).

Lukacs, G.: ‘What is Orthodox Marxism?’, in History and Class Consciousness, trans. R. Livingstone
(London: Merlin Press, 1971).

Lukes, S.: Marxism and Morality (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987).

66



CONTINENTAL PHILOSOPHY

Lyotard, J-F.: The Postmodern Condition, trans. G. Bennington and B. Massumi (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 1984).

—: Heidegger and ‘the Jews’, trans. A. Michel and M. S. Roberts (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1990).

McCarthy, T.: The Critical Theory of Jiirgen Habermas (London: Hutchinson, 1978).

—: ‘The politics of the ineffable: Derrida’s deconstructionism’, Philosophical Forum, 21 (1989—
90), 146—68.

McNay, L.: Foucault: A Critical Introduction (Cambridge: Polity, 1994).

Marcuse, H.: Soviet Marxism (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1958).

—: Eros and Civilization: A Philosophical Inquiry into Freud (Boston, Mass.: Beacon Press, 1966).

—: One-Dimensional Man (London: Sphere Books, 1968a).

—: ‘Philosophy and critical theory’, in Negations (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1968b).

—: An Essay on Liberation (Boston, Mass.: Beacon Press, 1969).

—: Five Lectures: Psychoanalysis, Politics, and Utopia (Boston, Mass.: Beacon Press, 1970).

—: ‘Sartre’s existentialism’, in Studies in Critical Philosophy (London: New Left Books, 1972;
Boston, Mass.: Beacon Press, 1973).

Marx, K.: ‘Economic and philosophical manuscripts’ (1932), in Early Writings, trans.
R. Livingstone and G. Benton (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1975).

—: ‘Theses on Feuerbach’ (1845), in Early Writings, trans. R. Livingstone and G. Benton
(Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1975).

—: The German Ideology, ed. C.J. Arthur (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1977).

Mechner, B. F.: Herder’s Social and Political Thought: From Enlightenment to Nationalism (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1965).

Mortley, R.: French Philosophers in Conversation (London and New York: Routledge, 1991).

Nicholson, L. J., ed.: Feminism/Postmodernism (New York and London: Routledge, 1990).

Nietzsche, F.: Beyond Good and Evil, trans. R. J. Hollingdale (Harmondsworth: Penguin,
1973).

—: Untimely Meditations, trans. R. J. Hollingdale (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University
Press, 1983).

Norris, C.: Derrida (London: Fontana/Collins, 1987).

O’Brien, C. C.: Camus (London: Fontana/Collins, 1970).

O’Hagan, T.: Rousseau, rev. edn (London and New York: Routledge, 2003).

Outhwaite, M.: Habermas: A Critical Introduction (Cambridge: Polity, 1994).

Patton, P.: Deleuze and the Political (London and New York: Routledge, 2000).

Pettit, P.: The Concept of Structuralism (Berkeley, Calif.: University of California Press, 1975).

Piaget, J.: Structuralism, trans. C. Maschler (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1971).

Pivcevic, E.: Husserl and Phenomenology (London: Hutchinson, 1970).

Plant, R.: Hegel (London: Allen & Unwin, 1973).

Poster, M.: Sartre’s Marxism (London: Pluto Press, 1979).

Rousseau, J.-J.: The Social Contract and Discourses, trans. G. D. H. Cole (London: Dent, 1973).

—: Emile, trans. B. Foxley (London: Dent, 1974).

Ryan, M.: Marxism and Deconstruction (Baltimore, Md. and London: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1982).

Said, E.: Orientalism: Western Conceptions of the Orient (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul,
1978).

Sartre, J.-P.: Being and Nothingness, trans. H. E. Barnes (London: Methuen, 1958).

—: Intimacy, trans. L. Alexander (St Albans: Panther, 1960).

—: Les Mains Sales (London: Methuen, 1961).

—: ‘Vietnam: imperialism and genocide’, in Between Existentialism and Marxism, trans.
J. Matthews (London: New Left Books, 1974).

67



DAVID WEST

—: Critique of Dialectical Reason, 2 vols; vol. 1, Theory of Practical Ensembles, trans. A. Sheridan-
Smith (London: New Left Books, 1976).

—: Existentialism and Humanism (New York: Haskell, 1977).

Saussure, F. de: Course in General Linguistics (1916), ed. C. Bally and A. Sechehaye, trans.
W. Baskin (New York and London: McGraw-Hill, 1959).

Singer, P.: Hegel (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1983).

Spivak, G. C.: A Critique of Post-Colonial Reason (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1999).

Sprintzen, D. A.: Camus: A Critical Examination (Philadelphia, Pa.: Temple University Press,
1988).

Taylor, C.: Hegel (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1975).

Thompson, J. B. and Held, D., eds: Habermas: Critical Debates (London and New York: Macmillan,
1982).
Warren, M. E.: ‘The self in discursive democracy’, in The Cambridge Companion to Habermas, ed.
S. K. White (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995), pp. 167-200.
Weber, M.: The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, trans. T. Parsons (London: Allen &
Unwin, 1930).

West, D.: An Introduction to Continental Philosophy (Cambridge: Polity, 1996).

White, S. K.: The Recent Work of Jiirgen Habermas: Reason, Justice and Modernity (Cambridge and
New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988).

—: Political Theory and Postmodernism (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press,
1991).

Whitehead, A. N. and Russell, B.: Principia Mathematica (1903), 3 vols (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1950).

Wiggershaus, R.: The Frankfurt School: Its History, Theories and Political Significance (Cambridge:
Polity, 1994).

Wittgenstein, L.: Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, trans. D. F. Pears and B. F. McGuinness (London:
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1961).

Wolff, R. P., Moore Jr., B. and Marcuse, H.: A Critique of Pure Tolerance (London: Cape, 1969).

Young, I. M.: ‘The ideal of community and the politics of difference’, in Feminism/Postmodernism,
ed. L. J. Nicholson (London and New York: Routledge, 1990a).

—: Justice and the Politics of Difference (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1990b).

Further reading

Critchley, S.: Continental Philosophy: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford and New York: Oxford
University Press, 2001).

Solomon, R. C.: Continental Philosophy since 1750: The Rise and Fall of the Self (Oxford and New
York: Oxford University Press, 1988).

West, D.: An Introduction to Continental Philosophy (Cambridge: Polity, 1996).

68



Chapter 3

History

RICHARD TUCK

The relationship between the history of political thought and modern political philoso-
phy since the late 1960s has been marked by an apparent paradox. On the one hand,
anumber ofleading historians of political theory, such as Quentin Skinner, John Pocock
and John Dunn, have at various times expressly asserted that their subject should have
very little relevance for modern theory; on the other hand, many of the same historians
have also been distinguished contributors to discussions among political philosophers
about issues such as republicanism, democracy or justice. Moreover, these assertions
have failed to discourage the philosophers, many of whom have continued the ancient
practice of pillaging the classics in search of ideas and styles to be revived for their own
time. (Obvious examples would be Nozick’s use of Locke (1974 ), Kavka's use of Hobbes
(1986), and maybe even Rawls’ use of Kant (1971).) Some philosophers — notably
Macintyre and Taylor — have gone so far as to argue that we cannot disentangle our-
selves from the complex histories of our own culture, and that unhistorical political
theory is both conceptually barren and morally hazardous. It would not have been
surprising if the practitioners of positivist political science, of the kind which was widely
accepted earlier in this century, had disclaimed any interest in the history of political
thought; but what is disconcerting is that the positivist generation seems to have been
more enthusiastic in principle about the modern relevance of studying the history of
theories than the anti-positivist generation of the period since 1960. So I will begin this
paper by trying to explain the character of the methodological debate on the history of
political thought which began in the 1960s, and how far the historians were really
opposed to any modern exploitation of the classic texts of political theory.

The period from 1870 to 1970 was a very strange one in the history of thinking
about politics in the Anglo-American world (and, to a lesser extent, on the Continent
also). There are a number of alternative ways of characterizing its strangeness. One is
to point to the absence of major works on political philosophy, of a more or less famil-
iar kind, between Sidgwick and Rawls, something that immediately struck the first
reviewers of A Theory of Justice. Another is to remind ourselves that serious commenta-
tors in the 1950s could believe that ‘for the moment . . . political philosophy is dead’
(Laslett, 1956, p. vii). Yet another, and my own preferred way, is to observe that some
of the major themes of traditional political thought — questions about the right way in
which commodities should be produced and distributed — had been handed over to a
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guild of scholars who displayed little interest in the rest of what had been taken to be
political thought. Adam Smith, James Mill, John Stuart Mill, Sidgwick or Marx had not
solely been economists: their work on the production and distribution of commodities
was integrated into their own original moral philosophies. But the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries saw no such figures; even Keynes was much more of a tech-
nical and specialized economist than most of the ‘classical’ writers had been. Since these
questions were naturally enough the central issues for government to consider, politi-
cal thought (in so far as there was any) came to be excessively detached from the real
business of politics.

How had this state of affairs come about? In some ways, the goal of a value-free
science ofhuman conducthadbeen central to European culture since the Enlightenment;
but what was distinctive about the later nineteenth century was this fracturing of intel-
lectual enquiry into human behaviour between a set of technical, allegedly value-free
disciplines devoted to particular aspects of social life, and a high-level and rather
detached attitude to moral philosophy. Clearly, Kant's influence was important in this
development, for Kant had set out the argument for just such a fracture between ethics
and the human sciences. The practical implication of this distinction (though this
might have disconcerted Kant himself) was that ‘objective’ human science came to
carry more weight in thinking about human conduct than did ethics: for it was embod-
ied in difficult, systematic and impressive works which required intellectual resources
on a different scale from those devoted to moral philosophy. Thus the first generation
of Kant’s followers in Germany was the generation that discovered modern British
political economy and turned it into a Kantian science, much to the alarm and disgust
of critics such as Hegel and Marx, whose deep hostility to Kantianism rested primarily
on their hostility to such a science, and on their awareness that Smithian political
economy could not reasonably qualify as one.

But the influence of Kant is not enough to explain the great change that came over
political theory in the late nineteenth century, particularly as that influence was not
brought to bear in a steady or persistent manner. England was obviously not very open
to Kantian influences as long as utilitarianism, even of a Millian sort, reigned supreme;
while on the Continent the mid-century was the period of the Hegelians and other
critics of Kant. Some exogenous development was needed to allow Kantianism to be
adopted or re-adopted as the theoretical foundation for the human sciences, and that
development is most plausibly seen as the increasing sense in the 1860s that a new
kind of political economy could, after all, be the first clear example of a genuinely value-
free human science.

In England, the roots of this are to be found in the mid-nineteenth-century criticisms
of utilitarianism, and in particular the attack launched by philosophers such as John
Grote on the idea that one can make interpersonal comparisons of utility. In his post-
humously published An Examination of the Utilitarian Philosophy, Grote argued prima-
rily against the well-known argument in Mill’s Utilitarianism about ‘higher’ and ‘lower’
pleasures:

the fact is, two pleasures cannot be tasted with a view to the comparison of them, as a
chemist may taste two fluids: the utilitarian is led astray by his language, talking as he
does about pleasures as if they were separate entities, independent of the mind of the
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enjoyer of them: the pleasures are always mixed with something from ourselves, which
prevents us speaking, with any philosophically good result, of this sort of independent
comparability among them . . .

As a matter of fact we do not look upon pleasures as independent things to be thus
compared with each other, but as interwoven with the rest of life, as having their history
and their reasons, as involving different kinds of enjoyment in such a manner that our
being able to enter into one kind is accompanied with a horror of another kind, which
would entirely prevent the comparison of the one with the other as pleasures. Besides this,
it must be remembered that, in the interval between the one pleasure and the other, the
mind is changed: you have no permanent touchstone, no currency to be the medium of
comparison. Supposing a man whose youth has been grossly vicious, whose mature age
is most deeply devout: according to disposition, the view as to past life in this case will
probably much differ: but most commonly I think the man will wonder that he was ever
able to find pleasure at all in what he once found pleasure in. Earnestness in the later frame
of mind, whatever it is, would only preclude the possibility of a cool comparison of it, as
to pleasure, with the earlier one . . .

