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For Joan

The normal wrongly assimilates us.
— GEORGES CANGUILHEM






INTRODUCTION

1 am a very conservative person.... The constancy
of God in my life is called by other names."

— JACQUES DERRIDA

ABOUT TWENTY YEARS AGO, a prominent Canadian social theorist told
me the 1960s had been “a wonderful time” for him. “I announced to myself
God was dead and so all things were possible,” he explained. He declared
his loss of traditional faith with the unalloyed confidence of Europe’s
historical Enlightenment. He was the skeptical attitude incarnate. Those
famous words, “God is dead” are the gauntlet of a fully fledged, out of
the closet, skeptical scion of the modern age. The declaration did not
surprise me. I had reached a similar conclusion at about the same time
in my own life. It was the word “wonderful” that caught me by surprise.
That was one of the last words I would have used to describe the loss
of traditional religious faith. The social theorist was a successful public
intellectual. His work was grace under pressure; he was a player, a doer,
and a leader in his field. I appreciated his position. Our differences were
not professional. They were more a matter of personal emphasis. I was
surprised to find I was not as “modern” as he. I was, colloquially, not as
“with it” I still liked the old tunes. In spite of my doubts, I still enjoyed
the old creeds. I missed the traditional meaning of the old words and I
still enjoyed trying to truth-say in the old unequivocal ways.

Reflection and study indicated a complex history lay behind our dif-
ferences. If the theorist knew the history, it did not seem to bother him. I
decided it bothered me. Martin Luther had been the first to propound the
“death of God” in his theological quarrel with the Nestorians. G.W.F. Hegel
had been the first modern philosopher to use the phrase with unequivocal
skeptical intent. He had shed crocodile tears of “infinite grief that God



himself has died” in 1804. Friedrich Nietzsche turned Hegel’s grief into
a sound byte in The Gay Science (1882). Nietzsche’s madman stood in a
town square screaming “who has drunk up the sea?” Like most well-read
skeptics, the theorist knew Nietzsche’s sound byte, but he did not seem
to know or seem to care about Hegel’s grief. Informal solicitation of the
opinion of friends and colleagues came down solidly with the theorist.
There was not a mourner among them. Friends were indulgent, colleagues
looked askance, and my wife stopped taking me to parties.

Hegel’s grief was not in evidence among friends and colleagues with
whom I broached the topic. Their discretion was monolithic. To me, it was
amazing. Hegel’s grief was a metaphor for a significant historical event.
Hegel had felt the first deep impact of science and materialism on daily
life in modern Europe. He had experienced firsthand the crossover from
metaphysics to materialism at the end of the Enlightenment. His grief
reflected the emotional trauma of skeptical Enlightenment in modern
history. My friends and colleagues were as incredible to me as a group of
feminists who had forgotten about the pill. Fascination with Hegel’s “grief”
became the determination to do a project sometime in the early 1990s.
The university has a remarkable tolerance for navel gazing. The formal
phase of the project began with an unstructured feeling of emotional dif-
ference. Inexplicit differences are not pleasant. If language is the home of
man, Hegel’s grief has no home. Finding an expository style for the project
was difficult. Finding the appropriate tone for the project took a long time.
A few readers have expressed doubts it took long enough.

Hegel’s grief is not a conventional topic for historical research. In the
majority view, as far as I could see, a sorrow like Hegel’s is a latent sign of
eccentricity or, even worse, unpublishability. The majority point is: Hegel
got over it. His “grief” was temporary. Hegel grieved during a transition
stage in his development as a philosopher. When he overcame his grief
for God, Hegel was able to abandon superstition and embrace science.
When Hegel became a religious skeptic and an historical positivist, his
thinking rose to a new level. His career as a philosopher took off. He
grew confident in his new faith. He realized history did not threaten the
substance of the old religions. The moral practices of the old religions
remained alive, but their violent side was eliminated from modern history
in the West. Why mourn the absence of religious fanaticism and political
intolerance? Transcendental categories of right and wrong distilled from
epochs of traditional religious experience were still available for reflection.
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History, in the West, had shorn religion of its violence and preserved what
was valuable. The moral anthropology of modern life draws on the practi-
cal wisdom of traditional ethics in a new and progressive environment.
Ideally, the old wisdom gives politics a conscience. The religious heritage
balances the coldness of the scientific view and humanizes the predatory
nature of states. Hegel’s grief was a stage in getting the modern balance
right. The educated secularist in the modern Western tradition is a happy,
well-adjusted example of the Hegelian phenomenology of mind minus
the grief. History has done us the service of eliminating the prejudices of
the old traditions while confirming their proprieties.

Describing the modern philosophy of history is easier than criticiz-
ing it. History permeates public discourse like the soft buzz of a fluo-
rescent light. Readers like the light, they get used to having it on, and
so they barely notice the noise. History supplies politics with its store of
popular anecdotes. Politicians like the stories, accept the conventional
wisdom and hardly notice a downside. One of the practical difficulties
which separated me from most my friends and colleagues was over this
cozy nineteenth-century view of modern history. Hegel’s philosophy of
history did not seem to me to include Hegel’s loss of traditional religious
faith. Hegel’s grief was still alive to me. I believed, on the basis of my per-
sonal experience, Hegel’s grief was still active in subtler ways than mod-
ern historical idealism was able to comprehend. Hegel had an emotional
experience powerful enough to change his philosophy of life. Hegel was
important so Hegel’s grief had to be important. Given the importance of
his philosophy, Hegel’s “grief” must have reflected a general convulsion.
God’s metaphorical “death” seemed a research path into a social history
traditional scholarship had neglected.

The documents subsequent to 1804 do not show any grief. If Hegel still
felt it, it stayed a private matter and did not affect his influential theories
of dialectic, consciousness, and political right. I decided, as much for my
own purposes as any other, that traditional scholarship was not satisfac-
tory in this area. The traditional scholarship seemed to reflect an inad-
equacy in the traditional method. Hegel had expressed and then repressed
an important emotional experience. I believed he had committed a kind
of philosophical sin deep down in the heart of his philosophy. Hegel got
over his grief by building a boisterously secular tradition into the heart
of the old theology. I subsequently discovered David Hume was Hegel’s
silent partner in the hostile takeover of dialectics from the church. Hegel
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was as silent about Hume as he was about his grief. His hostile takeover of
Christian dialectics looked like corporate business practice or a military
campaign. Nothing indicates he was worried about the ad hoc political
alliances the death of God had let him make. Hegel’s secularization of
history was like the “Machiavellian moment” John Pocock describes in
the Renaissance.” All that was good congealed into politics. All that was
noble melted into air. Skeptics have to accept the moment, but surely they
could be indulged a few modest regrets. It seemed to me Hegel’s system or,
alternatively, the system for which he spoke, was in denial. Hegel used his-
tory to side-step his grief over the political take-over of all that had been
holy. That was my side. The psychological and emotional side of modern
history intrigued me. Hegel’s grief had a history. I was sure of it.

Jirgen Habermas is one of the most respected critical theorists of the
twentieth century. Moral conscience and history are two of his recurrent
themes. In his view, the modern West is torn emotionally between its
moral duty to others and its historical obligation to democratic politics.
His eponyms for the two sides of the schism are Kant and Hegel. Kant is
the ethicist and Hegel is the politician. Habermas wants his work to relieve
us of the Hobson’s choice between Kant and Hegel.> He hopes Western
history can gather its senses and develop a conscience without having
to curtail its traditional freedoms. Habermas raises the heritage issue of
moral practice in secular terms. The complexity of the task is reflected in
his Germanic prose. I turned to Habermas because skeptics who refuse
to mourn the loss of the old certainties may have ethical issues with their
politics. I thought the ethics of side-stepping the death of God might show
up in what Habermas calls, “communicative behaviour”

Habermas believes the fundamental social issue in modern public life
since the Enlightenment is how skeptics can even do ethics. Like Freud
commenting on his children, he is amazed we remain, basically, decent
people. Habermas chooses high-profile protagonists to illustrate his argu-
ments. He often returns to the moral puzzle of Marxist politics. Logically,
Marxist politics is reasonable, but Marxist moral indignation is a para-
dox. A materialist has no standard of comparison for how things could
be other than the way they are. Logically, a materialist is a well-adjusted
realist. S/he has no measure for behavioural anomaly outside the norm
and no higher standard than politics by which to make general moral
judgments. Injustice might concern her as a matter of policy, but Marx is
angry. Why would a materialist be angry, Habermas wonders? Habermas
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supports Marxist politics in practice, but his philosophical side wants to
know how they are possible. Jiirgen Habermas is a very complicated man.
The complexity of the modern moral problem, as he sees it, indicates the
old religions are not obsolete.

In the early nineties Habermas conceded:

I do not believe that we, as Europeans, can seriously understand
concepts like morality and ethical life, person and individuality or
freedom and emancipation without appropriating the substance
of the Judeo-Christian understanding of history ... Without

the transmission through socialization and the transformation
through philosophy of any one of the great world religions, this
semantic potential could one day become inaccessible.*

Old Hegel comes through clearly in phrases like “understanding ... the
substance ... of history” and “Judeo-Christian understanding of history”
The world spirit moves through the “great world religions” Any of the
great historical religions can be an instrument of “freedom and emanci-
pation” Modern history makes progress using the collected wisdom of
the traditional texts of all historical peoples. The last eight words are the
cutting edge of the passage. Habermas is afraid the “semantic potential”
of religion “could one day become inaccessible” He is candid. He has not
backed off from the modern problem. He puts it obliquely, but there it
is. The world still needs ethics. The prospect is not pleasant to Pangloss
skeptics who want the best of all possible worlds without paradox, sor-
row, and political inconvenience.

The last eight words of Habermas’s concession pose a serious general
issue for a skeptical society that uses history to conserve its moral heri-
tage. In a world where “God, himself, has died,” skeptical realists are left
with only the “semantic potential” of the old wisdom. From this perspec-
tive, good intentions are not their only responsibility. They are keepers
of the language. Since they are morally responsible for the substance of
the traditional wisdom, they have to do more than keep the old language
in play. They have to keep it alive. Habermas expresses concern the wis-
dom of the great world religions will die unless their “semantic potential”
is preserved. Protecting the full semantics of the heritage religions is
part of the skeptical challenge in late modern life. Habermas believes the
semantic heritage is as important as the physical environment. The deep
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green skepticism of scientific doubt has just as much responsibility for
the language environment as it does for the physical one. Habermas feels
obliged to protect the semantic heritage from pollution by power politics
and other less thoughtful aspects of “the public sphere” He believes the
modern tradition assaults the language of traditional moral reflection
at a number of key points. In his view, the conflict between the modern
tradition and the moral tradition has caused a “legitimation crisis” in
modern life. What should be done cannot often be plausibly defended.
The right and just in the old moral traditions are not legitimate issues in
the modern one.

The ethical paradox Habermas describes has an ambivalent pedi-
gree. Immanuel Kant (1724—-1804) and G.W.F. Hegel (1770-1831) are the
German idealists who founded the tradition in which Habermas works.
They are irreconcilably different in their approaches to the problems
of knowledge and belief. Kant is the founder of modern aesthetics, and
Hegel is the father of philosophy of history. Kant is a moral idealist, and
Hegel is a political idealist. Continental philosophy has wrestled with
the warring angels of these two traditions for almost two hundred years.
Habermas aroused my curiosity about these two giants. The plainest dif-
ference between them is the way they treat the act of reflection. Kant sees
the world as a reflection of mind. Hegel sees the mind as a reflection of
world. After my project was underway for a few years, my confidence in
Habermas ebbed. His skill remains an inspiration. His goal of reconciling
Kant and Hegel now appears to me to be futile. One philosopher has to
take precedence over the other in any organized discussion of modern
intellectual history. The attempt to adjudicate their respective claims led
this project to postmodernism and the late modern linguistic turn. My
conclusion is that postmodernism was a Continental act of philosophical
adjudication between the competing claims of Kant and Hegel. From the
postmodern perspective, Kant won, hands down.

Let me sketch how it happened from a postmodern perspective. The
most significant details and their implications make up the body of the
narrative. In 1768 Immanuel Kant looked at himself in the mirror and saw
something he had never noticed before. He realized he could interpret
the left/right reversal of a mirror image without being conscious of it.”
Kant’s reflection changed Western moral philosophy forever. His reflec-
tion convinced him the mind is the first ordering principle of the world.
The difference between himself and his reflection made him a transcen-

6 HOW SKEPTICS DO ETHICS



dental idealist. In truth, he did not need a lot of convincing. His last short
publication in 1770 announced his intention to rethink his approach to
philosophy:

It is one thing to conceive for oneself the composition of the
whole.... It is another thing to represent the same concept to
oneself in the concrete by a distinct intuition.’

Until 1770 Kant had thought of philosophy as an intellectual process
of logical construction. Philosophers built up large and inclusive con-
cepts about things in general from simple propositions about things in
particular. After seeing himself in the mirror for the first time, he decided
modern philosophy was looking through the wrong end of the telescope.
Its historic task was the opposite of the one it had set itself since classical
times. The major task of philosophy was to discover the simple proposi-
tions behind the complex process of logical perception. Kant called his
new insight a “Copernican Revolution” in thought.

The reflection paradox convinced Kant knowledge was not a linear
progression and philosophy should not be a series of linear propositions.
Knowledge was a complex function of two related, but fundamentally
different, mental operations. Philosophy’s new task was to explain the
complex relation between two contrasting operations going on simulta-
neously in the human mind. The mind conceives and reflects. Knowledge
requires a concept and a concrete intuition of the concept in external
form. Kant claimed our concrete intuitions of the external world were a
spontaneous reflection of our own purposes. The world is there but we
give it order. Spontaneous intuitions which suit our own purposes take
place beneath the threshold of consciousness. Kant did not use the word
unconscious, but he said our intuitive capacity operated spontaneously
and it was beyond the scope of all critical philosophy at that time. Kant
reflected on what he thought he had discovered for eleven years. He broke
his silence with a book many philosophers consider the greatest single
intellectual achievement in the history of Western civilization. Kant’s
Critique of Pure Reason opens with the following words:

There can be no doubt that all our knowledge begins with
experience.... How then should our faculty of knowledge be
awakened into action?
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Kant’s answer is the beginning of postmodernism and the late modern
linguistic turn. It is, simply put, the way skeptics have to do ethics. We
are categorically responsible for the order of things. The meaning of life,
history, and human culture is in our hands. We moderns have given the
world a logical order which suits our physical purposes. When that world
or any part of it goes awry, the blood is on our hands.

Kant was not as dramatic as my summary. He was the consummate
professional at all times. Kant’s baby-step approach to the problem of a
skeptical ontology continued as follows:

But though all our knowledge begins with experience, it does
not follow that it all arises out of experience.... If our faculty of
knowledge makes any addition [to experience], it may be we are
not in a position to distinguish it from the raw material.”

Skeptics have to sort out what they know from how they know it.
Knowledge itself is dialectical. The conceptual half of an experience is
analytical, i.e., rational and, hopefully, enlightened. Analytical concepts
are pure. The synthetic reflection of concepts is not pure. The human mind
plays tricks with its own reflections. It surreptitiously organizes experi-
ence to suit its concept of it. The synthetic process of empirical reflection
is hidden from us. It does not belong to the conscious mind. Kant called
the hidden process a synthesis a priori. He believed ethics were the only
way to verify the empirical process of spontaneous reflection. Since our
mind routinely plays tricks on us, the standard of judgment we apply to
ordinary experience has to be categorical. The conceptual world must
rigorously mirror a universal experience. We cannot measure the valid-
ity of experience by our view alone. A concept of experience is not valid
unless every ordinary experience of that category can be reflected within
it. Kant’s theory of skeptical reflection prohibits privilege, special cases,
and political expediency. One world, one system of thought, one common
human experience — these are the cornerstones of the Kantian system. He
thought they were as permanent and fixed as the starry sky.

World is the governing term in the Kantian moral epistemology. Kant
refused to stop his Critique of Pure Reason at any point smaller than the
whole world. When we see the world whole and entire, then we see the
world from a moral perspective. Ethics are the one and only way a human
being can concretely intuit the world whole and entire. An ethical world
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is the only intelligible world. It is the only world where we can trust our
senses. The moral freedom of an intelligible world is unexceptional. It
sees every part of the world in the same way. The same laws apply to all
parts of the world in all places at all times. There are no acausal holes
in Newton’s scientific universe, and there were no behavioural holes in
Kant’s moral one:

Synthesis does not come to an end until we reach a whole which is
not a part, that is to say, [until we reach] a worLD.®

The unflinching congruence between abstract concept and concrete,
sensory intuition has been the ground and rule for secular moral theory
ever since Kant. I believe Kant’s moral epistemology provides an answer
to the Habermas question about Marx. How can a materialist have moral
indignation? Kant’s approach provides a relatively simple answer. Marx
can be angry at the bourgeoisie because, arguably, they commit the fun-
damental intuitive error which Kant confronted in his own reflection.
The bourgeoisie let their mind play tricks on them. They conceive the
world one way and they experience the world in another. They conceive
the world in terms of spiritual growth, peace, prosperity, and economic
development. The world they conceive is not the world reflected in most
people’s experience. Marx claimed bourgeois values hid a concrete world
of exploitation, imperialism, and double standards. His charge was polem-
ical, but, by Kant’s standards, his logic was impeccable. Karl Marx under-
stood the way skeptics have to do ethics.

The American version of Continental philosophy is called pragma-
tism. The name which Charles Sanders Pierce and William James gave
to the study of “things” (pragmata) stuck to the tradition of American
philosophy that was continued by C.I. Lewis, Willard van Orman Quine,
Hilary Putnam, Nelson Goodman, J.L. Austin, George Lakoff, and Mark
Johnson.” They took William James’s psychological “pragmatism” and
applied it to the study of philosophy. Charles Morris expanded pragma-
tism into cultural studies at the same time C.I. Lewis was re-grounding it
in Kant. Lewis’s Mind and the World Order (1929) argued that the “action
orientation” of expressive concepts had to be understood historically in
terms of what he called “their temporal spread.”*® Lewis criticized the prac-
tical effect of interpretive systems, including (by implication) American
historical studies. It was Lewis, in the American tradition, who was the
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first to articulate Kant’s moral epistemology in plain language. He called
the concrete sensory side of knowledge an “action orientation.” Modern
life has “action orientations” which are learned from childhood on up.
The learning only ceases when we die. Jobs, politics, and interpersonal
relationships continue the learning process after the period of formal edu-
cation. Lewis refused to stop his evaluation of the “action orientations”
in modern life short of anything smaller than the whole world. Lewis laid
the foundation for plain language moral philosophy in the United States.
Plain language is the approach which will be favoured here.

“We live in an age of skepticism,” Lewis explained in 1955."* The glassy
stare of fish-eyed skeptical doubt had been a central fact in his long pro-
fessional life:

Men have become doubtful of any bedrock for firm belief, any
final ground for unhesitant action, and of any principles not
relative to circumstance or coloured by personal feeling or
affected by persuasions which may be only temporary and local."?

The skeptical attitude only needs “principles relative to circumstance”
and “persuasions which may be only temporary and local” Lewis con-
tinued. The flexibility of the skeptical attitude fares brilliantly in the hard
sciences. It encounters some difficulties when the same habits of mind
are introduced into the traditional questions of ethics, faith, and religious
belief. Protecting the good in the temporal and local faces a number of
procedural problems. The largest one, according to Lewis is:

Objects do not classify themselves and come into experience
with their tickets on them.... Knowledge must always concern
principally the relations which obtain between one experience
and another, particularly those relations into which the knower
himself may enter as an active factor."®

Lacking guidance from a higher spiritual entity, all judgment is rela-
tive. It may even be trivial. Issues of time and place have to be left to time
and place to decide. Skeptical social skills may be high, but the skeptical
moral situation is dubious. The skeptical observer has no higher authority
than history. His historical perspective is part of the skeptical moral prob-
lem. How can history awaken skeptical reason to the need for principled
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action? History only stipulates something happened. It makes no value
judgments.

Lewis’s work was continued in the United States by Hilary Putnam. The
redoubtable Putnam enlisted a colleague for service in the cause:

Hartry Field says we have low standards in theory of language;
and we ought to have the same standards that we have in other
natural sciences, especially if, as good physicalists, we view
language as a natural phenomenon.'

Field expressed this disagreeable possibility in the William James lecture
at Harvard University in 1974. Field had trouble getting even so prestigious
a lecture published and Putnam used Field’s unpublished manuscript dur-
ing the writing of his in 1978. Putnam found Field’s message “fascinating”
because, he thought, “it illuminates an issue that has been submerged in
philosophy for a long time, and that has surfaced in the twentieth cen-
tury”*® Field thought a theory of language might be the best way to discuss
a skeptical moral perspective. The conceptual bridge between language
and life might be an entry point for a plain language approach to this
relatively abstruse topic.

Field’s theory of language was Kant’s mirror to Putnam. He was fas-
cinated by the complexity of an everyday event he had always taken for
granted. The simple one-to-one correspondence between words and
things had no essential foundation in reason, truth, or history. For Putnam,
the “crisis” Habermas belabours boiled down to a less caustic question.
Putnam was not directly concerned with grand issues like materialism,
religion, and history. He said he simply shared the general interest of
all academics with regard to the matter of scholarly references. Putnam
wondered if it was entirely clear how scholars and writers do them. With
the apparent soul of innocence, he asked:

Is reference just ... a relation which is as much a part of the
natural-causal order as the relation, “is chemically bonded to”? Is
it to be studied in the same way?

And then, the bombshell:

If not, are we viewing language as something transcendental?
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Field had said, “Yes,” language has become something transcendental to
people, many of whom do not otherwise believe in transcendence. In a
skeptical society, references to the world are made in the language of the
same world. References are circular. Words mirror whatever is the case;
the relation between words and things is taken from the use for things at
hand. Words have no innate “bond” to a higher truth. The “catch,” Putnam
writes, “is that the concept of truth is not philosophically neutral”*® Formal
reference is reflexively loaded with unspecified pragmatic assumptions.
Those who share the assumptions understand the reference.

Putnam’s way of speaking is less dramatic than Habermas’s, but his
position covers the same range of issues. For example: In the West, wealth
exists prior to our discussion of it. Western Europe and the United States
have accumulated large quantities of capital over the last 250 years. Most
Europeans and North Americans grew up with it. Those who do have
it see it all around them. Wealth induces a sophisticated form of politi-
cal reflection among those whom it benefits. The majority of people in
Western Europe and North America are relatively rich by world standards.
They tend to see the larger world pulled through the looking glass of their
own personal experience. They hold well-tutored economic and politi-
cal expectations of what the world is like. Their affluent environment is
the mirror in which they see the rest of the world. From a non-Western
view, these well-tutored expectations reverse the correct relation between
morality and politics. In the West, politics looks like a religion and religion
is just a lifestyle choice.

In the previous example, the developed and the non-developed world
are made to show diametrically opposite points of view. The example
is pejorative, but not irrelevant. The “reference problem” is not about
who has the most evidence to support their point of view. The “reference
problem” is not a problem of proof. Putnam uses the word reference to
denote a question of discourse — hopefully an amicable one. Putnam is
concerned human cultures do not discuss differences very well. He sur-
mises one of the reasons they disagree obdurately, at times, is because
words are confused with the real process of reflection. The best things in
life are not about words. They are about the relationships the words imply.
Confusing the word with the thing can cause severe misunderstandings.
The Continental tradition has produced several philosophers who were
very excited about these kinds of problems.
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“Here,” Jean-Paul Sartre said, “we must face that unexpected revela-
tion, the strip tease of our humanism. There you can see it, quite naked,
an ideology of lies, a perfect justification for pillage; its honeyed words
were only alibis for our aggressions”*” Sartre called his autobiography The
Words. He believed his life had been a morbid history of honeyed words.
Near the end of Being and Nothingness (1943), Sartre screams into print
the primal pain of a war-torn Europe:

Thus the passion of man is the reverse of that of Christ, for man
loses himself as man in order that God may be born. But the idea
of God is contradictory and we lose ourselves in vain. Man is a
useless passion.'®

Sartre’s cry is the anguish of a history without god, grief, or ethical
introspection. Sartre’s pain is the existential torment of a sensitive soul
imprisoned in a culture of bad faith. It is impossible to be innocent in
such a place. Existentialism is no longer in fashion. Sartre’s philosophy
may be passé, but his Nausée (1938) is not. Sartre’s nausea is the emotional
sickness of denied grief. His vertiginous sense of nothingness is the symp-
tom of extreme moral paradox. His visceral longing for moral certainty
is a symptom of the legitimation crisis in late modern life. Sartre’s anti-
hero, Roquentin, confronts the most personal of all reference problems
in the form of a chestnut tree just outside Bougainville. The feeling Sartre
describes is the visceral self-loathing of a man facing his own complicity
with evil:

It was the chestnut tree. Things — you might have called them
thoughts — which stopped halfway, which were forgotten, which
forgot what they wanted to think and which stayed like that,
hanging about with an odd little sense which was beyond them....
And I was inside, [ with the garden.... I hated this ignoble mess ...
filling everything with its gelatinous slither."’

Roquentin’s melodramatic depression mirrored the disillusionment of
many Europeans after World War I. Roquentin’s rant fails as philosophy,
but it excels as an honest confession of grief. It succeeds as a sensory
illustration of the difficulty Habermas and Putnam were trying to warn
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us about. Roquentin’s emotional breakdown is the primal scream of a
modern skeptic whose language has failed. The semantic potential of his
church, his politics, his art and culture are no longer sufficient for his life.
He has no thoughts of his own. Normative adjustment has degraded his
spirit. He is a creature of time and place. Roquentin is that most desper-
ate of human beings — a man absolutely alone — a man without a soul in
the world to share his pain.

Michel Foucault called Sartre a terrorist thirty years before the word
was in fashion. Sartre’s nausea terrorized Foucault. My perspective is that
Continental philosophy is the Kantian unconscious of modern history. It
is the moral mirror of a bourgeois history the Romantics turned inside
out and then tried to deny altogether. The late modern linguistic turn
was taken by real-life people like Roquentin who believed their language
had been robbed of its moral power. They were sickened by the violence
politely mirrored in the politics of their time. Roquentin’s “nausea” is
the reason for postmodernism and the late modern linguistic turn. The
semantic heritage of modern history is Roquentin’s spiritual disease. He
is sick from its honeyed words. The word world weighs heavily on his
heart. The word pictures of modern progress have not comprehended the
violence and suffering which have accompanied them. They have trapped
him in their coils. The sweet dreams of history have him in their grasp.
Roquentin’s revulsion at seeing himself mirrored in the violence of his-
tory reverberates across half a century. He is sickened by the sight of
what he has become and sickened by the fact he became it all unawares.
He was guilty before he realized it. The world had turned him inside
out and he had never seen it coming. Roquentin is the existential heir
of Hegel’s infinite grief. He cannot stomach what history has done to
the heritage he once thought he knew and knows, with certainty, he still
loves. Roquentin was a direct inspiration for the postmodern movement
in France. He was also the historical product of a great collective grief.
Roquentin is the modern voice of that deepest and maddest of sorrows.
He is the grieving skeptic for whom words have failed. He is Hegel with-
out the opiate of history.

Roquentin dramatizes the guilty side of the Kantian moral conscience.
Kant’s ethics are the background of the novella. Sartre could not have pub-
lished Nausée if Europe’s leading intellectuals had not been reading Kant.
The intellectual history behind the dramatism is, I hope, at least as useful
as Roquentin’s morbid suffering. The history of Roquentin’s grief goes
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back to Europe’s historical Enlightenment. David Hume was the great-
est skeptical philosopher of the Scottish Enlightenment. He had bouts
of suicidal depression which he called “the academic disease” History
saved him from it. Hume believed in history and he made a relatively
good living writing it. Hume’s expository brilliance was audacious at the
time. He believed modern history had given the old moral theology a
scientific foundation. Hume’s secular faith in modern history was the
perfect foil for a moralist like Immanuel Kant. Kant thought modern
history was the enemy of moral progress. Hume and Kant were divided
by their attitude toward modern history. The division between them was
touted by the Romantics of the next century. The Romantics wanted a
world rigidly divided between history and ethics. They chose Hume over
Kant and Hegel over the whole pre-modern moral tradition. Hume and
Kant were divided over history, but they were united in their opposition
to the perspective which prevailed in Europe in the next century. Hume
and Kant wanted ethics to be a practical force in modern history. They
both wanted a unified world united in peace.

In many ways postmodernism and the late modern linguistic turn are
a return to the great moral debate between Hume and Kant. Most of
the characters discussed here have re-read the Hume/Kant debate and
rejected the conventional interpretation of it. Their “deconstruction” of
modern intellectual history is difficult to penetrate because their critical
premises are not widely discussed. This extended essay defends post-
modernism and the linguistic turn. It suggests postmodernism grew out
of a widespread dissatisfaction with Hume’s and Hegel’s confidence in
modern history. This essay suggests the premises for the “post-” this and
that movements of the late twentieth century were a positive reaction to
a fundamental misreading of modern intellectual history. The Romantics
of the nineteenth century entrenched their conventional explanations
of how skeptics do ethics in modern academic culture. Postmodernists
wanted to change the way skeptics do ethics so they had to challenge those
conventional explanations. Their topics and their writing style reflected
the perceived failure, in their minds, of modern ethical theory and moral
practice at the most basic level of modern life.

From the perspective developed here, modern intellectual history is not
a footnote to Plato, as Whitehead imagined. It is a seminar on Immanuel
Kant. Major conceptual problems with the skeptical attitude were openly
admitted in the eighteenth century. Kant summed them up. His secular
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summae were seriously bowdlerized in the Romantic era which followed
the French Revolution. Hegel is the arch-villain of this piece, even though
his grief is honest and his hopes are humane. Hegel mugged Kant’s ethics
and bequeathed to us a moral pabulum of predigested political aestheti-
cism. The most contentious and misunderstood issues in modern intellec-
tual history derive from the aesthetic reading of Kant’s philosophical opus
passed down to us from the Hegelians at Marburg University in the 1860s.
It may be crediting academics with too much influence, but I believe they
have been instrumental, in some instances, in driving the world mad.

Immanuel Kant believed science was “intelligible” He did not say
“right” or “corresponding to reality” He said it was intelligible because
it was internally coherent with itself from top to bottom in all parts of
the known universe, with no exceptions, no exclusions, and no special
exemptions. The ultimate measure of “intelligibility” was what Kant called
a “categorical imperative” The “intelligibility” of science was a “categori-
cal” fact. Kant tried to make the logical standards of modern science into
a secular standard for the modern moral life. He believed a moral life
was intelligible from top to bottom in every place, in every time with no
exceptions, no exclusions and no special exemptions. Kant thought men
of science had to live up to their own intellectual standards because it
was the only way they could live a moral life. Lampe, Kant’s moody man-
servant, is said to have complained Kant’s philosophy was destroying his
faith. Kant assured Lampe he wanted “to make room for faith”*° Kant’s
faith is moral faith. Kant believed the ethical philosophies of the world’s
great religions were compatible with science. Science could not prove
the existence of God, but it could prove the truth of God’s moral teach-
ings. Kant understood a personal grief like Hegel’s. He knew the deraci-
nated moral life would be a life of loneliness and despair. His “categorical
imperative” is a prescription for psychological and emotional health in a
skeptical world that does science.

Modern intellectual history has shown less attention to these old
Kantian questions than they deserve. Kant explicitly believed in science.
He did not hide his faith. What do the moderns believe in? What are the
explicit categories of their diverse and disputed faiths? What gods govern
the word world wars of late modern culture? The late modern linguistic
turn and postmodernism saw the language of modern public life as a
categorical problem. Low language standards had made slogans, shib-
boleths, and buzzwords the measure of modern faith. Language had, as
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Field and Putnam concluded, become something transcendental. Words
with a meaning in themselves had become corrosive to ethical philosophy
and moral practice. Rhetoric had replaced faith. Talismanic words became
the highest measure of mutual understanding. Modern language became
the magic mirror where soft-core solipsists saw only their personal view
of the world. Obligation was unsayable, ethics were unintelligible, and
traditional morality was all but impossible in the chaos of a world where
words rule and reason is speechless.

