Postmodernist bourgeois liberalism

Complaints about the social irresponsibility of the intellectuals typically concern
the intellectual’s tendency to marginalize herself, to move out from one commu-
nity by interior identification of herself with some other community — for exam-
ple, another country or historical period, an invisible college, or some alienated
subgroup within the larger community. Such marginalization is, however, com-
mon to intellectuals and to miners. In the eatly days of the United Mine Workers
its members rightly put no faith in the surrounding legal and political institu-
tions and were loyal only to each other. In this respect they resembled the literary
and artistic avant-garde between the wars.

It is not clear that those who thus marginalize themselves can be criticized for
social irresponsibility. One cannot be irresponsible toward a community of which
one does not think of oneself as a member. Otherwise runaway slaves and tunnel-
ers under the Berlin Wall would be irresponsible. If such criticism were to make
sense there would have to be a supercommunity one bad to identify with —
humanity as such. Then one could appeal to the needs of that community when
breaking with one’s family or tribe or nation, and such groups could appeal to the
same thing when criticizing the irresponsibility of those who break away. Some
people believe that there is such a community. These are the people who think
there are such things as intrinsic human dignity, intrinsic human rights, and an
ahistorical distinction between the demands of morality and those of prudence.
Call these people “Kantians.” They are opposed by people who say that “human-
ity” is a biological rather than a moral notion, that there is no human dignity that
is not derivative from the dignity of some specific community, and no appeal
beyond the relative merits of various actual or proposed communities to impartial
criteria which will help us weigh those merits. Call these people “Hegelians.”
Much of contemporary social philosophy in the English-speaking world is a three-
cornered debate between Kantians (like Ronald Dworkin) who want to keep an
ahistorical morality-prudence distinction as a buttress for the institutions and
practices of the surviving democracies, those (like the post-Marxist philosophical
left in Europe, Roberto Unger, and Alasdair MacIlntyre) who want to abandon
these institutions both because they presuppose a discredited philosophy and for
other, more concrete, reasons, and those (like Michael Oakeshott and John
Dewey) who want to preserve the institutions while abandoning their traditional
Kantian backup. These last two positions take over Hegel’s criticism of Kant’s
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conception of moral agency, while either naturalizing or junking the rest of
Hegel.

If the Hegelians are right, then there are no ahistorical criteria for deciding
when it is or is not a responsible act to desert a community, any more than for
deciding when to change lovers or professions. The Hegelians see nothing to be
responsible to except persons and actual or possible historical communities; so
they view the Kantians’ use of ‘social responsibility’ as misleading. For that use
suggests not the genuine contrast between, for example, Antigone’s loyalties to
Thebes and to her brother, or Alcibiades’ loyalties to Athens and to Persia, but an
illusory contrast between loyalty to a person or a historical community and to
something “higher” than either. It suggests that there is a point of view that
abstracts from any historical community and adjudicates the rights of communi-
ties vis-a-vis those of individuals.

Kantians tend to accuse of social irresponsibility those who doubt that there is
such a point of view. So when Michael Walzer says that “A given society is just if its
substantive life is lived in . . . a way faithful to the shared understandings of the
members,” Dworkin calls this view “relativism.” “Justice,” Dworkin retorts, “can-
not be left to convention and anecdote.” Such Kantian complaints can be defended
using the Hegelians’ own tactics, by noting that the very American society which
Walzer wishes to commend and to reform is one whose self-image is bound up with
the Kantian vocabulary of “inalienable rights” and “the dignity of man.” Hegelian
defenders of liberal institutions are in the position of defending, on the basis of
solidarity alone, a society which has traditionally asked to be based on something
more than mere solidarity. Kantian criticism of the tradition that runs from Hegel
through Marx and Nietzsche, a tradition which insists on thinking of morality as
the interest of a historically conditioned community rather than “the common
" often insists that such a philosophical outlook is — if one
values liberal practices and institutions — irresponsible. Such criticism rests on a
prediction that such practices and institutions will not survive the removal of the
traditional Kantian buttresses, buttresses which include an account of “rationality”

interest of humanity,

and “morality” as transcultural and ahistorical.

I shall call the Hegelian atzempt to defend the institutions and practices of the
rich North Atlantic democracies without using such buttresses “postmodernist
bourgeois liberalism.” I call it “bourgeois” to emphasize that most of the people I
am talking about would have no quarrel with the Marxist claim that a lot of those
institutions and practices are possible and justifiable only in certain historical,
and especially economic, conditions. [ want to contrast bourgeois liberalism, the
attemnpt to fulfill the hopes of the North Atlantic bourgeoisie, with philosophical
liberalism, a collection of Kantian principles thought to justify us in having those
hopes. Hegelians think that these principles are useful for summarizing these
hopes, but not for justifying them. I use ‘postmodernist’ in a sense given to this
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term by Jean-Frangois Lyotard, who says that the postmodern attitude is that of
“distrust of metanarratives,” narratives which describe or predict the activities of
such entities as the noumenal self or the Absolute Spirit or the Proletariat. These
metanarratives are stories which purport to justify loyalty to, or breaks with,
certain contemporary communities, but which are neither historical narratives
about what these or other communities have done in the past nor scenarios about
what they might do in the future.