We have, most of us, our own pleasures, and other people’s pleasure often seem to us
none at all. I cannot understand a happiness for everybody, after we have gone beyond
our universal wants of meat, drink, and shelter, and till we arrive at a sphere where plea-
sure may be of a temper and nature which at present we cannot enter into. (Grote, 1870,
pp. 53-5)

Sidgwick said the same in his The Methods of Ethics: ‘the represented pleasantness of
different feelings fluctuates and varies indefinitely with changes in the actual condition
of the representing mind (or minds, in so far as we elect to be guided by others)’
(Sidgwick, 1874, p. 129). (His whole discussion at this point is directly modelled on
that of Grote.)

As the example of Sidgwick notoriously shows, these critics were much more effec-
tive in their arguments against utilitarianism than they were in putting forward any
substantive alternative. Both Grote and Sidgwick were ostensibly committed to some
modified and better-founded version of utilitarianism (Grote was a close personal friend
of J. S. Mill), but neither was able in the end to advance a moral theory that commanded
much support. Sidgwick revealingly remarked a propos of any utilitarian theory (includ-
ing his own) that:

the assumption is involved that all pleasures are capable of being compared quantitatively
with one another and with all pains . . . This assumption is involved in the very notion of
Maximum Happiness: as the attempt to make ‘as great as possible’ a sum of elements not
quantitatively commensurable would be a mathematical absurdity. Therefore whatever
weight is to be attached to the objections brought against this assumption (which was
discussed in c.3 of Book II [from which the sentence quoted earlier was taken]) must of
course tell against the present method. (1874, p. 384)

Nowhere in The Methods of Ethics did he give any grounds for supposing that
these objections were not to be taken seriously. Indeed, Sidgwick is reported to
have remarked gloomily just after the appearance of the first edition (of which it is true)
that ‘the first word of my book is “Ethics”, the last word is “failure”’ (Hayward, 1901,
p. xix).
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However, these criticisms had made it clear that any serious account of human
conduct now had to eschew interpersonal comparisons of utility. Smithian or ‘classical’
political economy was full of such comparisons: not only were the comparably dimin-
ishing marginal utilities of different individuals widely used in the Benthamite tradition
to justify an egalitarian distribution of goods, but the labour theory of value itself was
arguably based on an interpersonal comparison of utility. Labour, to Smith and his
followers, was by definition disutility; and a fair exchange of commodities between two
people meant that the pain one person had incurred in producing the first commodity
ought to be equivalent to the pain incurred by the other person in producing the second
commodity. On the face of it, therefore, the impossibility of interpersonal comparison
should have led to a general scepticism about political economy; but in the 1860s a
number of economists independently realized that the subject could be transformed and
rescued from these difficulties.

The full story of that rescue is too long to tell here, but essentially, it fell into two
phases. The first, represented by the pioneering work of Jevons, Walras and Menger,
involved the explicit repudiation of interpersonal comparison. As Jevons said:

The reader will find . . . that there is never, in any single instance, an attempt made to
compare the amount of feeling in one mind with that in another. I see no means by which
such comparison can be accomplished. The susceptibility of one mind may, for what we
know, be a thousand times greater than that of another. But, provided that the susceptibil-
ity was different in a like ratio in all directions, we should never be able to discover the
difference. Every mind is thus inscrutable to every other mind, and no common denomina-
tor of feeling seems possible. ([1871] 1888, p. 14)

Correspondingly, the labour theory disappeared from their work, to be replaced by the
modern notion that a ‘fair’ exchange is one in which each party does better in terms of
their own utility scales than they would in any possible alternative arrangement.
Ironically, this new theory appeared at almost the same moment as Marx’s Capital: the
political economy whose internal contradictions Marx exposed had been replaced by
one that was impervious to that critique. It is this fact, above all others, that explains
the peculiar history of Marxism, and its failure to capture the highest ground inside the
societies that gave birth to it.

In the work of the first generation of the new economists, there was no systematic
account of social choice based on these principles (there is only the barest hint of such
a thing, in Walras’ Elements of Pure Economics (1954, pp. 143, 511)). Jevons admired
Sidgwick, a feeling that was reciprocated, and the new political economy was seen by
both men (albeit inconsistently) as something that could be fitted inside Sidgwickian
utilitarianism. But it was not long before it occurred to economists that a minimalist
social choice principle was possible, in the form of the famous Pareto principle put
forward by Vilfredo Pareto in 1897. Essentially, Pareto simply generalized the opera-
tional definition of exchange value found in Jevons or Walras: a social arrangement of
any kind was ‘optimal’ or ‘efficient’ if no alternative arrangement existed which would
be judged no worse by all the participants, and better by at least one of them. The
importance of the Pareto principle is that it avoids interpersonal comparisons of utility,
for the social states are to be judged by the participants according to their own,
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incommensurable standards of utility. On the face of it, however, it should precisely for
this reason be a relatively useless principle: for what social choice is likely to be possible
on the basis of such a principle? As it happened, one important social choice did turn
out to be vindicated (apparently) by the Pareto principle: it was the choice of an alloca-
tion of goods in a society by a perfectly competitive market rather than by the decisions
of monopolistic or oligopolistic producers. Although the rigorous demonstration of this
took a great deal of intellectual effort, and was not fully achieved until the 1950s (see
Debreu, 1959), the basic idea was the simple one, familiar since at least the eighteenth
century, that a fully competitive economy produces more commodities than a monop-
olistic one, and that there must therefore exist some allocation of those commodities,
which benefits everyone as much as or more than any allocation arrived at in a monop-
olistic economy.

Pareto himself argued that modern socialism should recognize this fact and strive to
produce by social fiat the kind of allocation that would be arrived at by perfect compe-
tition; indeed, the principal defence of socialism which he put forward was precisely
that it might be more effective at generating such an allocation than a real market
system with its attendant failures and corruption (1971, pp. 267-9). It should not be
forgotten that right across the industrialized world the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries were the heyday of monopolistic trusts and cartels, with the newly
powerful German industries in particular being deliberately and successfully organized
on the basis of cartels. A politically unregulated economy was obviously very different
from a perfectly competitive one. In the 1930s and 1940s, Pareto’s ideas were turned
against those critics of socialism and communism, such as Mises (1920), who had
argued that centralized planning procedures could never work efficiently. Writers like
Abram Bergson (1938; 1949) and Oscar Lange (1942) tried to wrong-foot the con-
servatives by accepting a Pareto optimum as the goal of social planning, and arguing
that it was as easy to achieve it through the centralized distribution of goods as through
a fallible capitalist mechanism. To some extent, the actual practice of certain Eastern
European regimes after the Second World War followed these guidelines, though never
with the success that Bergson hoped for (and in retrospect it is hard not to believe that
Mises had the best of the argument). But this view of the socialist project at least had
the advantage that it made sense in modern terms, and rescued socialists from the
technical difficulties of authentic Marxism.

The new economics represented by Pareto and his successors was a formidable intel-
lectual construct, a human science based on what seemed to be the most plausible
candidate to date for a genuinely universal principle of morality. The Pareto principle
is hard to reject as at least one component in any conceivable moral outlook; to this
extent, its use as the foundation of a human science resembles the use made 250 years
earlier of the principle of self-preservation. The founders of the ‘science of morality’ in
the seventeenth century thought that they had detected a fundamental principle
underpinning all possible ethical and legal systems, namely that an individual has the
right to preserve himself. They then proceeded to construct elaborate accounts of the
laws of nature based, as far as possible, on that principle alone, in the expectation that
their accounts would prove compelling to any reader, whatever the rest of his moral
theories might be. For a hundred years or more, this ‘science’ was as dominant in the
universities of Europe as modern economics has been; its subsequent fate illustrates
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how unfounded any claim may prove in the end to provide a scientific account of
human conduct.

By ‘scientific’, both theories really meant ‘universal’; although many of the modern
economists have claimed that the Pareto principle is in some sense ‘value-neutral’, this
is of course not so. At the very least, it requires that we prefer a state of affairs in which
other people are better off than in the alternative, while we ourselves remain no worse
off, and this presupposes that we care about other people’s welfare when our own is not
involved. Some influential moral theorists (notably Hobbes) have claimed that all altru-
istic sentiments are concealed egotism; if they are right, then the Pareto principle could
not make sense, since if it were strictly the case that on the basis of our own welfare we
were indifferent between two outcomes, we could have no good reason for preferring
one to the other. To be a Paretian is to take up a determinate moral position. But it is
true that it is an extremely exiguous position, and that we would be unlikely in practice
to encounter many people possessing anything resembling a moral viewpoint who

did not subscribe to it. The same, incidentally, might still be said about the principle of
self-defence.

Nevertheless, the universality of the principles on which they were basing their
subject encouraged late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century economists, and their
admiring colleagues in the schools of political and social science, to suppose that it was
now possible to talk about an ‘objective science’ of man. An extremely revealing
example of this comes from the dominant economics textbook of the later twentieth
century, Paul Samuelson’s Economics. In it, he wrote:

‘Beauty is in the eye of the beholder’ is an aphorism reminding us that judgements of better
or worse involve subjective valuations. But this does not deny that one person’s nose may
be objectively shorter than another’s. Similarly, there are elements of valid reality in a given
economic situation, however hard it may be to recognize and isolate them. There is not
one theory of economics for Republicans and one for Democrats, one for workers and one
for employers, one for the Russians and still another for the Chinese. On many basic prin-
ciples concerning prices and employment, most — not all! — economists are in fairly close
agreement.

This statement does not mean that economists agree closely in the policy field. Economist
A may be for full employment at any cost. Economist B may not consider it of as vital
importance as price stability. Basic questions concerning right and wrong goals to be
pursued cannot be settled by mere science as such. They belong in the realm of ethics and
‘value judgements.’” The citizenry must ultimately decide such issues. What the expert can
do is point out the feasible alternatives and the true costs that may be involved in the dif-
ferent decisions. But still the mind must render to the heart that which is in the heart’s
domain. For, as Pascal said, the heart has reasons that reason will never know. (1976,
pp. 7-8. This textbook was largely composed in the 1950s and 1960s)

This extract from Samuelson’s Economics is revealing in a number of different ways.
First, it shows how ‘fairly close agreement’ among economists was treated as evidence
for ‘elements of a valid reality’, and how intersubjectivity was confounded in practice
with objectivity. Second, it illustrates the role that ethics of a more traditional kind
continued to play in the general scheme of even as ‘scientific’ a student of humanity as
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Samuelson (whose collected essays were called his Collected Scientific Papers). What he
called ‘value-judgements’ were still recognized as possessing force, and to an extent he
might be regarded as a kind of Kantian; but value judgements were not to be derived
from accurate thinking about the categorical imperative. Instead, they were matters of
‘the heart’ which ‘the citizenry’ must decide.

These two themes —that value judgements are not the product of systematic, rational
thought, and that it is necessary in a modern society for citizens to make decisions
about the moral basis of public policy — dominated the study of the history of political
theory in North America (and, though characteristically to a less extreme degree, in
Britain also) during the first half of the twentieth century. The study of a body of classic
texts was treated, it might be said, as a way in which the motions of the heart might
be regulated and future citizens exposed to a range of values which they could subse-
quently employ in their decision-making. As an example of this, we can take what was
easily the influential textbook on the history of political thought in the middle years of
this century (a book which has never been out of print since it was first published),
George Sabine’s History of Political Theory (1937). In the preface to the first edition,
Sabine duly registered his own firm allegiance to the Humean claim that ‘neither logic
nor fact implies a value’:

Taken as a whole a political theory can hardly be said to be true. It contains among its
elements certain judgements of fact, or estimates of probability, which time proves
perhaps to be objectively right or wrong. It involves also certain questions of logical com-
patibility respecting the elements which it tries to combine. Invariably, however, it also
includes valuations and predilections, personal or collective, which distort the perception
of fact, the estimate of probability, and the weighing of compatibilities . . . (Sabine, [1937]
1963, p. v)

And Sabine honestly described his point of view as a ‘sort of social relativism’ (ibid.,
p. vi). A similar combination of interest in the history of the subject together with a
confidence in the truth of the fact/value distinction, and in the possibility of an objective
political science, is to be found in many other writers of this generation; another good
example would be the Englishman George Catlin, who wrote some extraordinarily
positivist works on political science in the 1930s, and followed them up with A History
of the Political Philosophers 1950.