This book reflects a condition of chronic consternation I have felt all my
adultlife. On the up side, the research gave an old skeptic the opportunity
to scrounge intellectual history for the long-lost solace of his childhood
faith. On the downside, it has not repaired the innocent idealism which
seemed so palpable when I was young. If I could go back in time before
the race riots, the Vietnam War, the Nixon shocks, Iran, Afghanistan,
Reaganomics, and the Bush men, I would tell that innocent idealist to take
Kant’s advice: “Make room for faith” In the immortal words of Miracle
Mets relief pitcher, Tug McGraw: “You gotta believe,” kid. What religious
traditionalists, philosophical realists, and political idealists call utopian, a
skeptic calls survival. The no-gloss, full-time skeptic has no other world
but this one. S/he had better believe it can work. The shortest and fastest
route to nausea is lost faith in the only world for which there is credible
evidence. In a skeptical world room for faith is room for everyone. The
leading exponents of a consistently skeptical position have all believed the
human race can live in peace. They believe the economy and the spirit can
coexist. They have all been deep green boosters of a better world. Violent
superstition is difficult for a no-gloss, full-time skeptic to comprehend.
Pious citizens of the economically developed world have no reason to be
proud. Among the most violent of modern superstitions their political
abstractions have prominence of place. Western politics (absent the God
its politicians claim to worship) has made a secular trinity of democracy,
freedom, and global development. These Molochs of modern political
correction have been drafted into the service of every violent double
standard in the world. They illustrate a practical reason for Putnam’s theo-
retical concern. The language of modern politics has become something
transcendental. Those interested in avoiding the existential forest around
Bougainville might appreciate the story of how it happened.

The challenges of this project require a cautionary paraphrase from
Theodore Adorno. He often warned about the implications of discussing
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qualitative terms like ethics, truth, and culture. Discussing them does
not mean, perforce, you have them. I must emphatically repeat Adorno’s
warning. The story here has become, Dan McAdams might say, the story
I live by. However, like Proust’s “poor old Swann,” I think about it more
often than well.

I owe an expression of gratitude to several people. Doug Sprague,
Dawne McCance and Lionel Steiman commented patiently on early
drafts. Sprague helped me put the philosophy in plain language. Klaus
Klostermaier was the first reader to realize the modern language problem
is an ethical problem. Brian Wiebe called my attention to the importance
of Wittgenstein. David Manusow helped me see the whole thing more
clearly. The editors at University of Calgary Press have been unflaggingly
patient. I am grateful. I trust the demarche described in this book has
not yet degraded common sense to the point of blaming these generous
people for my errors and omissions.
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CHAPTER ONE:

HUME’S PREDICAMENT

An individual, assumed to be the standard
exemplar of an invariant humanity, faces his world.
How can he think it, conceptualize it, comprehend

it? ... In the end, the greatest classics articulating
this vision will remain David Hume'’s Treatise
of Human Nature and Kant’s three Critiques."

— ERNEST GELLNER

IAN HACKING (1975) is concerned about the public appropriation of
Enlightenment thought for general use in situations for which it was not
intended. Hacking makes a strong case for one of the central concerns of
this extended essay. Language matters to history and philosophy because
the language of Enlightenment philosophy has become the language of
democratic politics. The problem is particularly acute in the United States.
Since words do not have a timeless meaning and modern times require
so many words, Hacking believes the essential link between words and
things has come unglued.” “It is widely held among modern analytic phi-
losophers that such writers as Locke and Berkeley ... were working on
something structurally similar to our problems,” he observes. Hacking
believes the prevalent opinion is an anachronism. In fact, modern thought
has not taken the trouble to reconstruct the original frame of reference
in which the early rationalists were working. Contemporary thought uses
Enlightenment ideas in a different context from the one for which they
were intended. “We have replaced [their] mental discourse by public dis-
course and ‘ideas’ [in their terms] have become unintelligible,” Hacking
concludes.?

The “mental discourse” which modern politics blandly appropriated
was concerned with perception and whether the senses could be trusted.
This problem was finally articulated in its modern form by Hume. Hume’s
formulation still presents major difficulties for philosophical realists,
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theologians, and philosophers of history. W.V. Quine believed, “On the
doctrinal side, we are no further along today than where Hume left us.
The Humean predicament is the human predicament,” he explained. The
crux of the predicament is “Hume’s fork” It has systematically sapped
the moral courage of politics and piety for two hundred years. The plain
language philosopher, J.L. Austin, warned it has remained “inexplicit”
in modern history of ideas. A.]. Ayer said, pointedly, it left us “unable to
accommodate mental events” On account of it, Michael Dummett calls
modern language “incomplete” C.I. Lewis made the behavioural effects
of Hume’s fork the fundamental issue in American pragmatism. These
warnings would appear to merit historical consideration.*

HUME’S FORK

Hume’s Treatise of Human Nature (1739—40) was not well received, so he
split it into two “Enquiries” which were shorter and easier to read. One
studied “human understanding” (1748) and the other looked into ethics
and morals (1751). The latter is considered the lesser of the enquiries. An
Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding holds Hume’s most famous
and enduring contribution to modern thought. He proceeds there, no less,
to the skeptical destruction of cause and effect in all relations concern-
ing matters of fact. Hume begins his nonplussed destruction of the very
foundation of Aristotelian certainty with a simple division of knowledge
known as Hume’s fork:

All the objects of human reason or enquiry may naturally be
divided into two kinds, to wit, relations of Ideas and Matters of
Fact.’

Ideas are principally the truths of mathematics and logic. Hume believes
them to be discoverable by “the mere operation of thought” Matters of
fact are not discoverable by thought. They are the “truths” about how
people actually behave and how physical nature really works. Hume
called these areas of study the “natural sciences” Hume’s natural science
includes the “social sciences” of sociology, psychology, history, anthropol-
ogy, and political studies. There was no sociology, psychology, or academic
anthropology in Hume’s time. Hume denied the “natural sciences” were
understandable theoretically. Matters of fact could only be understood
by observation. All facts are distinct matters and do not cohere by nature
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or in and of themselves. Matters of fact are contingent truths which only
seem to be founded on an absolute relation. Hume then blithely proceeds
to destroy the credibility of our normal perception of the causal relation
between ideas and events.

Hume’s destruction of cause and effect poses the largest general prob-
lem in modern thought. He bases his critique on a simple analogy from
the game of pool:

When we look about us towards external objects and consider
the operation of causes, we are never able, in a single instance,

to discover any power or necessary connexion.... The impulse of
one billiard ball is attended with motion in the second. This is

the whole that appears to the outward senses. The mind feels no
sentiment or inward impression from this succession of objects....
The power of force which actuates the whole machine is entirely
concealed from us, and never discovers itself in any of the
sensible qualities of body.®

The skeptical modern mind of which so many proper people have been
rather improperly proud was invented in a poolroom. “In a word, then,’
Hume wrote, “every effect is a distinct event from its cause.... Ultimate
springs and principles are totally shut up from human curiosity and
inquiry””

We see the billiard balls collide and learn to expect similar outcomes.
Our proud tower of reason is but a habit to which we have been condi-
tioned. We never “see” a cause nor know a quality that, in itself, is rec-
ognizable as the “effect” which the cause has added to an object. Hume’s
mechanical reductionism is the philosophical culmination of Descartes’
egoistical detachment. David Hume completed the Cartesian project of
radical doubt by demonstrating that cogitation does not have to account
for history, society, and law. “Natural necessity forces reason in the direc-
tion of a society. The need to survive will create a culture. Hume replaces
God in the Cartesian Christian system of radical doubt with “natural
necessity” and the brute, physical drives that constitute “human nature”

In his History of Scepticism (1979), Richard H. Popkin identifies Hume
as the first philosopher to systematically doubt both faith and knowledge.
All the major skeptics in the modern tradition before him had accepted
one side or the other of the major division in the modern concept of truth.
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They were either fideists who doubted knowledge in order to cling to faith
or they were rational theists who used knowledge to prove the efficacy
of faith. Popkin writes, “It was not until Hume that someone appeared
who was both a religious sceptic and an epistemological sceptic”® Hume
knew total skepticism could not sustain human community or historical
continuity unless there were constants in the new relative universe of
human experience. He thought he had an intellectual ace up his skeptical
sleeve. He believed there was a type of knowledge which needed neither
faith nor philosophical first principles. The practical knowledge which
cut a middle way between religious dogma and philosophical opinion
was history and the practical effect of that knowledge was a trustworthy
public record and a morally responsible political debate.

History records the stability of habit and the goad of necessity, but
“ultimate springs and principles are totally shut up from human curiosity
and inquiry,” Hume opines.” People study history to understand custom
and necessity. “Nor have philosophers ever entertained a different opinion
from the people in this particular; Hume believed. “What would become
of history ... politics ... morals ... criticism ... without acknowledging the
doctrine of necessity,” he asks? The maxim of necessity governs our “infer-
ence from motives to voluntary actions, from characters to conduct”*°
Progress is inevitable. The progress of reason will be driven by human
misery and our “mutual dependence” for each other. Metaphysical specu-
lation and moral abstractions about duty and conscience are unneces-
sary in the real historical world reason has opened up before us. There
is a powerful and appealing pragmatism to Hume’s argument. In a world
dominated by church and aristocracy the plain truth helped the majority
escape from what Kant called “self-incurred tutelage” A famous skeptic in
the next century would call the same condition “false consciousness”

Hume put the substance of the matter for him in two sentences:

Mankind are so much the same, in all times and places, that
history informs us of nothing new or strange in this particular. Its
chief use is only to discover the constant and universal principles
of human nature."

Human nature was Hume’s bottom line. The poets and historians of the
next century would revel in it. Hume revelled in it for a different reason.
Hume thought the historical record “proved” the futility of the aristocracy
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and the church. History was the record of how “real people” have coped.
Hume has complete confidence in the customary coping strategies of the
people. It was obvious the life habits, attitudes, and values of ordinary
people were infinitely more survival worthy than the puffed-up virtues of
priests and landed aristocrats. Hume’s common sense attitude addressed
a rigid class society. It was not articulated for the mass culture which
begins with the industrial revolution.
In A Treatise of Human Nature the great skeptic exclaims:

Take any action allow’d to be vicious: Wilful murder, for instance.
Examine it in all lights, and see if you can find that matter of fact,
or real existence, which you call vice. In which-ever way you take
it, you find only certain passions, motives, volitions and thoughts.
There is no other matter of fact in the case. The vice entirely
escapes you, as long as you consider the object.

Stephen Darwall cites this passage as an example of “Hume’s challenge” to
traditional metaphysics. A disquieting event like a wilful murder can be
broken down into an infinite number of observable matters of apparent
fact. Add all the facts up in as great a detail as you like and you still will
not reach a qualitative total that adds up to interpersonal regard and moral
concern. The sum of the qualities which make a wilful murder vicious
[cruel, horrible, repugnant, mean, etc.] is not a matter of fact. Hume’s
question is: Where does a categorical quality like cruelty originate? “It
lies in yourself, not in the object,” Hume explains.*?

Where do ideas come from, Hume asks? From necessity, the effect of
material need and human drives on mutual experience. History shows
Hume:

The mutual dependence of men is so great in all societies that
scarce any human action is entirely complete in itself or is
performed without some reference to the actions of others.

The more complicated a society becomes, the more men depend on “a
greater variety of voluntary actions which ... cooperate with their own”**
We have to realize, Hume contends, that principles like cause and effect,
freedom and necessity are merely verbal representations of physical

experience. They are not “secret forces” which constitute the nature of
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experience. Behind experience is the brute disposition of our physical
bodies. Discussing the physical impressions lodged upon our senses is
the only way progress can be made and vapid quarrels over chimaeras
can be ended.

It seems certain that, however we may imagine we feel a liberty
within ourselves, a spectator can commonly infer our actions
from our motives and character.™

Our motives are physical need and our character is a social construct.
Hume’s concept of experience is strictly physical. The imagination can-
not correctly infer anything beyond the customary connections to which
physical experience has conditioned it.

The philosophical term for inferring big ideas from everyday expe-
riences is called “induction” Hume has destroyed private induction in
theory and left history as the plain proof only groups can do it. Hume
conceded that “the conjunction between motives and voluntary actions
is as regular and uniform as in any part of nature,”* but he added, casu-
ally, “this transition of thought from the cause to the effect proceeds not

from reason’*®

Such is the influence of custom [my italics] that where it is
strongest it not only covers our natural ignorance but even
conceals itself, and seems not to take place, merely because it

is found in the highest degree.... We are apt to imagine that we
could discover these effects by the mere operation of our reason,
without experience.... The mind can never possibly find the
effect in the supposed cause by the most accurate scrutiny and
examination. For the effect is totally different from the cause, and
consequently can never be discovered in it."”

So, according to Hume, freedom, ethics, value, and reason are naturally
conditioned. We get used to environmental conditions which we call by
these exalted names. Law and culture are historical structures generated
by necessity and chance just like the final configurations of the “collid-
ing billiard balls” on his infamous pool table. They have vast relevance,
but very little of the transcendental significance often associated with
them. The human mind plays infinite tricks on itself, distilling the virtues
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of group survival down to short-hand terms that it then praises to the
skies.

Hume admits the “skeptical solution” to these “doubts” might have
something to do with the failure of language:

It might reasonably be expected in questions which have been
canvassed and disputed with great eagerness, since the first origin
of science and philosophy, that the meaning of all the terms, at
least, should have been agreed upon among the disputations, and
our enquiries, in the course of two thousand years, been able to
pass from words to the true and real subject of the controversy.'®

The sly old fox knows fully well what he is up to and reading him is still
an intellectual pleasure. Hume’s world is of eggs, and the gout, billiard
balls, milk, and bread. If anyone wants proof that boxcar logic is not an
indispensable ally of criticism, read David Hume.

In common practice, “men begin at the wrong end of the question,’
Hume continues. They should not start with an idea, but with the brute
experience of necessity and see where that leads them:

Let them first discuss a more simple question, namely, the
operations of body and of brute unintelligent matter; and try
whether they can there form any idea of causation and necessity,
except that of a constant conjunction of objects, and subsequent
inference of the mind from one to another. If these circumstances
form, in reality, the whole of that necessity which we conceive in
matter ... the dispute is at an end; at least must be owned to be
thenceforth merely verbal.*’

Hume’s Enquiry attempts to lead us to admit that “regular conjunction
produces that inference of the understanding, which is the only connexion
that we can have any comprehension of?° The truth about history and
philosophy, for Hume, is that people never take action against habit and
custom except under compulsion. Hume believed the compulsive ele-
ment need not discourage reason from pursuing its own Enlightenment.
Metaphysical objections to the evident logic of necessity were merely
“verbal inconveniences” A clear understanding of the role of language in
public life would correct these difficulties. Reason had nothing to fear from
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admitting its dependency on the material and the real. In fact, by framing
our mutual dependency in the right language, reason would be assured.

History was supposed to be the right language in which to discuss how
people actually live. In the eighteenth century Voltaire, Hume, Gibbon,
Millar, Robertson, and Moser wrote political history in the style of the old
church chronicles. Material and political progress was their new church.
Historical study was the literary rage of the eighteenth century. Hume
described historical study as “the easy and obvious philosophy”** It was
the preferred form of critical reflection for people with a practical bent.
Hume conceded there might be a problem:

Were the generality of mankind contented to prefer the easy
philosophy to the abstract and profound, without throwing any
blame or contempt on the latter, it might not be improper to
comply with the general opinion [emphasis added].*

Hume criticized “the easy philosophy” with disingenuous reluctance
because, hesaid, people wereinclined to use itagainst the “abstractand pro-
found” philosophy. “The easy philosophy” could be used to obstruct more
profound investigations into the principles of human understanding.
Hume was not being candid. He did not really believe the “easy” and
the “abstract” were in conflict. Hume wanted to prove the conclusions of
abstract philosophy were just common sense. He thought history was a
resource for the skeptical simplification of his era’s most arcane debates.
Hume had no idea the “easy and obvious philosophy” would become
a political force in its own right. He could not anticipate nationalism,
mass culture, media, and status consumption. The skeptical antagonism
between “the easy” and “the abstract” philosophies brings us to some
hard truths about the history of more recent times. Hume had no way
to foresee the history that was to come and the role his language would
play in it. His own approach was direct, honest, and designed to defend
everyday values that had changed little in over five hundred years.
Hume said philosophers of the ‘easy’ way:

Paint virtue in the most amiable colours; borrowing all helps
from poetry and eloquence.... They select the most striking

observations and instances from common life; place opposite
characters in a proper contrast; and alluring us into the paths
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of virtue by the views of glory and happiness, direct our steps
in these paths by the soundest precepts and most illustrious
examples. They make us feel the difference between vice and
virtue; they excite and regulate our sentiments; and so they can
but bend our hearts to the love of probity and true honour.”

Given these high hopes, “It may be a subject worthy of curiosity, to enquire
what is the nature of that evidence which assures us of any real existence
and matter of fact, beyond the present testimony of our senses,” Hume
is slyly asking what easy principle bends our feelings to the same noble
ideals as the old abstractions and profundities?

His answer is relatively obvious from the kind of writing Hume him-
self often did. The history which Hume wrote to keep the wolf from his
door was easy and obvious. It was not social or intellectual. It was politi-
cal. Hume turned to political history after he was denied tenure for the
second time.** The popularity of the English translation of Voltaire’s
Century of Louis XIV (1739) gave Hume the idea for a similar career coup
in England.? His history of England appeared in 1754. Popkin and Norton
point out that Hume’s attitude toward history and historical philosophy
was always cavalier. He refused to have his 1741 essay, “Of the Study of
History” included in the later editions of his collected works. It could
“neither give Pleasure nor Instruction — a bad imitation of the agreeable
Trifling of Addison,” he complained.”® David Hume had a use for his-
tory, although he did not believe his theory of history should be included
among his collected works.

Hume’s use for history was its profoundly impressive documentation
of the mutual dependency of humankind. He used history to argue that
we can “infer” the motive of an action or the likely action that will follow
upon a given condition because “the union betwixt motives and actions
has the same constancy as that in any natural operations, so its influence
on the understanding is the same” [as in any other natural operation].”
Therefore, Hume continued:

In judging of the actions of men we must proceed upon the same
maxims, as when we reason concerning external objects. When
any phenomena are constantly and invariably conjoind together,
they acquire such a connection in the imagination, that it passes
from one to the other, without any doubt or hesitation.?®
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From reading history, Hume comes to the unequivocal conclusion that
human beings never act under the influence of ideas and never really know
what they are doing. He continued with sanguine aplomb:

All inferences from experience are effects of custom, not of
reasoning.... Without the influence of custom, we should
be entirely ignorant of every matter of fact beyond what is
immediately present to the memory and senses.”

Discussing matters of fact involves human beings in the use of misnomers
like “reason,” “understanding,” and “cause and effect,” which most people
do not understand at all. There is even the possibility, Hume continued,
that “while we study with attention the vanity of human life ... we are,
perhaps, all the while flattering our natural indolence, which, hating the
bustle of the world and drudgery of business, seeks a pretence of reason

to give itself a full and uncontrolled indulgence”*

SENTIMENT

Hume answers the moral dilemma of his skeptical fork with a direct
defence of sentiment. Hume thought ethics were safe from harm because
“morality is determined by sentiment” The skeptical attitude awoke the
viewer to the great wisdom of ordinary life. It broadened the affections
and made them susceptible to real events affecting the here and now.
Skepticism had no negative effect on morals because the impartial attitude
saw “virtue to be whatever mental action or quality gives to a spectator
the pleasing sentiment of approbation, and vice the contrary” Moral sen-
timent “arises entirely from ... the structure of human nature,” Hume had
concluded. By structure, Hume means the social structure — the every-
day structure of human association. Human affections are schooled by
association with others. No philosophical doctrine (even his own) could
ever injure ethics because:

The ultimate ends of human actions can never, in any case, be
accounted for by reason, but recommend themselves entirely
to the sentiments and affections of mankind, without any
dependence on the intellectual faculties.*'

28 HOW SKEPTICS DO ETHICS



Sympathy for others comes naturally as a result of the human condition.
The sympathy for others that is a natural characteristic of society pro-
tected skeptical philosophy from consorting with any issue pernicious
to the general good.

In “Why Utility Pleases,” in An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of
Morals (1751), Hume explains, “The intercourse of sentiments, therefore,
in society and conversation, makes us form some general unalterable
standard, by which we may approve or disapprove of characters and man-
ners.” Though individuals may feign eccentricity and indifference, social
structure determines the general character of free debate, “being suffi-
cient, at least, for discourse, [to] serve all our purposes in company, in
the pulpit, on the theatre, and in the schools”” History is a record of those
sentiments learned in common and common to us all. Hume believed,
“The perusal of a history ... would be no entertainment at all, did not our
hearts beat with correspondent movements to those which are described
by the historian”*?

Hume left history with a Romantic fallacy the next era was quick to use
without a footnote or an asterisk. Hume believed in a structure of feeling
common to all human beings. He did not extend his ruthless destruction
of ideas to the acquisition of moral sentiments. Hume found a significantly
modern escape clause for his otherwise absolute indifference to abstract
ideas. Language is a pivotal ambiguity in Hume’s moral system. He opens
his Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals (1751) with the following
disquisition on language:

There has been a controversy started of late ... concerning the
general foundation of morals; whether they be derived from
reason, or from sentiment.... It is needless for us, at present, to
employ farther care in our researches concerning it.... The very
nature of language guides us almost infallibly [my italics] in
forming a judgment of this nature.... It is probable, I say, that this
final sentence depends on some internal sense or feeling, which
nature has made universal in the whole species. For what else can

have an influence of this nature?*?

From passages like the above, one might believe Hume answered his own
paradox. One might conclude Hume anticipated the Romantic reaction
to Enlightenment skepticism.
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Hume’s use for sentiment foreshadows a major difficulty in modern
intellectual history. There are two related issues. Hume identified both
issues without explaining the problematic intertwining of them. The
issues are language and sentiment. Language identifies matters of fact
and sentiment influences the relations of ideas. Language, then, in Hume’s
account bridges his skeptical fork. Language permits human life to go on
in coherent and intelligible ways even though we are thoroughly and pre-
consciously conditioned by the brute forces of our physical environment.
David Hume turns to the distinctively human phenomenon of language
for an answer to his skeptical moral dilemma. His easy and obvious salve
for the deep body blow skepticism had given philosophy is easy to defend,
but not easy to justify, nor can the inherent intelligibility of his solution
be considered obvious.

When Hume split the Treatise of Human Nature into two parts, he
also reorganized the argument. He posed a devastating practical problem
for reason in An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding. Reason,
properly, has no word for how ideas should be used. Reason has no con-
science. Hume concluded the first Enquiry with an upbeat defence of
science and empirical observation. Reason can bridge the gap between
fact and value, but it must use the same patient skills of observation and
organization that were beginning to pay such vast dividends in applied
science. Everything else must be “consigned to the flames.” Hume left the
first enquiry dangling over a moral dilemma. He answered the dilemma
in the second and lesser half of the rewritten Treatise.

The second and lesser half of the rewritten Treatise is Enquiry concern-
ing the Principles of Morals. History provides the “scientific” evidence
that morals are not threatened by skepticism and science. History was
not moral by any means, nor should homilies be constructed from its
examples. History was just a scientific record like astronomy and zool-
ogy. History accumulated evidence for studying the moral world just
like astronomy had accumulated evidence for the Newtonian revolution
in modern physics. Hume’s casual confirmation of an easy and obvious
answer to the skeptic’s moral difficulties foreshadowed a dubious public
practice in the eras to come. The language of traditional moral values
and civic virtue was granted an historical life of its own. The qualita-
tive terms of more credulous eras (from a skeptic’s point of view) were
declared still in force. God might have departed the known universe, but
his language had not.
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Consider this passage from An Enquiry concerning the Principles of
Morals:

From the apparent usefulness of the social virtues, it has readily
been inferred by skeptics, both ancient and modern, that all
moral distinctions arise from education, and were, at first,
invented, and afterwards encouraged, by the art of politicians, in
order to render men tractable, and subdue their natural ferocity
and selfishness....

Hume’s cynical paraphrase is as familiar to contemporary readers as it
was to readers during the Enlightenment. To save virtue Hume has to
find a disinterested explanation of why moral concepts persist. The pas-
sage continues:

That all moral affection or dislike arises from this origin, will
never surely be allowed by any judicious enquirer.

Rational inquiry into the matter of social virtue and personal morality
has not been conducted fully and the empirical test of reason has not
been extended to this important issue. Unprejudiced observation of the
social virtues confirms common sense regarding the matter. When virtue
is regarded as a natural phenomenon on the same order as sunrises and
billiard balls all reasonable doubts regarding the efficacy of such virtues
are laid to rest. The social virtues would not be universally acknowledged
among all peoples in all times,

Had nature made no such distinction, founded on the original
constitution of the mind.

Unless a natural connection existed between

The words, honourable and shameful, lovely and odious, noble and
despicable, [they would] never [have] had a place in any language.
Nor could politicians, had they invented these terms, ever have
been able to render them intelligible, or make them convey an
idea to the audience.
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Thus the case was closed for David Hume. The historical evidence across
cultures and eras indicates conclusively:

Nothing can be more superficial than this paradox of the
skeptics.**

The virtue of “an already formed language” saved skepticism from being
gored on its own fork. Civic virtue, personal piety, and community values
were safe from skeptical depredation because the language of virtue was
hard-wired into the human mind.

Hume’s solution to his skeptical moral dilemmas is problematic. He
believed the sanctity of moral language written in virtual stone gave public
access to private virtue on a global scale. Obviously, the world had nothing
to fear from science, skepticism, and political demagoguery. Hume’s faith
in the language of public virtue is the easy and obvious mistake that car-
ried a host of language “tricks” into modern public life. His easy answer
to an obvious problem made politics and history the easy and obvious
arbiters of civic virtue. The long-term social effects of this position have
entailed a huge range of consequences in modern public life.

Hume’s facile solution to the skeptical moral dilemma was a personal
solution for the moral dilemmas of skeptics like himself. An honest, open-
hearted person like Hume could not have anticipated the bad faith, com-
mercialism, and petty chauvinisms of the nineteenth and twentieth cen-
turies. Hume’s world was a pre-industrial world of small businessmen,
a rustic work ethic, and an obsolete aristocracy. He had little inkling of
the double standards and bad faith in the extended and influential social
circles that were to come. The natural language of social virtue he explains
in the second Enquiry worked for Hume and the Scottish Enlightenment.
The “mutual need” for social virtue was evident to them and they simply
assumed the language of modern society was the natural topsoil where
the old Christian virtues could still be cultivated.

In later years, politics and the economy eroded the sense of “mutual
need” and the traditional virtue of the old language. When “mutual need”
became a mass market, David Hume’s staple language of social virtue
was blighted. When the language of personal probity became the hype
of modern nation-building, the “natural” connection between the mind
and the old moral vocabulary was broken down. Hume’s social world is
gone, but his facile solution to the moral consequences of skeptical doubt
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remained behind. Public language in the modern democracies has not
been saved from the devastating moral consequences of Hume’s fork.
Democratic due process faces its public moral problems across a devas-
tating chasm between how things are and how things, arguably, ought to
be. The sentiments invested in the keywords of the old moral vocabulary
did not and cannot, in themselves, close the gap. The practical moral
dilemma of Hume’s naive faith in language and the modern reluctance
to face it is the reason for the late modern linguistic turn.

In Hume’s homely world of pool, milk, bread, and the gout, “an already
formed language” carried the everyday wisdom and practical traditions of
a self-reliant and sociable folk culture. Hume believed ordinary language
protected ordinary people from the abstruse and difficult abstractions of
modern philosophy. The Humean predicament did not, in his opinion,
affect daily life. The philosophical predicament he described mutates in
the nineteenth century. It metastasizes in a direction Hume never antici-
pated. Industrialization and the emerging global economy did not suck up
the healthy values of the folk community into the geo-political industrial
context. What happened was an opposite and entirely untoward effect.
The attitudes, values, and behaviours of geopolitics trickled down into
ordinary life. The language of folk community is retained, but the mean-
ing of many keywords was slowly transformed. Duty, virtue, strength,
health, help, work, honour, loyalty, and the like took on a life beyond the
horizon of most people’s lives. The healthy honesty of “an already formed
language” could not, in itself, protect daily life from the global realism,
impersonality, and vast mutual suspicion that has become one of the most
indescribably dispiriting aspects of the modern age.

To put Hume in context let us look at the way the world appeared to
the great skeptic in the 1730s and 1740s when he was formulating his fun-
damental ideas. Hume’s A Treatise of Human Nature had been received
with incomprehension and derision. In an anonymous defence of it (1740),
Hume said that his only wish was “that some expedient were fallen upon
to reconcile philosophy and common sense”** It seemed only common
sense to Hume that the everyday values of those who dug the ditches,
did the work, fought the wars, and invented the new machines must tri-
umph over useless pretension and mindless superstition. Hume’s theory
of sentiment was a “common sense” argument for the inevitability of
freedom. The language of real work, real business, and real invention had
to defeat the arrogant abstractions of elite philosophy and aristocratic
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culture. Hume’s moral sentiments were simply common sense in the early
eighteenth century.

The moral quandary for practitioners of Hume’s common sense comes
later. Hegel, in particular, took Hume’s theory of sentiment out of context.
In his historical context, Hume expected the real needs of a scarcity econ-
omy to overcome the imaginary needs of aristocratic class and religious
superstition. He could not anticipate a world of effulgent plenty where
status needs would take over from economic fundamentals. Hume’s com-
mon sense is part of the early age of opposition to the perceived tyranny
of kings and priests. Hume’s defence of sentiment was common sense
in opposition to superstition and scarcity. Hume’s sentimental common
sense is not wisdom for mass politics and popular culture in a society of
post-scarcity plenty. Emotional and moral quandaries creep into them
through the common language of popular history and public debate. Late
modern skeptics can still share Hume’s confidence in history, but they
cannot share Hume’s sentimental confidence in the language of history.
History still writes large lessons for all segments of the public sphere to
study and learn, but the language of history is no longer the language of
common sense. The lessons of history are no longer the simple lessons of
opposing a healthy everyday world to the sclerotic traditions of aristocracy
and church. The everyday world in the developed democracies is now a
status world of professional services, status consumption, and psycho-
logical need. Mass politics, popular culture, and middle-class values are
the developmental norm held or desired by most of the world’s people.
After the French Revolution and the harnessing of steam, Hume’s theory
of language needed revision. The “structural” connection between human
nature, sentiment, and key words like honourable, shameful, lovely, and
noble needed to be revised. The words, themselves, were shifted in and out
of currency like clothing styles, but the “structural” connection allegedly
extant in mind and nature was rarely re-evaluated and never re-evaluated
in the mainstream cultural canon.

Hume applies the skeptical knife to the raw nerve of aristocratic poli-
tics: “This principle is Custom or Habit,” Hume concludes.*® Vice is nov-
elty. Virtue is habit. Other realists of the Scottish Enlightenment like
Thomas Reid, Dugald Steward, and Francis Hutcheson doubted habit had
a conscience. They tried to find a moral dimension for history in natural
law or an implied social contract.*” Hume thought history supported
Pufendorf’s theory of natural law and answered the pessimism of the
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contractarian debate Hobbes had begun. To cover his optimism Hume
extended the Enlightenment idea of natural law debate in an unwarranted
way. He resorted to an unintelligible sleight of the cultural invisible hand.
It has been favoured by secular optimists ever since.

The next step for a gentle skeptic like Hume appeared so innocent and
likely it has not been seriously questioned for over two hundred years.
Hume declared the spoken and written languages of European public
life were a direct reflection of human nature and a concrete correlate of
progress. It was an innocent step, apparently warranted by common sense.
Human nature was a constant in history. Material and political progress
were constants in public life. The record of human progress reflected
the same constancy. Hume thought human language — its mastery and
public use — was the quantum rope bridge across his infamous skeptical
fork. The relation between ideas and matter of fact found a constant and
fulfilling presence in the language of ordinary experience. Hume adapted
Locke’s empiricism to the language of historical progress. By studying
and debating what we have actually done, we give words a meaning that
transcend their relative context. In the language of literature, politics,
and the pulpit, Hume found a solution to the skeptical dilemmas of moral
solipsism and emotional isolation.

The turn to language was so easy and obvious, its philosophical dimen-
sions were not remarked upon in a systematic way until much later. The
truth about history is Hume had embarked on a quantum leap of secu-
lar faith. His sentimental appeal to modern language is a cornerstone of
democracy and humanities studies at the university. Hume’s linguistic turn
gave new art forms like the novel and the new public language of the coffee
houses a dignity they had not, heretofore, enjoyed. Hume gave the language
of history the same significance in public life as the language of numbers
in nature. He gave literacy the same relevance in history that mathemat-
ics had in physics. He believed the application of history to human nature
would be just as effective as the application of mathematics to problems
of a physical nature. History would, in time, build an “easy and obvious”
language for resolving the political and moral enigmas of modern life.

Anthony Flew has summarized the skeptical predicament for Hume.
Classical philosophy held that we are:

Supposed to be able to settle all questions about what ought or
ought not to be done by an appropriately intellectual inspection of
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the incorporeal Ideas; realities which are in Plato’s own words, “a
pattern laid up in heaven” [arché-type].*®

Flew explains that:

Hume provides the first inspiration in modern times for all those
who believe that value cannot be, and is not, embedded in the
structure of things, but instead is, and must be some sort of
projection of human desires and human needs.*

The definitive disconnection of whatever is the case from a critical idea
things ought to be different is the deductive triumph of Hume’s “fork.” It
is commonly called, “Hume’s law.*’ The modern era is conceived under
its sign and the public sphere proceeds under the burden of its ubiqui-
tous interrogations.