“Postmodernist bourgeois liberalism” sounds oxymoronic. This is partly be-
cause, for local and perhaps transitory reasons, the majority of those who think of
themselves as beyond metaphysics and metanarratives also think of themselves as
having opted out of the bourgeoisie. But partly it is because it is hard to disentan-
gle bourgeois liberal institutions from the vocabulary that these institutions
inherited from the Enlightenment — e.g., the eighteenth-century vocabulary of
rights, which judges, and constitutional lawyers such as Dworkin, must use ex
officiis. This vocabulary is built around a distinction between morality and pru-
dence. In whar follows I want to show how this vocabulary, and in particular this
distinction, might be reinterpreted to suic the needs of us postmodernist bour-
geois liberals. I hope thereby to suggest how such liberals might convince our
society that loyalty to itself is morality enough, and that such loyalty no longer
needs an ahistorical backup. 1 think they should try to clear themselves of charges
of irresponsibility by convincing our society that it need be responsible only to its
own traditions, and not to the moral law as well.

The crucial move in this reinterpretation is to think of the moral self, the
embodiment of rationality, not as one of Rawls’s original choosers, somebody who
can distinguish her se/f from her talents and interests and views about the good,
but as a network of beliefs, desires, and emotions with nothing behind it — no
substrate behind the attributes. For purposes of moral and political deliberation
and conversation, a person just is that necwork, as for purposes of ballistics she isa
point-mass, or for purposes of chemistry a linkage of molecules. She is a network
that is constantly reweaving itself in the usual Quinean manner — that is to say,
not by reference to general criteria (e.g., “rules of meaning” or “moral principles”)
but in the hit-or-miss way in which cells readjust themselves to meet the pres-
sures of the environment. On a Quinean view, rational behavior is just adaptive
behavior of a sort which roughly parallels the behavior, in similar circumstances,
of the other members of some relevant community. Irrationality, in both physics
and ethics, is a matter of behavior that leads one to abandon, or be stripped of,
membership in some such community. For some purposes this adaptive behavior
is aptly described as “learning” or “compuring” or “redistribution of electrical
charges in neural tissue,” and for others as “deliberation” or “choice.” None of
these vocabularies is privileged over against another.

What plays the role of “human dignity” on this view of the self? The answer is
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well expressed by Michael Sandel, who says that we cannot regard ourselves as
Kanrian subjects “capable of constituting meaning on our own,” as Rawlsian
choosers,

. without great cost to those loyalties and convictions whose moral force consists partly
in the fact that living by them is inseparable from understanding ourselves as the particular
people we are — as members of this family or community or nation or people, as bearers of
this history, as sons and daughters of that revolution, as citizens of this republic.’

I would argue that the moral force of such loyalties and convictions consists
wholly in this fact, and that nothing else has #ny moral force. There is no “ground”
for such loyalties and convictions save the fact that the beliefs and desires and
emotions which buttress them overlap those of lots of other members of the group
with which we identify for purposes of moral or political deliberations, and the
further fact that these are distinctive features of that group, features which it uses
to construct its self-image through contrasts with other groups. This means that
the naturalized Hegelian analogue of “intrinsic human dignity” is the compara-
tive dignity of a group with which a person identifies herself. Nations or churches
or movements are, on this view, shining historical examples not because they
reflect rays emanating from a higher source, but because of contrast-effects —
comparisons with other, worse communities. Persons have dignity not as an
interior luminescence, but because they share in such contrast-effects. It is a
corollary of this view that the moral justification of the institutions and practices
of one's group — e.g., of the contemporary bourgeoisie — is mostly a matter of
historical narratives (including scenarios about what is likely to happen in certain
fucure contingencies), rather than of philosophical metanarratives. The principal
backup for historiography is not philosophy but the arts, which serve to develop
and modify a group’s self-image by, for example, apotheosizing its heroes,
diabolizing its enemies, mounting dialogues among its members, and refocusing
its attention.