In its essentials, this sub-Kantian (or, perhaps, sub-Humean) alliance between the
sciences of man and the history of political theory held together until the 1960s,
though its avowed relativism led to some strains in the 1950s. David Easton, in an
influential article in 1951, attacked the practices of the historians of political theory in
the politics departments of his time, accusing them of living parasitically on past ideas
and failing to deliver either a truly empirical political science or an adequate ‘valua-
tional frame of reference’. (He himself, it should be said, regarded the former as the
prime goal of political theory.) Partly in response to attacks from the more narrow
positivists such as this, and partly driven by an older fear of modern relativism, some
distinguished historians of political thought in post-war North America emerged as
sages who saw some eternal truths embodied in their subject. Hannah Arendt, Eric

75



RICHARD TUCK

Voegelin and, above all, Leo Strauss talked about the tradition represented by the
classic texts of Western political thought as containing — albeit often in a fractured and
deceptive form — some ancient wisdom which was not accessible to modern political
science. For them as much as for Easton, Sabine’s belief that no political theory can
really be said to be ‘true’ was anathema.

However, it was also in the 1950s that the theoretical foundations of the standard
view of political science came to appear much less secure. In part, this was the
result of a tradition of post-Wittgensteinian scepticism about the possibility of that
kind of human science (a scepticism voiced for example by Peter Winch in 1958 in his
The Idea of a Social Science). But as important were developments within the citadel of
political science itself. Historically speaking, this may have been the most important
role of Kenneth Arrow’s famous ‘Tmpossibility Theorem’ of 1951: for what
Arrow showed, with as much rigour as any human scientist could conceivably demand,
was that the programme of an educated citizenry deciding social values — the
picture rather vaguely assumed by Samuelson and the others — did not make sense.
Arrow accepted the fundamental premisses of early twentieth-century economics, in
particular its refusal to make interpersonal comparisons and its reliance on the
Pareto principle as the fundamental principle of social choice. But he denied that
around this core ‘science’ there could be put the socially agreed set of values which
the older writers had relied on, since there could be no method of reaching a coherent
social ordering of the individual citizen’s values which did not breach at least one of a
number of very reasonable and eminently liberal conditions. It took a long time for
Arrow’s message to sink in (maybe not until the late 1960s, when writers such as
Amartya Sen carried it to a wider audience), but his ‘Theorem’ made it impossible
for the old trust to be placed in such an unexamined fashion in the citizenry deciding
social values.

At the same time, the core ‘science’ became a much more politically controversial
matter. As we saw earlier, it was possible for socialists in the first half of the century to
be neoclassical economists, even if a strictly Marxian approach was impossible for a
neoclassicist. To this extent, it was true that, as Samuelson claimed, there was one
economics for both capitalist and socialist. But the socialism of Bergson or Lerner rested
on a confidence that a bureaucracy could in principle allocate resources to mimic the
allocations produced by a perfectly competitive market, and that the same bureaucracy
could alter the allocations as necessary in order to promote some general social ends.
The bureaucracy, they thought, could draw on information about the utility scales of
the individual citizens and could construct a ‘social welfare function’, based on some
commonly agreed principles, which would be sensitive to changes in individual utility
functions.

The idea that a central agency could possibly either have access to or handle the
amount of information that this would require was always implausible; but a funda-
mental blow was dealt to the picture by a number of writers on public finance in the
1950s, including Samuelson himself, as it happens (see Samuelson, 1954). They
pointed out that it was in principle impossible for a bureaucracy to have accurate
information of this kind in the area of public goods — that is, goods that are not acquired
for individual consumption — since people would never give accurate information about
the value to them of a public good if by doing so they laid themselves open to a tax in
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order to pay for it. Samuelson also observed that the same would be true for any indus-
try with decreasing costs (Samuelson, 1958). Since most important services under
socialism would be public goods, or would have something of their character (such as
a heavily-subsidized public transport system), these observations represented a formi-
dable new objection to the socialist programme.

The result of this was that many economists were made aware of the very peculiar
properties of an actual competitive market, and this new awareness may be reckoned
the basis of the strongly conservative movements such as the Chicago School, who
argues that our inability to solve these social computational problems meant that we
should not even try to do so, but should leave our social decision-making as far as pos-
sible to the workings of a market which was artificially kept in perfectly competitive
working order (something which Samuelson, it should be said, was not particularly
keen on). Theorists who continued to favour the social provision of public goods, such
as Mancur Olson in his justly famous The Logic of Collective Action (1965), were forced
to recognize that the provision of public goods might require various techniques of
coercion (such as closed shops enforced by trades unions in order to compel members
to pay their dues). These developments had the unwelcome consequence that neoclas-
sical economics ceased to appear as a politically neutral science, but rather as a chal-
lenge to the fundamental assumptions of socialism.

It was against this background of uncertainty over the orthodox political sciences
that modern political philosophy emerged. In the later 1960s philosophers such asJohn
Rawls began to believe that it was possible to provide a new set of rational grounds for
holding various political principles, and that our political theory was not dependent on
either the narrow core of universally held beliefs (such as the Pareto principle) or the
wider periphery of the historically given culture of our particular society. It should of
course be said that, strictly speaking, Rawls has always argued that the liberal theory
of justice embodied in his work is in some sense properly to be understood as rooted in
our culture; but for him it is present at such a deep level that the old project of using
the historical texts of political and moral theory to develop our values is clearly unnec-
essary. Rawls’ famous ‘Kantianism’ helped to give him this aloofness from the wide and
complicated historical culture; it also had the great merit of helping to fit him into
the story of twentieth-century political science, in which, as we have seen, the distinc-
tion between the objective science and the subjective account of value had been
foundational.

Modern political philosophy thus challenged the old practice of the history of politi-
cal thought. If the domain of value was amenable to rational analysis, then the tradi-
tional point of reading the classics of the genre had been removed. They could linger
on as labels attached to modern views (as Locke does in Nozick’s work, or Kant himself
in Rawls’), but the idea that one would get one’s values by actually reading and engag-
ing with the specific text had been radically weakened.

Historians responded appropriately, and this was the beginning of the famous argu-
ment over the methodology of the history of ideas which has persisted down to our
time. By general consent, the two most important manifestos for a new kind of
history of political thought appeared in the late 1960s. John Dunn’s ‘The Identity of
the History of Ideas’ (1968), and Quentin Skinner, ‘Meaning and Understanding in
the History of Ideas’ (1969). Skinner’s was the longer and more comprehensive of the
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two, and has attracted most subsequent discussion; one of its advantages was that he
clearly located his targets among modern political scientists and (in a rare unguarded
moment) drew the most explicit conclusion about the relationship between history and
theory:

I turn first to consider the methodology dictated by the claim that the text itself should
form the self-sufficient object of inquiry and understanding. For it is this assumption which
continues to govern the largest number of studies, to raise the widest philosophical issues,
and to give rise to the largest number of confusions. This approach itself is logically tied,
in the history of ideas no less than in more strictly literary studies, to a particular form of
justification for conducting the study itself. The whole point, it is characteristically said, of
studying past works of philosophy (or literature) must be that they contain (in a favoured
phrase) ‘timeless elements’, in the form of ‘universal ideas’, even a ‘dateless wisdom’ with
‘universal application’.

Now the historian who adopts such a view has already committed himself, in effect, on
the question of how best to gain an understanding of such ‘classic texts’. For if the whole
point of such a study is conceived in terms of recovering the ‘timeless questions and
answers’ posed in the ‘great books’, and so of demonstrating their continuing ‘relevance’,
it must be not merely possible, but essential, for the historian to concentrate simply on
what each of the classic writers has said about each of these ‘fundamental concepts’ and
‘abiding questions’. The aim, in short, must be to provide a ‘re-appraisal of the classic
writings, quite apart from the context of historical development, as perennially important
attempts to set down universal propositions about political reality’. For to suggest instead
that a knowledge of the social context is a necessary condition for an understanding of the
classic texts is equivalent to denying that they do contain any elements of timeless and
perennial interest, and is thus equivalent to removing the whole point of studying what
they said. ([1969] 1988, p. 30)

In the footnotes to this passage, a mixture of conventional political scientists such as
Catlin and critics of political science such as Leo Strauss were listed as the figures
Skinner had in mind. Later in the article, Skinner drew the principal conclusion about
the consequence of treating the classic texts as historically specific actions:

All T wish to insist is that whenever it is claimed that the point of the historical study of
such questions is that we may learn directly from the answers, it will be found that what
counts as an answer will usually look, in a different culture or period, so different in itself
that it can hardly be in the least useful even to go on thinking of the relevant questions as
being ‘the same’ in the required sense at all. More crudely: we must learn to do our own
thinking for ourselves. (ibid., p. 66)

It is clear that Dunn had the same kind of idea in mind when in the previous year
he had complained that:

few branches of the history of ideas have been written as the history of an activity.
Complicated structures of ideas, arranged in a manner approximating as close as may be
(frequently closer than the evidence permits) to deductive systems have been examined at
different points in time or their morphology traced over the centuries. Reified reconstruc-
tions of a great man’s more accessible notions have been compared with those of other
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great men; hence the weird tendency of much writing, in the history of political thought
more especially, to be made up of what propositions in what great books remind the author
of what propositions in what other great books ... ([1968] 1980, p. 15)

Moreover he produced in these years a clear and comprehensive example of a new
methodology, in his famous book The Political Thought of John Locke (1969), in which
he vastly extended the insights of Peter Laslett (see below) into the historical specificity
of Locke’s ideas. The book contains the equivalent of Skinner’s ‘crude’ claim that ‘we
must learn to do our own thinking for ourselves’ in what Dunn was later to call the
‘peculiarly ill-considered’ sentence. ‘I simply cannot conceive of constructing an anal-
ysis of any issue in contemporary political theory around the affirmation or negation
of anything which Locke says about political matters.” At the same time, Skinner pro-
duced some prolegomena to a similar entirely historical investigation of a classic author,
in a series of articles locating Hobbes in the context of the pamphlet warfare of the
English revolution, and in particular the arguments over the ‘Engagement’ to obey the
new republic of 1649 (Skinner, 1964; 1965; 1966; 1974).

These manifestos of the late 1960s could draw on some predecessors as examples of
the kind of historical approach they had in mind. For Skinner, the foremost example
was Collingwood, who represented in English dress the German tradition stemming at
least from Dilthey, that had always seen utterances (including complex philosophical
texts) as part of the history of action; but for both Skinner and Dunn there were more
recent and more local exemplars. One was Peter Laslett, who in 1960 had produced a
famous edition of Locke’s Two Treatises of Government. In the introduction he argued
that no distinction should be made between Lock’s intentions in the First Treatise and
those in the Second: it had always been recognized that the First was a polemical tract
with a specific historical target, namely Sir Robert Filmer, and Laslett argued (with a
wealth of close scholarship) that Filmer was equally the target of the Second Treatise.
Locke’s role in some putative history of liberal values, and in particular his supposed
refutation of Hobbes, was thereby called into question. (It might incidentally be
remarked that Laslett’s views about the relationship of the First and Second Treatises
have recently been questioned by Professor Ashcraft (1987), while the Second Treatise
has been claimed by both Professor Tully and myself to have a much wider objective
than the refutation of Filmer (Tully, 1980; my own views are contained in my 1991
Carlyle Lectures) — the first and in many ways the best example of the new method
appears much shakier than it once did.)