Hume merely articulated what most Western literati already felt infor-
mally to be the case. In practice, everyday language crosses between the
tines of Hume’s fork everyday in every way imaginable. Flew uses the
evolution of the common law as an example of how it happens. Presumed
innocence evolved naturally from the conservative rule of custom by
which Hume comprehends everything. “Until and unless we find partic-
ular reason to change our minds, we presume that the conservative rule
holds true,” Flew says.*" Hume would not invite us to change our minds
on the basis of an ideal indictment of anything for the simple reason that
we have no way to know what an “idea” might be. The only thing that
changes our minds is a new “is”** The presumption of innocence rests on
the skeptical assumption derived from experience that most people are
creatures of habit. Conformist attitudes are the reality inside most social
groups. Since most people conform, most people are probably innocent
of crimes. There is no idealism here. Presumed innocence is the habit of
mind that comes from the normal conformist attitude.

The habitual and natural attitude is that most people cooperate and
few commit crimes. We presume innocence on the basis of our habitua-
tion to the natural attitude. Flew writes:

If this rule is accepted, then its built-in defeasibility can be
most properly paraded as a trophy of Hume’s philosophical
investigations.*®
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External realists like Hegel, Ranke, Dilthey and the American intellectual
historian, Leonard Krieger, wanted to display Hume’s “natural attitude”
as a spiritual idea. The alleged spirit of the laws has a fundamental ethical
problem. Hume’s faith in natural law is gold-plated natural conformity.

The presumption of innocence is not based upon the career of an idea
come down to earth from some higher more inclusive Platonic heaven; it
is based upon the preservation of convention. In Hume’s world, resumed
innocence is not an idea, it is a habit. The crime which breaks into the
habit of social cooperation must be punished and prevented from hap-
pening again. In the skeptic’s logic, change, deviation, uniqueness, and
autonomy are conditions leading to crime. History raises consciousness
when it describes ideas and events that are evidently in violation of the
norm. The ancien regime shocked normative sentiment that was habitu-
ated by necessity to another, more realistic and, probably, more ethical
“is” Hume’s fork could be tuned to the contrasts between aristocracy
and the people in the great age of Enlightenment levelling. The contrast
between practical Plebeian “is” and fulsome aristocratic “is” constituted
an exposé in the eighteenth century. The resulting indignation created the
gold-plated illusion of an “ought”

Hume thought the mind of the masses was naturally healthy by virtue
of living in close, real connection with others. The solidarities of physical
need, local community, and natural sentiment protected them from the
metaphysical illusions of the upper class. The norms of daily life among
the masses of people did not pose a problem for the affable, personable,
and agreeably extroverted philosopher. He did not foresee the dilemmas
that were to come after industrial revolution and the rise of the modern
nation state and the global political economy. He did not expect that the
norms of daily interpersonal life could be influenced, even distorted, by
the demands of national politics and a consumer economy. A late mod-
ern skeptic encounters difficulties Hume never imagined. They centre
on norms, i.e., practical everyday attitudes and actions which have the
force of habit and seem to arise from natural necessity. In the late modern
global context of nations, consumers, and media, common sense encoun-
ters seemingly insurmountable ethical conundrums when the norm is
the problem.

A mass society of relative plenty has no sentimental immunities against
the metaphysical illusions Hume scorned in the ancient regime. The earthy
wisdom of Hume’s enlightened skepticism is foreclosed to late modern
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experience because of an obvious fact that simply has not been adequately
factored into modern intellectual history. Hume’s historical world was
pre-industrial. It was a world of handicraft, local community, and tra-
ditional labour. Hume’s emotional and psychological world held some
differences from ours. The modern skeptic experiences Humean diffi-
culties which need to be factored into intellectual history. Kant walked
the midnight streets of Kénigsberg alone by memory without a light and
without molestation. Adam Smith took it for granted no one would stay
in business in London after they had made enough money to retire to the
country. Machines were a product of cottage ingenuity and Blake’s dark,
Satanic mills had not yet despoiled the heart of faith. Squire, shire, heir,
and looms still guided much of the countryside. The security of habits,
rituals, and practices accumulated over centuries protected the people’s
sanity and morality. The French and industrial revolutions changed all
that. Hume’s skeptical faith in the language of the people was taken over
by consensus politics and a consumer economy. The external and material
realisms of power politics began a linguistic looting of Hume’s innocent
social virtues.

KANT’S CRITIQUE OF HUME

Immanuel Kant called Hume “the acute man” to whom he owed “the

7** He made his famous admission in Prolegomena

first spark of light
to any Future Metaphysic (1783): “I openly confess my recollection of
David Hume was the very thing which many years ago first interrupted
my dogmatic slumber and gave my investigations in the field of specu-
lative philosophy a quite new direction”** Kant said it was “positively
painful to see how utterly Hume’s opponents, Reid, Oswald, Beattie and
Priestley ... so misconstrued Hume’s valuable suggestions [and so] that
everything remained in its old condition, as if nothing had happened”*
Reid, Oswald, Beattie and Priestley had not faced the skeptical moral
predicament. Hume had made “valuable suggestions” which could not be
ignored. Hume realized the world had changed and he had tried to change
philosophy along with it. Kant had much more respect for Hume than
for Hume’s opponents. Hume’s detractors wanted everything to remain
the way it had been. They denied the world had changed and they denied
that modern philosophy needed to change along with it.

Kant’s insight is simple, but the consequences of it are vast. Hume
thought individuals learn directly from experience. Kant’s better insight
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is that individuals do not learn directly from experience. They do not
absorb life lessons directly from head-on dialectical collision with the
world. “The crooked timber of humanity” resists adversity and wisdom
with equal determination. “Nature is very far from having adopted man
as his special darling,” Kant wrote. “Man is not only subject to plague,
famine, flood, frost and attacks from other animals; but his own absurd
natural predispositions land him in further troubles that he thinks up
himself”*” Hume’s convivial optimism was not warranted by the facts.
History showed Kant a “self-tutored” humanity with an heroic capacity
for self-destruction.

Were traditional piety, duty, and spirituality even possible after David
Hume? Did the modern world have room for ethics and ideals? Had sci-
ence and history scrubbed the new world clean of all its old apprehensions
— including the noble ones? What was to become of the old Christian
values after the devastation of Hume’s relentless fork? Kant boiled his
concern down to three simple questions: “What, then, can we know?”
“What ought we to do?” and “What can be hoped?”*® These three ques-
tions from the first critique are basic to Kant’s mature work. Each ques-
tion corresponds to one of the great Critiques. What can be known is
discussed in Critique of Pure Reason. What we ought to do is discussed
in Critique of Practical Reason and what can be hoped was addressed in
Critique of Judgment.

Hume’s misunderstanding of his own predicament rested, for Kant, on
a fourth question which Kant only raised in his university courses on logic.
Hume was not able to answer the question, “What is man?”** Hume did
not think he had to answer that question. History and the common sense
of daily life would work out an answer in due course. Kant was disturbed
by Hume’s blithe optimism. In Kant’s opinion human beings could not
trust history to solve their problems. To make his concerns clear, Kant
attacked Hume’s logic. Hume was not thinking clearly, in Kant’s opin-
ion, because Hume did not understand the nature of experience. Hume
believed empirical sensation was real and ideas were derivative. Kant took
the opposite position. Kant took the position ideas are real and experience
is based on our idea of it. Kant took this controversial position because he
feared the moral and social effects of Hume’s carefree optimism.

“Where Hume erred, or seems to have erred, both Kant and Wittgenstein
had the better insight,” PF. Strawson concluded.*® Experience is a fact
given in the world outside of us, but we create what experience means for
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us by the way we sort, organize, and analyze it. The human mind has natu-
ral grids or pathways it uses to focus stimuli and synthesize impressions.
They operate like psychological cisterns to catch, store, and organize the
“sensory manifold” into practical patterns for everyday use. Thus, Kant
concluded, we only know objects in the way the mind perceives them.
We do not know objects in themselves. “Phenomena” belong to selective
“categories” of organized impressions. What we know tells us more about
ourselves than the fundamental nature of world. Attacking Hume for his
radical empiricism lets Kant approach his devastating fork from a new
angle. The nature of perception lets Kant introduce critical introspection
into Hume’s radical optimism.

Kant will, if he can, force Hume back to his Socratic roots. If Kant’s
theory of perception is correct, then self-knowledge remains the most
important knowledge. If self-knowledge is the most important knowledge
then Hume’s fork is bridged. When we understand how the mind works,
then we understand each other at a level that permits the heritage wis-
dom to work in ordinary daily life again. Self-knowledge at the basic level
of how human beings filter, sort, and file information lets us understand
each other. Epistemological self-knowledge permits us to learn from our
shared experience and share what we have learned. It completes the gap
between how things ‘are’ (for us) and how things ‘ought to be’ (for every-
body). From Kant’s perspective, Hume had overlooked these points.

Drawing on the work of his friend Crispin Wright, Paul Abela calls
the famous “categorical imperative” nothing more than simple “empirical
realism” Kant’s “imperative” is a function of the mind. It is imperative for
human beings to sort, organize, and analyze sensation. The mind is set up
to perform these functions. They are basic to human life so they become
reflexive. In competently socialized adults, sorting, organizing, and ana-
lyzing sensation involves a series of complex involuntary judgments just as
vital and no less complex than the act of breathing. Competent adults are
continually recreating the world with every word they utter and every act
they undertake. The famous “categorical imperative” is not governed by
an intuition of a higher good existing in some ethereal Platonic world of
noumenal mind. It is the fundamental thought process that distinguishes
the human mind. Categorical organization of sensation turns physical
stimuli into experience. In human beings, the systematic categorization
of sensation has replaced instinct in the lower animals. All human activity
relies on reflexive categorical judgments. The world of categorical order
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is the real world human beings share. We do not share the world as it is,
in itself. We share a world which we have given ourselves. Since we have
created the world ourselves, we have moral responsibility for it. Good
judgment is required to make the world logically coherent, universally
inclusive, and mutually satisfactory.

The prior organization of sensory experience by what seems to us to
be an ‘intuitive’ form of judgment is the strong force in human life. The
effect is so powerful, Abela writes, that we accept it as a part of human
nature, outside history and society. Hume committed this simple error
of potentially devastating proportions. He took the order of history and
society to be the order of nature. Kant foresaw a world of incredible pain
if Hume’s error were permitted to stand. To let daily life determine the
quality of our judgment would be fatal to freedom, law, and the moral
heritage of Western culture. “It would in essence be no better than the
freedom of the turnspit,” Kant warned. “Once wound up it would carry
out its motions by itself”* An organized act of perception is involved in
everything we do. Human beings have to nurture their ability to see the
world in coherent patterns every day in every way during the course of
ordinary life. The categorical imperative to develop good judgment is the
psychological link between Kant’s phenomenology of mind and the way
skeptics do ethics.

Hume’s ‘easy and obvious’ philosophy made the modern quality of
judgment a casual affair. Human nature follows the path of least resis-
tance and like water will seek its own level. Science and the people protect
the stream of ordinary consciousness. Nothing is to be feared from his-
tory or human nature because progress is inevitable. Hume spoke for a
new culture whose members claimed to see no danger in his devastating
empirical skepticism. The morally devastating gap between what empiri-
cally ‘is” and what logically ‘ought’ to be was a conceptual paradox with
no real effect on daily life.

Kant’s “categorical imperative” is the basic psychological criticism of
Hume’s skeptical position. Kant said that fundamentally we do not see
the world the way Hume said. His radical criticism of Hume is one of the
fundamental insights in modern intellectual history. P.F. Strawson (1959)
credits Kant with achievements

So great and novel that, nearly two hundred years after they were
made, they have still not been fully absorbed.*®
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Kant made all conceptual understanding dependent on subjective catego-
ries of mind. The categories may be found on page 212 of the Cambridge
edition of Critique of Pure Reason (1998).* The four general categories
are quantity, quality, modality (states of being), and relation. They break
down into sub-categories. Kant gives three each. One has the impression
the categories may be sub-divided many times.

Strawson calls the categories an “empty I” and says they define no prin-
ciple of unity between them.** Having the theoretical capacity to make
up a world does not guarantee it will be fit for human habitation. Good
judgment is required for the development of a human habitat. To develop
some specie of plausibly good judgment we must habitually organize
our perceptions of the world in the broadest and most logically inclu-
sive way. We are, therefore, delivered by human nature into a world of
freedom. We are free to create a world fit for human habitation. That is
our only freedom. It is also our greatest potential threat to the viability
of our species.

Hume built his view of the world from a diametrically opposite per-
spective from Kant. Paul Abela has summed up the philosophical position
of a culture educated in the tradition of David Hume. His pithy motto
links Hume’s blithe optimism to the cynicism of modern culture. In a
skeptical culture, Abela writes, “necessity is encoded in the mode of rep-
resentation”” This is Hume’s predicament. He makes the normal into a
necessity. He sells off moral, emotional, and intellectual freedom to pay
for political and economic progress. He writes up philosophy and history
in a way which makes history inevitable and moral freedom an illusion.
His mode of representation is shallow and incomplete. It is damaging to
everyday life, personal relationships, and the peaceful evolution of law.
Ethics plays no substantial role in it. lan Hacking calls Hume’s predica-
ment, “the depth knowledge of our time.”*® Abela, Strawson, and Hacking
back Kant against Hume. They call Kant’s categorical theory of perception
realistic. They believe Kant saved the traditional capacity for moral judg-
ment from destruction on the dialectical dilemma of Hume’s disastrous
fork. All skeptics who persist in the attempt to exercise moral judgment
use a variation of the categorical approach to human perception first
articulated by Kant.

Kant saw a danger in Hume’s naive idea of necessity. If raw experience
ever became the arbiter of human life, there would be no moral judg-
ment — no transcendental concepts, no truth, God, freedom, beauty, duty,
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right and wrong. The dignity of daily life would be destroyed. Individuals
would be the pawns of historical forces on a global scale. Moral courage
and personal responsibility would be subjective illusions long since left
behind by the physical and social sciences. Kant did not live to see how
or whether Hume’s easy and obvious attitude caught on. Permit me, if
you will, to cut to the proverbial chase. It did! Hume’s “easy and obvious
philosophy” defeated the more abstruse and abstract reflections on the
subject. His lesser enquiry, Enquiry Concerning Morals now speaks for
the times. It has become part of the “depth knowledge” of modern his-
tory. It has been put to a public use Kant could not have anticipated, but
which he certainly would have deplored.

Hume’s theory of language in the lesser enquiry on morals was the
hook, line, and sinker that would catch up modern history in a self-taught
crisis of blithe submission to perceived historical necessity. Hume left
behind a sentimental system of moral complicity with the empirical data
of raw history. Hume’s naive theory of language hauled up critical reflec-
tion from the depths of theology and philosophy to be boated, filleted,
processed, and packaged for easy consumption. “The original constitution
of the mind” guaranteed words like honourable and shameful, lovely and
odious would always retain their power even though their meanings were
undergoing continual change. The modern era did not need to nurture
the process of meaning underwriting these and similar qualitative terms.
Qualitative shibboleths from a previous age would serve modern politics,
commerce, and empire with equal success. Kant could not foresee the
language problem in a mobile, media society of science-based skeptics,
but he foresaw a possible crisis. The crisis he foresaw was the moral sur-
render of human freedom to the raw forces of economics and history.

The Critique of Pure Reason (1781 & 1787), is Kant’s first response to
Hume’s naive theory of necessity. Kant hoped to end it there. He wanted
to expose and close Hume’s fork with one masterstroke. The first critique
was intended to be hearth, anvil, and hammer with which a final answer
to Hume was forged. Kant called Pure Reason “the elaboration of the
Humean problem in its greatest possible amplification”*® His hopes were
not realized. Pure Reason was not well received. Most readers found it
too dense. The two subsequent critiques were answers to the critics. He
re-wrote the “Transcendental Deduction” of the first critique (1787) and
published The Critique of Practical Reason (1788). Practical Reason tried
to make the skeptical moral predicament ‘easy and obvious’ in a language
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reminiscent of Hume. Practical Reason has succeeded with generations
of readers but the connection with Pure Reason has remained obscure.
In the third critique, Critique of Judgment (1790) Kant tried to connect
the first two. The Critique of Judgment is Kant’s last attempt to warn the
Enlightenment against the blithe optimism of David Hume.

I want to proceed with Critique of Judgment first, because it repre-
sents Kant’s most strenuous effort to explain his work to his critics. In
the opening pages of The Critique of Judgment, Kant explains the differ-
ence between the key terms transcendental and metaphysical. The nor-
mal use of the words was still Aristotelian. Kant undertook to re-think
them. He points out the active verb difference between the two words.
An individual may “transcend” in the sense of overcoming an obstacle or
extricating herself from a difficulty. One does not “metaphysic” anything.
The metaphysical is external to the physical world. Kant continues with
a slight, non-controversial, emendation of Aristotle:

The principle by which we cognize bodies as substances and as
changeable substances is transcendental if it says that a change
in them must have a cause; but it is metaphysical if it says that a
change in them must have an external cause.”

Kant then applies his explanation of the difference between the transcen-
dental and metaphysical to Hume’s theory of causation. Hume’s theory
combines two contrasting concepts into one experience. Ordinary causa-
tion, like Hume’s billiard balls is transcendental. Human beings invented
it to describe serial changes in the quantity, quality, and intensity of
the physical sensations they receive from the external world. When he
explains transcendental causation, Hume has only addressed one form of
causation in human experience. He has reduced all causation to its tran-
scendental form. The neurological accuracy of Kant’s distinction between
the transcendental and the metaphysical is not historically important.
What is important is the issue he confronted.

Kant has two significant concerns and they parallel his emendated
distinction between the transcendental and the metaphysical. He calls
one concern practical and he calls the other concern pure. His practi-
cal concern is duty. Duty comes from within. It is transcendental in the
sense Kant uses the word. His pure concern is the law to which duty is
obligated. The law, to be effective, must have metaphysical force. It must
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seem to come from a higher authority than ourselves. Human beings can
create transcending ideas and transcendental moments. They cannot cre-
ate the metaphysical. That must come from beyond the world of human
experience. Hume’s only metaphysical realm was the physical realm of
brute necessity. In classical terms, Hume has introduced a dreadful fork
into human experience. He has separated duty from the law. Hume has
explained the world in a way such that duty is no longer relevant to a
larger, higher and more inclusive world.

Kant realized the logical separation of duty from the moral law could
have negative consequences on civil society and personal life. His solu-
tion was to look at Hume’s predicament from the inside out rather than
the outside in. He called his solution a second Copernican revolution. If
he can demonstrate transcendental concepts like causation are natural
functions of the mind, he can defend metaphysical concepts like God,
immortality, and freedom as the natural extension of mind beyond our
existence in a state of physical nature. Whatever their real standing as
existents in some unknown “noumenal” universe, God, immortality, and
freedom are the guideposts in our heads which indicate to us, in ordinary
situations, the right thing for human beings to do. Even Hume’s world
is subject to this higher order of categorical considerations. Even Hume
must obey the injunctions of his own mind. If the Humean mind has a
higher order of regularity than mere individual response to stimuli, then
Hume’s devastating fork is closed and a brave new world of moral freedom
is re-opened for enlightened skeptics in a science-based society.

Hume thought words were a natural connection between noble sen-
timents and social virtue. A natural feeling for the social virtues was
excited by words like honourable and shameful, lovely and odious, noble
and despicable. Kant completely disagreed. He distrusted feeling alto-
gether and had no use for it as a defence of virtue and truth. “Feeling is not
a faculty whereby we represent things, but lies outside our whole faculty
of knowledge,” Kant argued.>® Reason could never disprove “a necessity
which can only be felt,” Kant concluded.” Feelings, for Kant, are “a logical
peculiarity” we have. Kant only discusses feelings because of their pow-
erful influence on judgment. Kant, personally, does not care for them.
He once called marriage the legal right to rent another person’s genitals.
Feelings in private life and in high Rococo art, were merely sensations.
They had to be understood as phenomena and then assigned consciously
to the appropriate category of experience before they could be discussed.
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Feelings had little practical use until philosophy deduced their “transcen-

dental” foundation. (Remember, the “transcendental” is the idea which we

give ourselves according to the natural function of our own minds.)
Kant was as plainspoken as he could be that:

Virtuosi of taste, who not just occasionally but apparently as

a rule are vain, obstinate and given to ruinous passions, can
perhaps even less than other people claim the distinction of
being attached to moral principles....  am indeed quite willing
to concede that an interest in the beautiful in art ... provides no
proof whatever that a way of thinking is attached to the morally
good, or even inclined toward it.*

Section 42 of Critique of Judgment continues by developing the peda-
gogical tone on which Critique of Practical Reason closed. Kant is not
interested in the progress of art and the beautiful; he is interested in the

“progress of the power of judgment””**

He wants to use the language of
Wolff, Baumgarten, and Leibniz to develop “the reflective power of judg-
ment”** The power of judgment can build or destroy ideas. At this point,
Kant felt his culture was morally challenged. Its collective power of judg-
ment was weak. Classical debates over art and the ideal of the beautiful
were the best examples of transcendental debates his society had to offer.
They were sadly lacking in logical rigour, in Kant’s opinion, but there
you are: the aesthetic provided a place for a much-misunderstood moral
philosopher to begin. The quality of ordinary, practical judgment is the
point of the great critiques and aesthetics are Kant’s primary example of
how such a practice is constructed.

Kant’s analysis of aesthetic judgment is often taken for a defence of
the higher world of feeling. Holy art points human beings to a higher
world. This reading is not supported in Kant’s own words. Kant thought
aesthetics provided clear anthropological proof human beings have the
abstract capacity for transcendental judgment. The inexplicable (to Kant)
brouhahas over fine art indicated how the power of aesthetic judgment
works. Aesthetic judgment has the extreme peculiarity of bridging the
transcendental and metaphysical worlds of experience. It appears exter-
nally as a law and internally as a source of duty. Aesthetics show an emo-
tional commitment to a completely historical discourse that human beings
have fabricated for themselves. It is both inside and outside the knowing
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subject. Aesthetic judgment has both transcendental and metaphysical
effects. Aesthetics prove that human beings can create abstract principles
to which they have fervent emotional allegiance in complete disregard, if
not defiance of custom and necessity. People exercise this “strange” and
“unusual ability” in theology and politics, frequently to their discomfi-
ture.®® They also do it in the arts. What they need to do in all such cases is
understand the “discursive principles” at the foundation of the immense
emotional regard they show for imaginary entities. With this advice and
counsel, discourse theory enters modern intellectual history.

Kant was not artistically inclined. In his discussion of Kant’s Conception
of Moral Character (1999) G. Felicitas Munzel observes that, “Kant never
treats beauty as the symbol of morality”** Peter Gay discovered that, “Kant
found music irritating and painting boring — an engraving of Rousseau
was the only picture in his house”®® Kant thought that:

If we search for a principle of taste that states the universal
criterion of the beautiful ... then we engage in a fruitless
endeavour.... I cannot dispute the preponderance of evils that the
refinement of our taste to the point of its idealization, and even
the luxury of sciences as food for our vanity, shower on us by
producing in us so many insatiable inclinations.*®

Kant entered this fray in order to falsify the skeptical position from within
its own system of knowledge. Kant is the source of Karl Popper’s theory of
falsification. The only way, then and now, skeptics can be moved to action
is to show them they themselves are the cause of their own problems.
Skeptics believe only in what they have done or seen done. The appeal to
an ideal world leaves the skeptical attitude cold.

Critique of Judgment attacks the skeptical attitude from inside its own
intellectual vanity. If you are so objective, realistic, and “natural,” Kant’s
argument runs, then how do you explain your irrational aesthetic “judg-
ments of taste”? You admit, even boast, they “cannot be determined by a
presentation of an objective purpose””” How then, do they come about?
Kant’s critique of judgment is not a defence of feeling. It is the classiest
polemic in the history of Western philosophy. Kant invokes aesthetics
to prove that Hume’s radical empiricism forgets (conveniently) it is the
author of its own aesthetic laws. Kant uses the language of Wolff and
Baumgarten (the leading philosophers of Kant’s time) to show how art
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is an example of self-legislated knowledge a priori. Art shows human
beings can make up worlds and then regard them as if they were the
most obvious and self-evident fact of nature. The aesthetic process turns
transcendental (internal) experience into metaphysical (external) fact.
The whole process is imperceptible to us. It happens before we notice it.
Philosophy has to criticize resolutely the extended effects of this unusual
ability on all aspects of civil, social, and economic life. Kant called that
resolute criticism, “the critique of judgment”

Kant took the position a concept of the good could be built up in the
same manner as a judgment of taste. This “strange” aesthetic ability we
have could be used for something “practical” He believed the existence
of art proved we can do this. That he outlines his system as a polemic
against Hume’s devastating fork does not preclude its compatibility with
revealed religion and traditionally organized piety. Kant is devoted to
dialogue. He wanted the practical effect of the critiques to transcend
sectarian schism.

The sensory forms we use to represent the world become, in their
practical effect, “principles of the possibility of experience;” Kant points
out.®® Elsewhere Kant says that

Upon them (as heuristic fictions), we may base regulative
principles of the systematic employment of the understanding in
the field of experience.®’

Kant called the “principles of possible experience” by which competently
adjusted people read their world “an a priori determining ground of the
will””® He warned the culture vultures their “principles of possible expe-
rience” had to be coherent and taken from the real world. They had to be
cared for and maintained like a corpus of “pure practical law” By “law”
Kant meant an intelligible, historical law just like the civil and criminal
law. He meant that skeptics have to give themselves intelligible forms for
the organization of sensory experience just as surely, confidently, and
competently as they do when they debate torts and precedents or lay
down rules for portrait painting and musical composition.

In a sub-section to the “Transcendental Aesthetic” added to the sec-
ond edition of Critique of Pure Reason in 1787, Kant warns against the
moral effect of confusing nature with our organization of it for our own

purposes:
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If we ascribe objective reality to these forms of representation, it
becomes impossible for us to prevent everything being thereby
transformed into mere illusion.”

The ethics of necessity will not awaken reason to action in a scientific
society. Ethics based on the nature of mind will awaken reason to action,
Kant believed, if mind is understood at its most basic, and powerful level.
Truth, beauty, and justice beaming down from a Platonic world could
never awaken the sleep-walking conformist to duty in the real world of
Hume’s devastating skepticism.

Kant believed formal structures have a “motivating drive” because they
function as a schema for the organization of sensation.”> Nature pro-
vides the sensory building blocks; the human mind creates an experience.
The structure of an experience is portable. The mind moves successful
schemas from place to place, sets up shop and processes the world all
pre-consciously — a priori — while getting on with its conscious tasks.
Schematic structures like poetry and music are not to be understood
through the feelings they arouse. Formal structures exert their strongest
force when abstracted from all interest. Kant argues we routinely do this.
We routinely transpose formal structures of knowledge from one domain
to another. Emotional attachment to a system of knowledge makes it
available for use across the boards. Kant’s theory of perception is, for this
reason, rightly regarded as epistemological not aesthetic.

Kant used aesthetics as an example of how systems of knowledge work.
Kant concluded that, “The hypothetical employment of reason has, there-
fore, as its aim the systematic unity of knowledge, and this unity is the
criterion of the truth of its rules””® Kant’s criterion of truth is its inclu-
siveness, not its beauty. The meaning of an experience is borrowed from
the schematic whole of which it must be a part. Experience is impossible
without the memory sorting it out and assigning it (all a priori, you under-
stand) to a category of experience. The rational mind is “architectonic” to
Kant. Since Kant we should have known that systems of knowledge inform

» o«

our “habits of the heart” They are the “metaphors we live by,” “the stories

we live by,” and they structurally determine “the politics of language.””*
Hume had used differences in “taste” as concrete examples of skeptical

relativism in “The Skeptic” from Essays, Moral and Political (1741—42).

Kant quotes Hume:
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You will never convince a man who is not accustomed to Italian
music and has not an ear to follow its intricacies that a Scots tune
is not preferable.”

Hume revelled in the indisputable fact that some people prefer the bag-
pipes to Italian opera. It was a statement guaranteed to rankle Rococo
sensibilities in the 1740s. Kant has not the slightest concern that some
lowbrow might prefer a Scottish reel to a classical aria. Kant was aes-
thetically indifferent, but art was a “mental event” which the skeptic
had to admit s/he could not account for. Hume’s smart-aleck relativism
only showed that everyone enjoys some liberating form of this peculiar
mind-game. The sensory content of the game does not matter to Kant.
In Kant, it is always the form that determines the meaning. Show me
the form of a judgment, Kant cries, and I will show you a metaphysi-
cal meaning, a personal turnspit — one man’s self-imposed determining
ground for the will.
In reference to Hume’s earthy aesthetic preferences, Kant remarks:

Hence, although, as Hume says, critics can reason more plausibly
than cooks, they still share the same fate.”®

Art was a shared sign-system of sensory schema for which there was no
natural necessity, yet skeptics accepted its existence as if it were an act of
nature. Kant viewed aesthetics and the whole art-crit industry as a star-
tling phenomenon. The high-brow critic and the ordinary reveller shared
the same fate. From high to low, human nature revealed its most subtle
secret in the moral anthropology of modern art.

Kant could not help noticing the existence of the art-critical world
contradicted the foundational assumption of the skeptical attitude. Why
would one have a preference in these matters at all? Why should anyone
care about the difference between these intuitive forms of logical impos-
sibility? Kant’s philosophical interest is not the “right” aesthetic values.
Kant’s question is why aesthetic values exist. The skeptical position admit-
ted no logical place for aesthetic values. Neither habit nor necessity could
have created the Fine Arts. If left to necessity, they would likely come
to an end. Yet even skeptics like the great Hume defended an aesthetic
preference. Kant observed in the Fine Arts, “Man’s aptitude in general for
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setting himself purposes”” Fine Art illustrates the fundamental relation
between man and nature. Man is continually “using nature as a means in
conformity with the maxims of his free purposes generally”””

The Fine Arts proved to Kant that:

It must be possible to think of nature as being such that the
lawfulness in its form will harmonize with at least the possibility
of ... freedom.”®

The laws of artistic expression are not categories of metaphysical experi-
ence available to us through intuition. We know lawfulness because we
see laws in operation in the world around us. Nature is a lawful system.
Art proves that human begins can also create lawful systems. The ability
to create law defines the nature of freedom. We are neither disembodied
spirits nor Stygian shades. We are born law-givers and we had best take
our human nature seriously.

Self-legislation in complete harmony with the well-being of others is,
for Kant, the highest expression of freedom. The moral law, self-legislated
and entire, brings together the formal patterns of regularity in physical
nature with the categorical operations of human mind. Science, art, and
ethics are congruent experiences in that they have the same categorical
structures. Their inner logics obey the same master plan. Kant calls such
congruencies, “the paralogism of pure reason” A completely intelligible
experience is compatible with the way the mind functions. Our freedom,
the integrity of our laws, culture, and politics — all these fine, high-minded
things — consist, in practice, of being true to ourselves.

It is clear, Kant argues, that we give ourselves the Fine Art, Capital C
Cultural world in plain defiance of the fact that it is just about the fur-
thest thing from a natural necessity that a skeptic could possibly imagine.
Equally clear is the fact that we must do it. The development of good judg-
ment requires practice in self-legislative acts like art and law:

The concept of the purposiveness that nature displays ... is a
subjective principle that reason has for our judgment.... The
principle is regulative (not constitutive), but it holds just as
necessarily for our human judgment as it would if it were an
objective principle.”
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The art industry proves human beings have the capacity to live and love
by acts of purely abstract judgment. For Kant, this fact was a source of
unlimited hope.

“Experience consists not merely of feeling,” Kant concluded, “but also
of judgments”® Ideas, in time and space, provide unity for “empirical
knowledge in general” and hold that knowledge “secured within its own
limits”®* He explained:

One concept cannot be combined with another synthetically
... [without] a third something, namely, the condition of time-
determination in an experience.... [These] discursive principles
are therefore quite different from intuitive principles.*

“Discursive principles” constitute the mediating concepts in Kant’s sys-
tem and they are determined in time.** Feelings are rationally connected
to objects by coherent “discursive principles.” The principles are relative.
They are the internalized history of the regulative principles civilized
societies have composed for themselves. They are carried from person to
person like any other rule-governed system. The rules change, the objects
change, but the love of order, regularity, and pattern goes on. Even today,
in non-representational art, the old language of aesthetic value still goes
on. One wonders if the opportunity to externalize our feelings in real
objects in real time and space has not always been the reason for art.

Kant’s use of the phrase “discursive principles” does not refer to dis-
course in the same sense as Heidegger, Derrida, and Foucault. It antici-
pates them, but in Kant the word “discourse” means the regulatory laws
that organize expression and make social life and civilized society possible.
Structure and law are formal parallels in Kant’s theory of mind. “Culture is
intended solely to give a certain kind of skill and not to cancel any habitual
mode of action already present,” Kant observed.** Hume never said it bet-
ter, but Kant went a step further. Even in aesthetics, he all but chortles,
the skeptic, “must proceed when reflecting on the objects of nature with
the aim of having thoroughly coherent experience.”*® The skeptic is loyal
to discursive principles taken from history and society. Her discursive
principles are also emotional principles and they have a regulatory force
s/he cannot explain in Hume’s terms.