A further corollary is that the morality/prudence distinction now appears as a
distinction between appeals to two parts of the network that is the self — parts
separated by blurry and constantly shifting boundaries. One part consists of those
beliefs and desires and emotions which overlap with those of most other members
of some community with which, for purposes of deliberation, she identifies
herself, and which contrast with those of most members of other communities
with which hers contrasts itself. A person appeals to morality rather than pru-
dence when she appeals to this overlapping, shared part of herself, those beliefs
and desires and emotions which permit her to say “WE do not do this sort of
thing.” Morality is, as Wilfrid Sellars has said, a matter of “we-intentions.” Most

1 Liberalism and the Limits of Justice (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1982), p. 179. Sandel’s
tematkable book argues masterfully that Rawls cannot naturalize Kant and still retain the meta-
ethical auchority of Kantian “practical reason.”
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moral dilemmas are thus reflections of the fact that most of us identify with a
number of different communities and are equally reluctant to marginalize our-
selves in relation to any of them. This diversity of identifications increases wich
education, just as the number of communities with which a person may identify
increases with civilization.

Intra-societal tensions, of the sort which Dworkin rightly says mark our plural-
istic society, are rarely resolved by appeals to general principles of the sort
Dworkin thinks necessary. More frequently they are resolved by appeals to what
he calls “convention and anecdote.” The political discourse of the democracies, at
its best, is the exchange of what Wittgenstein called “reminders for a particular
purpose” — anecdotes about the past effects of various practices and predictions of
what will happen if, or unless, some of these are altered. The moral deliberations
of the postmodernist bourgeois liberal consists largely in this same sort of dis-
course, avoiding the formulation of general principles except where the situation
may require this particular tactic — as when one writes a constitution, or rules for
young children to memorize. It is useful to remember that this view of moral and
political deliberation was a commonplace among American intellectuals in the
days when Dewey — a postmodernist before his time — was the reigning Ameri-
can philosopher, days when “legal realism” was thought of as desirable pragma-
tism rather than unprincipled subjectivism.

It is also useful to reflect on why this tolerance for anecdote was replaced by a
reattachment to principles. Part of the explanation, I think, is that most Ameri-
can intellectuals in Dewey’s day still thought their country was a shining histori-
cal example. They identified with it easily. The largest single reason for their loss
of identification was the Vietnam War. The War caused some intellectuals to
marginalize themselves entirely. Others attempted to rehabilitate Kantian notions
in order to say, with Chomsky, that the War not merely betrayed America’s hopes
and interests and self-image, but was i;nmoml, one which we had had no right to
engage in in the fArst place.

Dewey would have thought such attempts at further self-castigation pointless.
They may have served a useful cathartic purpose, but their long-run effect has
been to separate the intellectuals from the moral consensus of the nation rather
than to alter that consensus. Further, Dewey's naturalized Hegelianism has more
overlap with the belief-systems of the communities we rich North American
bourgeois need to talk with than does a naturalized Kantianism. So a reversion to
the Deweyan outlook might leave us in a better position to carry on whatever
conversation between nations may still be possible, as well as leaving American
intellectuals in a better position to converse with their fellow citizens.

I shall end by taking up two objections to what I have been saying. The first
objection is that on my view a child found wandering in the woods, the remnant
of a slaughtered nation whose temples have been razed and whose books have been
burned, has no share in human dignity. This is indeed a consequence, but it does
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not follow that she may be treated like an animal. For it is part of the tradition of
our community that the human stranger from whom all dignity has been stripped
is to be taken in, to be reclothed with dignity. This Jewish and Christian element
in our tradition is gratefully invoked by freeloading atheists like myself, who
would like to let differences like that between the Kantian and the Hegelian
remain “merely philosophical.” The existence of human rights, in the sense in
which it is at issue in this meta-ethical debate, has as much or as lictle relevance to
our treatment of such a child as the question of the existence of God. I think both
have equally little relevance.

The second objection is that what I have been calling “postmodernism” is better
named “relativism,” and that relativism is self-refuting. Relativism certainly is
self-refuting, but chere is a difference between saying that every community is as
good as every other and saying that we have to work out from the networks we are,
from the communities with which we presently identify. Postmodernism is no more
relativistic than Hilary Putnam’s suggestion that we stop trying for a “"God's-eye
view” and realize that “We can only hope to produce a more rational conception of
rationality or a better conception of morality if we operate from within our tradi-
tion.”” The view that every tradition is as rational or as moral as every other could be
held only by a god, someone who had no need to use (but only to mention) the terms
‘rational’ or ‘moral,” because she had no need to inquire or deliberate. Such a being
would have escaped from history and conversation into contemplation and
metanarrative. To accuse postmodernism of relativism is to try to put a
metanarrative in the postmodernist’s mouth. One will do this if one identifies
“holding a philosophical position” with having a metanarrative available. If we
insist on such a definition of “philosophy,” then postmodernism is post-
philosophical. But it would be better to change the definition.?

2 Reason, Trurh and History (New Yotk: Cambridge University Ptess, 1981), p. 216.

3 I discuss such redefinition in the Introduction to Conseguences of Pragmatism (Minneapolis: Univ. of
Minnesota Press, 1982).
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