The other more recent example was John Pocock. He had achieved fame through
the publication in 1957 of a remarkable work, The Ancient Constitution and the Feudal
Law, in which he studied the constitutional conflicts of seventeenth-century England
through a close examination of the rather technical historical scholarship produced by
seventeenth-century antiquaries. The book was highly unusual in the care and intel-
ligence which Pocock devoted to a whole group of writers who on no stretch of the
imagination could be fitted into the standard array of classic authors, but whose activ-
ities were shown to be historically more significant in many ways than that of the great
theorists.

In the following years, Pocock developed a general theory to vindicate this approach,
expressed most clearly in an essay of 1962. In this essay, he urged historians of ideas
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to take seriously as the material to be understood and explained the whole set of writing
or other products on politics available from a particular society — what he called the
‘stereotypes’ and ‘languages’, and what he has subsequently termed ‘paradigms’, Even
the major political philosophers, he argued, could only be read against a rather minutely
specified and historically particular background of linguistic practices. It was true, he
acknowledged, that:

as the language employed in political discussion comes to be of increasing theoretical
generality, so the persuasive success of the thinker’s arguments comes to rest less on his
success in invoking traditional symbols than on the rational coherence of the statements
he is taken to be making in some field of political discourse where statements of wide
theoretical generality are taken to be possible. Here, sooner or later, our historian must
abandon his role of a student of thought as the language of a society, and become a
student of thought as philosophy — i.e. in its capacity for making intelligible general
statements . . . [But because the historian had approached his philosopher via a study of
the wider language, he] can now consider the level of abstraction on which the thinker’s
language tends to make him operate, and the level of abstraction on which the
thinker’s preoccupations tend to make him use his language. He can now give some preci-
sion of meaning to the vague phrase — every thinker operates within a tradition; he can
study the demands which thinker and tradition make upon each other. (Pocock, 1962,
pp. 200-1)

Skinner’s work on Hobbes and the Engagers a few years later was seen by both men as
a fine example of this kind of approach.

It is important to stress that to see philosophical reflection as in its essence a kind of
historical activity, no different from other actions by historical agents (such as cutting
off King Charles’ head or running the Counter-Reformation Catholic Church) is not
eo ipso to deny its significance from the point of view of modern theory. But it is to
concede its significance in the same way as the rest of our history is significant. This is
an issue which much of the methodological argument of the last twenty years has been
somewhat evasive about, largely because it raises a number of very fundamental ques-
tions about the extent to which the historically given character of modern ideas is
relevant to a proper understanding of them. Marxists, of course, have never had any
trouble about this: they have straightforwardly believed that many of the values which
govern modern society are ideological, and formed by the exigencies of the economic
history of the human race. An understanding of that economic history (broadly defined)
would then be vital to a proper apprehension of those values — such as why certain
puzzling things (e.g. the labour theory of value and the legitimacy of capitalist profit)
go together.

But many non-Marxists have taken a similar view (for example, Weber), though
with a much less single-minded approach to the past. They have believed that many
different kinds of historical action, not just the construction of new modes of produc-
tion, had some causal relation to the kinds of values which our current society seems
to espouse and that understanding that history might dissolve some of the puzzles about
the values. Part of that history will be economic, part will be political or constitutional
(e.g. the impact on all subsequent Western societies of the actual institutional story of
the Reformation or the French Revolution) and part might be intellectual to do with
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the theoretical resources readily available to the agents at any particular time. The
history of political thought treated as part of historical enquiry in general rather than
as some privileged and special means of understanding our values, would fall readily
into this last category.

The attack on the notion that we will get our political values from a simple scrutiny
of the great texts could thus go in two quite different directions. One was towards
support for the analytical enterprise of modern political philosophy, with the history of
political thought treated as a quite separate study (the position apparently adumbrated
in Dunn and Skinner’s early pronouncements). The other was towards support for an
historical criticism of modern theories, in which their inconsistencies and puzzles were
to be resolved not by abstract thinking but by laying bare their historical origins,
including (though not exclusively) their origins in the history of theory. In their actual
practice as historians both Dunn and Skinner and their pupils and followers have often
been inclined towards the latter approach; though it would (I think) be fair to say that
none of them have given a wholly convincing or comprehensive account of how his-
torical enquiry solves conceptual puzzles, preferring instead to offer examples of the
process. But as the enterprise of modern political philosophy has faltered, and as the
possibility of ‘doing our thinking ourselves’ has become more remote, this second
approach has seemed increasingly attractive.

A particularly good example of it has been the resurrection of something like a clas-
sical theory of republicanism. For the last couple of decades, Skinner has been working
on the political thought of Machiavelli (see e.g. Skinner, 1978; 1981; 1983; 1988;
1990a and b). Initially (it might be fair to say) his interest in Machiavelli was as an
example of the misunderstandings to which historians of political thought are liable if
they ignore the actual context of a writer’s work — in Machiavelli’s case, the context of
Renaissance Ciceronian political theory. But in some of his more recent essays, Skinner
has felt able to use Machiavelli in a rather different way as an example of a ‘republican’
theorist of liberty whose writings might (with appropriate qualifications) help us to
recover a ‘republican vision of politics’. His argument in these essays starts from the
famous distinction made by Isaiah Berlin between ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ liberty. As
is well known, by ‘positive’ liberty Berlin meant an idea of human freedom in which
— paradoxically — we must be constrained in various ways in order to be led along the
paths which represent our real interests (a view associated allegedly with Rousseau or
Marx); while ‘negative’ liberty is the conventional liberal notion of free individuals
pursuing the ends which they assign to themselves in a framework which maximizes
their general ability to do so. Skinner has argued forcefully that this dichotomy is
implausible at least if it is taken to be the basis upon which a sharp distinction must be
drawn between (in modern terms) ‘communitarian’ and ‘rights’ theories:

Contemporary liberalism, especially in its so-called libertarian form, is in danger of sweep-
ing the public arena bare of any concepts save those of self-interest and individual rights.
Moralists who have protested against this impoverishment — such as Hannah Arendt, and
more recently Charles Taylor, Alasdair MacIntyre and others — have generally assumed
in turn that the only alternative is to adopt an ‘exercise’ concept of liberty [a term which
Taylor uses to make the point that we are only in full possession of our liberty if we actu-
ally exercise our principal human capacities] or else to seek by some unexplained means

81



RICHARD TUCK

to slip back into the womb of the polis. I have tried to show that the dichotomy here —
either a theory of rights or an ‘exercise’ theory of liberty — is a false one. (Skinner, 1990b,
p. 308)

Instead, Skinner has insisted that the tradition of classical republicanism embodied
the claim that in order to protect our individual liberty, understood in a ‘negative’ sense,
we should live a relatively strenuous life of republican involvement, in which our duties
as citizens might be quite extensive, and might include many of the actual practices
which the supposed ‘positive’ theorists took to be necessary — including for example,
the kind of republican activism which Rousseau pleaded for. (Skinner has not made
Rousseau a central figure in his story, and seems in the most recent statement to treat
him as essentially a theorist of a ‘positive’ kind, though it may well in fact be possible
to align him more closely to Skinner’s negative republicans.) A republican life of this
kind is necessary, these theorists are held to have argued, since without it political
institutions will become corrupt, and the citizens will lose their independence either
through internal domination by a party or single ruler, or through external domination
by an imperial power. So although a conceptual distinction between positive and neg-
ative liberty might be justified, the negative concept can in practice underpin a much
less exclusively right-based political regime. Skinner has drawn the contemporary
moral clearly enough:

It will be objected that this attempt to enlist the traditions of Machiavellian republicanism
as a third force amounts to nothing more than nostalgic anti-modernism. We have no
realistic prospect of taking active control of the political processes in any modern democ-
racy committed to the technical complexities and obsessional secrecies of present-day
government. But the objection is too crudely formulated. There are many areas of public
life, short of directly controlling the actual executive process, where increased public par-
ticipation might well serve to improve the accountability of our soi disant representatives.
Even if the objection is valid, however, it misses the point. The reason for wishing to bring
the republican vision of politics back into view is not that it tells us how to construct a
genuine democracy, one in which government is for the people as a result of being by the
people. That is for us to work out. It is simply because it conveys a warning which, while
it may be unduly pessimistic, we can hardly afford to ignore: that unless we place our
duties before our rights, we must expect to find our rights themselves undermined. (1990,
pp. 308-9)

I do not want to consider here how far this is a convincing historical reconstruction
of Machiavelli's views. There have been some criticisms of it, and it may be the case
that Skinner has overestimated the liberal basis for any pre-Rousseauian theory of
republicanism. Both ancient and Renaissance republicans, for example, were pretty
sure that sharp distinctions of social capacity, including (usually) slavery, were neces-
sary to protect the liberty of the free citizens, and they were after all repudiated by the
liberal rights theorists for precisely that reason. But the point I want to stress is that
this use of a classic text is not a repudiation of the methodology originally called for at
the end of the 1960s. Instead, it offers an example of using an historical enquiry to
resolve or at least illuminate a modern theoretical puzzle — the puzzle in this case being
the stark and unconvincing antagonism between communitarians and liberals.
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Another example from recent writing would be Dunn’s explicit repudiation of his
youthful and extravagant claim that there is nothing alive in Locke’s political thought.
In an essay directly addressing the question ‘What is Living and What is Dead in John
Locke?’, Dunn continued his long-standing attack on the popular notion that modern
rights theories can reasonably be located in Locke’s actual political writings, pointing
(as he had always done) to the explicitly theistic foundation upon which Locke based
his account of natural rights. But Dunn was now prepared to concede that
‘the main set of categories which he elaborated to interpret the role of men and
women within God’s history can in large measure stand free of that setting and serve
still to interpret their political fate when left severely on their own’ (Dunn, 1990a,
p. 22). These categories, he argued, were three in number: the conception of an
agent’s responsibility for his own actions, the conception of a human society as ‘the
unintended consequence of a vast array of past human contrivances’ (ibid., p. 23), and
the conception of trust as the foundation of any worthwhile and persisting social rela-
tionship. This last feature was the most important and distinctive feature of Locke’s
political vision, and Dunn has written persuasively elsewhere about its continued sali-
ence in modern politics (e.g. Dunn, 1990b). But he observed about Locke that what
was distinctive was the measured way in which all three of these categories were
employed together:

Even this conjunction, of course, has nothing magical about it. It ends no arguments and
grounds no conclusive claims to authority. But that is its virtue, not its weakness: the index
of its sober realism . . . Locke’s view of the political project still has a huge distance to go.
But it is a view which captures — and captures most evocatively — what politics is still like:
captures it without superstition but also without despair.

Locke saw politics this way; and I do not know of any other modern thinker who quite
contrived to do so. And because he saw it this way and because this is the way it still is
and is always likely to remain, we do, I think, have good reason to nerve ourselves for the
full unfamiliarity of his vision — its unblinking historical distance — and to use it in all its
integrity and imaginative force to help us to think again.

And what could be more alive than that? (Dunn, 1990a, p. 25)

Yet another example of historians using their enquiries into past political theories
to illuminate present arguments would be the increasing array of investigations into
linguistic changes of various sorts. In so far as modern philosophers have at various
times retreated to appeals to what a certain key term ‘means’, as part of their exposition
of a particular theory, they have laid themselves open to the simple observation that
terms do not necessarily have meanings that are stable over a relevant period or within
a relevant group. My own book on Natural Rights Theories (Tuck, 1979) offered some
thoughts about the complicated history of rights terminology, though it also tried to
extract from the principal early-modern rights theorists a liberal political theory with
many illuminatingly paradoxical elements (e.g. the constant association of natural
rights with voluntary slavery), in an attempt to address directly the kinds of liberal
theories which modern philosophers have put forward. In a much more systematic
way, the essays in a volume such as Political Innovation and Conceptual Change (Ball, Farr
and Hanson, 1989) (let alone the German enterprise edited and inspired by Professors
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Brunner, Conze and Koselleck, the Geschictliche Grundbegriffe) offer a much better
example of how a kind of etymological analysis can influence modern theory.