The skeptic can offer no external cause (i.e., metaphysical cause) for dis-
cursive principles. Hence culture, not happiness is “The Ultimate Purpose
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That Nature Has as a Teleological System.” Culture, on this account, shows
that, “the principle of the purposiveness of nature (in the diversity of
its empirical laws) is a transcendental principle,” i.e., internal and self-
imposed.* Discursive principles in art, law, theology, etc. ‘feel’ metaphysi-
cal, but a close examination indicates they are derived from the culture.
Culture is man-made. Human beings invent and systematize categorically
binding laws which they then accept as their culture. Culture shows that
human beings can freely invent and freely apply coherent, intelligible
principles. Human beings are free to invent systems. They can make up
their own structures of law, art, and philosophy. They can and do routinely
make up worlds. If one begins philosophy with an understanding of this
fact, then moral philosophy becomes much easier and more practical.

The most controversial part of Kant’s critical philosophy concerns “pur-
posiveness as a transcendental principle” Kant’s critics accused him of
reducing science and ethics to heuristic fictions. Kant was the first modern
intellectual to be charged with nihilism, because his theory of self-legislat-
ing intellect logically denied objective truth.*” In Kant’s account, human
beings should act “as if” God, science, ethical theory, and moral action
were true. Most of these same charges were levelled against Kierkegaard,
Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, Wittgenstein, and the postmodernists two
centuries later. The relativity of all knowledge, the reduction of truth to
appearances and the destruction of standards are charges that were first
levelled against Kant. Kant saw a problem his detractors, then and now,
had overlooked. All theories of objective metaphysical truth are subject
to Hume’s disastrous fork in a skeptical society that does science.

Kant was the first philosopher who understood the practical effect on
human societies of Hume’s disastrous fork. He admonished the West it
had a public choice to make about the kind of society it wanted to be. It
could have objective metaphysics in a society of sycophantic conformity
or it could embrace its freedom and have a society of thoughtful and
independent republics. A skeptical society which does science cannot
have both. Hume’s naive theory of experience had the practical effect of
justifying conformity. Kant saw the problem. The emotional attraction
of the species for rule-governed systems like art, law, and religion could
lead societies to act “as if” transient social constructions were ordained
by God. Human beings forget, if they ever knew, that art, law, and religion
are schemas they have invented. Their truth and force comes from the
efficacy of their own collective intelligence. Kant’s caution does not negate
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the existence of God. He was as plain as he could be that his philosophy is
a critique. Kant’s concern is Hume’s willingness to accept temporal rules
as timeless laws. Kant’s concern is that God, nature, and natural necessity
get blamed for human stupidity. Kant was concerned that future genera-
tions of skeptics like Hume would not take moral responsibility for the
“cosmopolitan” systems they were likely to create. Critique of Pure Reason
failed to get this point across. When the reviews of Critique of Pure Reason
were negative, Kant put his concerns in a more accessible form.

“Man must have a motivational drive that puts him in motion before a
goal can be set for him,” Kant reminded his first two important reviewers.
Christian Garvé and J.G.H. Feder gave the Critique of Pure Reason its first
major review. The Garvé/Feder position was that Kant’s dull and weighty
“deductions” led to solipsism. They added nothing to Berkeley’s subjective
idealism almost a century before. Garvé had been a good friend before the
negative review. Kant swallowed his personal disappointment and wrote
a public letter to Garvé collegially chiding him for missing the point.

In On the Old Saw: That May Be Right in Theory but it Won’t Work
in Practice (1783), Kant explained the critical role of the “transcendental
deduction” Without a “transcendental deduction” of the “determining
ground of the will,” empirical experience is only “the crudest, most legible
script ... that flows from the principle of self-interest.”®® The prior deter-
mination of the will “concerns the form of the right, not the matter of the
object to which I have a right,” Kant advised (emphasis added).*” Formal
representation carries “a motivational drive” The “drive” behind the rule is
what Kant called a “maxim.” The maxim is the determining ground of the
will. Rules are crude legalisms. To understand human behaviour we must
“deduce” the transcending purpose human beings imagine they can see
behind the rules. The system in which the rules are represented provides
the driving force behind obedience to the rules. The system always appears
to us as if it were metaphysical i.e., external and beyond our control.

Human beings have the strange ability to detach rules from one sys-
tem and apply them elsewhere. This “maximization” of the rules is fun-
damental to the moral life. Ethical behaviour is not just behaviour which
conforms to the rules. Hume’s system is like that, but no civil society can
survive unless it believes it “should” either obey the rules or invent better
ones. In The Old Saw he accused Garvé/Feder of defending “the vulgar
understanding” which could only follow “the cruder idea of duty, based
upon certain benefits expected.”® A crude calculation of self-interest can-
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not do ethics. It cannot resist the motivating drives of modern discur-
sive systems and their corresponding complexes. Self-interest is easily
manipulated and the mind is highly susceptible to its natural affection
for order, regularity, system, and law.

Kant’s open letter stated, in an accessible form, the major direction of
his final philosophical work. On the Old Saw begins Kant’s last warning
about the a priori power of order, regularity, system, and law on human
behaviour. These last statements are a synopsis and a redeployment of
the pure and practical critiques. They repeat the major points of a life-
time in an attempt to convince enlightened readers human understanding
does not learn directly from experience. Human understanding is able to
“intuit” the rules and principles by which experience is organized. The
most controversial of Kant’s critical deductions is that human understand-
ing “intuits” formal unities of experience prior to their conceptualization
and then applies these formal unities a priori and all unawares.

Kant had spent at least half his time in Critique of Pure Reason explain-
ing how human understanding routinely recognizes and acts upon rela-
tively complex perceptions without a conscious concept (an interest) in
mind. Identifying and explaining this complex ‘intuition’ at length in the
pure and practical critiques created the opportunity for Kant to outline
a critique of judgment. The logical force of all three critiques warns us
that the socialized modes of perception which exist prior to personal
experience come at us with metaphysical force. They “drive” us toward
the norm. Rule systems are the metaphysics of modern life. The integrity
of the moral life requires the metaphysics of modern life be subjected to
a rigorous categorical critique.

In Kant’s final synthesis, feeling is not a reliable guide to moral action.
Feeling organizes experience, but it does not make experience rational,
lawful, practical, and fair. Just like the laws of gravity in Newtonian sci-
ence, the schemas which inform moral judgment are not available to our
senses. Their effects are experienced by the feelings, but their logical
structure is not felt. The existence of a logical structure behind our natu-
ral affinity for art, law, and science must be deduced. We must learn to
criticize the aesthetic grounds of art, law, and culture. The famous phrase
“categorical imperative” refers to this inescapable moral obligation.” The
categorical imperative awakens reason to critical moral introspection.
Assuming they want to survive, “even a race of devils” must know their
own minds, Kant advised.” “Devils” may not call self-knowledge “moral,’
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but the group will have to act in coherent and mutually intelligible ways
if they propose to survive.

It would be strange indeed, if logical grammars, artistic forms, and sys-
tems of law were not precious to human beings. Our minds have a natural
affinity for order. The species has thrived by bringing order, structure, and
regularity to the world. Human aptitudes for cooperation, order, and sys-
tem invest the natural world and permit art, language, science, and law.
Where the mind finds order, it intuits an intelligible will. The broadest
and most inclusive regulatory systems were always attributed to God in
pre-scientific societies. Kant calls these antiquated “cosmological” argu-
ments “antinomies,” bottomless debates that can never be resolved.”

Kant believes good will is more important than arguments over God’s
will.** Kant’s determination to quiet the wrangling of “the schools” led
him to his famous moral injunction: “So act so that the maxim of your
will could always hold at the same time as the principle giving universal
law.”® Eckart Forster believes Kant’s concept of maxims “is motivated
by considerations similar to those that motivate Wittgenstein’s discus-
sion of the roles of words”®® The logic of the law is not the same as the
behavioural effect of the maxim behind the law. Forster links Kant with
Wittgenstein on this point. All laws imply a schematic system of knowl-
edge. The law is part of an intelligible world. Kant was the first moral
philosopher to investigate the moral force of the logical system in which
laws were entrenched. When Wittgenstein extended Kant’s maxim to
include the “roles of words,” the linguistic turn was taken and a new criti-
cal system was born.

“Formal relations prescribe maxims without reference to an object,’
Kant believed.”” Human beings “maximize” knowledge. We try constantly
to extend successful areas of experience into other areas of experience in
order to make our daily life more orderly, predictable, and safe. A compe-
tent critique of judgment criticizes how effective knowledge is maximized.
It criticizes the extension of the rules from one experience to another.
That is all Kant means. The social relation Marx found concealed in the
“commodity fetish” is pure Kant. Husserl’s “intentionality, Heidegger’s
“Logos,” Derrida’s “supplement” and Foucault’s episteme are clarifications
of a theme begun by Kant. Kant’s concept of the maxim begins the way
skeptics do ethics. Fine art, law, and the sublime in nature are nothing in
themselves. They can only be understood as part of a larger, patterned
system. Twentieth-century critical philosophy added language to Kant’s
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discussion of the “maxim” behind the law. In a consensus society of com-
modity production, political democracy, and mass media, language is the
most important patterned system. It affects every part of modern life.

The clearest summary Kant gave of his mature thought on system,
structure, and behaviour is The Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals
(1785). Groundwork is the most cited of Kant’s work because it has most
of the famous references. It contains the passages on a good will, repeats
the categorical imperative from Critique of Practical Reason and defines
Kant’s “golden rule,” i.e., the famous kingdom of ends.”® Although these
concepts are often discussed, they are not as often cited in relation to
the cautions Kant built around them. Sandwiched between the logical
imperative to act in accordance with maxims that could become a uni-
versal law and the moral necessity to treat others as an end in themselves,
Kant warns against “deriving” these concepts “from the special property
of human nature.””” The maxim behind the law must be deduced. It can
never be simply felt. The maxims of law, art and society are all deter-
mined in time. They are all historical. The maxims of art, law and culture
must be deduced, so that they can be consciously affirmed or logically
amended.

Understanding the maxims behind our actions and sensing our duty
accordingly are not special properties of human nature. To warn his read-
ers against a naive faith in history and human nature, Kant invokes Hume.
Hume’s skeptical destruction of the moral law defines the spiritual limit
of the known universe. No natural connection exists between the relation
of ideas and matters of fact. Kant reminds us of the universal skeptical
axiom of his era and ours. What is a fact, and what ought to be a fact are
not intrinsically joined in Heaven, Hell, or human nature. Yet, civiliza-
tion requires the existence of a connection. Ideas and events must com-
bine in a predictable, orderly, and decent world. Kant warns, “In order
to discover this connection we must, however reluctantly, step forth,
into metaphysics.”'* History harbours ‘forces’ which feel like spiritual or
“metaphysical” forces outside us. Human beings who are pro-social and
emotionally adjusted are adept at “reading” these forces and using them
to define the behavioural horizon of their daily lives. We have “ a strange
ability” for living cooperatively with others. How can this be and how
can we understand it?

In the passages of the Groundwork which follow the warning about
trusting human nature Kant summarizes how phenomenal beings can
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have what is, to them, a metaphysical experience. Remember that meta-
physics is the perception of a cause which we have not given ourselves. It
comes from outside us.**! Kant says the will to obey the law comes to us
(or at least appears to come to us) from outside our own internal, self-leg-
islated (read: transcendental) perceptions of the world. It appears to come
to us from outside our inner world of personal freedom. Appearances are
deceiving. By covert and ingenious means, we give the metaphysical law
to ourselves just like we give ourselves a fine art. The implications of these
thoughts have opened up a large late modern philosophical debate.

In Groundwork, Kant appears to be admitting, cautiously, that the
determination of the will is not, usually, a motivating drive we give to
ourselves. The power of the human will appears to us to come from out-
side the domain of our personal life experience. He had thought otherwise,
Kant admits, until Rousseau “corrected him” in this. The personal will is
part of a general will which is derived from social life. The will to obey
the law comes to us, Kant says, from inside the general sensory world, but
from outside our personal sensory world. In Kant’s terminology, phenom-
enal beings who know nothing of “things in themselves” discover shared
rational purposes in religion, culture, and law. They approach common
goals as if these goals exist in heaven or the nature of things. They debate
cosmological issues “as if” such issues are external to them and inherent
in things themselves.

Kant’s metaphysics begins the late modern debate on the social con-
struction of reality. It is, properly understood, an attempt to construct a
formal ecology of mind. Kant introduces a skeptical feedback loop into
the sociology of knowledge and the way human beings understand the
world. Self-legislated norms at work over time get institutionalized into
“aesthetic” systems like fine art, law, and theology. The group forgets they
made it all up and begin to worship the rules as if they were the will of a
God or inherent in things like history and the economy. Kant criticizes
the way human beings divest themselves of moral responsibility for a
world they themselves have created. The way they divest themselves of
moral responsibility is ingenious. In Groundwork he warns, “The will is
thought as a capacity to determine itself to act in conformity with the
representation of certain laws”*** The representation of the law is just as
important as the law. This fact is apparent in the aesthetic debates of the
late Rococo. “Good will” is under continual attack by formal adherence
to the social order which determines the letter of the law. The spirit of
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the law cannot be trusted. It must be continually brought to conscious-
ness and reformed. Any law, like any other work of art, is a categorical
representation of a specific order. Human beings grasp the inner duality
of the law in the way it is represented. The system of representation cues
them into the kind of society a law implies.

A good will, which must, by definition, also be a moral will, can be
undermined by the way the law, an otherwise reasonable law, is repre-
sented. The system of representation provides the “motivating drive”
Socially competent adults ‘read’ the reasoning behind a law in the way
the rule is represented. The discursive system has an a priori effect on
behaviour. No skeptic admits the existence of metaphysical principles. To
salvage pro-social behaviour from a world of brute necessity the clever
skeptic smuggles in metaphysics through the epistemological back door.
For skeptics in a science-based world of empirical facts and brute neces-
sity, the representation of the law has metaphysical force. The system of
representation sanctions a higher wisdom and a better world. The skeptic’s
discursive principles are the schema she uses to invoke her freedom and
acknowledge the possibility of a better world.

Kant’s choice of words in Groundwork is clear. It is not the content of
the law which determines the will. It is the way the law is represented.
The power of aesthetic judgment connects the law with the capacity for
judgment. The system of law is external to the skeptical world of personal
freedom. The switchback from inner to outer and back again is intuitive
in act, but logical in fact. Here, in the Groundwork, is Kant’s last refuta-
tion of Hume. Language i.e., “discursive principles” cannot sustain moral
judgment. Words, in themselves, are the last metaphysical illusion of a
skeptical society. They hide the logical system of the society behind a fig
leaf of social feeling. A prior understanding of the way the system works
gives keywords the illusion of a meaning in themselves. The spontaneous
ability to put words in context is at one and the same time our highest
intellectual achievement and our greatest emotional vulnerability. Ethics
requires us to cultivate the achievement and face the vulnerability in the
full light of a critical consciousness.

This “strange ability” to read the poetry of daily life forces us to develop
good judgment.'”® Human beings take their “motivational drive” from
the schemas, pattern, system, and architecture of things. We abstract
patterns of experience from the way one thing is normally combined
with another in our everyday world. In this way our abstract categories
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of perception are filled up with empirical details. Creating and decod-
ing categories of experience so as to recognize, maximize, and legitimize
them is the categorical imperative in general. We must maximize our most
important experiences to be human. The ordinary ways we “schematize”
or “categorize” our world determines what heritage words like “duty,’

” o« ”;

“spirit, “nobility,” “honour,” and “truth” mean. The normative “schemas”
of our lives set the boundaries for how inclusive, universal, and fair our
discursive principles are.

Kant’s final warning lays the foundation for what is likely the last and
most important metaphysical consideration a skeptical, science-based
society needs to discuss. To link the universal law with a personal good will;
to graduate from documenting how things are to an agreement over how
things ought to be; to be ethical in public and privatelife; a just society pays
fundamental attention to how it represents the law. A system which maxi-
mizes conflict, profit, popularity, and knee-jerk chauvinisms diminishes
the legitimacy of the law and depletes the stock of good will in public life.

Like Hume, Kant confines us to the phenomenal world where we are
free to invent, sustain, and destroy ourselves. He generalized his argument
so well that it still stands. It does not stand as a “great interruption” of
Christian humanism or as a “Romantic reaction” to the Enlightenment.
Kant’s metaphysical critique of the power of judgment applies to all sys-
tems of knowledge. No “phenomenal” object, as it appears, can be a guide
to right action. No flag, no event, no trauma, no great day, key word, song,
or slogan can provide a maxim for sober judgment. We do not understand
aword, work of art, law, or event until we have deduced the system which
gives it “maximal” meaning. The system must be deduced. It is not felt. It
is not emotionally available to our critical power of understanding.

Human begins have always created cosmological systems for them-
selves, so in the grand historical sense, all systems of knowledge “tran-
scend” the immediate and the everyday. Kant argued skeptical enlight-
enment had not changed the most fundamental fact about history and
human nature. It had only liberated human nature from its “self-incurred
tutelage” The traditional “spiritual” problems of history and human nature
remain in force, but they have to be discussed in a new way more appro-
priate for how a science-based, skeptical society discusses everything
else. In a science-based society “metaphysics” has become “epistemol-
ogy. The critique of knowledge is the skeptical correlate of theology in
a skeptical world.
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Kant’s final warning could hardly be clearer. Fine Art, religion, and phi-
losophy are orderly systems of representation. These systems operate on
the moral life at two levels. At the most obvious level, they prescribe rules
of conduct, composition, logical exposition, and the like. At a second, less
obvious level, they maximize a point of view. The logical “architecture” of
any system can be “abstracted” from the rules normally associated with
it and used “without interest” in other areas of experience. Incomplete,
inadequate, and poorly constructed systems teach “maxims” that impair
good judgment.

We have “a strange ability” to read the cognitive architecture of our
world. Given this fact, the moral life is the most “practical” of concerns.
A moral life is a life where the law and the way the law is represented pro-
duce a good will. Without good will, society is impossible. “The interests of
humanity” will be lost. Kant’s insights have retained their relevance. They
are fundamental to critical theory and the deep green politics of the radi-
cal left. The Kantian critique of judgment is the winter seed from which
late modern thought has sprung. It was the taproot and spring water of
phenomenology, existentialism, and the late modern linguistic turn.

In 1798 Immanuel Kant wrote a long scholarly letter to the Prussian
censor. “The Conflict of the Faculties” singled out clergymen, magistrates,
and medical doctors for special criticism. He was worried the best and
brightest of Prussian society were, for the most part, not supporters of
good government and did not have “the interests of humanity at heart”
His criticism was far from intuitive or emotional. In his critique of the
professional classes Kant applied his longstanding argument with skep-
tics like Hume to civic affairs. Kant described the majority of clergymen,
magistrates, and doctors as “businesspeople” They were rational, intel-
ligent, and diligent, but they were not ethical. Kant claimed they “wel-
comed transgressions of the law as occasions for showing their great art
and skill in making everything as good as ever.” They used political crisis
to advance their fortunes and enhance their authority. Kant accused the
professional “businesspeople” of exploiting fear of the world situation to
further their own interests. He advised the censor not to be so concerned
about protecting the masses and more concerned about the moral integ-
rity of the professional classes.

Kant was also worried about the “awe” with which the public regarded
these “businesspeople” He thought an overly credulous public was let-
ting the professional classes spread secular superstition among them.
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They were creating cults of ritual practice without the faith needed to
sustain them. Kant made a critical distinction between religion and faith
and accused the professional classes of spreading a new religion without
cultivating the moral convictions associated with the tenets of the old
faith. To redress the problem he asked the censor to create a new critical
faculty at the university. Kant believed history and philosophy should be
invited to criticize the professional classes. They should “work together
to deny the magic power that the public superstitiously attributes to these
businessmen,” Kant said. Working together, history and philosophy could
break down the hold the “businesspeople” had on the rest of the people.
The people would then support their government and work together to
build a more prosperous and peaceful society. An Enlightened criticism
“is a better means for achieving government ends than its own absolute
authority,” he advised.'**

The Prussian censor ignored Kant’s proposal. Kant’s quaint and radical
idealism was not one a government would be likely to appreciate. To raise
a moral protest against clergymen, doctors, and lawyers would alienate
many of the government’s most influential supporters. Nor was the gov-
ernment the only obstacle to Kant’s “critical faculty” For a university to
support Kant’s critical faculty, it would have to sanction interdisciplinary
cooperation and resist powerful groups of alumni. Kant’s critical faculty
would have required the administration of the university to address meth-
odological and philosophical issues affecting the faculties; and, more to
the point; it would have to address its duties in relation to government.
Together, the university and the government would have to distance them-
selves from the “businesspeople” in the interests of the public good. None
of these practical eventualities were likely to occur.

Kant’s advice to the Prussian censor was his last attempt to make pure
reason practical. Allowing for the impatience of old age and physical
infirmity, his suggestions are remarkably topical. From the perspective
being developed in this extended essay, I believe one must consider the
relation between “awe” for the “businesspeople” and Hume’s theory of
language. Hume treated language as a natural weapon in an abstract stone
age of primary politics. Considerable empirical evidence has accumulated
in the history of the twentieth century to indicate Hume was in error.
Words do not litter the landscape with a democratic potentiality falling
naturally out of the ordinary discourse of daily life. The greatest moral
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dilemma of mass politics is the assimilation of language. The key words
Hume absolved from complicity with the norm have been drafted into
daily duty by Kant’s “businesspeople” Resisting the “awe” they inspire is
the categorical duty of the moral life in the modern world. “Freedom” is
the prize and the issue at stake in the debate.
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CHAPTER TWO

HEGEL’S PREDICAMENT

Expression and intention penetrate one
Another. Cunning consists in exploiting
The distinction."

— HORKHEIMER AND ADORNO

IN 1802, JUST FOUR YEARS after Kant’s modest proposal to the Prussian
censor, a young G.W.F. Hegel (1770-1831) announced the futility of all
moral philosophy. Hegel dismissed Kant’s concerns as subjective quibbles.
Philosophy must and should be the handmaiden of history, he announced.
Categorical speculations like Kant’s were antiquated. They had no place
in modern life. Hegel lined up German idealism with Hume. In so doing,
he drafted Hume and history into the service of the “businesspeople” The
Hume-Hegel hybrid has been a formidable adversary to moral philosophy
ever since. It was a forced hybrid Hume himself never intended and likely
would not have condoned. The combination of Hegel, Hume, and modern
political history distorted secular moral judgment with a cognitive force
not yet played out. It left behind an inaccurate idea of Enlightenment and
skewed the modern political debate toward an unhealthy political real-
ism that almost forbids conscientious attention to the older philosophical
realism of classical philosophy and traditional theology.

Hegel led the charge against the idea of secular moral imperatives in the
brave new industrial world of nation-states and economic empires. Hegel’s
philosophy of history affirmed the defeat of public conscience, business
ethics, and political integrity with the most dramatic metaphor in Western
intellectual history. Moral philosophy was dead, because “God, himself,
has died,” Hegel explained.” No idea or constellation of ideas could possi-
bly mount a resistance to history because the only force powerful enough
to give history a moral purpose had been eliminated from the universe.
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Hegel’s philosophy of history granted moral immunity to Kant’s “busi-
nesspeople” History was their get-out-of-jail-free card. Secular moral
philosophy in the modern public sphere was silenced forthwith. History
had corked the lethal tines of Hume’s disastrous fork. When they finally
realized what Hegel’s Gordian knots of dialectical abstraction actually
meant, Kant’s “businesspeople” rejoiced.

The “death of God” usually attributed to Friedrich Nietzsche, appeared
first in Hegel’s Faith and Knowledge (1802). The aetiology of the metaphor
is important. Hegel offered it as the practical answer to enlightenment
moral speculation. The “death of god” made the historical way straight
and plain for self-made men of action in the new industrial economy.
Hegel knew what he was saying and he calculated astutely its probable
effect. Kant’s critical faculty — indeed the whole Enlightenment project
— required what philosopher’s call a “critical ontology”” Enlightenment
required a platform of natural laws which were absolutely free from rela-
tivism. The “death of God” meant no such platform existed in moral phi-
losophy. By any ethical standard, Hegel’s drastic announcement did not
end the great interruption of moral philosophy that had been caused by
skeptical Enlightenment. It did not restore a temporal balance between
head and heart. On the contrary, the triumph of Hegel’s historical thinking
broke Western culture in two. It ended the Enlightenment’s unfinished
moral project. After Hegel, the critical coalition between modern history
and moral philosophy was as stone cold dead in modern public life as old
Jehovah God had been to Napoleon and the Marquis de Sade.

Napoleon had just been elected first Consul when Hegel confessed
his “infinite grief, which existed historically.... God, himself, has died”
Hegel’s obituary for God was a brilliant summary of modern intellectual
history to date. It captured superbly the ecumenical sorrow of a disil-
lusioned Enlightenment. Not only Jehovah God, but the Goddess rea-
son, the Deist God of divine clockwork, Newton’s God of nature, and all
the muses — they were all gone. Humankind was infinitely alone. Hegel
grieved the death of transcendence, the death of absolutes, the death of
utopia, and the perfectibility of man. The traditional guarantee for all
custom, tradition, manners, and mores was dead. If God were dead, so
was the absolute measure for every intangible quality in the universe. The
“death of god” snapped the scholastic cord which had linked ideas with
events in Western history since Augustine. Without a God to guarantee
its meaning, history was free from moral obligation. The very existence of
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right was now indeterminate. Hegel had expressed the modern experience
with a metaphor most educated readers could easily understand.

An elated Enlightenment deflated rapidly during the Napoleonic wars.
Hegel lived through it. He blamed the Enlightenment for the excesses of
the Napoleonic regime. He believed the Enlightenment had worshipped
the image of reason and destroyed the spirit of it. Hegel blamed the failure
of Enlightenment thought on “formal ... or more properly, psychological
idealism”* The “intellect” which results from Enlightenment idealism, “is
human intellect, part of the cognitive faculty, the intellect of a fixed Ego-
point,” Hegel warned.’ Hegel’s “infinite grief” was accompanied by a stern
suspicion of Enlightenment individualism. Without a higher faith, reason
turned into terror. Hegel’s problem was, “faith in what?” He, himself, had
lost his traditional faith in the Christian god. Where was he to turn?

With his soul in sackcloth, Hegel turns to the memory of God in his-
tory. The historical effect of God on the lives of ordinary people was an
historical fact. Hegel is the prophet of the new historical consciousness.
He will save the dead God’s memory and keep the old God’s positive
accomplishments alive in the modern world. “The conception of God con-
stitutes the general basis of a people’s character;,” Hegel explains.® To bring
God’s legacy over into history without God himself, Hegel introduces
the state. Hegel’s concept of the state “is based on Religion.... Religion
must be brought into the state — in buckets and bushels as it were — and
impressed upon people’s hearts,” Hegel wrote.” God died from buckets
and bushels of the “cognitive intellect” that supports a “fixed Ego-point”
No matter, Hegel continues:

God has died — God is dead - this is the most frightful of all
thoughts, that everything eternal and true is not, that negation
itself is found in God. The deepest anguish, the feeling of
complete irretrievability, the annulling of everything that is
elevated, are bound up with this thought. However, the process
does not come to a halt at this point; rather, a reversal takes place:
God, that is to say, maintains himself in this process, and the
latter is only the death of death. God rises again to life, and thus
things are reversed.’®

History has resurrected God. God lives again in his moral legacy and
the Western tradition that was founded in his name. Hegel’s historical
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positivism saves an external meaning for the deity even while admitting
the death of deity as an external force. Deity internalized is the new his-
torical tradition and defines the new direction of modern thought.

Hegel’s generic response to Kant’s moral idealism is ground zero for
modern intellectual history. Hegel’s word, “god is dead” was a metaphor. It
might mean many things and what it meant to Hegel is not entirely clear.
What it meant about the culture in which Hegel lived is relatively clear.
The metaphorical death of God meant the non-cooperation of philosophy
and history. Before the modern era, philosophy had worked closely with
or against a theological perspective on history. God’s active providence
in the affairs of humankind was the core of pre-modern philosophical
debate. The metaphorical “death of God” announced the impossibility of
any ultimate purposes in history. The old system of categorical debate was
foreclosed. Philosophy and history became the two sides of Hume’s disas-
trous fork. Philosophy took possession of the “relation of ideas” History
took possession of “matters of fact” In agreement with Hume, no logical
relation between the two domains was possible. The death of God was
the death of Kant’s “critical faculty” before it even got started. The death
of God meant the end of a two-thousand-year tradition in the intellectual
history of the West. The language of mutual reflection on truth, ethics,
good, and evil was as dead as Hegel’s old pietist God. Hegel, considered
by most as the philosopher of history, was not historically minded enough
to consider the real effects on daily experience foretold in the death of
a whole critical faculty. A critical tradition had been lost and one might
expect the loss to be recorded as a grievous event. Hegel’s generation did
not grieve for very long before they chocked up another notch on their
test tubes. God’s death was just collateral damage. The old tradition He
represented had been surpassed. History was now able to stand alone.
Matters of fact had surpassed the power of ideas. The accurate description
of events would promote traditional ideas of the good far better than the
worship of God. Hegel’s Miltonic metaphor was hubris on a scale unlikely
ever to be seen again.

Hegel claimed his grief for the late great God of his fathers was “infi-
nite,” but he made no effort to address the void so great a grief must cause.
His reaction was not “realistic” in the contemporary use of the term. Hegel
gave Kant’s proposed critical faculty over to historical events. Philosophy
proper became the internal overseer of a fragmented stream of overex-
cited consciousness. After God’s “death” every disciplinary sub-section of
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the arts and sciences developed its own philosophy. Professional solidari-
ties inside carefully demarcated areas of scholarship replaced an inter-
disciplinary overview. The Ph.D. degree becomes the last anachronism
of the old time when philosophy cooperated with all knowledge in the
pursuit of a unified truth. The death of God left philosophical feudalism
defending the modern Balkanization of experience.

Hegel believed historical events would educate the “businesspeople”
to their moral duty far faster than critical speculation. Hegel deeded the
brave, new industrial world to the businesspeople; but it was a probate
without probity. The “death of God” was a sly slogan in league with the
“businesspeople” whom Hegel held in awe. A word war in the world of
scholarship and the arts began here. Hegel’s obituary for traditional faith
immunized the new business economy from moral criticism. It left the
real the final arbiter of the good, and it left political history the final arbiter
of the real. Hegel’s trenchant metaphor captured the moral corrigibility
at the foundations of modern historical study.

Strip Hegel’s alleged ‘idealism’ of its boxcar language and his ideas are
simple. Hegel said the forces driving history had changed, but the struc-
ture of history had remained the same. No one needed to be concerned
because the same approach to ideas and events which had worked dur-
ing the credulous eras of religious superstition would still work. No one
needed to change their thinking about anything in the practical spheres
of politics and the economy. The world was still moving toward redemp-
tion by a fitful path which the human mind was unable to grasp. The only
difference between now and then was that history, not God, moved in
mysterious ways its wonders to perform. Politics had replaced God as
the world’s guiding spirit. The prime mover was now secular, not sacred.
Political history had taken care of God and now it was taking care of
God’s former people. Hegel was happy to report that a minor change in
the board of directors had not altered the progressive course of history.
History was the rational foundation for a modern social science now
cured of abstract speculation and transcendental bogey-men. Hegel and
his heirs believed the dialectic in history guaranteed a more practical,
durable, and inclusive public sphere.

Hegel thought modern history could sustain the older tradition of
moral realism and ethical criticism. What had been an unconscious
movement toward the light could now be carried on in the full light of
day. Hegel had overlooked something. Old Jehovah-God in Hegel’s own
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European religious tradition was not a trickster. He might bluster and
rant; but he obeyed his own natural laws. The idea of natural laws which
even the deity chose to obey was the richest and most fruitful cultural
insight in the world. It has paid so many dividends so many times over in
the West that its simple origins have been filed away and forgotten.

The Western God’s strict adherence to his own laws guaranteed the
intelligibility of a real world and that was not all. God’s rational self-dis-
cipline guaranteed the timeless integrity of names. Jehovah God’s world
was a nominative world. It could be described once and for all and for all
time. Its laws could be written in stone with no fear they would ever have
to be changed. God guaranteed the historical covenant between words
and things. When God, died’ the indelible connection between words and
things died with him. The intellectual difficulty with language after the
“death of God” is the most basic issue in Western history. The indeter-
minate connection between words and the objects to which they refer
has been the occasion for a modern history of bad faith, ethical incom-
petence, and emotional despair. When politics became the new world
spirit, politics also become the new author and emendator of the modern
experience. Politics after Hegel was not just the environment in which the
great traditional issues were discussed; politics was the crucible in which
key words like “truth,” “freedom,” “democracy,” “honour;” and “duty” were
defined. From the perspective of modern intellectual history, the integrity
of the name is the biggest problem in modern life. The most fundamental
issues in modern intellectual history are not democracy, progress, and
freedom, but what democracy, progress, and freedom actually mean. The
integrity of the name was disrupted by the syndrome of secular events
which Hegel dramatically dubbed the death of God. He and his heirs,
quite casually, overlooked the problem.

The managerial elites in whom Hegel had vast confidence were not and
are not concerned with even the possibility that the modern world is build -
ing on semantic quicksand. What Kant’s “businesspeople” were reluctant to
know was relatively evident to ordinary people at the social and subsistence
levels of daily life. After God’s ‘death, God’s former people could not be con-
fident their emotional impressions of right and wrong were real. The rich
and powerful, as a class, could hardly have cared less, but ordinary people
noticed the loss immediately. Their practical problem was with qualita-
tive expressions like care, compassion, duty, and obligation. These terms
had been thrown into question. There was no longer a categorical frame of
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reference underneath such expressions. In a world without Jehovah God’s
old philosophical covenant in place, all qualitative contents were locally
defined and all meanings were relative to their historical context.

A sardonic irony twisted around the philological power of the new
politics. Power and wealth provided the perfect language for business
and diplomacy, but it was the devil’s own language of conscience and
moral responsibility. The indeterminacy of ethical speculation and moral
critique in the modern era was the tragedy from which Kierkegaard wor-
shipped the absurd. It drove Marx into philippics from exile and Nietzsche
into madness. It has eroded a tradition of moral idealism active in Western
culture since Moses and the Hebrew prophets. The old words for right
and wrong were made historically relative in the new political economy
which emerged in Europe soon after the Napoleonic wars. Modern his-
torical ‘idealism’ has played a significant role in the process. Only the most
courageous and sensitive were prepared to announce the true tragedy of
modern history in unadulterated terms. Most members in good standing
of the new secular culture fled in droves from the truth.

The anomy of modern culture drove the affluent scuttling to Plato’s cave
in numbers unmatched since the fall of Rome. Nineteenth-century reac-
tionaries congratulated themselves for rectifying the sadistic intellectual
detachment of Enlightenment. They thought the treasures of Plato’s cave
would save them from their bold secular covenant with the gods of war. In
the Hegelian reading which survived him, Kant was enlisted in support of
a culture and a moral practice which his last published works had openly
scorned. Schiller, Coleridge, Pater, and Matthew Arnold identified Kant
as culture vulture number one. In this carefully adapted reading, Kant’s
critical philosophy began the inner immigration of the ‘businesspeople’
into the private world of spiritual contemplation and recreational high
culture. The centrality of Kant’s rejoinder to Hume was downplayed. His
defence of natural law went unheard. His critique of judgment was neu-
tralized and his denunciation of the “businesspeople” was suppressed.
Nineteenth-century sweetness and light seduced modern moral philoso-
phy. Ethical rigour drowned in the cathartic tears of Romantic culture.
An exhibitionist middle class has been exposing itself to art, history, and
culture ever since.

The Meaning of Meaning (1923) defends modern literature against the
moral pretensions of the modern social sciences. Ogden and Richards
begin their classic defence with an attack on Hegel. “There is no greater
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defect in Hegel’s system than the want of a sound theory of language....
[His] language is a duplicate, a shadow-soul, of the whole structure of
reality,” they advised.” To Ogden and Richards, Hegel’s flawed theory of
language is the reason for modern literature. History a la Hegel leaves
the reader mired in reality, buried by the normal, unable to escape the
overbearing power of the empirically real. The turf war they announced
in 1923 is still going on. It uses the terms “narrative,” “semantics,” and
“discourse” to include literature and history in a larger issue. Narrative
is the normative term, semantics holds the neutral centre, and discourse
is the radical term preferred by the postmodern left. One general con-
clusion is clear. History and literature have both been problematized in
the twentieth century. They appear to be part of a larger problem with
the cultural role of narrative language in late modern experience. The
larger problem is one Kant would have called “practical” Modern public
language in both fact and fiction does not appear to represent the emo-
tional and behavioural stresses of contemporary life very well. A general
problem with language and what language means affects politics, the
arts, and everyday interpersonal relationships. It is one of the abiding
and besetting problems of the age.

Peter Seuren (1998) has reviewed the history of modern semantics.
His book is a centrist report on the modern language question. He traces
the language debate from Plato and spends a considerable time on Hegel.
Hegel is the renowned idealist whom Karl Marx allegedly “turned on his
head” Why does Seuren include Hegel in a history of semantics? Because,
Seuren explains, the modern world has discovered through bitter experi-
ence that one of its oldest fundamental assumptions about language is
wrong. Seuren explains the modern discovery in non-partisan terms:

The grammatical subject-predicate division of a sentence and the
cognitive structuring of a thought as a mental act of assigning a
property to a given entity most of the time do not run in tandem
(emphasis)."’

Hegel thought they did. The semantic representation of experience (I
have, did, hope, think, feel, etc.) is not intrinsically connected to any pre-
existing system of representation. Hegel thought it was. He thought the
objective representation of events (in words) paralleled the subjective
perception of them. Seuren points out there are no natural schemas for
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the system of representation favoured by Hegel. The connection between
representation and experience is not secure. Seuren agrees with Ogden
and Richards that the historical cover-up of this soul-jolting narrative
pothole begins with Hegel.

Seuren notes that Hegel’s semantics received no theoretical atten-
tion until the twentieth century. By that time the Hegelian tradition was
ensconced like a stone inside the standard language practices of mod-
ern historical studies. A plain language explanation of Hegel’s seman-
tic problem was rendered difficult by the Hegelian dominance over the
style, form, and system of explanation favoured in the modern research
university. Hegel’s philosophy of history took shape at the beginning of
the age of Romantic reaction, European ethnocentrism, and economic
laissez-faire. Its narrative format, literal research methodology, and indi-
rect approach to ethical issues represented nineteenth-century culture
and politics in a positive light. Hegel’s philosophy of history transmitted
nineteenth-century ethical norms into the next century. Fundamental
concepts that Hegel was the first to codify in their contemporary public
use still inform the everyday notion of how history, politics, culture, and
society are represented.

Hegel’s illusive misapprehension that events and ideas run “in tandem”
is formalist and goes back to Plato. It was an endearing myth as long as the
people who practised it were not fully-fledged, science-oriented Humean
skeptics. When Platonic language became common practice in the demo-
cratic politics of large, pluralistic societies, the myth began to have mood
swings. The full range of possible difficulties flowing down to us from
nineteenth-century semantics has not been adequately explored.

In Principia Ethica (1903), G.E. Moore described a “very contradic-
tory doctrine” in modern thought. He blamed Hegel for an “ambiguous
language” of “the supreme good” that was so “contradictory, no practical
maxim in it can possibly be true** A temporal politics of the timeless
good was a destructive contradiction bound to destroy any practical idea
of the good. “This very contradictory doctrine ... pervades almost the
whole of modern philosophy,” Moore added.'> Moore’s answer to Hegel’s
“ambiguous language” was the exalted “states of consciousness” induced
by intellectual conversation and the classical fine arts.'* Moore’s aesthetic
state was overwhelmed by the politics of state in the twentieth century.
Hegel’s ambiguous language survived the hot, cold, and colonial wars.
Moore never asked why.

Chapter 2 » HEGEL’S PREDICAMENT 73



Margaret Urban Walker provides an indirect explanation of Hegel’s
triumph over sweetness and light. She concludes her contribution to the
anthology, Moral Epistemology Naturalized (2000), with the following
question:

We cannot but ask ourselves what we know best about science,
morality and social life, and how we know it. Yet here it is
epistemically and morally urgent that we open the question that

Moore would never have asked: who are “we”?'*

Hegel’s ambiguous language survived because ‘we’ who benefit from it
refuse to ask what it has done to us. What ‘we’ know ‘best’ about science,
morality, and social life, in Margaret Urban Walker’s terms, is how much
they benefit those of us fortunate enough to live in the developed world.
What we know ‘worst’ is who we are and what we have become in Hegel’s
world of dialectical thuggery and knee-jerk loyalty to the state. Hegels
representation of history began a selective edit of the past in favour of
naturalistic survival and moral indifference to the suffering of others. The
system he and Wilhelm Dilthey etched on the modern mind maximizes
conflict and minimizes morality. It suppressed Kant and began a secular
religion that has turned the heritage culture into a handmaiden of the
corporate state.

G.W.F. HEGEL (1770-1831)

“Whether we know it, or like it, or not,” Paul de Man wrote, “most of us are
Hegelians and quite orthodox ones at that.... Few thinkers have so many
disciples who never read a word of their master’s writings.”*® It is Hegelian
to see literature as the synthesis of opposing cultures. It is Hegelian to
systematize art according to style and period and, most famously, Hegel
began the modern view of history as the progress or regress of objective
mind. In the Introduction to The Philosophy of History (1822), Hegel sug-
gests a fourth way we have come to be like him whether we know it, or
want to admit it, or not.

The fourth way I want to emphasize here is Hegel’s answer to the for-
malist problem Seuren described in his book on semantics. Hegel knew
that state politics were a moral dilemma for the older, heritage culture.
Classical philosophy and both stages of the Christian synthesis were suspi-
cious of secular history, distrusted the state, and insisted on the primacy
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of the law. A philosophy of secular progress faced the moral objections of
Greek philosophy and Christian ethics. Hegel defended his sanguinary;,
secular realism in terms very similar to the older language of religious
belief in which he had been raised. The nineteenth century still couched
its most important ideas in the traditional language of idealist philosophy
and Christian theology. Hegel adapted the language tradition of his day
to the new, secular study of history. Here are his words:

The revelation of the divine being must ultimately advance to
the intellectual comprehension of what was presented in the first
instance, to feeling and imagination [Hegel’s italics].'®

Hegel believed the intellectual comprehension of history explained the
sentiments associated with religious piety. “What is commanded in the
Holy Scripture,” he admonishes. “That we should not merely love, but
know God.... The science of which we have to treat [i.e., history] proposes
itself to furnish the proof”'” The “cunning of reason” in history is the real
architect of moral progress.'® History, rightly understood, justifies the old
ways of God to the new ways of men.

Hegel claimed he understood God’s laws and was sympathetic to their
development. What he did about them casts suspicion on the depth of his
understanding and the authenticity of his motives. He did not review the
history of the problem. He did not concede, like both Hume and Kant,
that skeptical philosophy, science, and logic were limited to the phenom-
enal world. Hegel led the way in declaring a double duty for history that
is morally ambiguous. He declared history both the cause and the cure
for the skeptical moral dilemma. He blamed history on the one hand and
then exempted history on the other. “The world is in itself falling to pieces,’
Hegel warned."” That tragedy and its social consequences were the way
history made progress. Those with moral concern and social vision had to
have faith in dialectical conflict and the world spirit. The old providence
of God no longer moved through history. It resided in history. The forces
of history were now the supreme mover of the world. Hegel has Hume’s
predicament without being aware of it.

Laurence Bonjour (2002) calls Hegel’s solution to Hume’s predica-
ment an externalist view of knowledge. “On externalist views, the factor
in light of which a belief is likely to be true may be wholly or partially
external to the believer’s own cognitive perspective’” In this perspective
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a true believer may not understand why an idea is true and, worse still,
does not need to know why it is true. Bonjour points out the difficulty
with a boisterously external perspective like Hegel’s. The believer does not
need to justify the truth. S/he trusts circumstances to justify the truth for
her. Hegel’s “epistemological” problem is what Kant called “intelligibility”
Hegel’s secular faith is not coherent. It does not add up to a systematic
perspective on any of the old ideals upon which Western civilization was
grounded. Hegel’s secular faith supports policy not people. It is a system of
representations which undermines the anonymous dignities of everyday
life. Citizens in Hegel’s state are deracinated souls whose only remaining
heritage is the theory of state.

Hegel had no problem with the emotional and cognitive dilemmas
posed by his global, secular faith. He believed history was the answer to
the skeptical predicaments debated by Kant and Hume. Bonjour doubts
Hegel’s answer is adequate. He suggests, “The claim that externalism
makes it possible to avoid skepticism ... turns out to be largely empty;
and internalism remains the only viable approach to the deepest and most
important [skeptical] epistemological problems”** Ordinary decency,
interpersonal concern, everyday kindness, and the larger coherencies
normally associated with moral action and ethical theory are “the deep-
est and most important” of the problems to which Bonjour refers.

William H. Dray (1993) concedes, “When Hegel secularized the
Christian idea of providence ... providential theories passed over into
theories of linear inevitability” Dray excuses Hegel from any turpitude
he may have occasioned. Secularizing the idea of providence was merely
an innocent figure of speech. “The notion of inevitability is often used by
historians simply to express the idea of one thing necessarily following
another,” Dray remarks. The language of providence is not to be taken
literally. The great value of history lies in adapting language to explain
events in a way most people can understand.”' Dray (1993), Taylor (1975),
Gadamer (1976 & 1985), Krieger (1989), and Wood (1990) disagree with
Bonjour, Seuren, de Man, and Moore. They respect Hegel for giving his-
tory philosophical respectability. They believe Hegel explained, once and
for all, how historical narrative could be the logical equivalent of moral
philosophy and theological casuistry. The Hegelian philosophy of history
bridged the great disruption of skeptical Enlightenment and linked mod-
ern progress with the older humanism. History, post-Hegel, links modern
thought with the wisdom of the past.
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The link is purely semantic. Hegel’s philosophy of history uses language
his theory of history cannot sustain. Hegel expropriates the language of
the older humanism and adapts it to support industrial growth and state
power. The Hegelian philosopher Charles Taylor (1985 & 1989) calls lan-
guage “the most powerful agent in the construction of a modern iden-
tity.... Language realizes man’s humanity,” he says. It is the “source of the
self” in modern life. Human beings “discover” their higher potentials in
the language of history, politics, and literature. “Thinking is essentially
expression,” Taylor believes. “It is particularly illuminating to see Hegel’s
philosophy of mind through this perspective,” he advises.?” Through his-
torical study the “expressive self” discovers the moral truths political
participation uncovers in practice. “History reminds us of the context
of practices in which ideas are embedded”” Ideas “interweave with their
practices in various ways” and history reveals this process to us.”* Our
mutual involvement in history develops each individual “expressive self”
to the highest degree. Taylor speaks for a powerful range of opinion that
still holds to a boisterous externalism most moral philosophers oppose.

Lawrence Dickey (1987) has described the Duchy of Wiirttemberg where
Hegel was born as an insular province, which after turning Protestant in
1534, was rife with religious enthusiasm, mysticism, and Hermeticism.
Hegel’s historicism is an amalgam of personal genius and parochial tra-
ditions on which he was raised. His language is dense, but its content is
relatively traditional. Hegel hides his lost religious faith in history. The
boxcar clauses of his steam train dialectics are the bereaved meditations
of a lonely heart. Glenn Magee (2001) calls the Swabians, “the mysti-
cal people of Germany” Franz Wiedmann (1968) writes of the Swabians,
“Reserved and uncommunicative, they conceal deep within themselves
a quiet faculty for brooding and meditating”** Hegel turned to history to
save the memory of his childhood faith.

In his youth, Hegel had intended to enter the religious ministry, but he
was a poor orator so he turned to the fulltime study of philosophy, instead.
Kant’s Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone (1793) was particularly
influential on Hegel’s development. In response to it he wrote The Spirit of
Christianity, which was not published until 1907. Hegel breaks with Kant’s
claim that Christian ethics are rational. Hegel’s anti-semitism and his
dualism come together in a defence of the “spirit” of Jesus’ moral teaching.
Jesus broke with the Jews because they were overly rational. His insights
into history and the human condition were higher than the Jewish race
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was capable of appreciating. From racism, Hegel moves to Romanticism.
The Christian kingdom is a dual kingdom. One side is material and the
other spiritual. The two kingdoms can only be united in the history of
great men and great peoples. Legalistic rationality of the Jewish, popish
and Kantian sort are unable to comprehend the historical development
of Christ’s supermundane kingdom here on earth.

Hegel bases his petty mysticism on passages from St. John. Spirit and
flesh cannot be reconciled in any one life. Church and state, worship and
life, piety and virtue, spiritual and worldly action can never be resolved
in personal experience. Individuals are forced to live in a perpetual state
of continual becoming. Personal life is always a work in progress and the
direction of our lives is not within our own control. Hegel’s choice of the
word geist reflects the unresolved inner dualism of his thought. The word
means “mind” as well as “spirit” The ambiguity of the two meanings is
Hegel’s stock and trade. He plays mind and spirit off against each other,
never having to chose, never having to decide which side of Christ’s super-
worldly historical kingdom must finally have priority over the other.

History was the only concept big enough to cover the ambiguity in
Hegel’s system. Hegel cannot defend his grieving and fragmented spirit,
but he can defend history. Hegel defended history as the bridge to a
higher philosophy in his lectures on the philosophy of history from 1810
to 1822. Originally, Herodotus and Thucydides “changed the events, the
deeds, and the states of society with which they were conversant, into
an object for the conceptive faculty,” Hegel wrote.** History stayed the
same, in Hegel’s opinion, until the “critical mode of treating history, now
current in Germany.”*® Trusting the “conceptive faculty” had been the
great mistake of the Enlightenment. There was no innate and universal
“conceptive faculty” The faculty differed greatly from person to person.
Trusting the psychology of the individual to be categorically the same (as
Kant had argued) left each individual detached, ostracized, and isolated
from his historical community. Hegel thought the Germans had solved
this problem.

History was the only dependable link between the “conceptive fac-
ulty” in each individual and the universal human spirit made flesh in the
Gospel of St. John. The state in history was the new body of Christ. The
Germans had discovered the truth about God’s last revelation in history.
German language, art, and high culture reflected the national historical
experience. Through its culture, political traditions and military power
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the German state transcended the infinite subjectivities of the individual.
Human consciousness was only truly happy under the administration of a
strong national state. Hegel had to sell his power perspective to a society of
religious enthusiasts and regional chauvinists. He turned to the language
arts as a co-underwriter for his new church of national redemption. Hegel
drew on the prestige of all the classical Fine Arts, leaning heavily on the
language arts, in particular. Historians translate experience “in the same
way the poet operates upon the material supplied him by his emotions;
projecting it into an image for the conceptive faculty” The only difference
between historians and poets is that historians “find statements and narra-
tives of other men ready to hand”* History is the poetry of everyday life.
History is real, so its ideas are not merely “psychological” The evidence
of history amalgamates the higher emotional senses developed by high
culture and the Fine Arts.

Poets and historians use the “heritage of an already-formed language,’
Hegel explained. Both poets and historians “owe much” to this heritage
even if it is “merely an ingredient”*® Hegel’s readers did not find the equa-
tion of poetry and historiography unusual in the early nineteenth century.
They were educated to an aesthetic tradition where “succession of time is
the domain of the poet” The great Enlightenment critic and aesthetician
Gotthold Ephraim Lessing had held both “poetical and prosaic painters”
to the same task. They both “paint bodies, but only by way of indication,
and through the means of actions*

Hegel’s philosophy of history founds a school of prosaic painting that
saved the language of the heritage culture without having to investigate its
new contents. History was a secular parable about the parallel worlds of
sweetness, light, and power politics. Simple, historical word pictures were
the interface between the old faith and current events. History gave the
modern world logical integrity and communicative competence. Under
the new dispensation Hegel had given them, the old words were as ambig-
uous as the new dialectic. They functioned like magic in the nineteenth
century. Words were both in history and outside of history at the same
time. Hegel defined the essential relation between language and history in
Volume One of The Science of Logic: “It is a joy for speculative thought to
find words which in themselves have a meaning,” Hegel exulted.>* History
proved the meaning of the old words. The heritage language was made
flesh in history. Historical events fulfilled the prophecy of the old texts.
History was the spirit come down to dwell among us. The logical link
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between spirit and history for Hegel was the same as for Hume. The
constant presence in history which gave foundation and intelligibility to
modern progress and politics was language. The truth revealed by words
“which in themselves have a meaning” was a constant truth through time
which human consciousness first saw dimly as through a glass and then
finally (through history) were now seeing it fully revealed.

Hegel claimed his Logic, or, as he sees it, the dialectical development of
logic, was sustained by the inner logic of language. He believed semantic
logic itself, though revealed historically, was as non-relative and timeless
as geometry and mathematics. History was fundamentally discursive. The
recovery of history was semantic. The language of historical description
connects a people with “the presentation of God as he is in his eternal
essence before the creation of nature and a finite mind” Hegel described
the logic of history as “the course of truth as it is without veil in and for
itself”*' A timeless logic which was, at the same time, historically revealed
depended upon language being an invariant guide to historical experience.
A universal secular philosophy required a universal guarantor of truth to
replace the old Jehovah God. An inherently logical language is, for Hegel,
the spiritual guarantor of the new secular God’s old, traditional revelation.
Hegel’s claims for his philosophy have close affinities with Romantic cul-
ture. The easy dismissal of the Hegelian gesamtgeistwerk hides the subtle
affinity Hegel had with his era, its politics, and its need for easy answers
to difficult moral questions.

Hegel’s timely, timeless logic rests on a covert theory of language. The
pseudo-science of Hegelian history hides a Cabbalistic faith in magic
words. One of the earliest fragments from Hegel’s nachlass contains the
following reference to language:

Every individual is a blind link in the chain of absolute necessity,
along which the world develops. Every individual can raise
himself to domination over a great length of this chain only if
he realizes the goal of this great necessity and, by virtue of this
knowledge, learns to speak the magic words which evoke its
shape.”

Hegel could not save his faith in God; but he retained his faith in God’s
words. History revealed a “mythology of reason” still active in the world.
In one of his earliest speculations, he was naive enough to use the phrase,
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“magic words” He soon stopped talking about magic words, but he never
gave up on their magical effect.

Historical events were the everyday process which revealed the esoteric
truths of philosophy in a plain language everyone could understand. The
natural adaptation between philosophy and events proceeds spontane-
ously, in tandem. Glenn Magee traces Hegel’s faith in magic words to the
hermetic traditions of rural Saxony. In the mysticism of Bruno, Benz, and
Oetinger, “magic words” were the way mortals “recollected” what had
been forgotten since the fall of Adam.** Hegel’s discussion of the historical
importance of language in The Phenomenology of Mind is the resurrection
of Swabian mysticism in modern public life. Here is Hegel:

We see Language to be the form in which spirit finds existence.
Language is self-consciousness existing for others; it is self-
consciousness which as such is there immediately present, and
which in its individuality is universal.... The content, which
language has here obtained, is no longer the self we found in the
world of culture, perverted, perverting, and distraught. It is spirit
which, having returned to itself, is certain of itself, certain in itself
of its truth.... Moral consciousness, on the other hand, remains
dumb, shut up within its inner life; for self has no existence as
yet.... For universal self-consciousness stands detached from the
specific act which merely exists: the act means nothing to it: what
it holds of importance is the conviction that the act is a duty:

and this appears concretely in language.... Actual conscience

... is universal ... its very language pronounces its action to be
recognized duty. **

Life is universal self-expression in history. Conscience is mute before the
universal truths of history. The language of history instructs the moral
conscience. Only in history is the solitary self reminded of her necessary
relations with others.

History gives human reason its only critical reasons. Hegel advised:

Thus the passions of men are gratified [in history]; they develop
themselves and their aims in accordance with their natural
tendencies, and build up the edifice of human society; thus
fortifying a position for Right and Order against themselves.*
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The moral progress of two thousand years had been consummated by the
“cunning of reason” in history.*® History has reasons which the individual
cannot comprehend. History works behind the backs of individuals to
realize its larger purposes over against the selfish competition of finite
egos. Hegel had such boisterous confidence in history, he bragged:

What experience and history teach is this — that peoples and
governments never have learned anything from history, or acted
on principles deduced from it.... Amid the pressure of great
events, a general principle gives no help. It is useless to revert to
similar circumstances in the Past. The pallid shades of memory
struggle in vain with the life and freedom of the Present.*’

History, for Hegel, proves the futility of theoretical speculation on deeper
causes or fundamental principle. History shows in dramatic relief the
good sense of getting on with it. History gives us confidence that nothing
in the present can be as bad as “the French” try to pretend.*® “Disgusted
by such reflective histories, readers have often returned with pleasure
to a narrative adopting no particular point of view.... We Germans are
content with such,” Hegel announces proudly.*

Well, a satisfying national entertainment that puts the French in their
well-deserved place may not seem like the beginning of an era to most
people and they should be right. Unfortunately, Hegel’s conjoined phi-
losophy of mind and spirit begins the modern political era. Good, realistic
moderns (like Hegel) are moral and intellectual formalists. They act “as if”
ideas and events move in tandem. They trust political debate to simulate
the conscious power of a moral philosophy. Hegel’s language describes
history with a boisterous externalism. His fallacies implicate Western
individualism in a crucial moral paradox. Hegel’s objective idealism “pres-
ents us with a rational process” without having to admit to any particular
point of view or justify any particular sense of right and wrong.*

The fallacy of an already-formed language provided Hegel with a schol-
arly escape from the hard grind of ethical Enlightenment. Words which,
in themselves, had a meaning were the historical harvest of old Jehovah
God’s culture, theology, and law. Hegel’s semantic ‘joy’ made God the first
historical organ donor. Literally, over God’s dead body, Hegel transplanted
the moral sentiments of the Christian religion into the new political lan-
guage of consensus politics. German historical idealism, British political
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liberalism, and Jacksonian democracy in the United States were culturally
specific expressions of the same facile joy. The linchpin of what seemed
practical common sense in each social context was the inseverable con-
nection between history and an already formed language. Political debate
uses the right words. In Hegel’s perspective, political debate must, on
account of its mastery of the language, be a world historical process in
pursuit of ultimate truth.

Peter Seuren (1998) indicates Hegel’s theory of language was part of
a theological enterprise that had been going on since the sixth-century
Latin Grammarian Priscian. The success of the missionary church rested
four squarely on the perceived plausibility of its message. In the Christian
gospel, any perceived change in the nature of the good always occasioned
a scholastic tinkering with the language of the good. If language were to be
an instrument of institutional continuity, language and practice had to be
continually refitted. Language, as used by those with moral authority, had
to be a dependable mediator between the temporal and spiritual worlds.
Seuren explains, “the point of this enterprise was to demonstrate that lin-
guistic categories are really a direct reflex of cognitive categories (which
in turn are assumed to reflect ontological categories in a straightforward
way).” He then notes all such attempts place the language user firmly in
a scholastic camp that modern skepticism routed in the eighteenth cen-
tury. In the linguistic history of the Christian era in the West, the scho-
lastic theory of language “agrees naturally with the tradition known as
analogism in Antiquity and renamed ‘formalism’ here,” Seuren says.*' A
culture in which the secular superstition of language is being entrenched
has turned classical “formalism” into an empty shell — the form no lon-
ger serves the moral and emotional needs of the community. The word
“formalism” in late modern culture often denotes the empty promise of
merely going through the motions without understanding the deeper
meanings that might be involved. Hegel’s political faith in the dead God’s
old formal language is formalism. It is an empty shell, a mere language-
game. Its promises are heart-breaking delusions for those who trust the
process and absolve themselves from responsibility for the results.

Seuren indicates Hegel adapted the institutional linguistics of the
Church to modern politics. The political use of a language tradition bor-
rowed from Church history had no guarantee for the integrity of its use
over time. Voltaire and Hume had used history to scourge the upper
classes. Hegel made history the comfortable pew of the new economic
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upper classes. Historical description, free from God and guilt, provided
men of means with the moral and emotional detachment required for
empire, class culture, and the White Man’s burden.*? Its lessons took deep
root in the United States during the era of westward expansion. History
was “the science of the ways in which knowledge appears” to the white,
male, European middle-class.*®

The pseudo-science of plain language historical description provided
ordinary realists a special exemption from both the conviction of sin and
the logic of radical doubt. The constancy of language made the dialectical
clash of wills in history impregnable to critique. It assured the state, the
bourgeois political economy, and its institutional infrastructure would
continue even after their moral collapse. Deliberated or not, the brazen
bad faith of it is worthy of a Borgia or a tobacco company. Heinrich Heine
called Hegel the Louis XVIII of philosophy. He was the monarchist prin-
ciple restored to life after the great age of revolutionary upheaval. Hegel
was, secretly, the great conservative. The great return of the old tradi-

1.** Hegel’s mor-

tions in new robes, with new backers and a new bankrol
ally ambiguous language survived on wings of song. It plays well, but the
aesthetic sense and the moral sense are not synonymous. Truth is not
beauty. Truth and roses both have thorns.

Hegel’s joy’ is a rhetorical trope which Paul de Man called a “metalepsis,’
i.e., “the exchange or substitution of cause and effect”** De Man took the
word, “metalepsis” from Nietzsche’s lectures on rhetoric. The “metalep-
tic” confusion between language as a cause and language as an effect was
the germinal seed for de Man’s Allegories of Reading: Figural Language in
Rousseau, Nietzsche, Rilke, and Proust (1979). Hegelian history is the “fig-
ural language” for a Dick and Jane version of situational self-assertion that
lets Dick and Jane be morally mindless. History decides the big issues, wis-
dom follows history, and philosophy anticipates the way history is going.
Time reasons, so people do not. Facing questions of distributive justice,
global development, environmental degradation, and the spiritual qual-
ity of our everyday lives, most competently adjusted Westerners default
to a language process conceived and implemented by Hegel’s Romantic
flight from infinite grief. The bad faith of Hegel’s historic turn is part of a
deep and pervasive tradition that controls the very language in which the
problem could and should be discussed. The circularity here between his-
tory and language is an existential complex of destructive negations at the
heart of honesty, community, and interpersonal concern.
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The happy historical consciousness moves in history like a fish in water
and sums of the will of the world spirit it finds there. History eliminates
the need to worry about one’s neighbour. History takes over responsibil-
ity for issues of ethics and morals which pre-Enlightenment culture had
taken to be fundamental to philosophy. Prior to the era of mass com-
munication and computer enhancement Hegel invented the first virtual
reality. The meaning and integrity of a life lived in association with others
is a projection of history. History represents ethics, culture, and social
values. Hegel is so confident in the absolute right of historical reason that
he denies the need for ethical reflection. He calls ethics a “merely formal
point of view” Its uselessness is evident in politics. He objects to tradi-
tional ethics because they can be used to support incredible sophistries.
Some Christian moralists have been so audacious as to claim “instances
of bravery, courage, magnanimity, self-denial, and self-sacrifice, are found
among the most savage and the most pusillanimous nations” To even
suggest the Negro or the Indians of the New World show “as much of
social virtue and morality as the civilized Christian states, or even more”
is unthinkable.*® This French sophistry shows the morass to which psy-
chological idealism of the Kantian sort can lead. Heaven forbid! Rational
Europeans have history. Universal ethical questions are abstract ques-
tions of “formal rectitude — deserted by the living Spirit and by God,
Hegel contends.

When you open questions about ethics and morality, you have opened
a bottomless pit of nonsense, Hegel declares.”” He announces:

On these grounds a doubt has been suggested whether in the
progress of history and of general culture mankind have become
better; whether their morality has been increased — morality
being regarded in a subjective aspect and view, as founded on

1'48

what the agent holds to be right and wrong, good and evi

History shows that “social virtue” stands “in opposition to [this] false moral-
ity, Hegel declares. History puts “social virtue” on a “higher ground than
that on which morality has properly its position.” Moral philosophy,

Must not be brought into collision with world-historical deeds
and their accomplishment. The Litany of private virtues —
modesty, humility, philanthropy and forbearance — must not be
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raised against them. The History of the World might, on principle,
entirely ignore the circle within which morality and the so much
talked of distinction between the moral and the politic lies.*

History justifies us, “not only in abstaining from judgments ... but in leav-
ing individuals quite out of view and unmentioned,” Hegel concludes.*

Hegel thought “State-power and national wealth” were “the supreme
purposes of its [the spirit’s] strenuous exertion”** There is a difference
between Hegel’s dangerous fascination with the nation-state and the
equivalent fascination in twentieth-century form. Hegel does not make
the political an end in itself. Politics is to Hegel as the sublime is to Kant.
Politics shock the individual into recognition of a higher faculty of rea-
son. Hegel continues,

But its [spirit’s] gaining acceptance thus is itself vain.... Only by
self-consciousness being roused to revolt does it know its own
peculiar torn and shattered condition; and in its knowing this it
has ipso facto risen above that condition.>

The purpose of the spirit’s dialectical struggle is that ego, first for itself
and then for the state, is overcome.