But, as I said earlier, these are all examples of an historical investigation put to the
service of philosophical reflection. We still lack a fully developed and coherent account
of why historical enquiry should matter. In part, it might be said, the very absence of
such a thing is testimony to its redundancy: there is an obviousness about the need for
us to think at least partly in historical terms which is rooted in very deep facts about
our psychology. It is often said, albeit somewhat glibly, that a society which did not
have an intense interest in its own history would be rather like an individual without
a memory; the analogy is trite, and it obviously needs unpacking with care, since the
directly functional advantages of a memory for an individual are not straightforwardly
there for a society. On the other hand, it is true that the political and social institutions
which we inhabit have never, even in the most revolutionary society, been invented
completely de novo (and this would be true of the institution of ‘revolution’ itself, one
of the more self-consciously historical practices of modern society). In so far as philoso-
phers are going to reflect on the value and coherence of these institutions, including
such fundamental things as private property, the state and the family, they are going
to have to take into account the fact that the institutions as we have them were the
product of historical development, and that their character was often given to them as
a result of a particular history of ideas. That history may now be implicit in their
operation, but recovering it can suddenly illuminate the point of an otherwise inscru-
table set of habits and assumptions.

The question which this prompts is, then, what difference did the methodological
arguments of the 1960s in fact make? Has the actual practice of the historians con-
cerned, driven (as we have seen) by perfectly consistent motives, turned out to be
radically different from that of their predecessors? To answer this question, we need to
recall what I argued in the first half of this paper, that the ‘old’ history of political
thought was primarily concerned to survey the classics of the genre in a search for the
values expressed in their philosophies, which were taken to be applicable with relatively
little difficulty to any society. On this account, Plato, Locke and Hegel all had (for
example) competing theories of the state, and it was up to the reader to choose the most
plausible (in practice, he was usually nudged towards Locke’s). The fundamental idea
of the ‘new’ history is that what matters is the combination of social and political
history — the history of our actual institutions or languages — and the history of ideas.
The state was not a given entity with an independent existence, about which philoso-
phers could think: it is something with a history formed in part by practical exigencies,
in part by the low-grade theoretical reflection of a wide variety of agents, and in part
by the clear and distinct ideas of great philosophers.

Itis this which hasled the ‘new’ historians to incorporate into their writings accounts
of a wide variety of lesser figures alongside the traditional canon (often, it should be
said, to the point of self-parody), and which has led Pocock into being in many ways
the most consistent practitioner of the new history, constantly subverting the orthodox
subject-matter of his discipline. Clearly, much that was written about the classics of
political theory in the past will still be relevant to our historical investigations today;
equally clearly, the high-level philosophical reflections of the classic writers will
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sometimes be more historically important than other elements in the history of our
institutions, since they are the elements to which continued attention has been paid by
our society. So the superficial difference between ‘old’ and ‘new’ history will often not
be very great. But the wider contexts in which each operates are very different; and one
of the things which the historian can illuminate is precisely the change in the contexts,
and how the theoretical world which political philosophers inhabit today is fundamen-
tally different from that of the earlier twentieth century.

References

Arrow, K. J.: Social Choice and Individual Values (New York: Wiley, 1951; 2nd edn 1963).

Ashcraft, A.: Locke’s Two Treatises of Government (London: Allen & Unwin, 1987).

Ball, T., Farr, J. and Hanson, R. L., eds: Political Innovation and Conceptual Change (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1989).

Bergson, A.: ‘A reformulation of certain aspects of welfare economics’, Quarterly Journal of
Economics, 52 (1938), 310-34.

—: ‘Socialist economics’, in A Survey of Contemporary Economics, ed. H. S. Ellis (Philadelphia, Pa.:
Blakiston Co., 1949), pp. 412-48.

Brunner, O., Conze, W. and Koselleck, R.: Geschictliche Grundbegriffe: Historisches Lexicon zur
politisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland (Stuttgart: Ernst Klett Verlag, 1972)

Catlin, G.: A History of the Political Philosophers (London: Allen & Unwin, 1950).

Debreu, G.: Theory of Value (New York: Wiley, 1959).

Dunn, J.: The Political Thought of John Locke (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1969).

—: ‘The identity of the history of ideas’ (1968), in Political Obligation in its Historical Context
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980), pp. 13-28.

—: ‘What is living and what is dead in the political theory of John Locke?’, Interpreting Political
Responsibility (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), pp. 9-25.

—: ‘Trust and political agency’, Interpreting Political Responsibility (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1990), pp. 26—44.

Easton, D.: ‘The decline of modern political theory’, Journal of Politics, 13 (1951), 36-58.

Grote, J.: An Examination of the Utilitarian Philosophy (London: Drichton Bell, 1870).

Hayward, F.: The Ethical Philosophy of Sidgwick (London, 1901).

Jevons, W. S.: The Theory of Political Economy (1871), 3rd edn (London: Macmillan, 1988)

Kavka, G. S.: Hobbesian Moral and Political Theory (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
1986).

Lange, O.: ‘The foundations of welfare economics’, Econometrica, 10 (1942), 215-28.

Laslett, P., ed.: Philosophy, Politics and Society (Oxford: Blackwell, 1956).

—: John Locke, Two Treatises of Government (1960); (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1988).

Mises, L.. ‘Die Wirtschaftsrechnung im sozialistischen Gemeinwesen', Archiv fiir
Sozialwissenschaften, 47 (1920), 86—121.

Nozick, R.: Anarchy, State and Utopia (Oxford: Blackwell, 1974).

Olson, M.: The Logic of Collective Action (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1965).

Pareto, V.: Manual of Political Economy (1909); trans. A. S. Schwier (London: Macmillan
1972).

Pocock, J. G. A.: The Ancient Constitution and the Feudal Law (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1957).

85



RICHARD TUCK

—: ‘The history of political thought: a methodological enquiry’, Philosophy, Politics and
Society, Series II, ed. P. Laslett and W. G. Runciman (Oxford: Blackwell, 1962), pp. 183-
202.

Rawls, J.: A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1971).

Sabine, G. H.: A History of Political Theory (1937); 3rd edn (London: Harrap, 1963).

Samuelson, P. A.: ‘The pure theory of public expenditure’, The Review of Economics and Statistics,
36 (1954), 387-9.

—: ‘Aspects of public expenditure theories’, The Review of Economics and Statistics, 40 (1958),
332-8.

—: Economics, 10th edn (Tokyo: McGraw-Hill, 1976).

Sidgwick, H.: Methods of Ethics (London: Macmillan, 1874).

Skinner, Q. R. D.: ‘Hobbes’s Leviathan’, Historical Journal, 7 (1964), 321-33.

—: ‘History and ideology in the English revolution’, Historical Journal, 8 (1965), 151-78.

—: ‘The ideological context of Hobbes's political thought’, Historical Journal, 9 (1966), 286—
317.

—: ‘Conquest and consent: Thomas Hobbes and the Engagement controversy’, The Interregnum,
ed. G. E. Aylmer (London: Macmillan, 1974), pp. 79-98.

—: ‘Meaning and understanding in the history of ideas’. History and Theory, 8 (1969), 199-215:
Meaning and Context: Quentin Skinner and his Critics, ed. J. Tully (Cambridge: Polity Press,
1988), pp. 29-67.

—: ‘Machiavelli’s Discorsi and the pre-humanist origins of republican ideas’, Machiavelli and
Republicanism, ed. G. Bock, Q. R. D. Skinner and M. Viroli (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1990), pp. 121-42.

—: ‘The republican ideal of political liberty’, Machiavelli and Republicanism, ed. G. Bock,
Q. R. D. Skinner and M. Viroli (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), pp. 293—
309.

Tuck, R. F.: Natural Rights Theories (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979).

Tully, J. H.: A Discourse on Property (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980).

Walras, L.: Elements of Pure Economics (1874), trans. W. Jaffe (London: Allen & Unwin,
1954).

Winch, P.: The Idea of a Social Science (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1958).

Further reading

Ball, T., Farr, J. and Hanson, R. L., eds: Political Innovation and Conceptual Change (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1987).

Brunner, O., Conze, W. and Koselleck, R.: Geschictliche Grundbegriffe: Historisches Lexicon zur
politisch—sozialen Sprache in Deutschland (Stuttgart: Ernst Klett Verlag, 1972).

Condren, C.: The Status and Appraisal of Classic Texts (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
1985).

Dunn, J.: Political Obligation in its Historical Context (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1980).

—: Interpreting Political Responsibility (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990).

Gunnell, J.: Political Theory: Tradition and Interpretation (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1979).

Pocock, J. G. A.: ‘The history of political thought: a methodological enquiry’, Philosophy, Politics
and Society, Series II, ed. P. Laslett and W. G. Runciman (Oxford: Blackwell, 1962), pp. 183—
202.

86



HISTORY

Skinner, Q. R. D.: ‘The republican ideal of political liberty’, Machiavelli and Republicanism, ed. G.
Bock, Q. R. D. Skinner and M. Viroli (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990),
pp. 293-309.

Tuck, R. F.: ‘History of political thought’, New Perspectives on Historical Writing, ed. P. Burke
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), pp. 193-205.

Tully, J. H. ed.: Meaning and Context: Quentin Skinner and his Critics, ed. J. Tully (Cambridge: Polity
Press, 1988).

87



Chapter 4

Sociology

KIERAN HEALY

Productive exchange between disciplines faces a paradox. Modern fields of enquiry are
large, differentiated, and always growing. This means their boundaries are extensive,
and there are many areas of potential contact between them. We are spoiled for shared
topics and overlapping questions. Yet differentiation also entails a high degree of spe-
cialization at any particular point, and so traffic across disciplinary borders is less
common than it ought to be. The trouble with interdisciplinary work is that you need
disciplines in order to do it, and a discipline is a kind of exclusive conversation. Over
time, participants come to share reference points and assumptions. The conversation
gets more involved. Instead of looking outside, disciplines will reproduce for themselves
(in miniature and unsatisfactorily) tools and concepts that are better developed in
cognate fields (Abbott, 2000). Economists produce a working psychology, sociologists
make a sketch of historical development, political philosophers know some stylized facts
about social institutions. This process is guaranteed to produce straw men and errors
of fact, but it is also inevitable because the ability to assume away some topics as settled
or irrelevant is a precondition for any successful discipline.

These general issues are compounded for sociology. It is the most heterogeneous
social science, which is perhaps another way of saying that it has been less successful
at institutionalizing itself as a discipline than its close relatives. Unlike economics, it
does not have a core kit of analytical tools and models codified in textbooks and widely
accepted as legitimate both inside and outside the field. Economics is unique amongst
the social sciences in this respect. After the Second World War, it acquired the gate-
keeping features of professions like medicine or engineering, and also developed the
imperial ambitions of fields like physics, all the while becoming incorporated into policy
making in an unprecedented way (Fourcade, 2006). Unlike political science, on the
other hand, sociology does not have a well-defined empirical core to unify it, either.
Theoretical and methodological disputes are common in political science, of course, but
a shared focus on the mechanisms and institutions of government has helped integrate
the field. In sociology, by comparison, social life as such is too general to serve as a basis
for unification.

This has not stymied efforts to rally the troops under a single banner. Auguste
Comte, who coined the word, thought that sociology was the queen of the social sci-
ences, the last to develop because the most general and all-encompassing. But these
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claims have never prevailed in practice. Methodologically, the practice of sociology has
always been considerably more heterogenous (and rougher around the edges) than the
claims of general theorists would imply (Stinchcombe, 1968). In a similar fashion,
sociological theory is better characterized as having its roots in a few intellectual tradi-
tions which, while they have often overlapped and interbred, have never succeeded
either in subsuming their competitors or expelling them from the disciplinary conversa-
tion (Collins, 1994). The most successful effort (in professional rather than intellectual
terms) was the structural-functionalist programme of Talcott Parsons, which domi-
nated mid-twentieth century sociology in the United States (Parsons and Shils 1951;
Parsons 1952). Parsons hoped his theoretical approach would both consolidate the
field and establish it as the most general social science. The ‘orthodox consensus’
(Giddens, 1979) he helped achieve was brittle and short-lived, however, and even in
its heyday was subject to strong criticism.