Through political struggle the ego discovers “pure insight...all the one-
sidedness and peculiarity of the original self-existing self is extinguished”**
The experience of the “pure insight” of the other realized through confron-
tation “is the simple ultimate being undifferentiated within itself”:

This pure insight is, then, the spirit that calls to every
consciousness: be for yourselves what you are all essentially in
yourselves — rational >*

Hegel’s political optimism makes politics a process of moral growth and
personal self-discovery. The hurly-burly of modern politics teaches humil-
ity. Personal ego must, by virtue of the encounter with history, must be
driven to “see” a higher truth. Political practice was Hegel’s moral arena
in which egotism and vanity were overcome. In Hegel’'s theology of the
great new word being made flesh, the fragmentation of consciousness
leads the ego to politics. Politics leads to a rational understanding of
history. When the individual sees her life in the light of world history all
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is revealed. “Thereby the sole and only surviving interest is done away
with; and individual light is resolved into universal insight.... By marking
this feeling [of political participation] as a moment of the supreme Idea,
the pure concept ... [overcomes] the empirical being” Hegel concludes.*
This philosophy can, in truth, be called idealism; but it cannot itself be
called truth.

“The term history ... comprehends not less what has happened, than
the narration of what has happened,” Hegel happily concluded.*® He con-
tinued:

This union of the two meanings we must regard as of a higher
order than mere accident.... It is an internal vital principle
common to both [events and language] that produces them
synchronously.””

God originally guaranteed the emotional and intellectual union between
two meanings. Hegel recognized the need for an internal principle of
unity still existed after the skeptical takeover of public life during the
Enlightenment. The language of politics provided this link for Hegel.*®
Hegel’s idea of language is the first modern “linguistic turn” Hegel’s covert
theory of language is the golden calf of modern media and mass politics.
The political dialectic in history is the new modern graven image. Political
consensus is Hegel’s god.

We cannot understand Hegel’s language unless we understand what
Hegel’s language was designed to do. Hegel’s philosophy of language saves
a traditional manner of speaking without saving its moral content, sense
of community, and interpersonal obligation to others. He leaves “Words
which in themselves have a meaning” as the foundation for a new meta-
physics. His theory of language re-grounded classical thought in a new
faith for the age of mass culture, consensus politics, and commercial
capitalism. “It is apparent we should grasp a knowledge of cause from the
origin,” Aristotle observes [emphasis added]. Hegel gives the Aristotelian
principle of origin a new foundation. The origin of Hegel’s philosophy is
the new middle class. The knowledge it proffers is a faith and knowledge
in the new industrial system. Aristotelian arché becomes an ethos driven
by words, a way of life driven by self-advertising. It is a splendid system
of tropes for a middle-class who will avoid, if possible, the harm, damage,
and aggressive misunderstandings its politics have sown.
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Aristotle had resorted to dialectical arguments as a negative proof for
the existence of qualities that could not be proven directly. He wanted to
establish the first principles of “the science of being as such ... by means
of a refutation of the premises contrary to these principles.... The neces-
sity of scientific statements, which is demonstrable in the case of essential
attributes [like physical motion], is indemonstrable in the case of the first
principles each individual science presupposes,” Richard Bodéiis explains.
Aristotle resorted to dialectical argument because no direct argument
existed with which to secure the first principles of his ethics and physics.
Bodéiis explains that “this dialectical attempt at securing first principles
is an integral part of a larger project that paved the way for many philo-
sophical paths and was later to be called ‘metaphysical.”>

Aristotle’s discussion of origin and cause was a formal process of nega-
tive induction. It was an eristic method for defending the essential in life
from skeptical relativism. Aristotle left his principles standing in negative
relief by showing “contrary premises necessarily lead to contradictions”
The Medieval theological perspective developed from Aristotle’s nega-
tive proof. God had to exist or else the world was unintelligible. It was
impossible to conceive good and evil without an absolute presence whose
power was “real” Hegel carried the classical debate over essentials into
modern history. His adaptation of the Aristotelian negative proof was
so successful, metaphysics continued without even being recognized as
such. The old conversation of the West continued with political debate
taking the place of angels, ectoplasm, divine reason, and pure form. In
Hegelian history an occult pantheon of unseen paganisms moves toward
redemption through an ironic sequence of felix peccata.

Stephen Priest suggests Hegel’s philosophy of history is not intelligible
by contemporary standards of logic. Hegel’s “examples are open to Quine’s
objection to analyticity based on synonymy,” Priest points out.®® Priest
is referring to the Quine-Duhem thesis that any statement can be true
providing you make enough changes to the background system. History
is an excellent background system for flux and change. The early Church
used history to adapt its language to new ideas. It assimilated pagan feasts
and non-Christian rituals by explaining ideas and events in historical
parallel. History can always be re-written in such a way that current ideas
and events appear to move in tandem. Hegelian history is the malleable
background for the Quine-Duhem thesis in action. In Hegel, “Geist is not
the cause of what is,” Priest observes. Geist “is what is,” he advises.®* The
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ethical dilemma should be obvious. In a system where spirit is synony-
mous with history, anything real is, arguably, full of the spirit. Historical
continuity shows the spirit of the times and the spirit of the times is, by
definition, the spirit of the good. Shlomo Barer identifies this discovery
as the turning point in the intellectual development of the young Marx.
In the first and most revealing of Marx’s surviving letters, he explained
to his father, Heinrich, how “Hegel’s subtle dialectic preserves the ‘is’
even while changing it into the ‘ought” Although he did not admit it to
his father, “he was actually about to make philosophy his chief concern,’
Barer concludes.®

Ethics are suppressed by Hegel, but not directly. Hegel suppresses the
moral content of the heritage culture by appropriating its theory of lan-
guage. The Esperanto of world commerce and the global political economy
is not likely a foundation for what a less skeptical society would have
called “spirit” Robust empirical evidence indicates consensus politics
do not usually sustain the community traditions of elementary decency
and ordinary kindness normally associated with a moral life. Modern
intellectual history faces the failure of its own self-denying philosophical
flight from infinite grief. Words which, in themselves, have a meaning are
the foundation for political correctness, professional detachment, and
bureaucratic indifference. They will not and cannot assuage the “infinite
grief” of a history without a warrant for ethics, moral responsibility, and
interpersonal concern. Hegel’s theory of language was the linchpin hold-
ing together the dual worlds of a new secular spiritual incarnation. The
defence of Hegel’s language was the next step in spreading Hegel’s “joy”
over words to the rest of the European world.

Hegel’s philosophy of history was welcomed by the conservative con-
cert of Europe after the Napoleonic wars. After twenty-five years of revo-
lutionary tumult, Hegel’s stately dialectic was an idea whose time had
come. Hegel gave philosophical dignity to the boom and buzz of ordinary
events. The world spirit in daily life touched every man with its cunning,
wisdom, and grace. Even the humblest were included. Even the smallest
life was, in some small way, part of the great pageant of historical progress.
Europe was an event history had created for the ultimate edification of
the rest of the world. Hegel’s ‘joy’ for history was the apostle’s creed for
the new gospel of progress.

Hegel’s philosophy of history defeated the Kantian critique of judg-
ment in the battle for the hearts and minds of the new, upwardly mobile,
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industrial middle-class. World history was turned into a vocational educa-
tion in political economy and national politics. Hegel’s dialectical dream
was institutionalized by Leopold von Ranke (1795-1886). Ranke is consid-
ered the father of modern historical method. Ranke was Hegel’s organiza-
tion man. He franchised Hegel’s dream to every college and university in
the Western world. Ranke took his research method from Barthold Georg
Niebuhr’s The History of Rome (1812), but he took his philosophy of history
from Hegel. Ranke viewed history as a “dialogue, coming from kindred
hearts ... which lovingly guides contemplation ever higher until it finds
God and general truth....The inherence of the eternal in the particular
need not be demonstrated — it is the religious ground which our histori-
cal effort assumes,” he explained.®® Ranke’s secular faith in history gave
Hegel’s morally suspect “cunning of reason” a scholarly method. Ranke’s
method gave scholarly respectability to Hegel’s stratospheric abstractions.
Hegel’s “joy” over words which have a meaning in themselves was con-
firmed by modern scholarship. Ranke insisted repeatedly that history “is
not a denial but fulfillment of philosophy”** The philosophy being ful-
filled is unmistakable. Ranke’s functional faith in history as the language
of religious providence lets him imply ¢4e philosophy, the reason, and the
history as if history were a ceiling to floor showcase for spiritual truth.

The philosophy which history “fulfills” is Hegel’s philosophy of state.
History builds complicity with the state into the language of fact. Historical
descriptions which in themselves allegedly have a larger, more inclusive
meaning are the universal language of political cunning. Ranke com-
pletes the fundamental intuition inherent in Hegel’s turn from pietism.
Ranke makes the transition from theology to history concrete. The poli-
tics of the nation-state stand in for theology in the new historicist sys-
tem. History “fulfills” theology by incarnating the great philosophical
questions of truth, knowledge, ethics, justice, ideals, and the law in the
modern political process.

Ranke received his first university appointment at the University of
Berlin in 1825 when he was thirty years old. He wrote that his success
would never cause him to forget, “the knowledge ... of the God of our
nations and of the world”*® He said that he believed that, “One must expe-
rience everything in order to understand, or rather to know that one does
not understand.... It is all a mystery: marriage and birth, life and death;
behind and with sensory appearance appears the Divine, as in the Lord’s
Supper.... Without an absorption in divine things, man is a shadow on
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earth, passing through in the haze*® Nostalgia for “the old God” coloured
his writing and shaped his thoughts.®’

The historical and the religious threads in Ranke’s intellectual life come
together in the following passage from a letter Ranke wrote to his younger
brother Heinrich in the spring of 1820:

I can only assure you that I am very lonely. My heart is so numb
that it does not even complain much about it. But there is a
dialogue, coming from kindred hearts ... which lovingly guides
contemplation ever higher until it finds God and general truth....
This dialogue I miss.... The fog of enveloping habitual error still
gives way but little.... If [ only had your faith! If I only were firm!®®

It wasin this mood that Ranke turned to historical study. History, for Ranke,
was the study in which he hoped to find “a union of God and the world
which he could find neither in religion nor in classical education”®’
Rankean history was the fulfillment of pre-Enlightenment faith, not
the fulfillment of post-Enlightenment science. Ranke thought that an
historian can “attain the perception of spiritual elements through mere
research” “The historian,” he wrote, “is but an organ of the general spirit
which realized itself through him” In this spirit, Ranke reiterated his
famous historical formula from 1824 again in the early 1840s with an

important qualification:

Only from a spiritually combined series of facts does the event
result. Our task is thus to inquire into what really happened [was
eigentlich geschehen ist] in the series of facts ... in its sum.”

Between 1819 and 1822, when he began writing his first historical book,
Ranke rejected orthodox Christianity and replaced it with his ever-stron-
ger belief in history as “the uninhibited truth of the inner sense.”* His life
was retracing the biographical experience of his philosophical mentor.
The turn to history to cover the loss of traditional faith is hidden by his
historical method. No deeper explanation is given for a shallow secular
faith easily washed away by the skeptical tide of current events in the
next century.

An early manuscript which Ranke finished in 1831 was published in
1878 under the title History of Italian Art. Its companion piece, History
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of Italian Poetry, had been finished in 1835 and was published in 1837. It
shows Ranke was a cultural idealist. When he told historians to write wie
es eigentlich gewesen war (as it actually was), he was invoking Hegel’s old
“conceptive faculty” He believed historians and poets shared the same
fundamental language. Things “as they actually were” would enlighten the
moral spirit and kindle a traditional hope for the good of humanity in every
human heart. Historical description was a scientific art. Ranke’s method
was a joyful marriage between rational words and Romantic sentiments.
Enlightenment reason and religious faith come together in the Hegelian
church of timeless words, political worlds and spiritual becoming.

By the turn of the twentieth century Hegel’s infinite grief had been
overcome in a manner of speaking. Modern professional historians no
longer remembered the emotional orientation of these old debates. They
did not recall accurately and with respect the time when most people still
believed conscience, ethics, and individual moral agency “transcended”
politics. The language of modern history “forgot” Hegel's grief. By the turn
of the twentieth century, Hegel’s “joy in words” had become an article of
secular faith with no warrant other than political success. Theoretical
legitimacy did not lag far behind political success. The owl of Minerva
flew for Hegel just as he predicted. After Hegel and Ranke joined the pan-
theon of the liberal arts, Wilhelm Dilthey summed them up. His widely-
accepted theory of historical “understanding” stood uncontested in the
modern research university for almost a hundred years.

WILHELM DILTHEY (1833—1911)

José Ortega y Gasset called Wilhelm Dilthey “the most important philoso-
pher in the second half of the nineteenth century” Gasset credits Dilthey
with making history a “moral science” Dilthey expanded history to include
a whole way of life, Ortega explains.”” Ortega’s view was the traditional
view of Dilthey for most of the twentieth century. The moral “expansion”
of the social sciences Ortega praised depended on a move which has
been made problematic in late modern thought. Dilthey’s “expansion”
of historical understanding rested squarely on Hegel’s “joy” over words
“which in themselves have a meaning”

Robert Chia and Ian King (2001) criticize Dilthey for ignoring the
ethical and political dimensions of language. Dilthey makes “language
the organizational template which actively constructs social reality,’
they point out. Robin Cooper (1983) emphasizes that Dilthey’s theory of
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historical understanding “is a form of covertly willed prior knowledge for
validating conventional knowledge.””® The skeptic’s classical dodge around
the “minor” and merely “subjective” consideration of ethics becomes a
pseudo-science with the linguistic structuralism of Wilhelm Dilthey.

What is at stake in Dilthey’s theory of history is the first and origi-
nal meaning of the word, “structuralism” The hermeneutical meaning of
“structure” as used for over a century in literature and history refers to
a Romantic theory of “objective mind” which rested solidly on Hume’s
and Hegel’s theory of language. Dilthey’s “structuralism” or “formalism”
stipulates all human minds have the same cognitive structure. History;,
literature, and the Fine Arts provide the human cognitive structure with
the stimuli it needs to realize its full potential. History is the keystone
in Dilthey’s theory of human development. Literature and the Fine Arts
play a similar role in parallel schools of structural interpretation. The turf
war over structure and structuralism is a fraternal tempest in a Romantic
teapot. They all assert an emotional link between cognitive and moral
development. Historical description, literature and the Fine Arts edify
human beings because people have an innate emotional ability to react
morally to what they see. In the nineteenth century the moral develop-
ment of the mind ran parallel to progress in science and the economy.
The moral development achieved through history, literature, and the arts
compensated for the more aggressive side of modern life. Classical struc-
turalism was kind to the fact-based banalities of history. The emotional
link between cognitive and moral development gave the study of history
a powerful claim to be the “queen” of the human sciences.

Since watching could make you moral; reading, listening, and going to
art galleries could make you good. It was a neat theory, highly appealing
to the elite classes of the Romantic era. It let them endow schools and
enjoy the arts without being overly concerned about the physical suffering
of others. The metaphysics of knowing soothed their social conscience.
It assured them they were the best because their spirits had been nur-
tured on the best that had been written and thought. Adam Smith and
the Scottish Enlightenment used “the spectator theory of value” to justify
the moral indifference of dons, squires, and aristocrats to the plight of the
peasantry during the enclosure movement. Wilhelm Dilthey carried “the
spectator theory of value” one stage deeper into the social psychology of
his era. He gave the infamous invisible hand of laissez-faire economics the
power to genuflect before the state and worship economic progress.
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Dilthey’s amalgam of Romanticism, nationalism, and popular psychol-
ogy has had remarkable staying power. Many reflexive assumptions about
the efficacy of culture and intellectuality are traceable to Dilthey and his
generation of German idealists at the end of the nineteenth century. They
spawned a popular idea of cultural irradiation which has been dragging
reluctant husbands to the opera for over a century. The general theory was
that an emotionally educated person is sensitive to quality. Good taste,
when fully developed, runs the gamut from décor to morality. Kant’s casual
observation that “Taste is morality in external appearance” was their motto.
History was the linchpin holding together the more imaginative cognitive
disciplines. History showed how far humanity had developed, and history
also indicated how far we still had to go. History illustrated qualitative
differences to which the cultured and educated had been sensitized. The
qualitative difference between how things were and how things ought to
be was revealed to them by their educated feelings. Seeing, sensitively,
with senses that had been educated by history, literature, and the arts had
closed Hume’s devastating fork. The skeptical gap between the relations of
ideas and matters of fact was no longer a threat to public morality. The old
German word for Dilthey’s vicarious social conscience was Bildung, liter-
ally life in the image of the culture. The vicarious life of culture and learning
could awaken the dullest sensibility from its potentially devastating skep-
ticism. Emotional education would resolve the perennial skeptical moral
predicament. The sight of history falling short would stimulate the greater
good. Language was the master key to the complex tumblers of Dilthey’s
Biedermeier brain. His classy theory of bourgeois values was hard-wired
with Hegelian ‘joy. Words which in themselves have a meaning linked the
vicarious moral life of private sensitivity to the suffering of others.

Dilthey was another pastor’s son who had studied theology in prepara-
tion for the ministry. Dilthey’s career shift from theology to philosophy
of history was symptomatic of the modernization process in Western
Europe. Change was so evident and progress was so real, the older ques-
tions of traditional theology and classical philosophy seemed almost anti-
quated. His son-in-law Georg Misch recorded Dilthey’s disillusionment
with theology. The history of medieval Christianity destroyed Dilthey’s
tolerance for “the beyond” in general. Dilthey complained:

The historian of Christianity has to endure the tortures of
Tantalus.... I struggle in vain to wring any inner life from this
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alien material.... This mistrust of human nature in its wholesome
serenity — that nature which has always been an object of highest
admiration to me; this haste towards the beyond and towards
transsensual knowledge ... this sectarianism, which I find simply
incomprehensible.... I hate it thoroughly.”

Modern history and the study of history contributed to Dilthey’s loss of
faith. He was, in his emotions, in solidarity with millions of like-minded
moderns since the Renaissance. He believed deeply, passionately, in the
traditions of his culture. He wanted, more than anything, to save the roots
of his childhood faith from destruction by nationalism and the industrial
revolution. He found himself a promising intellectual in his late twenties
whose life, education, and experience had stranded him on the barren
rock of skeptical empiricism in a materialistic age. Like Kant, he refused to
abandon the moral traditions of the old faith. Like Hegel, he was unwilling
to be non-conformist and leave the established church. Wilhelm Dilthey
was trapped in the triple bind of science, faith, and social conformity.
To save faith and face, Dilthey tried to give the elementary structures of
traditional religious life a new, scientific foundation.

In 1860, the twenty-seven-year-old Dilthey professed, “His vocation
was to grasp the innermost essence of the religious life in history and to
provide a moving portrayal of it in our time, a time which is concerned
exclusively with the state and with science.””® Dilthey turned from theol-
ogy to philosophy of history because he believed “seeing” history would
raise moral consciousness. That had been his personal, biographical expe-
rience, and he believed what had worked for him would work for others.
On the basis of his own deeply personal experience, Dilthey concluded
“this world” could do better service for the spiritual life than the old “tran-
sensual knowledge” of “the beyond”

Dilthey’s historical stature as a thinker is greater than Schiller, Pater,
Arnold, and the other aestheticians of his day. Dilthey directly addressed
the moral weakness of Hegelian historicism and skeptical philosophy. He
answered Hegel and Hume with one system. It combined the two areas of
major visibility in nineteenth-century culture — art and history. Dilthey
rejected Hume’s theory of necessity as a plausible foundation for moral
values. Dilthey’s answer was an aesthetic reworking of the skeptic’s favou-
rite ethical labour-saving device. He built up Hegel’s “conceptive faculty”
until it included a traditional moral dimension. Dilthey defended the
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Hegel’s historical idealism from Hegel’s moral relativism. According to
Dilthey, the old Godly connection between words and things was still in
force. The living link between subject and object was still guaranteed by
secular history. Hegel should not have dismissed ethics, but he need not
have defended it, either. The structure of the human brain meant ethics
could fend for itself. The vicarious shocks of modern history resonated
so deeply in the soul, that moral progress was inevitable.

Otto Poggeler describes Dilthey’s “metaphysics” as a new secular holy
spirit. He notes:

The shortcoming of [Dilthey’s] metaphysics is that it conceives of
thinking as a “seeing” and of Being as a constant being-in-view, a
constant presence [ousia]; thus it cannot ascertain the realization
of factical-historical life itself.”®

Dilthey is no more able to stand outside his own history than the old
Christian martyr could stand outside his faith. Poggeler believes Dilthey
smuggled in a metaphysical perspective without admitting it. He did not
eliminate the need for metaphysical properties within the skeptical point
of view. He introduced a new one suitable for the attitudes and values
of his time. Dilthey’s new metaphysics was a camouflage spirituality cut
whole-cloth from the moral values of a previous era.

The skeptical Achilles’” heel is ethics. Dilthey believed history could
teach ethics because history and human nature showed parallel processes
of development. History showed the progress of culture and culture
showed the progress of human nature. Each half of human experience
ratcheted up the other in a continual cycle of mutual uplift. The modern
philosophy of history and the Fine Arts has slogged in Dilthey’s herme-
neutical circle for a century. Like an old elephant at the fair, the great beast
carries its children at ground level, its ponderous legs deep in the trench
dredged by stolid and unthinking decades of mindless labour.

History, Dilthey explained, was the source and solace for Hegel’s infi-
nite grief. Happily, he concluded, history had broken its ties to theology
in the modern age. The modern “inner life” no longer needed guilt or
grief. The fruitful and productive side of religion (its tranquility and com-
passion) could be learned from the study of history. The guilt, fear, and
grief of traditional theology could be left behind. The “inner life” of the
old theology was transported from the sacred to the secular by Dilthey’s
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Romantic affirmation of human nature. In turning to history from reli-
gion, Dilthey tried to keep the forgiving core and peel away the guilt and
sin from the traditional Christian attitude toward life. Ramon J. Betanzos
notes Dilthey’s lengthy list of worldviews (over sixty) does not mention
anyone who is primarily a religious thinker. He says virtually nothing
about Christ or Moses, the patriarchs, prophets, apostles, or evangelists.
Even his interest in Schleiermacher [who invented hermeneutics] is tan-
gential. “It is ironic that one whose life was dedicated to historical studies,
especially Geistesgeschichte, should leave this giant lacuna in this survey
of significant worldviews,” Betanzos remarks.””

Dilthey thought he had discovered, “the fixed system of relations
in which our self stands to other persons and to objects outside us”
Difference was not a world problem or, even, a local one. Apparent con-
tradiction was an illusion. No theologian ever proved God, no Freudian
ever defended repression, and no imperialist ever honoured the domin-
ions with a more topsy-turvy logic than Dilthey on culture. A “limitless
variety of systems and the claim of each system to be universally true was
a contradiction which supported the skeptical attitude more effectively
than any systematic argument,” he concluded.” The contradictions and
quarrels between dozens of particular points of view did not concern
Dilthey. He believed the invisible hand of cultural conflict was harmo-
nized by the universal regularity of the human mind. Innate structures
of feeling would reflexively harmonize the dozens of competing perspec-
tives openly shared among the brightest and best. Dilthey used the many
different examples of what we now call faiths and cultures as proof for
one fixed psychic system at work in all times and places. He reduced
the diversity of world history to one similar, psychological process. His
psychological deduction of a universal historical process was compatible
with the mainstream thinking of the time.

David Hume had coolly stipulated human nature was constant and
unchanging just like Newton’s laws. It was, in Hume’s opinion, constantly
conniving, self-centred, and pleasure-seeking. Dilthey turned Hume’s
skeptical constant on its head. He saw in history a categorical capac-
ity for a diametrically opposite set of qualities from the ones Hume had
specified. Dilthey reasoned since all white, European male “inner lives”
were psychologically the same, the progress of Western society proved
their values were objectively “true” Apparent cultural and philosophical
contradictions were being brought together by the grand dialectic Hegel
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had analyzed. History revealed “the T’ in the “Thou” to thoughtful readers
of modern history.” Dilthey’s portmanteau term for the secularization
of the spirit was verstehen, i.e., “understanding” The new “inner life” of
historical “understanding” was synchronized with public progress. Its
conflicts were the high road to Plato’s utopia. Conflict led to self-discov-
ery, self led to others and solidarity with others led to inner peace, public
wealth, and the rule of law. Empire, class conflict and psychological dis-
tress were but way stations on the road to the good life.

Dilthey explained the new historical “understanding” of man and the
spirit means:

Man knows himself only in history, never through introspection;
indeed, we all seek him in history.... Man is only given to us

at all in terms of his realized possibilities.... The extension

of our knowledge of what is given in experience takes place
through the interpretation of the objectifications of life and this
interpretation, in truth, is only made possible by plumbing the
depths of subjective experience.... The mind rediscovers itself at
ever higher levels of connectedness [emphasis].*’

Dilthey’s secular hermeneutics was so dominant in Europe that the
German verb “to understand” (verstehen) became the professional term
among historians for the special knowledge which the study of history
affords those who follow its muse.

The best study of Dilthey is Rudolf A. Makkreel’s Dilthey: Philosopher
of the Human Studies (1975). Makkreel observes that:

Among the major philosophers of the late nineteenth century,
none has contributed more to the understanding of historical life
than Wilhelm Dilthey.*'

“Human Studies” is Makkreel’s translation of Dilthey’s word,
Geisteswissenschaften. It means literally, “spiritual science”” Ironically,
Dilthey intended Geisteswissenschaften to be the German translation of
J.S. Mill’s “moral sciences”® Dilthey appreciated Mill’s intentions, but he
felt that a moral science modelled exclusively on the natural sciences had
been the flaw in Hume and Hegel. The link between the outer world and
the inner life was indefinite in a world without God. To build scientifically
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on the good start superstition had left us with, a special faculty of knowl-
edge had to be added to the skeptical view.

To save the “moral sciences” from skeptical destruction, Dilthey argued
history is a distinct and separate way of understanding the world. Its
hermeneutical laws are exempt from logical criticism and the demand
for internal consistency to which every other modern body of thought is
accountable. Makkreel writes, in support, that:

Dilthey’s primary aim is to argue that the methodology of
the Geisteswissenschaften must be different from that of the
Naturwissenschaften (natural sciences).*®

To salvage moral integrity from skeptical destruction Dilthey took a meth-
odological step which is highly problematic. “Dilthey proposed that we
expand the self in order to uncover the transcendental conditions of inter-
subjective understanding,” Makkreel explains.* Inside the charmed circle
of affluent swells Dilthey’s hypothesis was a lovely excuse for war, plunder
and naked aggression. Even in Dilthey’s own terms, the “expansion” of
the “self” was a double expansion between two selves or aspects of the
self which were morally incompatible. One self was the allegedly timeless
one resident inside all white, straight, Christian and middle-class males.
The other was an historical self, subject to the parochialisms of the time.
Dilthey did not try to sort out the difference between these two equally
expandable inner lives.

Dilthey’s timeless “self” is being historically “expanded” for ulterior
motives. His structuralist theory of “historical understanding” lets mod-
ern history do its work without facing moral guilt and ethical responsibil-
ity. Dilthey has not explained how the “spiritual values” of history produce
idealism and moral principles outside, above, and beyond the times and
places of real, empirical history. Dilthey refers all questions about history
to history, itself. History was the grain of sand and the mind was an oys-
ter. The irritations of history had grown over the course of four thousand
years into a pearl of enormous wisdom. He, Dilthey, was an Hegelian Dr.
Johnson. He refuted all skeptical doubt thus: Kick the facts and the pain
is your proof. The historical evidence for parallel paths of moral and sci-
entific progress is conclusive. There could not be a better time or place to
live than Europe in the nineteenth century. More people live better there
than they have ever lived anywhere else before. The historical process is
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total and irrevocable. The moral life and material progress are one. They
are the grand cunning of history working behind the backs and over the
heads of the people. The dialectic in history lets Dilthey deduce what
could not be proved otherwise. The human mind and the moral spirit
are historically aligned.

If the subsequent facts of world history are any guide, Dilthey’s tran-
scendental understanding of history did not “understand” history and
moral development very well. Considerable factual evidence in the twen-
tieth century suggests Dilthey’s split-world paradigm of intuitive “under-
standing” alienated the moral life from modern politics. Dilthey’s neatly
structured world of parallel development was class-biased, gender-biased,
and ethnocentric. The late modern global world of liminal cultures and
marginal peoples finds Dilthey’s intuitive fun house a heartbreak hotel
of smoke and mirrors. His expanded “self” was an imperialist. Dilthey’s
hermeneutics generated an enthusiasm not seen since Plotinus.

“In Hegel, Dilthey discovered the most powerful embodiment of nine-
teenth-century historical accomplishments,” Makkreel notes.*® Dilthey’s
psychic sense of historical “understanding” made Hegel a psychologi-
cal property of the human mind. External contradiction was the secret
signpost pointing the way toward an internal harmony of spirit. Only
the edified and cultured could know this, but they were the chosen ones.
Their insights into the nature of history and human nature were the only
ones which really counted. Ethics, as always, was the principle casualty
of Dilthey’s happy hermeneutical system. The “is” and “oughts” of history
were an emotional dissonance for the viewer/knower. The facts of his-
tory set the external “cunning of reason” at work inside the human heart.
Dilthey’s edified theory of historical “understanding” provided modern
historians with their still standard reason for not needing Kant, theology,
or simple, moral consistency. History does not need theology or philoso-
phy. History holds up its mirror to the human heart. The human mind
interprets what the heart understands. Mind and heart together have a
natural aptitude to see in history the power of ideas. Biography was the
best way to study history in Dilthey’s opinion. Ideas and events came
together naturally in the lives of famous men.

Dilthey wrote, “the peculiar contribution of ‘understanding’ in the
human studies lies in this: the objective mind and the power of the indi-
vidual together determine the mind-affected world. History rests on the
understanding of these two” Dilthey’s explanation of the “conjunction”
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between individual and world posited two coexistent modes of alternative
experience which run in tandem. Their connection in the unified life of
the spirit was an “objective mind” viewing events from outside the fray.
Historical events were an a priori conjunction of body and mind, which
Dilthey called a “composite structure””*® The unity between the inner laws
of the psyche and the outer laws of history assured a moral “understand-
ing” of events was the inevitable by-product of a good education.

Russell Jacoby, frontline reporter of the culture wars, notes cautiously
that:

Dilthey in his uncertainty, oscillation and desperation
foreshadowed a crisis.... In the throes of that crisis, the German
intellectual world turned to the interpretation of history and life
in a skeptical and relativistic mood.*”

Jacoby’s shadows lean in the wrong direction. Dilthey’s interpretation of
history does not foreshadow anything. It is the culmination of a moral
crisis in modern thought that was already there. Dilthey’s theory of objec-
tive mind completes the denaturing of religion in the West and its trans-
formation into patriotism. His theory of spiritual “verstehen” defines a
critical chiasmus in secular thought which already occurred by 1905. With
Dilthey, historical studies accepted a metaphysical assumption that retro-
fitted history for the ulterior purposes of the present. Grief was out and
progress was in. Guilt was out and consensus was triumphant. The crisis
was here. History stood in for theology among the managerial elites of the
nineteenth century. The only one of the old religious essentials it retained
was language. Lacking God, grief and moral introspection, history had
become a secular casuistry for industrial progress, economic empire and
the invisible hand.

Hegel, Ranke, and Dilthey foreshadowed a crisis in one important
sense. They were far-sighted fundamentalists who turned to politics and
history after they lost their traditional religious faith. Probably, they antici-
pated a class crisis among the affluent bourgeois in subsequent decades. If
Hegel, Ranke and Dilthey represent an early crisis in modern intellectual
history, then one element in their crisis requires mention. The social his-
tory of their precipitate conversion to politics is a Kantian problem in the
social history of ideas. From Kant’s perspective, faith cannot be wrong.
The wrong lies in the form in which faith is expressed. The secular faith
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of Hegel, Ranke and Dilthey was unintelligible. Their secular faith meant
the old language of the good remained in play even though the idea of the
good had changed. If government and civil administration were to discuss
truth, law and moral obligation, the discussion had to be free from the
skeptical politics which determined it. Consensus politics could not affect
the meaning of the noble words most politicians like, ever so fondly, to
use. Hegel’s, Ranke’s and Dilthey’s secular faith is a modern Shaman’s faith
in mantras and magic words. They had converted to an antinomy, a bot-
tomless argument, a knot, a bind, and a logical short-circuit from which
no truth could ever be drawn. The language of business, public admin-
istration and politics is impregnated with stories of fame and wealth. It
describes wealth and power, but it cannot describe how to live. I believe
the crisis foreshadowed in Dilthey is an emotional and psychological cri-
sis in the daily life of most Western adults. Over the long run, Dilthey’s
theory of language failed to sustain daily life. The loneliness and moral
anomy of a world without God, grief or moral introspection collapsed
into the therapeutic culture of the late twentieth century. I suspect the
minority experience of the early Hegelians became a majority experience
a century later. In this sense, Dilthey’s crisis anticipated a general crisis
in secular society and the industrial states.

The Romantics said they wanted history to save their world from the
“skeptical and relativistic mood” of eighteenth-century Enlightenment.
One may suspect they also wanted to save their world from their tradi-
tional moral conscience. The contemporary cultural unease which Russell
Jacoby attributes to Dilthey’s “oscillation and desperation” was part of a
century-long attempt to deny the immorality of Hegel’s historical cunning.
A double standard was at workin the social sciences and it was just as perni-
cious as the racial, gender, and economic double standards also pervading
the same historical era. Hegel, Ranke, and Dilthey wanted the freedom of
Enlightenment skepticism without any of the uncomfortable behavioural
questions honest skeptics like Hume and Kant had raised. They wanted the
best of science and the best of faith without debating first principles. They
wanted to practice skepticism without admitting the skeptical ethical pre-
dicaments in which their politics, economy and daily life were involved.

In his typically combative style, Marx had diagnosed the dilemma by
the time Dilthey was born. The moral crisis foreshadowed in Hegel’s phi-
losophy of history had already happened. Dilthey built the crisis into the
language of literary criticism and political philosophy. Marx believed:
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The bourgeois philosophers have nothing of Hegel’s dialectics
but language.... They do not directly state that bourgeois life is
for them an eternal verity. They state it indirectly by deifying
the categories which express bourgeois attitudes in the form of
thought.... This mistake arises from the fact that the bourgeois
man is to them the only possible basis of every society; they
cannot imagine a society in which men have ceased to be
bourgeois.*

Dilthey’s language suits a public arena from which God, grief, and moral
introspection have been banished. Dilthey’s theory of historical “under-
standing” is a temporal conjunction which fits into the nineteenth century
like a fish in water. His optimism is founded on an ulterior convocation of
literati and imperialists. Dilthey wants history to bear his personal burden
of ontological grief and sum up his public burden of moral responsibil-
ity. History “shows” philosophy in action and relieves him of his duty
to others. It records the great lessons of the past and explains how they
could not be any other way. In a democracy, the public burden of moral
responsibility is paid when the history is written. No one is responsible
for the political will required to change history. A solitary human being
cannot take the sins of the world on her shoulders. Personal responsibil-
ity ends with “understanding” the truth about history.

“Understanding’, in Dilthey’s sense of the term, limits moral responsi-
bility. The charity of the Victorian mind found a public voice, and a politi-
cal excuse. The inner duality of the system emaciated traditional virtue.
Verstehenbrings opprobrium to the high culture of the late nineteenth cen-
tury. Quentin Skinner traces its shame back to the British constitutionalists
of the restoration period two centuries before. He sees politics replacing
moral will in Western culture at that time. The erosion of personal respon-
sibility is in part seduction by wealth, but, in greater part, it is seduction
by consensus. After the civil war, personal responsibility was surrendered
to the politicians. British citizens let politics define “liberty”® From this
time forward the language of modern public life moved inexorably toward
amoralsilent spring. The plots it hatched were too thin to nurture life. The
accumulation of behavioural anomalies in the economy and public admin-
istration are demoralizing to ordinary life outside the archives of govern-
ment. Understanding history meant understanding politics. The carrot of
wealth and the club of complexity drove the old virtues underground.
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In the discourse Darwinism of modern intellectual history, the cunning
of reason has it both ways. It can criticize with moral impunity. Observers
who understand history can slipstream the order of things and feel privi-
leged to follow in its wake. The literati who have been schooled to Hegel
and Dilthey have no moral responsibility higher than consensus. One may
debate Marx’s violence. He is a prophet of dialectical thuggery schooled
in the nineteenth century academy of Romantic will. Withal, one timeless
value will always be connected with his ringing dissent from the moral
cowardice of his day. Marx knew his culture had lost its public sense of
right and wrong. He realized modern, industrial society had lost its moral
sense. His appeal to the proletariat was a call to pick up the fallen stan-
dard of a venerable argument. Politics without moral standards, ethics,
and a rigorous system of personal accountability was a return to a clas-
sical problem Marx hoped had died with Rome. He is correct about the
foundations of nineteenth-century philosophy, even if he excludes himself
from his own fruitful observations. The philosophy of Hegel and Dilthey
cannot conceive of society in any way other than it is. From inside a secu-
lar metaphysics like theirs, Hume’s disastrous fork is an iron law. The gap
between is and ought has been sealed like the gates of Hell. Whatever is
the case is what ought to be.

Dilthey gave the political culture of ethical avoidance which Hegel
began a ‘scientific’ status. The “crisis” Dilthey’s work “foreshadows” was
the inevitable moment when economic empires, gender chauvinism, and
class hypocrisy would be unmasked. Above all else, the triumphant middle
class had to forestall its inevitable reckoning with the ethics of its violent,
free enterprise world. The “crisis” Dilthey “foreshadowed” was the return
of moral questions which nineteenth-century optimism had repressed.
Dilthey’s “crisis” foreshadows nothing other than having to admit impe-
rialism, racism, gender chauvinism, and class culture were morally insup-
portable. The “crisis” Jacoby saw is the ethical crisis internal to Dilthey’s
concept of history. Dilthey’s concept of “verstehen” is a mind-game of the
modern middle class. It is the intellectual hypocrisy of a culture that has
killed God but still wants to look like it obeys the old God’s moral laws.

The nineteenth century was not embarrassed by its smarmy elegance. It
applied a double standard to culture and history just as it applied double
standards to race, gender, capital C, Fine Art Culture, and the economy.
Dilthey’s structuralism was a culturally specific pedagogy of conform-
ist attitudes and consensus practices. It seemed as natural to educated
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nineteenth-century elites as empire, Christianity and white, European,
male superiority. Dilthey’s aesthetic link to history was definitive for the
age. One can read its narrow purposes in Dilthey’s definition of history.
“History is the expressions of life which have become part of the objec-
tive mind,” he concluded.” Europe has discovered the ‘objective’ life of
the mind. Applied science and Western culture are the two sides of this
historic revelation. History records their composite interaction. Modern
history is the new metaphysics for the new skeptical age. The expansion of
the West and the expansion of “objective mind” are one and the same.

Dilthey thought he was responding to, “the great crisis of the sciences
and European culture which we are now living through” The crisis had “so
deeply and totally taken possession of my spirit,” he wrote, “that the desire
to be of some help in it has extinguished every extraneous and personal
ambition””* Dilthey thought his theory of interpretation had solved the
“great crisis of the sciences and European culture” Leonard Krieger’s edi-
tor, Michael Ermarth points out that Dilthey’s system stands or falls on its
use of language. He writes that “hermeneutics, not psychology, emerge as
the key to the comprehension of world-views, for the regularities in the
structure and development of world-views is more properly analogous
to the sphere of language than that of nature”**

Dilthey claimed he had discovered the property of mind which saved
skepticism from self-destruction. Ermarth suggests Dilthey had discov-
ered the property of modern language which let skeptics avoid the truth
about Western history. Language was Dilthey’s first line of covert defence
against knowing the truth about imperial politics and class conflict. The
ethical, economic, and social criticism of nineteenth-century society was
taboo. Dilthey’s theory of historical “understanding” was the birth of
newspeak and political correctness. Controlling the language of historical
representation remains the modern Maginot line of class politics, civic
religion, and cultural chauvinisms down to the present day.

Dilthey thought he was developing a ‘science’ which would penetrate
down to the level of basic assumptions and uncover the psychologi-
cal well-spring of history and the Fine Arts. He stressed the difference
between a science of strictly causal laws and the historical ‘science’ of vital
relations and structures. Dilthey understood history as the science hav-
ing “the highest power to make conscious” the thought structures behind
human social behaviour. History was the science of “bringing to highest
consciousness, founding, judging critically, and relating in the broadest
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coherence” all empirical questions dealing with culture and politics.”®
History revealed the coherent structures in which empirical events could
be understood.

Dilthey could only make these extended claims because he trusted
implicitly that words in themselves have a meaning. He depended on
an already formed language to sustain and nurture his already formed
ideas. He knew the educated elites of his era worshipped the same fallacy.
His aesthetic theory of historical “verstehen” was a political marriage of
middle-class minds at the deepest level of the new industrial culture. The
“psychic lawfulness” of language guaranteed an ordered correspondence
between the outer and the inner life. Universal mental structures guar-
anteed clear narrative language transcended the gap between the spirit
and its politics. Nineteenth-century social studies assumed the mental
structures of educated readers were sufficiently interchangeable for word
worlds to leap from head to head like the goddess of love at Plato’s sympo-
sium. The empirical language of factual events edified mind and ordered
politics at the same time. The honesty of Enlightenment was reduced to
the pabulum of sentimentality. More than any other intellectual of the
times, Dilthey made nineteenth-century historical studies a moral disas-
ter. His interpretive system did not awaken conscience to the defence of
others; it awoke cunning to the service of personal advantage.

Dilthey coined the phrase “lived experience” to describe the structural
homology between inner and outer experience in his historical system. In
Dilthey’s secular homiletics “lived experience” was as dualistic as the old
pieties. “Lived experience” retained the inner duality of the old spiritual
life. Ideas and events; spirit and world; ethics and politics were paral-
lel structures. Unfortunately for the new fundamentalists, they lacked a
Messiah. The new secular politics of the spirit, i.e., “objective mind,” had
to maintain a level of critical introspection analogous to the guilty con-
science of the old religions. The new secular dispensation had no word
for sin. “Objective mind” understood the need for inner and outer integ-
rity without having any prescriptive format or categorical obligations by
which to orient its behaviour. Dilthey’s psychological theory of inner bal-
ance let him make thought the moral equivalent of an act. It let him have
an immoral history without also having to admit to an immoral mind.
“Verstehen” was the historical equivalent of Victorian pornography. The
viewer forced himself to look at history in order to understand what an
evil old place the lower class had become.
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Dilthey “understood” history by seeing the absence of the spirit mir-
rored in the “lived experience” of the other. History provided a double
“presence” by which the material world sees its moral poverty or, alter-
natively, the mental world sees its cognitive inadequacies. Each side of
the composite historical experience ratchets itself up by seeing itself in
the presence of the other. Theological structures implicitly criticized
philosophical ones. Social structures implicitly criticized economic ones.
Economic structures implicitly criticized cultural ones. Cultural ones
implicitly criticized political ones. And so the grand hermeneutical cycle
of world historical paper/scissors/rock goes on. These narrative games
of cognitive one-upmanship are still being played. Objective scholars in
great research institutes faithfully transcribe the ideas and events of his-
tory. They make no value judgments and they offer no advice. The facts
of history provide the minimum daily adult food for thought a balanced
life requires. The study of history brings out the best from good news
and bad news, alike.

Historical events were the old Adam seeking salvation and acting out
many of his least attractive inclinations. The new, nineteenth-century
hermeneutical Adam, “surprised by sin” observes from a distance the evi-
dence of history’s misbehaviour. Seeing history triggers a moral response.
Those who have developed the requisite “understanding” react morally
to the evidence of what “history” has done. “The best that has been writ-
ten and thought” plays like a giant invisible hand on the heartstrings of
humankind. History provides stories we “should” live by. Knowledge of
the facts builds up an emotional repertoire of moral empathy for others.
This hopeful perspective showed an enthusiastic disregard for empirical
confirmation.

Historical events in the twentieth century indicate Dilthey’s herme-
neutics did not perform as advertised. Unfortunately, the disappointment
with events is inversely proportional to the scholarly attention theorists
like Dilthey have received. There are many reasons for the comparative
inattention of contemporary scholarship to the close relation between
history, language, and modern ethics. One reason has been examined in
this and the previous chapter. Hegel won and Kant lost the great moral
debate for the hearts and minds of Europe’s “businesspeople” Sentimental
rhetoric defeated the critique of judgment. Hegel had help. The political
history of empire- and nation-building has not been distinguished by
the quality of its moral judgment. Hegel won because his naive ‘joy” over
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words, in themselves, was compatible with the treasons, stratagems, and
spoils of state-building, imperialism, and the global economy.

The Hegelian intellectual heritage influenced twentieth-century poli-
tics. Big men, generals, and religious leaders who claim they “under-
stand” history are a world problem. Dilthey’s secular faith in the ame-
liorative power of word pictures gave extraordinary power to the glib,
rich and unscrupulous. Nationalist movements were easily co-opted by
the remembrance of martyrs and heroic events. Emotional language has
been especially popular in fascist and communist political movements in
Europe and Latin America. The religious right in the United States and
the Middle East use descriptive language to promote their agenda and
consolidate the faithful. A spontaneous understanding of history without
critical commentary and philosophical reflection supports their politi-
cal cause. Late modern media society is, if anything, more susceptible
to the blandishments of a spontaneous emotional understanding than
the Romantics were. The loyal and faithful will “understand” the words
and images without complex debate. The pictures speak for themselves.
A viewer/auditor who does not “get it” is outside the fold. They are by
definition alien to the moral consensus spontaneously provoked by the
images of history. Those who understand the truth and revere the right
automatically know what the leader, mullah, party boss, or political talk-
ing head is pointing at. This sentimental system of spectator ethics is
one of the most powerful components in the haphazard historical rise
of the Western religious right. It has its correlate in other conservative
societies. Sentiment is an excellent political educator because spontane-
ous understanding is the countersign and secret handshake of a cultural
loyalty oath.

To be fair to Hegel and Dilthey would require a philosophical invest-
ment in re-thinking history. Philosophy and history have grown apart
over the last two hundred years. Hegel, Dilthey, and a literary system
of structural hermeneutics are a great thicket between us and the early
promises of moral Enlightenment. Marx’s brave effort to combine empiri-
cal history with a critical moral philosophy was shot down by an unholy
alliance between Cold War capitalists and a well-meaning, but unedu-
cated, religious right in the United States after World War II. The distance
between modern philosophy and the practice of historical research and
writing is so great they hardly speak the same language. To put Hegel and
Dilthey into a non-pejorative context would require a return to Kant’s
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“lower faculty” and it would mean, in practice, generating a dialogue
between traditional philosophy of history and modern philosophy. Some
essential terms would have to be common to both sides of the disciplinary
divide between the two faculties. The disciplinary faculties of academic
philosophy and narrative history are well established. To be fair to Hegel
and Dilthey requires a hypothetical bending of the two discourses for
purposes of possible collaboration.

Philosophy and history have specific disciplinary definitions of the real
going back to their foundations in the Enlightenment and the Romantic
eras. Philosophy of history was founded in the nineteenth century by
Hegel. Modern philosophy was founded in the eighteenth century by
Kant. The dialogue between philosophy and history Habermas has
attempted amounts to a truce between Hegel and Kant. A permanent
truce between the two founding idealists of the modern tradition has
been beyond Habermas. It is certainly beyond the scope of anything that
could be done here. Goodwill toward Hegel, Ranke, and Dilthey requires
an armistice for purposes of discussion. A discursive summit between
philosophy and history is the first step toward a tranquil talking cure for
Hegel's epochal grief. A relatively large blockade of unexamined assump-
tions now prevents democratic access to the larger issues. The prose style
of intellectual historians and critical philosophers testifies to the complex-
ity, but it also betrays the symptomology of an old and largely ignored
problem.

History and philosophy view human life from two contrasting perspec-
tives which each calls “real” Michael Dummett is one of the leaders of a
critical perspective in modern analytical philosophy called “anti-realism.
From his perspective Hegel, Ranke, and Dilthey are realists. Dummett
explains his position in the following way:

Realism I characterize as the belief that statements of the
disputed class [e.g., truth, wisdom, law, spirit] possess an
objective truth-value, independently of our means of knowing it:
they are true or false in virtue of a reality existing independently
of us. The anti-realist opposes to this the view that statements of
the disputed class are to be understood only by reference to the
sort of thing which we count as evidence for a statement of that
class.”
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By Dummett’s definition, philosophers as disparate as Hobbes, Marx, and
William James are “anti-realist.” Realists believe some ideas are immune
to time. Anti-realists believe experience is the only teacher and there are
no truths outside of time and place. The higher values (if one may name
them so) are the emotional analogue of empirical experience. For anti-
realists, history and philosophy are ways of presenting sensory experi-
ence and discussing their effects. History and philosophy are just ways
time and place can be understood. They each have their strengths and
weaknesses. Neither philosophical inquiry nor historical narrative is the
appropriate venue for all questions.

Hegel, Ranke, and Dilthey can be appreciated from Dummett’s defi-
nition of the real. They remained true to their religious heritage at a
fundamental philosophical level. The believed certain basic ideas were
immune to time. History was a way of re-calling the attention of the great
and small to the basic ideas of the civilization. Let us mention, en passant,
the appropriateness of their secular faith in a culture which still sheltered
underneath the memory of Christian charity, human brotherhood, and
traditional moral obligation. Even as the ground moved underneath their
feet the whiplash of history had not yet turned their heads. Hegel, Ranke,
and Dilthey’s world still had a vestige of grief. It remembered the old
language of moral conviction and it could still be surprised by sin. The
Victorian mind Gertrude Himmelfarb defended ardently in the 1980s and
1990s was moved by Burke’s appeals to charity. Victorians were not at all
points overcome by class advantage. In some cases, their kindnesses were
penances for a guilty conscience of which they were well aware. Hegel,
Ranke and Dilthey spoke to the conscience of their era in a language it
could still understand.

The criticisms of Hegel, Ranke, and Dilthey in this extended essay are
militant. I have trotted out my anti-realism in the plain language of an
old realist. I have pulled no punches in the attempt to criticize the realist
philosophy of history. The prose of this narrative owes debt or blame (as
you may see it) to the same people it criticizes. Under these circumstances
candour is only fair. Dummett speaks for the goodwill of it. Modern poli-
tics of the right have retained Hegel’s language and lost Hegel’s grief.
Hegel’s system inspired a class of statements which were true for his time.
The late modern anti-realist can accept that class of statements as long as
the evidence for them is also explicit. That is, Hegels faith in history and
the faith in narrative historical description which it inspired works for a
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grieving public intellectual who remembers his or her childhood faith and
is concerned about the loss of it. The class of statements Hegel inspired is
not intelligible for defenders of the faith Hegel had lost. Dialectics are not
truth statements for a pre-Enlightenment fundamentalism (anywhere in
the world) or a post-Marxist authoritarianism (anywhere in the world).
Dialectics are the language of anti-realism drafted for a last ditch defence
of the old ethics. They require a memory of traditional religious faith.
Time forces skeptics to be anti-realists in Dummett’s sense. We can revere
the realism of the past as long as we insist on a significant relation between
any class of statements about the past (history) and the system of coher-
ence (philosophy) according to which those statements are understood.
The mindset of the modern era moved away from Hegel’s grief, but it did
not move away from his historical realism. The tectonic movement of
only one of the two great plates underpinning discourse has left modern
language in a crisis. Institutional conservatism and intellectual anti-real-
ism have combined to render the ethics of modern discourse something
of an anachronism.

Inadvertently, Hegel, Ranke, and Dilthey were the bridge which car-
ried Hume’s theory of language from the Enlightenment into the twen-
tieth century. An oversight in their system carried a significant impact.
The Hegelians were happy to seize upon Hume’s theory of language, but
they ignored Hume’s minor treatise on morality. Ethical theory had pro-
found difficulties with the passions aroused by historical events. Kant’s
theoretical objection to Hume was ignored. Necessity was the enemy of
freedom. The freedom to conform was the freedom of the turnspit. After
Hegel, Ranke, and Dilthey, global empire, gender double standards, Social
Darwinism, and class struggle could be studied with pornographic accu-
racy. History had moral impunity. Kierkegaard and Nietzsche were the
only major thinkers of the nineteenth century who realized what had been
done. The expansion of the social virtues to include consensus politics
and the global economy altered the connotation of words like progress,
democracy, freedom, truth, and reason. Many of the old words remained
in public use; but their motivational drive had been changed. The changes
were morally indifferent; the cover up was a crime. Hume’s practical faith
in noble words sanctioned by time proved wrong. Nineteenth century
Romantic idealists spent the century hiding from the truth.

Few noticed the slippery process of political resignification slow-
ing shifting the traditional meaning of heritage words like good, noble,
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honourable, and true. Kant’s rebuke to Garvé in On The Old Saw went
unheeded. The “motivational drive” behind the rules of daily life and com-
mon decency had changed and hardly anyone noticed. By the turn of the
twentieth century, public moral conscience was dead, dulled, or pitifully
confused. Brooding over the chaos they had caused, the modern middle
class, their political representatives in government, and their corporate
leaders in business and education looked on what they had done and
called it good.
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CHAPTER THREE

THE LINGUISTIC TURN

We are so befuddled by language that we
cannot think straight."

— GREGORY BATESON

THE PHRASE “LINGUISTIC TURN” was coined by Gustav Bergmann in
1953 and popularized by Richard Rorty (1967).> Rorty broke down the turn
into three major variants: logical positivism (Carnap and Ayer); pure con-
textual nominalism (Heidegger and Wittgenstein) and narrative criticism
(J.L. Austin and P.F. Strawson). The current literature has turned logical
positivism into the “anti-realist” debate represented most prominently
by Michael Dummett. Willard Van Orman Quine has been joined to
Wittgenstein and Heidegger in what is called “holism.” The “holists” are
concerned with the problem of justified belief. Hilary Putnam and Nelson
Goodman have joined Austin and P.F. Strawson in search of a “plain lan-
guage philosophy” that expresses classical problems in examples from
everyday life.

Rorty sees no connection between the linguistic turn and “the tradi-
tional problems of modern philosophy””? He popularized the turn with
the intention of avoiding theology and ethics.* In Rorty’s view, the old
metaphysical debates were an academic debate appropriate for a by-gone
era. The demythologized modern has been able to dispense with these
issues. The contemporary public world shares a general structure of cog-
nitive and linguistic skills oriented toward mutual understanding. The
accumulated language skills of government, civil administration, and the
university have replaced the need for moral introspection in public life.
The semantic potential of the modern debate carries the same effect as the
old metaphysics without the cumbersome intellectual baggage of belief.
Continuing the modern debate in its present form is all that is required

113



of modern philosophy. Rorty attributes his unqualified solidarity with the

modern to a “small epiphany” he experienced in graduate school.
Rorty’s “encounter between Darwin and Hegel” freed him from the

traditional dilemmas of moral philosophy, logical philosophy, and critical

® “Granted, he writes:

theory.
... that philosophy is just a matter of out-redescribing the last
philosopher, the cunning of reason can make use even of this sort
of competition. It can use it to weave the conceptual fabric of a
freer, better, more just society.®

The current consensus on the linguistic turn follows Richard Rorty. The
turn was a transition from metaphysics to modernity. It facilitated the
peaceful transition from ideological polemics to identity politics. It has
trimmed away the metaphysical half of the modern “conversation of the
West” and made the other half safe for democracy.

From Rorty’s perspective the linguistic turn ended ideology and ush-
ered in the publishing game. Publish or perish is much preferable to the
old moral idealisms of church and state upon whose fatal altars so many
lives have been sacrificed. Rorty agrees with Hans-Georg Gadamer, the
most noted Diltheyian in the twentieth century. They agree on “substitut-
ing the notion of Bildung (formal, classical self-cultivation of the liberal
arts) for that of ‘knowledge’ as the goal of thinking.” “Gadamer develops
his notion,” Rorty explains:

... to characterize an attitude interested not so much in what is
out there in the world, or in what happened in history, as in what
we can get out of nature and history for our own uses. Getting
the facts right is merely propaedeutic to finding a new and more
interesting way of expressing ourselves, and thus of coping with
the world.®

The prudent, personal turn to fulfillment is a practical turn without the
horizon of moral duty. Gadamer inspired Rorty’s best-selling idea of “a
philosophy without mirrors”® In the professional pursuit of personal
fulfillment, “the concepts of ‘art’ and ‘history’ emerge from the univer-
sal mode of hermeneutical being”*° The discursive survival of the fittest
unites Romantic hermeneutics with lynx-eyed professionalism.
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Rorty’s linguistic turn is a turn in solidarity with Hume, Hegel, and
Dilthey. Rorty has turned away from the skeptical moral predicament.
His turn is the nineteenth century linguistic turn. He takes the turn at the
point where skeptics like Hegel believed words in themselves could pro-
tect them from the skeptic’s moral predicament. There has been another
turn since the one Rorty describes. The second turn is the turn against the
first one. The second turn is the admission by honest skeptics that modern
language has been part of a moral cover-up. The takers of the second turn
have tried to face a difficult fact about modern history. They concede the
likelihood Western thought, including the heritage it borrowed from the
world’s religious faiths, has been severely attenuated.

From the perspective of the late modern turn, the “conversation” Rorty
wants to continue never really worked. The “conversation of the West” is
not able to discuss the moral challenges of late modern life. The history
of ideas has been hedged to hide the political economy. The “cunning”
of market reason has trickled down into modern life at all levels. Hume’s
philosophical predicament has been taught to a trusting public without
critical commentary. His confidence in heritage words is like a virus in
the body politic. It adapts to suit the organism. It mutates without con-
science for the sole purpose of gorging itself on whatever is the case. The
language practices of pundits who compete at “out-redescribing” each
other are not altogether productive of wisdom. The language-games of
late-modern public life are an open invitation to bad faith, anti-intel-
lectuality, moral cynicism, and soul murder. The small and still shrink-
ing public world requires a higher standard of public discourse than the
language fundamentalism tacitly inherited from Hume, Hegel, Dilthey,
and (since Rorty) Darwin.

FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE (1844-1900)

Friedrich Nietzsche abhorred modern culture. His barbed wit still lacer-
ates the hubris of our era. His most famous polemic, lifted from Hegel
who took it from Luther, declared the “death of God” Brian Ingraffia
writes, “Nietzsche has the madman in The Gay Science proclaim: ‘I seek
God! because, the loss of God means the loss of all truth to this culture”**
Nietzsche was a philologist, as linguists were called then. In his frame
of reference the “death of God” meant the death of language, the death
of meaning, the death of collective conscience and moral empathy in a

culture of personal will to power. The death of God meant the end of a
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philosophical debate going back to the nominalism of Scotus and Abelard,
the humanist consuetudo loquendi of Petrarch, Valla, and Ramus and the
Cartesian recogitation of the world by Leibniz, Mersenne, and Berkeley.
For over two millennia, a God had guaranteed the plausibility of law and
the dignity of life. The sudden, unnatural exclusion of God from history
was, for Nietzsche, the moral abortion of public life. It was a psychic
rape of the modern soul. The disconnection of words and things was the
heart of Nietzsche’s Gothic anguish and the moral burden he dramatized.
Nietzsche heaped verbal coals of fire on the theocides whose arrogance
had built a wall of silence around the grave of a great civilization.

The notoriety of Nietzsche’s madman is equalled by contemporary
indifference to his predicament. Everyone knows the passage:

“Whither is God?” the madman cried. “I shall tell you. We have
killed him — you and I. All of us are his murderers. But how have
we done this? How were we able to drink up the sea? Who gave us

the sponge to wipe away the entire horizon?”*?

The madman’s question is the last philological word in classical philoso-
phy. It marks the chasm of nothingness between theoretical philosophy
and political history. For two thousand years Hume’s devastating fork
had been filled by the knowledge of God. The curious metaphor of God’s
“death” expresses the modern depths of an ancient problem. Nietzsche’s
night of the soul was the classical terror of pre-Christian ethics now res-
urrected in the full light of a modern day. Religious faith is not the issue
behind the madman’s primal scream. Nietzsche’s emotional predicament
is the loss of all transcendental guarantees that ideas and events have
a moral connection. God’s ‘death’ meant, “All the means by which one
has so far attempted to make humanity moral are through and through
immoral,” he exclaimed.'* Without God there was no public language of
right and wrong and the madman knew his bewildered bystanders did
not even realize it.

The madman denounced his audience because the implausibility of the
old verities did not bother them. A vicious illusion let a mindless public
continue to speak of right and wrong. Nietzsche was Weber’s first pariah
intellectual, that rare modern person: a colonial in his own culture. His
was a heart born elsewhere and a head educated in Europe. He refused
to become a comprador and give up what he knew. Nietzsche’s dissent
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now comes to us from the Caribbean, Africa, the Middle East, and South
Asia. Its spokespersons try to remind the West we are ethically challenged.
Sometimes their moral indignation drives them over the edge.

Nietzsche’s father and grandfather had been Lutheran pastors.
Nietzsche’s mother was the daughter of a Lutheran pastor. When
Nietzsche lost his traditional faith he shifted his career from theology to
philology. Nietzsche knew the death of faith meant the death of the tra-
ditional language of care, compassion, and pastoral concern. The pious
pastor’s son carried on the wisdom of his fathers with a mad and mighty
heart. Love, compassion, care, and concern were rendered speechless
by the death of God. Nietzsche had to replace direct reference to the
Christian virtues with satire, irony, and wit. He had to use paradox and
anomaly to indicate what had been lost. He had to paint the virtues in
negative relief. The traditional moral sense of reference and reference to
the traditional moral sense had been split apart. Nietzsche experienced
the split viscerally, imagining himself as the God, Dionysius, being torn
apart and devoured. He finally went completely mad while trying to save
an old draft horse from being beaten to death by its driver.

Nietzsche’s discursive dilemma affects all who engage in public service
occupations like teaching, medicine, social work, and religious minis-
tries. In a democracy, it is possibly the most serious of all ethical pre-
dicaments. A people without a plausible language of concern have been
morally lobotomized. They are ethical schizophrenics, emotional priva-
teers in a public world of tooth and fang, sad parodies in public of the
rich spiritual life stolen off the tip of their tongue. The madman’s cry is
now only an echo of a repressed sorrow, a grief too blatant to name, too
embarrassing to discuss. The madman is indiscrete and his insane grief
is politically incorrect. To discuss it we have to admit to a public problem
which polite political consensus has long ago laid to rest.

Nietzsche was “sick unto death” with ineffable existential pain.
Kierkegaard described its effects on himself as “demonical despair”
Modern history had made him absurd. Kierkegaard captured the gritty
self-torture of the madman’s defiance. “It is as if a clerical error would
revolt against the author, out of hatred for him; and were to forbid him
to correct it; and were to say, ‘No, I will not be erased, I will stand as a
witness against thee, that thou art a very poor writer.”** The language that
was left to these sensitive souls has been a very poor writer. It left their
noblest thoughts in tatters and held their highest ideals up to ridicule.
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They wore their pain as an indictment against the monstrous indiffer-
ence of their age.

Karl Jaspers thought Nietzsche’s basic thesis held “uncanny urgency”
for us:

Nietzsche’s basic theses remove any basis for repose in this world
and offer a challenge of irresistible existential earnestness.

But, Jaspers warned:

He who allows himself to be enchanted aesthetically by their
dramatic magnificence does not even begin to be touched by
them.... He who derives from this the determining principle:
There is no God, sinks away into a banal Godlessness that is not
at all what Nietzsche intended"®

Nietzsche’s madman meant God was dead to history. God need not have
died in the heart of the faithful to be dead in public life. The madman
meant the coherent public profession of faith had died. God need not be
absent from one’s personal life for him to be dead discursively to the public
world of politics and the professions. The madman’s cry means faith has
become politically discrete and God’s old law is now counted by a show
of hands and traded for power and status.

Nietzsche blamed the slave morality of the Christians for the death of
God. “God died of pity for men. He beheld man’s depths and abysses, his
hidden shame and ugliness. His pity knew no moderation.... [Bourgeois,
modern, contemporary] Man cannot bear to have such a witness live,” he
proclaimed."® The ulterior intentions of the Christians killed God. Envy,
resentment, and will to power were the real intentions behind their moral
philosophy. “By way of explanation of how the most remote metaphysical
assertions of a philosophy really came to exist, first always ask oneself this:
At what morality (or immorality) does it aim?”'” The Christians whom
the Madman lampooned had aimed at a morality of resentment, jealousy,
and petty acts of personal will. Their reduction of God to a mean spirit
no bigger than their petty wills had killed God in history. “Their faith in
something simple, a brute datum, underivable, and intelligible by itself
is the basic faith that thoughtless persons apply wherever anything hap-
pens”” he explained.'® The modern murderers of all that was holy “have
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faith in magically effective forces.... It is an atavism of the most ancient
origin,” he exclaimed. Nietzsche called it “cause and effect”*’
In his unpublished lectures on rhetoric, Nietzsche described how will

to power had destroyed theology and philosophy:

The intellect, this master of deceit, feels itself freed from its
habitual servitude.... Then it celebrates its own Saturnalia....
It juggles metaphors and tears out the bordermarks of
abstractions.... It imitates human existence as if it were a fine
thing and declares itself entirely pleased with it.*°

God’s killers are entirely pleased to imitate nature. Their world excuses
cruelty and aggression by juggling a culture of metaphors, abstractions,
concepts, and science. Paul de Man calls Nietzsche’s ontological pathos
“an inevitable trap.” Nietzsche fell to his intellectual death in it.”! The
linguistic turn begins with this great, sad victim of language whose mad
Saturnalia lights up the sick solipsism of the bourgeois age. Nietzsche’s
pain is the psychological anguish of an identified patient whose family is
humanity and whose breakdown is symptomatic of an age.