Structural-functionalism is worth mentioning here not for its continuing interest,
but because its picture of individuals motivated by a coherent framework of norms and
values is what many outsiders have in mind when they think of the sociological
approach. On this view, individuals, small groups, organizations and whole societies
are nested systems, and each layer can be explained by pointing to the functions it
performs to help maintain the overall system. Individual actions are influenced by the
normative expectations attached to roles and by the values people acquire through
socialization. Role expectations and core values are themselves the product of society’s
functional needs. They help keep the system equilibrated: roles have explicit sanctions
punishing non-compliance and more general values are internalized into individual
personalities. Abiding by norms is gratifying to people. Temptations to act from sheer
egoism will be counteracted by the pangs of conscience and any actual anti-social
actions are punished as deviant behaviour. It is this incarnation of Homo sociologicus,
an agent governed by values acquired through socialization and acting in accordance
with his position in the role structure, who goes head to head with Homo economicus
(Hollis, 1977; 2002). In political philosophy, the classic exploration of this contrast is
Brian Barry’s Sociologists, Economists and Democracy (Barry, 1978), which both defined
structural-functionalism as the ‘sociological approach’ and attacked its explanation of
political participation and democratic stability.

The standard critique of the Parsonian approach has long been that it describes an
anodyne world where people conform to normative expectations, and where both per-
sonal values and individual actions teleologically serve society’s functional needs. This
is a little unfair — but only a little. Parsons’s theory is more flexible and nuanced than
might appear, but its flexibility is descriptive, not explanatory. It is possible to talk about
change and conflict in Parsonian terms, but little is gained from using his vocabulary.
Parsons worked out a huge conceptual scheme, a giant filing system, rather than a
model that can be applied in practice to explain things. It is worth bearing in mind,
though, that the problem he set out to tackle did not go away just because his solution
was inadequate. Although he deployed the terminology of cybernetic systems, func-
tions and feedback, Parsons saw himself as developing a voluntaristic theory of social
action (Parsons, 1968a; 1968b). He wanted to describe and explain choice within
social constraints: how individual actors achieve their goals in social settings where
their decisions are influenced by norms and values and also constrained by the wider
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environment. He was unwilling to see these settings either as structurally determined
or as wholly in the hands of rational, self-interested individuals. As Barry Barnes (1995,
p. 53) remarks, ‘a solution to the problem represented by Parsons’ voluntarism would
be of as much interest today as it was in the lifetime of Parsons himself’.

By the 1970s, the Parsonian project had been rejected within sociology, but no
single alternative arose to take its place. Instead, two related trends were discernible.
Intellectually, sociological theory in this grand style fragmented into several competing
approaches (see, for instance, such surveys as Giddens and Turner, 1987). And,
although important theoretical work appeared in the 1980s and 1990s, professionally
theory began to decline as a specialization in its own right. By the turn of the century,
sociological theory remained a standard part of a sociologist’s education. But, at least
in elite departments in the United States, it was in general not taught by researchers
who identified themselves as theorists (Lamont, 2004). These changes, however, do
not mean the field lacked well-defined research programmes and theory groups. The
point is that the retreat of grand theorizing in the Parsonian mode — where the aim was
to integrate the entire field within a single general theory of social action — has meant
that the most productive theoretical developments are both better integrated with
empirical research and more focused in their aims.

The failure of the Parsonian synthesis within the discipline, coupled with the rise of
rational choice theory across the social sciences in general, prompted two reassess-
ments. Critics of structural-functionalism had charged that its macro-sociology was
unable to deal with conflict, and that its micro-sociology was populated by ‘cultural
dopes’ (Garfinkel, 1967, pp. 66-8) blindly following norms. The former criticism led
to new work on inequality and social conflict. The latter criticism, combined with
the challenge from rational choice theory, prompted efforts to provide better micro-
foundations for cultural and institutional explanations. One response argued that insti-
tutions and culture were carried by cognitive scripts or schemas, habit, practical action
and social classification. Berger and Luckmann (1967, p. 67) emphasized how social
life acquires its facticity through the ‘reciprocal typification of habitualized actions’.
This is not a normative but instead a cognitive process, where the end result is common-
sense knowledge that facilitates action. Separately, the late Pierre Bourdieu developed
a theory built around the concept of habitus, the embodied set of rules for going on that
provides people with templates for action in both familiar and new situations, and
which reflects and reproduces the wider social structure in practice (Bourdieu, 1990;
1998). In a third effort to escape the Parsonian framework, Harrison White and his
students reformulated role theory in network terms (White et al., 1976; Boorman and
White, 1976), and White later produced a general statement of this approach
(White,1992). Bourdieu and White are important because their ideas are more closely
coupled with formal methods and empirical studies than most alternatives in the field
of sociological theory. The same can be said for rational choice theory, but while soci-
ologists have made significant contributions here (Hechter, 1987; Coleman, 1990), the
discipline as a whole remains much less sympathetic to it than political science or
economics.

There is still a clear contrast to be drawn between Homo sociologicus and Homo eco-
nomicus, then, but the comparison has changed. Sociologists remain much more scep-
tical than economists of explanations grounded in strong assumptions about rational
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decision makers and their fully informed choices. They are more likely to dispute the
idea that rewards within market outcomes reflect some combination of individual
choice, native aptitude and personal investment in skills. They suspect explanations
that see institutional arrangements or distributional outcomes as efficient solutions to
collective action problems, particularly when those outcomes are thought to reveal the
preferences of those affected by them. Sociologists emphasize that individual prefer-
ences are conditioned upon one’s position in the social structure; they see people as
embedded in social networks that affect individual choices and the capacity to make
them; and they think of social institutions less as conventions that help things run more
smoothly and more as well-entrenched practices that provide the underpinnings of
people’s identities and preferences.

These tendencies affect the relationship between sociology and political philosophy.
They suggest three main channels for the exchange of ideas, together with some hints
about the content of those ideas. The first channel is via classical social theory. Without
a unifying paradigm, sociology’s intellectual identity is provided in part by the contin-
ued attention paid to its foundational thinkers, most notably Karl Marx, Max Weber,
Emile Durkheim and Georg Simmel. Marx and Weber are major political thinkers in
their own right, and the relationship between their political philosophies and political
sociologies remains of strong interest. The main influence of Durkheim and Simmel
comes through the application of other ideas of theirs to the sphere of politics, rather
than by their political writings as such.

A second channel of influence is via work being done within the main theory groups
now active in sociology. I do not pretend to a comprehensive survey here. Instead, I
will offer some examples chosen in part because they concern empirical questions of
interest to political philosophers, and also because well-developed equivalents are less
likely to be found in economics or political science. One of the more direct points of
contact occurred with the rise of communitarian thinking in the 1980s, as some orga-
nizational sociologists systematically developed the political implications of their empir-
ical work on the relationship between bureaucratic organization and democracy. More
recently, empirical research on comparative welfare state regimes and income inequal-
ity has become well integrated with philosophical debates about social justice and
egalitarianism. Elsewhere, the connection between the fields is still manifest but perhaps
also more challenging. The study of social movements, for example, reveals complex
relationships between organizational strategies and the identities of participants, and
makes it harder to think that a group’s political identity is something just waiting to be
recognized.

The third channel is via contemporary general social theory. Despite the changes in
its position within the discipline over the past thirty years, it remains an active enter-
prise. At present, no single paradigm is dominant but there are several contenders, each
associated with the work of a particular individual. Since the 1970s, Jiirgen Habermas
has been the most influential thinker working at the intersection of sociological theory
and political philosophy (Habermas, 1984; 1989b; 1996). Habermas’s writings cover
a terrific range of topics and are not restricted by disciplinary boundaries, but from the
point of view of sociology he and his followers inherited the challenges to sociological
theory described above, and responded to them in a distinctive way. Specifically,
Habermas’s work represents another attempt to transcend the legacy of Parsons, but
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unlike some of the other responses (which moved theory closer to empirical research),
Habermas proceeds much as Parsons himself did. By means of close reading of texts,
he critically reworks and synthesizes the ideas of his most important predecessors in
the sociological canon. This strategy — in another echo of Parsons —led Habermas away
from the more empirical concerns visible in some of his earlier work (Habermas, 1989a,
originally publishedin 1962) to work at a quite general level of abstraction. Sympathetic
critics have made the case on Habermas’s behalf that his critical theory contains an
empirical research programme (Dryzek, 1995), and it is fair to say that a significant
stream of anglophone sociology (especially in Britain) works with his ideas. If the par-
allel is to Parsons, the contrast is with Bourdieu, who developed a theoretical apparatus
no less abstract than Habermas'’s, but did so by means of a series of more empirical
studies rather than direct textual criticism of past theorists.

The remainder of this chapter discusses the main strands of classical theory and
some important lines of contemporary empirical work. My discussion throughout is
selective, in an effort to focus on the most distinctive ways that sociological thinking
articulates with the concerns of political philosophy, while avoiding redundancy with
other chapters in this Companion. The second half of this essay is particularly concerned
with the relationship between the ‘basic structure’ of society, as conceived by political
philosophers, and the idea of social structure as sociologists understand it.

The Legacy of Classical Theory

Sociology emerged as an independent discipline quite late in the nineteenth century,
carrying opposing intuitions about the nature of society within itself. One line of
thought was rooted in the idea that, as Roberto Unger puts it, ‘society is made and
imagined, that it is a human artifact rather than the expression of an underlying
natural order’ (Unger, 1997, p. 3). The possibility therefore exists that the social order
might be transformed in radical ways, consciously reconfigured to better fit the demands
of justice or the precepts of science. Marx is the pivotal thinker in this tradition. Opposing
this idea was the image of society as a strange new entity in its own right. Society’s
influence on individuals was profound, yet poorly understood. It was unlikely to be
remade at will, and it demanded a special science of its own. Emile Durkheim is the
strongest proponent of this view. His work insists on the objective reality of social facts,
the impossibility of understanding them in purely psychological or historical terms.
This antinomy can be seen as another, earlier version of the problem of voluntarism
that later confronted Parsons. Enlightenment thinkers were faced with ‘the paradoxical
thesis that man was at once the creature and the creator of society’ (Hawthorn, 1987,
p. 27). In many cases, this tension between society and the individual was overcome
by means of a theory of history: the transition to a new kind of social order was claimed
to be at hand. Eighteenth- and nineteenth-century social thought is filled with sche-
matic pictures of this kind where societies move along some developmental path that
culminates in political or social emancipation (though not exclusively: Rousseau is a
major exception). Marx’s theory of history is the most influential version of this story,
but he is in line with predecessors like Condorcet, Saint Simon and Comte in this
respect. As Krishan Kumar suggests, while ‘the eighteenth-century philosophes
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could . . . equably contemplate a good number of stages through which mankind had
passed, or would pass . . . for later nineteenth century sociologists . . . there could really
only be one distinction, one movement, that between “then” and “now”’ (Kumar,
1991, p. 58). As they sought to make sense of the industrial revolution, the image of
a decisive break with the past predominated: we were moving from ‘community’ to
‘association’, from ‘militant’ to ‘industrial’, or ‘mechanical’ to ‘organic’ society. Liberal
analysts of modern society tended to favour a two-stage process where present-day
tendencies would soon be brought to fruition. Radical critics like Marx saw a three-step
movement, with industrial society as a transitional phase between the past and a much
brighter future (Peel, 1971, pp. 198-200; Kumar, 1991, pp. 59-60). Of the classical
thinkers whose work remains of substantive interest to sociologists, Marx is the only
one for whom this emancipatory aspect of social theory is vital. For the others —
Durkheim, Simmel and Weber —it is either muted, almost absent, or treated with much
more ambivalence.!

Marx

Marx’s theory of politics and its subsequent development by others is discussed in detail
elsewhere in this Companion. Here we can say that Marx’s political sociology comple-
ments his political philosophy by giving an analysis of the conditions under which
classes may become political actors, and the obstacles that stand between workers and
their liberation. In class-divided societies, politics is first and foremost the struggle for
control of the state and its organizational power. Classes are defined in terms of the
ownership of property and it is the state that enforces property rights. As such, the
dominant, property-owning classes always have a strong interest in maintaining
the state’s stability and securing some measure of control over it. When surveying the
sweep of history, as in the Communist Manifesto, Marx could say that the modern state
was but the ‘executive committee of the bourgeoisie’, implementing its desired policies
as needed. When analysing particular political struggles, as in The Eighteenth Brumaire
of Louis Bonaparte, he allowed for more nuance. The question of how to specify this
connection gave rise to substantial debate on the state’s ‘relative autonomy’ from class
interests both in day-to-day politics and ‘in the last instance’. The best work in this
tradition emphasizes how state institutions may be class biased in indirect ways. For
instance, when the state is dependent on tax revenues from particular classes, its ability
to act against the interests of those classes will be limited, even (or especially) if left-wing
parties are in power. This kind of analysis focuses on the comparative variability in
class/state relations rather than assuming the instrumental or functional subordina-
tion of the former to the latter (Offe and Ronge, 1975; Therborn, 1978).

Marx’s theories of ideology and class consciousness also emphasize the material
roots of political mobilization. The ruling classes are in a much better position to act in
favour of their interests because they have better resources, closer ties with one another,
and well-developed ideologies that justify their actions. There is no class consciousness
like ruling-class consciousness. In agrarian societies, the vast majority of people — the
peasantry — do not come into contact with one another and their class identity remains
latent. They are ‘like potatoes in a sack’. Marx hoped that the growth of the division of
labour, the increasing concentration of economic activity in cities and the spread of the
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market would create the conditions under which workers could become aware of their
common class situation and mobilize for action. Marx’s emphasis on the economic basis
of politics is no surprise. But he also argues that economic organization is itself a key
site of political struggle: ‘Capital,” he says, ‘is a social relation of production’ (Marx,
2000, p. 281). Economic institutions and seemingly objective or neutral facts about
economic life are both the result of political struggle between classes. The economist
Abba Lerner once observed that any set of property rights in the market ‘begins as a
conflict about what somebody is doing or wants to do which affects others’, and so ‘an
economic transaction is a solved political problem’ (Lerner, 1972, p. 259). Lerner
emphasized the benefits that accrue to consumers once these solutions are instituted.
Marx argued, to the contrary, that capitalist property rights are exploitative arrange-
ments masquerading as neutral frameworks for exchange. Economic institutions are
the residue of political conflict. Reading Marx this way preserves the idea that classes
are in conflict over the ownership of material resources, and allows relationships
between class interests, economic institutions and political power to be analysed
without supposing that outcomes are foreordained by Marx’s theory of history. This
strand of political sociology has proved more robust and fruitful for research than the
economic ‘laws of motion” Marx thought he had discovered for capitalism. It can be
seen at work in studies of class politics on the factory floor (Burawoy, 1982), the com-
parative politics of the wage bargain (Swenson, 1989; Esping-Andersen, 1990) and the
historical development of national polities (Moore, 1991).

Weber

Like Marx, Weber is an important political theorist in his own right, and much of his
political sociology can be found in his commentaries on the political events of his time
(Beetham, 1974). Unlike Marx, he does not give us a master key to history or a specific
programme of action, yet in outlook and temperament he is in many ways the most
political of the classical sociologists. Weber had no faith that history was working
towards the emancipation of the masses. He also had little time for the idea that politi-
cal revolutions would solve the problems of modern societies. His pathos, instead, is a
self-consciously bitter realism about the substance and limits of politics. Even as he
despairs at the prospect, Weber tries to reconcile a series of opposing principles: his-
torical specificity and sociological generalization, liberalism and nationalism, political
engagement and scholarly neutrality, the inexorable logic of social institutions and the
importance of personal responsibility or individual will (Mommsen, 1989).

Weber'’s chief substantive concern was the rise of bureaucratic administration in
modern society. His analysis of it was both acute and ambivalent. From a technical
point of view, Weber argued, the modern bureaucracy was the most efficient means of
administration ever devised. When properly constituted and staffed by qualified profes-
sionals, it was the organizational embodiment of calculative, means—end rationality.
Bureaucracy was also the handmaiden of disenchantment, however — the progressive
leaching of subjectively meaningful values from the world. Objective efficiency and
subjective emptiness went hand in hand. Weber was convinced that this was not just
the typical state of modern society but its inescapable fate. ‘Once fully established,
bureaucracy is one of those social structures which are the hardest to destroy . . . Where
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administration has been completely bureaucratized, the resulting system of domination
is practically indestructible’ (Weber, 1978, p. 987).

This vision animates Weber’s analysis of the spirit of modern capitalism. Weber
argued that there was an elective affinity between the theological concept of a secular
vocation, or calling, worked out by Protestant sects in the wake of the Reformation,
and the methodical work ethic best suited to rationalized capitalism. Weber saw
early Protestantism as providing the moral and cultural content of early capitalism,
particularly the conviction that ‘the valuation of the fulfillment of duty in worldly
affairs [was] the highest form which the moral activity of the individual could
assume’ (Weber, 2001, p. 40). But once capitalism became a self-sustaining system,
the theological origins of this ethic (rooted in the desire to signal one’s salvation) fell
away: ‘The Puritan wanted to work in a calling; we are forced to do so.” We are left
with the ‘iron cage’ of rationality, where ‘the technical and economic conditions of
machine production’ determine people’s lives, and may continue to do so ‘until the last
ton of fossilized coal is burnt’ (ibid., p. 123). The future would be nothing but a ‘mech-
anized petrification, embellished with a sort of convulsive self-importance’, unless
either ‘entirely new prophets’ were to arise or ‘a great rebirth of old ideas and ideals’ to
occur (ibid., p. 124).

Weber saw a similar choice in the sphere of politics. ‘Bureaucracy inevitably accom-
panies mass democracy’, as the state expands its administrative reach and is staffed by
professional office holders (Weber, 1978, p. 983). The same thing happens to political
parties, which break with ‘traditional rule by notables based on personal relationships’
and become ‘democratic mass parties . . . bureaucratically organized under the leader-
ship of party officials, professional party and trade union secretaries, etc’ (ibid., p. 984).
As with capitalism, this is not just a matter of organizational form but also the develop-
ment of a new kind of personality (Gorski, 2003). Weber dismisses the ‘naive idea’ that
state domination can be done away with ‘by destroying the public documents’ and
filing systems of official bureaucracies. This strategy ‘overlooks that the settled orienta-
tion of man for observing the accustomed rules and regulations will survive indepen-
dently of the documents’, and an appeal to this ‘conditioned orientation’ allows ‘the
disturbed mechanism to “snap into gear” again’ (Weber, 1978, p. 988). And just as
Weber wondered about ‘entirely new prophets’ arising in economic life, in politics he
thought the only escape from bureaucratic domination was through the emergence of
charismatic leaders whose legitimacy rests on personal loyalty. Charismatic authority
is everything bureaucracy is not: a ‘quality of individual personality’ whose bearer is
‘considered extraordinary’ and thought to be ‘endowed with . . . exceptional powers or
qualities’ that compel personal loyalty and a sense of duty amongst followers (ibid.,
p. 241). Charismatic leaders embody new values and inspire their followers to act on
them, upsetting the routine of administrative life and injecting new values into politics.
Here again we find Weber's characteristic ambivalence. Charismatic leadership offers
an escape from bureaucratic domination, but in the modern era even charismatic
leaders must be professional, full-time politicians. Once more, the concept of a vocation
is essential to Weber’s understanding of this dilemma. Like the pursuit of profit under
capitalism, politics, too, is a vocation. Its true practitioners are called to balance their
ultimate values with the endless ‘slow boring of hard boards’ that politics requires
(Gerth and Mills, 1958, p. 128). Both the professional demands of political life and the
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intensity of a true vocation for politics necessitate a split between a passive citizenry
and the politically active class. For this reason, it is a mistake to think that democratic
government can be the expression of popular will. Instead, ‘there is only the choice
between leader democracy with a “machine” and leaderless democracy, namely, the
rule of professional politicians without a calling, without the inner charismatic quali-
ties that make a leader’ (ibid., p. 113). The legitimacy of modern government is poised
between legal-rational and charismatic forms of authority.

For sociologists, Weber’s main influence is felt through the analytical typologies he
developed together with his example of their application in historical and comparative
analysis, especially his understanding of the institutional preconditions of modern
capitalism. His work is fundamental to the sociology of the state, formal organizations
and social stratification, discussed below, as well as to subfields like economic sociology
and the sociology of religion. For political philosophers, his relevance is twofold. First,
he saw his own work (and social science generally) as providing a detailed and above
all realistic picture of the conditions under which political action must take place in
modern societies, and the true prospects of various political programmes. Social science
should clarify the decisions that politically committed people must make as they pursue
their goals. His methodology tries to balance the demands of objective science with the
need to choose one's values and assess the merits (and plausibility) of one’s personal
projects. Weber is in this sense a theorist of political judgement, concerned with how
political actors ought to make choices (Breiner, 1996). Weber’s second lesson, though,
is that the choice of goals is not a matter for science. Politics remains rooted in ultimate
values and is inescapably conflictual — despite the rise of bureaucratic administration,
political life cannot be reduced to a technocratic exercise in planning.

Again and again, Weber provides detailed, relentless analysis of the rationalizing
force of modernity, rejecting utopian alternatives as he goes (he does this even as his
historical discussions admit of many nuances, exceptions and qualifications). He then
contrasts this bleak image with an ideal of the kind of political actor who must confront
this situation: a person committed to some core value and gripped by a sense of voca-
tional duty, who sets himself in a clear-eyed fashion against the mediocrity and every-
day grind of economic, political or intellectual life, skirting despair all the while. ‘Only
he who in the face of all this can say “In spite of it all!” has the calling for politics’,
Weber says at the close of ‘Politics as a Vocation’ (Gerth and Mills, 1958, p. 128). It is
a curiously romantic image from the arch-realist of political sociology.

Durkheim and Simmel

Durkheim’s and Simmel’s explicit discussions of politics are less systematic and less
interesting than those of Marx and Weber. Their most important contributions to
political sociology are by way of their general social theories — most importantly, the
quite different work of each on the relationship between the individual and the group.
This is not to say that either was uninterested in politics. Durkheim, in particular, wrote
about the political issues of his time (notably the Dreyfus affair) and had strong views
on the relationship between the state and civil society, which he outlined in a series of
lectures (Durkheim, 1992). His chief weakness as a political thinker, as Steven Lukes
has remarked, was his conviction that the natural condition of society was one of
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harmonious co-ordination, with the state as its ‘brain’ or central, co-ordinating organ.
He thus tended ‘to see politics as analogous to medicine . . . [and] to idealize societies
he thought of as integrated, ignoring the tensions and conflicts within them, while
seeing the realities of his own society only as pathological deviations from its future,
normal, ideally integrated state’ (Lukes, 1992, p. 30).

In his political writings, Durkheim develops a kind of liberalism that incorporates a
strong defence of individualism, while arguing that the latter requires a stable, well-
integrated society in order to prosper (Giddens, 1986; Durkheim, 1992). This formula-
tion results from Durkheim’s ideas about the division of labour and social solidarity.
His intuition was that all societies rest on a moral order. In simple, undifferentiated
societies this solidarity is mechanical, based on structural similarity and resulting in
intense, concrete, shared religious beliefs and strict rules of conduct. Complex societies
are different. They are ‘constituted . . . by a system of different organs each one of which
has a special role, and which themselves are formed by differentiated parts’ (Durkheim,
1984, p. 132). Solidarity by means of similarity is impossible because of the heteroge-
neity of the social structure. Instead, the moral order is organic: the differentiation of
individuals itself becomes the basis for solidarity. ‘As all the other beliefs and practices
assume less and less religious a character, the individual becomes the object of a sort
of religion. We carry on the worship of the dignity of the human person, which, like all
strong acts of worship, has already acquired its superstitions’ (ibid., p. 122). In practice,
Durkheim did not trust this process to work unaided. In the same passage he goes on
to worry that:

if [this] faith is common because it is shared among the community, it is individual in its
object . . . itis not to society it binds us, but to ourselves . . . This is why theorists have been
justly reproached with effecting the dissolution of society, because they have made this
sentiment the exclusive basis of their moral doctrine. (Durkheim, 1984, p. 122)

Durkheim argued that the state should play an active role in co-ordinating the social
division of labour (i.e., through economic planning), and that professional associations
and occupational groups should act as a kind of mediator between individuals and the
state, both in the economy and in politics. In other words, he advocated a kind of cor-
poratism with the aim of devolving some of the co-ordinating power of the state onto
civil society.

Durkheim sought to balance his conviction that moral individualism was an inevi-
table product of structural differentiation with his belief that society was an organic
whole composed of complementary parts. Mark Cladis has argued that Durkheim’s
position amounts, in contemporary terms, to a ‘communitarian defense of liberalism’
(Cladis, 1992) that goes well beyond the straightforward conservatism once attributed
to him. Nevertheless, it is hard to deny that Durkheim’s chief importance for
political thought lies elsewhere. His key insight, explored most fully in The Elementary
Forms of Religious Life (Durkheim, 1997), is that individual commitment to the social
order is a moral phenomenon grounded in ritual practices whose form and content are
limited by the social structure. His thinking on this topic was framed by assumptions
about the evolutionary development of societies that were quite conventional for their
time (a straightforward uphill climb from small tribal groups to, more or less, the
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French Third Republic). But he also insisted that complex societies are no less depen-
dent on ritual activity and sacred symbols than their predecessors, and this gave his
ideas a radical edge. For Durkheim, our political and social institutions do not ulti-
mately have a rational basis but instead are at root religious in character — a ‘moral
community’ with a ‘unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things’
(ibid., p. 44).

Like Durkheim, Simmel emphasized that individual identity could not be understood
without a theory of social structure, which he thought of as recurrent patterns of social
relations and interactions. Durkheim, however, thought of this problem in terms of a
strong dichotomy between the individual and society. He did concede that there were
intermediary groups to which individuals belonged, but argued that of these the impor-
tant ones (because they derived from the division of labour) were professional and
occupational groups. Occupational associations, he thought, would ‘become the basis
of our political representation as well as our social structure in the future’ (Durkheim,
1992, pp. 96-7). Simmel had a more sophisticated view. For him, society has real
structure but it is not monolithic. The division of labour leads to a myriad of overlapping
and potentially opposing groups and associations, and this ‘web of group affiliations’ is
the source of individual identities (Simmel, 1964). Simmel saw that individual identi-
ties emerge out of the experience of belonging to many different social circles, and
argued that the social identities of different groups can overlap in virtue of the indi-
vidual members they share (Breiger, 1974). In politics, for example,

it usually happens that the political parties also represent the different viewpoints on those
questions which have nothing at all to do with politics. Thus, a certain tendency in litera-
ture, art, religion, etc, is associated with one party, an opposite tendency with another.
The dividing line which separates the parties is, thereby, extended throughout the entire
range of human interests. (Simmel, 1964, p. 156)

While each of the classical sociologists diagnosed the phenomenon of individual detach-
ment or separation from meaningful social life (whether as alienation, anomie or disen-
chantment), Simmel framed the question in terms of relative attachment to overlapping
social circles. In this respect, he is the classical theorist most sensitive to the varying
salience of group membership and hence to what would now be called questions of
identity.

From Classical to Contemporary Sociology

The modern concept of society emerged from its older meanings of ‘company’, ‘asso-
ciation’ or ‘community’ by way of contrast with the state. (The development of the idea
of civil society during the Scottish Enlightenment was an important intermediate stage.)
By the nineteenth century, ‘society’ had become the ‘most general term for the body of
institutions and relationships within which a relatively large group of people live;
and . . . our most abstract term for the condition in which such institutions and rela-
tionships are formed’ (Williams, 1983, p. 291). The classical sociologists fleshed out
this idea with concepts like class position, division of labour, social role, status group,
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life chances, conscience collective, and the more general concept of social structure itself.
These ideas were put to work in theories that sought to show the deep effects of society
on individuals. The emphasis varies: Marx for technological change, distributional
conflict and class inequality; Weber for the increasing dominance of instrumental ratio-
nality in modern social relations and the periodically decisive importance of cultural
values; Durkheim and Simmel for the social-structural origins of individual subjectivity
and modes of thought.

How has this classical sociological tradition been expressed in political philosophy?
Two important points of contact — each already well established in the literature —
should be acknowledged. The first is Jiirgen Habermas's critical theory; the second is
the sociological contribution to communitarian thought. Habermas develops his view
through critical readings of sociological thinkers, especially Weber and Durkheim, but
also Parsons. Like Weber, he worries about bureaucratic rationality and political legit-
imacy. Like Durkheim, he asks how social integration is possible in highly differentiated
societies. For Habermas, the problem of modernity is this: ‘how can disenchanted,
internally differentiated and pluralized lifeworlds be socially integrated if, at the same
time, the risk of dissension is growing, particularly in the spheres of communicative
action that have been cut loose from the ties of sacred authorities and released from
the bonds of archaic institutions?’ (Habermas, 1996, p. 26). To put it glibly, while
Weber sees resistance to instrumental rationality and hope for social solidarity as lying
in the individual wills and charismatic qualities of gifted individuals, Habermas wants
civil and legal institutions that allow for communicative rationality for everyone in
political life.

The classical sociological theorists influence Habermas'’s thought in two key ways.
They orient him to the problem of social integration (and more specifically political
legitimacy) in modern societies, and they alert him to the gap between the formal self-
description of institutions and their actual operation in practice. As he puts it in Between
Facts and Norms, this is the tension between ‘the sociology of law versus the philosophy
of justice’ (Habermas, 1996, p. 42). Habermas wants to ‘take the legal system seriously
by internally reconstructing its normative content’ but he also knows we can ‘describe
it externally as a component of social reality’ (ibid., p. 43). Social theories of law are
not sufficient to ground the institution normatively (in fact, their realism makes it
harder to do so), but they cannot be ignored, either. Habermas thinks he can reconcile
the two perspectives in a unified account. This is not the place to assess the success of
his efforts, but we can say that the centrality of classical sociological ideas to his think-
ing about institutions gives Habermas’s work quite a different cast from either liberal
individualists in the United States or some of his more philosophical competitors in
Europe.

The desire for a normative political theory that remains sociologically realistic is also
at the root of sociology’s contribution to communitarianism. Two of the most promi-
nent sociological communitarians are Amitai Etzioni and Philip Selznick, and it is not
an accident that both made their name in the study of formal organizations. Selznick’s
classic study TVA and the Grass Roots documented how the initial goals of the Tennessee
Valley Authority were gradually displaced by those of community elites, a process of
‘co-optation’ that happened because of the pressure on the organization to maintain
its legitimacy (Selznick, 1949). Faced with the choice between keeping its original
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mission and keeping important local constituents happy, the organization chose the
latter and incorporated these elites into its decision-making structure. Formal bureau-
cracies can thus come to take on the values of the communities they are embedded in.
In a more optimistic fashion, Etzioni’s The Active Society conceived of formal organiza-
tions as the vehicle for the expression and implementation of collective values (Etzioni,
1968; Rojas, 2006). Their organizational sociologies share a concern about the rela-
tionship between effective but cold-blooded bureaucracies and broader societal norms
or community values, and this emphasis is retained in their later communitarian man-
ifestos (Selznick, 1992; Etzioni, 1993).

In addition to these two lines of work, there is a third point of contact with the
broadly individualist, liberal tradition in political philosophy. Here, sociological ideas
have been somewhat slower to take hold, probably because of the native resistance of
individualist ways of thinking to sociological conceptions of action. But these concerns
are nevertheless increasingly evident. The starting point is the concept of social
structure — the ‘basic structure of society’, in John Rawls’s phrase. Rawls remarked that
‘everyone recognizes that the institutional form of society affects its members and
determines in large part the kind of persons they want to be as well as the kind of
persons they are’ (Rawls, 1993, p. 269). The sociological tradition lies behind this
acknowledgement. Brian Barry suggests that the integration of social structure into
liberal political philosophy is one of Rawls’s main legacies:

If Rawls had achieved nothing else, he would be important for having taken seriously the
idea that the subject of justice is what he calls ‘the basic structure of society’ . .. Rawls’s
incorporation of this notion of a social structure into his theory represents the coming of
age of liberal political philosophy. For the first time, a major figure in the broadly
individualist tradition has taken account of the legacy of Marx and Weber. (Barry, 1995,
p. 214)

For Rawls, the basic structure is ‘the way in which the major social institutions
distribute fundamental rights and duties and determine the division of advantages
from social cooperation’. His intuition is that ‘this structure contains various social
positions’ and people’s life chances are in part determined by their birth into these
positions (Rawls, 1973, p. 7). The analysis of ‘how fundamental rights and duties
are assigned’, and the effects of ‘the economic opportunities and social conditions in
the various sectors of society’ (ibid.) has long been a central focus of sociology. If
classical theory gave us the idea of the basic structure, then at a minimum contempo-
rary sociological research can be a kind of empirical underlabourer for political
philosophy, fleshing out the details of this structure. What is the class and occupational
structure of advanced capitalist societies? Is there a high rate of upward mobility
between generations? What is the degree of inequality within and between societies?
On what dimensions is inequality most severe, and what are its consequences
for people’s lives? Answers to these questions can inform philosophical debates,
though of course they will not resolve them. Beyond this role, though, the continued
development and extension of sociological theory means that more substantial and
challenging engagement is also possible, as the concept of social structure is itself
refined and developed.
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Inequality and mobility

In political philosophy — at least, in the Rawlsian tradition — there is a tight connection
between inequality and mobility. The latter helps justify the former, via the idea of
equality of opportunity. Equality of opportunity at the individual level is, in effect, the
absence of (unwarranted) barriers to mobility between positions in the social structure.
Such barriers may be written into law, as when members of certain groups are prohib-
ited from entering particular occupations or acquiring property, and so on. They may
be sustained through conscious prejudice or discrimination, as when employers refuse
on principle to hire certain kinds of people. Or, most interestingly, barriers and oppor-
tunities for mobility may be institutionalized in ways that are not enforced by law but
are more than independent acts of explicit prejudice: by means of conventions for
dealing with different categories of people, for example, or through successful efforts by
groups to hoard opportunities, channel demand or close off access to resources (Weeden,
2002). It is a matter of debate in political philosophy whether the claims of distributive
justice extend beyond the formal legal apparatus of the state — the ‘public system of
rules which defines offices and positions’, in Rawls’s (1973, p. 55) phrase — to include
institutions in the broader, more sociological sense (Pogge, 2000; Cohen, 2001; Swift,
2003). But there is a broad presumption that only technical or functional aspects of
the division of labour (such as the need for certain abilities or qualifications to do a job
properly) can justify barriers to mobility.

Of these twin concerns, political philosophers are perhaps more familiar with socio-
logical research on inequality than mobility, because the former encompasses the role
of the state in ameliorating (or exacerbating) poverty and social exclusion. Goodin et
al. (1999) is a good example of work at the intersection of social-scientific and philo-
sophical concerns. Two recent lines of research on inequality are worth mentioning in
this context, because they broaden the terms of debate about the state and inequality.
The first investigates the relationship between egalitarian goals and economic perfor-
mance. In Egalitarian Capitalism, Lane Kenworthy challenges standard ways of framing
arguments about redistribution in capitalist countries. He finds little evidence for the
claim that there is a strong trade-off between equality and economic growth, or between
equality and high employment (Kenworthy, 2004). The second examines a different
kind of state intervention in people’s lives. The rate of growth in the number of people
incarcerated in the United States since the 1970s has been astonishing, rising almost
sevenfold to its present total of more than 2.1 million incarcerated in some fashion,
with a further 4.7 million under some form of probation or parole. The bulk of this
increase is not explained by growth in crime rates, nor is the fall in crime in the 1990s
much attributable to the prison boom (Wacquant, 2006; Western, 2006). While there
have always been inequalities in rates of incarceration, t