Richard E. Palmer (1969) covers the history of hermeneutics from
Schleiermacher (who coined the word) to E.D. Hirsch (1967), who wrote
the first full treatise in English on interpretation. Modern hermeneutics
began with the historical criticism of the Bible. Historical interpreta-
tion was to be “the medium through which God confronts man with the
possibility of a radically new self-understanding,” Palmer explains. This
progression makes Bible criticism “the father of the modern conception
of historicality,” Palmer concluded.” As the modern world grew more
secular, history took over the “natural-historic” quest for moral certainty,
Palmer observes. The cooptation of the critical method without a God
to guarantee it left a huge loophole in the method. With Jehovah dead
and Satan buried, the stories we live by had no moral power. Palmer says
despite a predilection for the word ‘objectivity’:

The centre from which our bearings are taken is subjectivity. But
if everything goes back to subjectivity and there is no reference
point outside it, human will to power becomes the mainspring of
human activity.”
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When faith in history replaced faith in reason, personal will to power
began to impel modern history like a Greek fate. Nietzsche’s tortured
word “God is dead” articulates the anomaly which drove modern thought
to the linguistic turn.** In a world where God, himself, has died; ideas and
events do not move in tandem. They do not correlate in traditional pat-
terns. The truth about history may not have a behavioural effect which
a less skeptical society would have called ethical and moral. Nietzsche’s
preternatural sensitivity to language translated a crisis of faith into a criti-
cal suspicion of the way words correspond to things in the modern public
world. His anguish is symptomatic of our times.

FERDINAND DE SAUSSURE (1857-1913)

The Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure carried Nietzsche’s pain into
scholarship. He confided to his friend Antoine Meillet in 1894 that:

The utter ineptness of current terminology, the need for reform,
and to show what kind of an object language is in general

— these things over and over again spoil whatever pleasure I can
take in historical studies, even though I have no greater wish
than not to have to bother myself with these general linguistic
considerations.*

Saussure’s concerns led him to a revolutionary study of language.
Subsequent to his letter to Meillet he came to the conclusion that:

When we speak of particular, tangible facts, there is no
panchronic viewpoint.... By himself the individual is incapable of
fixing a single value.*

The Romantic weasel word around the panchronic problem was struc-
ture. No one person had an overall view, but the mind is structured to
intuit it in history and literature. Saussure criticized the language of mod-
ern history. He gave scholarship a rational approach to Nietzsche’s pain.
He debunked Dilthey’s mental structures of intuitive understanding and
founded modern linguistics.

In his Course in General Linguistics (1916) Saussure criticized “the inner

duality of all sciences concerned with values”” Saussure’s “inner duality”
is Hume’s fork. The inner duality of all values was not determined by any

120 HOW SKEPTICS DO ETHICS



predictable structure. It was irrational and free-floating. Its conjunctions
could not be predicted. Saussure stripped away the hermeneutical veil and
invented a plain language for the non-correlation of ideas and matters of
fact. He called ideas “the axis of simultaneities”. Our idea of things creates
aworld. He called the world, synchronic. Matters of fact were “the axis of
successions.” He called them diachronic.*® Information flows in only one
direction in the system. Synchronic facts “signify” diachronic events, but “a
diachronic fact is an independent event; the particular synchronic conse-
quences that may stem from it are wholly unrelated to it,” he concluded.”
So great was the influence of Hegel and Dilthey on the scholarly reading of
Saussure that nearly everyone assumed the synchronic sphere was ratio-
nal. An historical cunning benevolently oriented by nature objectively
structured the diachronic arrow of time. It was only natural to believe his-
tory passed through synchronous fields of science and criticism en route
to being understood. Modern reason was gradually clearing the language
and culture of the West of pseudo-science, prejudice, and superstition.
The misunderstanding of Saussure’s “structuralism” has contributed to
the misunderstanding of the late modern linguistic turn. Saussure was
the annihilator of Hegel’s short-lived joy for language. In Saussure, nei-
ther artistic nor linguistic “structures” have anything whatever to do with
reason, truth, or the spirit realizing itself in history.

Saussure was a great teacher whose work stimulated tremendous intel-
lectual activity long after he was gone. Saussure’s Cours Linguistique was a
compilation by three students of his Geneva lectures from 1906 to 1911. A
worldherotoallintroverts, Saussure never wroteabook, never sought fame,
and never represented his teaching as a new school of thought. Saussure’s
Course in General Linguistics was first published in French in 1916. It is
now generally considered that Saussure caused as fundamental a change
in modern thought as Copernicus, Galileo, Newton, and Einstein.*

Jonathan Culler’s Saussure (1976) remains the best introduction to
Saussure’s linguistic revolution. Culler summarizes “the Saussurian leg-
acy” in these words:

In simply assigning meaning we should have no other resources
than ourselves, no other resources than all the notions we had
already been living with.... To study man is essentially to study
the various systems by which he and his cultures organize and
give meaning to the world.*
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David Holdcroft takes it for granted that “Saussure’s impact on the devel-
opment of structuralist thought and methodologies is unquestionable....
Saussure treated linguistics as a species of something more general, namely
a semiological system””** Language was the deep structure of human life.
It conjoins ideas and events and makes their connection seem natural.

Vincent Leitch’s approach to Cultural Criticism, Literary Theory,
Poststructuralism builds a “sociohistorical locus” for “cultural criticism”
out of Saussure’s concept of language: Texts are a form of parole [socio-
historical language practice] which:

Emerge out of langue [deep structure of symbolic language

use]. The author is a scriptor, typically with a name — a specific
sociohistorical locus for the intertext ... the private author
undergoes an operation of epical and epochal transcription,
emerging as a spokesperson for certain values, interests, classes,
races groups ... the ‘intention’ of the author is construed at once
as willed purpose, unconscious drive, and epochal utterance. The
creation of discourse is both a private and communal event whose
production, circulation, and consumption are open to cultural
critique.®®

Robert de Beaugrande agrees. In summarizing the modern linguistics
of Bloomfield, Pike, Sapir, Chomsky, Firth, Halliday, Teun van Dijk, and
Walter Kintsch, Beaugrande puts Saussure at the foundation of modern
textual criticism.*

Saussure set in train a series of cultural shocks which extended far
beyond linguistics. Saussurian linguistics destroyed the possibility that
intellectual documents could ever display the inherent “psychic lawful-
ness” of an objective mind. Saussure taught:

The value of any term is accordingly determined by its
environment; it is impossible to fix even the value of the word
signifying “sun” without first considering its surroundings.>

The “relative position” of a sign in its signifying chain gives it value. “Signs
function, then, not through their intrinsic value but through their rela-
tive position”*® Saussure boiled down everything he had said to the fact
that “in language there are only differences,” and even more importantly,
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“there are only differences without positive terms.”*” Saussure’s linguistic
turn was the antipodean blood enemy of Dilthey’s theory of historical
“verstehen” “What is said of journalism applies to diachrony,” Saussure
quipped. “It leads everywhere if one departs from it”** When, in effect,
Jacques Derrida realized that Saussure’s quip was a critique of the modern
social sciences, the postmodern word-world war was on.

Jacques Derrida describes the fallacy Saussure exposed as, “the being
beside itself of consciousness.” Before Saussure “words were an absolutely
central form of Being,” i.e., an “origin, arche, telos, ousia, parousia” in the
expressive language available to us, Derrida writes. History explained
being in what was considered transcendental terms. After Saussure,
the myth of historical transcendence was turned on its head. The old
Romantic idea of absolutes in history became the mythology which pre-
vented history from being understood. In Hegel’s and Dilthey’s view, mod-
ern historical consciousness stood outside itself “as if” it could view its
world from a platform outside history. Saussure identified the fallacy in
their view. He concluded a critical consciousness cannot stand outside
history, because it cannot stand outside language. Criticism inspects the
performance of language. It confesses its complicity with the history of
which it is a part. After Saussure, language is a confessional, not a pulpit.
Modern philosophy of history has hidden a scene of moral complicity with
the events to which it claims to be opposed. “The word, kistory, in and of
itself conveys the motif of a final repression of difference. Were it not for
history, one could say that differences can only be ‘historical’ from the
outset,” Derrida admonishes.* Since the word, history, has been colonized
by events, we have difficulty clearly expressing our moral complicity with
it. The circularity of a pre-formed language makes guilty conscience hard
to even admit; much less describe.

The Saussurian “framework” did not deny history, but it denied the
ability of history to know itself “ekstatically” as Hegel and Dilthey claimed.
Saussure’s theory of language reopened the moral question Dilthey tried
to close. Saussure connected the perception of value and the expression
of value in a new way. The question: “What does consciousness mean?”
involves what it means to develop as a people and a civilization through
the use of language.*® Saussure’s “structural criticism” meant conscious-
ness is conservative. It teaches the social in the stories it tells. Language
is the “deep play” of modern social life. Social consciousness does not
reflect a divinity in which the human partakes or from which the human
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receives timeless lessons. Cryptically, Derrida concludes, “Consciousness
after Saussure signifies the privilege granted to the present”*' The covert
privileging of the present is the core of the language problem in Saussure’s
new structuralist critique. History is the self-destructing contradictions
of a status quo made to appear “natural,” “good,” “inevitable,” “necessary,’
“unavoidable;,” etc.

Saussure’s “critical framework” permits questions about the covert and

reactionary form of historical “self-presence”:

The privilege granted to consciousness therefore signifies the
privilege granted to the present and even if one describes the
transcendental temporality of consciousness ... one grants to
the ‘living present’ the power of synthesizing traces, and of
incessantly reassembling them.*

Saussure’s “framework” recognizes the language problem of the “living
present” Croce’s famous dictum that all history is the history of the pres-
ent has been given a deep critical spin.

Terence Hawkes points out that, in spite of Saussure’s careful qualifica-
tion of the importance of the social, most readers still thought of the lan-
guage of history as itself being outside of history. They were conditioned
to Hegelian dialectic and Romantic hermeneutics. Their Romantic cul-
tural conditioning stood between them and a fair discussion of Saussure’s
radical new proposals. Twentieth-century structuralists indoctrinated in
Hegel and Dilthey used Saussure’s terminology to show language was
“self-defining and so whole and complete”** Hawkes clarifies Saussure’s
contribution:

Saussure’s insistence on the importance of the synchronic as
distinct from the diachronic study of language was momentous
because it involved recognition of language’s current structural

properties as well as its Zistorical dimensions [emphasis added].**

Before Saussure, the structure of language had been considered pure.
After Saussure the “structural properties” of language had a history just
like any other event. Saussure’s work began a line of inquiry which added
a political history to the structure of language. The politics of research,
writing, and marketing ideas became a part of critical theory.
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Since language is involved in both motivation and explanation, any
ethical slippage between the structure of language (i.e., its formal logic)
and the meaning of specific words can be a drastic event. The possibility
history might cause the moral debilitation of heritage words devastated
the skeptic’s secular faith in heritage language. Nietzsche had noticed
the same slippage in the general culture of the late nineteenth century.
Saussure’s advantage over Nietzsche was his emotional stability. Saussure’s

“non-paranoid style”**

was a scholarly extension of classical philology
into a completely new study. The old realist assumption of edifying analo-
gies between political and historical experience was so naive, Saussure
wrote it off. “To try to unite such dissimilar facts [as diachronic and syn-
chronic] in the same discipline would certainly be a fanciful undertaking,’
he remarked.*®

Saussure began the resistance to “the tyranny of language over those
who propose to inquire into its workings.”*” Nineteenth-century historical

idealism fell before the empirical evidence that, as Saussure put it:

Language is not a mechanism created and arranged with a view
to the concepts to be expressed. We see on the contrary that the
states which resulted from the changes [in language] were not

destined to signal the meaning with which it was impregnated.*®

Changes in language are fortuitous, and not purposeful. “Fortuitous,” does
not imply “lawful” The truth about the social studies after Saussure is that
history is still a fact, but the language of history is “fortuitous.” A distor-
tion of meaning occurs when a language of “fortuitous objectivity” is used
as if it were a “natural” language of essential objectivity.

Saussure laid the foundations for a system of inquiry which Jeffrey
Alexander calls, “the postpositivist mode.” Alexander summarizes the
revolution Saussure initiated as the realization that the structure of expla-
nation is as important as the explanation. Saussure transposed histori-
cal dialectic into a new critical key. “Discourse becomes as important a
disciplinary activity as explanation,” Alexander concludes.*” Language is
the natural habitat of social being. To study “us” we have to look at “us”
in our natural habitat. John B. Thompson explains that, “habitus,” Pierre
Bourdieu’s key concept, is a Saussurian term. The human habitus is the
categories of perception which incline agents to act and react in certain
ways. Language always reflects the group’s categories of perception. It
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collates and organizes matters of fact in pre-cognitive ways. Language is
the aesthetic domain of Kant’s synthetic judgment a priori. It maximizes
practices, perceptions, and attitudes prior to the conscious definition
of a “rule”® Language bridges Hume’s fork between ideas and matters
of fact. Inappropriate language has, potentially, such devastating force,
Jacques Lacan warned, “The unconscious is structured like a language”®*
He based a school of psychoanalysis on the unconscious significance of
language as a motivating force. Saussure’s revolution affected all areas of
the modern humanities. Modern intellectual history was forced toward
radical questions of a very different sort from the ones the nineteenth
century had asked. Modern intellectual history is about language and,
specifically, how and what words mean in an historical context from which
all essential (ontological) guarantees had been torn.

Saussure revolutionized the meaning of the word “structure” “Structure”
had meant expressive structure in the nineteenth century. The old nine-
teenth-century aesthetes, Coleridge, Pater and Arnold, Bosanquet and
Croce were structuralists. The nineteenth-century “understanding” of
literature, history, and culture was a structural psychology of indepen-
dent mind protected by sensitivity and feeling from the vulgar world of
ordinary life. Saussure used linguistics to call this tradition into question.
After Saussure, linguistics, philosophy, and anthropology, jointly declared
“structures of mind,” were a social construction. The new critical direction
was unpleasant for defenders of the old tradition. T.S. Eliot, .A. Richards,
Ernst Cassirer, Lionel Trilling, Suzanne Langer, and Hans-Georg Gadamer
defended the old structural regimen. They fought the new critical struc-
turalism tooth and nail.

The confrontation between the two structuralisms was exacerbated by
the impatience of the critics who defended Saussure. Critical structuralists
like Luckmann (1967), Berger (1966), Schutz (1973), Ryle (1949), and Lévi-
Strauss (1966) did not explain their revision of the term “structure” very
patiently. The social structure of language was so evident to them; they
were harsh to those who might be confused by the terminology. Confusion
over the meaning of the word “structure” has contributed to the per-
sistence of many unnecessary misunderstandings. Critical structuralism
does not doubt the existence of reality; it doubts that we are discussing
it very well. It uses the phrase “social construction” to indicate certain
alleged timeless truths were made up in time and need to be reviewed
accordingly. Critical structuralism and structuralism are as different as
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night and day. Hegel, Dilthey and Ranke are “structuralists”. Ferdinand
de Saussure, Thomas Luckmann, Peter Berger, and Alfred Schutz are
“critical structuralists” The persistence of the Hegelian tradition in the
taxonomy of modern thought has led many casual observers of the fray
to conflate the two.

After Saussure, there were two structuralisms in modern thought. One
was the old structuralism of “objective mind” Dilthey had used to justify
Hegel’s philosophy of history. The other was the critical structuralism
which rejected the cultural and psychological assumptions of the old one.
Robert Maxwell Young (1990) explains the difference. Young compares the
old “objective” structuralism to the map of London’s underground trans-
portation system. The obscurity of the London underground is world-
famous. Often the name of a stop is not the nearest stop to the famous
site of the same name. Young explains the ambiguous correlation is a ploy
to control the tourist traffic. Stops with easy access, larger square foot-
age, and nearby security services are given famous names. The cunning
nomenclature “establishes subject-positions which are instrumental as
forms of control,” Young concludes.*?

The traditional “structuralism” of Hegel and Dilthey establishes subject-
positions for a similar political purpose. Young believes they let “nomi-
nally radical or oppositional historians unknowingly, or even knowingly,
perpetuate the structures and presuppositions of the very systems they
oppose”®® Young’s clever analogy captures the new critical structuralism
with admirable accuracy. The scholars who took Saussure’s linguistic turn
decided (in effect) modern culture was structured like London’s under-
ground. Nineteenth-century ideas of history, art, and culture were crowd
control devices and systems of surveillance. Their discrete silences and
rhetorical flourishes were an emotional mass transit system. They let the
problems of modern life be managed under the surface of things as far as
possible from the big-name historical events. Romantic culture and poli-
tics provided an artful dodge around the sites of peoples’ real problems.
The nineteenth-century idea of art, history, and literature derailed the
discussion of a host of modern problems and still prevents large groups
of people from reaching the same destination all at the same time. The
subjective ‘map’ to which Young’s clever subway analogy has reference
is still displayed prominently in all major bookstores and disseminated
avidly by every university in the Western world.
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LUDWIG WITTGENSTEIN (1889-1951)

In Philosophical Investigations (1953), Ludwig Wittgenstein identified the
“language-game” as the fundamental problem in modern philosophy.**
“The modern language-game defines a whole culture” To imagine it is
“to imagine a whole way of life,” he advised.>® He began his philosophical
investigation of the language-game with a confession by St. Augustine:

I gradually learnt to understand what objects’ sounds signified;
and after I had trained my mouth to form these signs, I used them
to express my own desires.*®

Although Wittgenstein was not religious, he was, like Kant, a man of faith.
The trajectory of his painfully private thoughts traces out one of the most
important moral odysseys in the modern period.

Wittgenstein was not a professing member of any orthodox creed. His
father was a converted Jew and his mother was Catholic. Their religious
affiliations played little role in Wittgenstein’s intellectual development.
He had studied with G.E. Moore before World War I. Moore’s criticism
of Hegel’s language pointed him in the direction of his mature work.
Moore also convinced him Kant’s theory of aesthetic judgment resolved
some of the central paradoxes in modern philosophy. Wittgenstein is
the Renaissance man of modern moral introspection. He was a brilliant
engineer who loved music and the cinema. An affinity for Kant’s aesthet-
ics and a deep suspicion of modern historical idealism came naturally to
his personality.

Wittgenstein had concluded the Tractatus logico-philosophicus (1922),
the only work published during his lifetime, with the cryptic admonition,
“Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent”” His later “inves-
tigations” indicate he changed his mind. Hilary Putnam, the American
pragmatist whose work is most often associated with the tradition of
Pierce, James, and C.I. Lewis, says Wittgenstein never counselled silence.
He only meant one must be silent until he or she has seen through the
game. One must be silent until speaking does not increase the damage.
Putnam reads the final counsel of the Tractatus as a warning about the
moral and psychological dangers of the language-game.*” The circular-
ity of modern language, its self-defining, viral regularities; its discursive
tautology and self-replicating tectonics; its historical hubris, ethnocen-
trism, and pious chauvinisms; its indolent formalism, its performative
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structures, and strange illocutionary force are properties of modern cul-
ture. Seeing the world “rightly” requires “surmounting” the behavioural
paradoxes enshrined in the game.”®

The least controversial statement one can make about Wittgenstein’s
philosophy, and, perhaps, his life, is that he was deeply sensitive to the cir-
cularity oflanguage. The final admonition of the Tractatus and the unifying
theme of his posthumous Investigations develop the same point. They are
about a tautology in the logic of modern language to which Wittgenstein
was painfully sensitive. Explaining the tautology was easier for him than
exposing his pain to the baleful scrutiny of a world of strangers. To explain
the tautology of modern language he turned, once again, to Augustine:

And now, I think, we can say: Augustine describes the learning of
human language as if the child came into a strange country and
did not understand the language of the country; that is, as if it
already had a language, only not this one. Or again: as if the child
could already think, only not yet speak. And “think” would here
mean something like “talk to itself”

God gave Augustine an internal soul-mate. He was thrown into the strange
world of sin and suffering with an internal moral compass. Augustine
realized the moral compass depended on what we would call an internal
dialogue. The way a child learns to “talk to himself” determines the direc-
tion of the child’s social development. We think using language. When
we act as if we already have access to an innate knowledge of the good,
we are acting as if we already possess a language of the good; we just do
not know how to use it yet.

Christian conscience involved a problem with language. Wittgenstein
believed the language problem with moral conscience was one of the
oldest problems in Western civilization. Augustine had seen it, but his
concern about the close relation between language and conscience had
never been systematically explored. Wittgenstein intended to do just that.
He continued:

Someone coming into a strange country will sometimes learn the
language of the inhabitants from ostensive definitions that they
give him; and he will often have to guess the meaning of these
definitions; and will guess sometimes right and sometimes wrong.*
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By “talking to others” a stranger in a strange land learns the new sounds of
objects which he already recognizes. Does moral conscience develop the
same way? Do we already recognize the good and use language only as a
sign to others? If the good is an object that is already in us, then pointing to
good and evil in the external world merely lets us signify the existence of
these objects to others. Do words point out objects we already understand
or are they something much more complicated? This question seemed to
Wittgenstein to be the biggest philosophical problem of the era.

The logical difficulty illustrated in Augustine’s paradox is that objects
in the real world are not Godly. They are what Kant called “phenomena’”
They are not universals, absolute objects, or “things-in-themselves”” Their
existence combines many facets (qualia, in current terminology) evident
in other objects. Objects in the world are related through physical attri-
butes inherent in the world. We know them by knowing the world. We
know what another person is “talking about” because we have a prior
knowledge of the world and how it works. We have not taken that fact
seriously, nor have we inquired whether our prior knowledge is alto-
gether benevolent. For some reason, we act as if “all you need — of course!
— is to know or guess what the person giving the explanation is pointing
to,” Wittgenstein says.®® We act as if we have an internal guide-book to
what pointing at objects actually means. Wittgenstein is not convinced
the ostensive process of learning by “pointing to” works very well. After
World War I, when Wittgenstein looked at what history and philosophy
“point to” in the contemporary world, he wondered whether the pointing
process might not be actively malevolent.

Our guide points to a dog and says, “hoont.” The viewer usually under-
stands her guide means the composite entity called a “dog” in English
and not the qualities hairy, noisy, and fawning. How are these kinds of
communication accomplished? Kant had recognized the problem by the
mid-1770s. The earliest extant lecture notes from his classes in metaphys-
ics contain a reference to ostensive understanding. Ostensive definition
requires an “intuitive” understanding of “things such as they are” “There
can be such an understanding, but the human understanding is not it,’
the note-taker recorded. Human understanding is “logical and discursive,’
not “ostensive and intuitive,” Kant explained.®'

Wittgenstein carried Kant’s critique of ostension and intuition back to
the language paradox pointed out by Augustine. Wittgenstein’s language
philosophy is a unique synthesis of Augustine’s moral faith and Kantian
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logical critique. He blends one of the deepest expressions of religious
concern from the Middle Ages with one of the profoundest critiques of
human understanding from the Enlightenment. Wittgenstein’s philoso-
phy bridges skeptical Enlightenment with the foundations of Christian
moral philosophy. He had a monk’s grief for others and Kant’s faith in
reason. Using both, he tried with considerable success to encompass
the age.

Augustine and Kant convinced Wittgenstein that communication
requires a prior, tacit knowledge which is only understood through moral
introspection. He concluded that, prior to having an object pointed out
to us, we understand a large number of tacit rules involving the use of
language. The efficacy of pointing to something depends on a shared
structure of internalized rules. Pointing guides our internal dialogue along
a gradient path closely resembling the internal dialogue of the person
doing the pointing. Prior to the pointing (if it works) the perceptions of
pointer and pointee have already been synchronized. The shared a priori
structure of experience which guides our eye down the other’s line of sight
is not a psychological law for Wittgenstein. On this point he breaks with
Hegel and Dilthey. The shared structure of experience that lets pointing
and naming guide mutual perception is a moral problem for Wittgenstein.
The moral problem of pointing out the world to each other is the philo-
sophical problem with which Wittgenstein began.

A pointing-game which is not at all understood is the foundation for
the language-game. The language-game cannot be discussed until the
pointing-game is understood better. The problem with both games is the
circularity of the rules. Their enigma cannot be discussed without using
words which are already part of the game of pointing and naming. The
enigmas of ostension and intuition cannot be described without using
a lexicon of words built up under the regime of uncritical ostension and
intuition. Thus the criticism of language is inextricably caught up in the
same objectivities one might wish to criticize. This peculiarity of language
is not evident until we begin to ask how language works at simple levels
of experience. At that point, the ordinary way we learn about objects in
our world breaks down. Although this is a complicated problem of the
sort philosophers often enjoy, Wittgenstein went one step further. He
declared the abstruse logical problem of language to be a deep and per-
sonal moral problem in modern life. Why was he convinced so abstruse
a logical problem was also a deep moral problem?
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Because, “words are deeds,” Wittgenstein lamented.®®> And the deeds
of the modern world were frequently harmful, destructive, and immoral.
“My whole tendency,” he wrote:

And I believe the tendency of all men who ever tried to write
or talk Ethics or Religion was to run against the boundaries of
language. This running against the walls of our cage is perfectly,
absolutely hopeless.*®

The moving finger of time points, the head turns; but the conscience
does not follow. An adventurous and self-reliant reason, habituated to the
monkey-see, monkey do world of economics, self-promotion, and power
politics, stubbornly extends the language practices of daily life into ethics
and religion. In the most personally important domains of daily life, the
language of being together in the world fails us for precisely this reason.
It is a language of the world. It is the world’s language. We are caught in
the trap of trying to understand the good by using the same language we
use when we undertake the bad. We reason and moralize in the same
terms we use to make money and make war.

Wittgenstein’s discomfiture should be seen against the background
of the modern language fallacy that was outlined in the first two chap-
ters. Modern language escaped moral reflection in the modern tradition
for almost two hundred years. Both Enlightenment skepticism and the
alleged Romantic “reaction” to it had developed reasons why language
could be exempted from philosophical reflection and skeptical criticism.
Hume’s common sense had trusted “mutual dependency among men” to
preserve the moral meaning of “an already formed language” Hegel had
trusted historical events to force “the cunning of reason” upon otherwise
egotistical and amoral “world historical” personalities. Hume and Hegel
both thought history assured the integrity of words. It was a “joy” to
them “to discover words,” which, for all practical purposes, “had meaning,
in themselves” Wittgenstein’s discomfort takes on an added dimension
when placed against the modern tradition of silence about language as
an historical system.

At the grassroots of experience, Hume saw the necessities of everyday
existence as the inseverable link between words and virtue. At the highest
levels of political and economic experience, Hegel saw the sheer complex-
ity of events as a sobering experience that must compel human beings to
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be “rational” These two positive theories of language linked behavioural
norms in early modern Europe with the moral and civil law. They per-
formed for Western culture a role analogous to beliefs we call “supersti-
tion” in non-Western cultures. Hume’s realism and Hegel’s idealism share
a common moment when viewed as part of a cultural anthropology of the
West. The process is natural and involves real events, real needs, and real
people. The moral problem with language is the one Augustine pointed
out. How do we know we are pointing to the “good” when we speak of
an object? How do we know we are learning the “good” just because we
apply the word to real objects in our sensory world? Hume and Hegel
contain a metaphysical fallacy about language which does not stand up
to Christian or Kantian scrutiny. The “good” is a category of experience
beyond nature and before history. The “good” is beyond physei, beyond the
natural world of primary experience. The theory of language Wittgenstein
confronts takes illegitimate credit for sustaining a philosophical position
it did not originate and cannot plausibly explain. The provenance of the
qualities inherited from traditional theology and classical philosophy to
which natural language refers is obscure in late modern culture.

Wittgenstein was troubled because the conservation of pre-
Enlightenment metaphysics did not rest on a logical foundation. The
world’s confidence in a mere language of the “good,” appeared to him to
have a negative effect on its practice. The natural systems of meaning in
which ideas, events, and large theories of value now had to be construed
were inadequate to sustain the tradition. How should one speak in a fair,
reasonable, and non-polemical way about such a disturbing situation?
Wittgenstein had difficulty speaking of these matters. His temperament
was not combative. He faced institutional resistance to self-criticism,
and systematic or “structural” irregularities to which large numbers of
normally adjusted people have become accustomed are always difficult
to describe. In addition, Wittgenstein’s intellectual tradition had been
trimmed to suit the times. The functional narrowing of intellectual focus
which had slowly excluded the moral argument from modern public life
was two hundred years old. It had begun with Hume and continued during
the Romantic era. The world wars (hot and cold) of the twentieth century
had just about knocked it stone, cold dead.

Kant’s theory of aesthetic judgment gave Wittgenstein a way to explain
his problem. Kant was favoured in Austrian universities over Hegel’s hero-
ically extroverted philosophy of history. Kant’s critique of the power of
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aesthetic judgment had been a basic text in Wittgenstein’s academic study
of philosophy. He applied the Kantian critique of judgment to his mature
considerations of the modern language problem. The moral problem with
modern language was the “practical” problem of how schemas or “catego-
ries” of understanding shape perception and motivate behaviour. When
Wittgenstein decided that the structure of language was a categorical
moral structure in the Kantian sense, his emotional pain found a critical
voice.

J. Alberto Coffa (1991) has connected the dots linking Kant to Frege’s
symbolic logic and the Vienna Circle at the turn of the century. Kant’s cri-
tique of pure reason had included mathematics. Kant criticized Hume for
not including mathematical propositions in his explanation of the famous
fork between matters of fact and the relation of ideas. Kant thought sci-
ence was about matters of fact and its logic should not be treated as the
unalterable relation of abstract ideas. Beginning with the Czech logi-
cian Bernard Bolzano in the 1940s, Austrian mathematicians began to
construct a refutation of Kant’s critique. They wanted science to be an
impregnable fortress of logical ideas. These arguments led to Frege’s work
on symbolic logic which, in turn, led to the Vienna Circle at the turn of
the century. Wittgenstein developed many of his early ideas from these
debates.

The Kantian foundations of modern symbolic logic are part of an
obscured research area in which a great deal more work needs to be done.
Until the development of this topic, many areas of modern intellectual
history, including the antecedents of American pragmatism and plain lan-
guage philosophers like J.L. Austin will remain obscure. The “refutation”
of Kant by the Vienna Circle was more like a special theory of logic than
a refutation of Kant’s whole project. The circle tried to make scientific
logic a category of pure reason. They wanted to cleanse modern thought
of its covert appeals to metaphysics. If the internal logic of science and
numbers was established beyond question, then Kant’s ethical project
could be completed. Ethics could be placed on a logical foundation.

As Wittgenstein’s thought matured, he encountered the perennial
Kantian problem of practical [i.e., ethical] philosophy in daily life. Neither
the logic of science nor the stories of history seemed adequate for the
practical needs of daily living. Science was cold, aloof, and unconcerned.
History was an amoral story of power politics which by example and tenet
was destructive to ordinary decencies. The plain language history and
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the complex logic of science left most people out in the cold. It appealed
to the comfortable pew of self-satisfied Horatio Algers, the complacent
Western leaders of a world-dominant industrial bourgeoisie.

Wittgenstein instigated a linguistic investigation of the power of aes-
thetic judgment. His philosophy is a return to Kant in one important way.
He takes Kant’s formal aesthetic and applies it to language. Kant believed
human beings have the strange ability to recognize complex patterns.
This ability is innate and exists prior to science. All human beings in all
cultures recognize and remember formal structures of experience. The
satisfaction or discomfort they give us is, for Kant, a basic “motivational
drive” in all human life. Wittgenstein realized Kant’s critical aesthetic was
a therapy for sensitive souls like himself. It could help them survive the
regimen of hunkered down genuflections to power and wealth that was
the true church of the modern middle class. Wittgenstein was convinced
public life, including the modern university, was a shallow and ulterior
experience. It was permeated by personal ambition, egotism, and self-
interest which it hid behind a heritage language now voided of its moral
content. He freely announced his abhorrence of academic life on many
occasions.®

Wittgenstein takes the logic of his investigations from Kant, but he
takes the tone of humility and the solemn mood of deep moral intro-
spection from Augustine. Wittgenstein thought like Kant, but he felt like
Augustine. He and Augustine were kindred spirits. In Augustine’s honesty,
he recognized a moral epistemologist whose systematic coherence inspired
him. Augustine lived in one, whole, unified, and emotionally integrated
world. His early Christian world was one world in God. Wittgenstein was
attracted by the emotional unity of Augustine’s world.

In its unity, Augustine’s world was structurally analogous to the logical
world of Kant. The integrity of these two perspectives inspired Wittgenstein
to attempt their synthesis. He saw in them the two forms of logical integ-
rity which the modern world lacked. Theology played the same role for
Augustine that science played for Kant. Mutatis mutandis, theology and
science had congruent effects on the intellectual life of two different eras,
i.e., early Christian and late modern. In going back to Augustine and link-
ing Augustine’s theology to Kant’s aesthetics, Wittgenstein undertook a
vast philosophical initiative which has not been widely understood.

Wittgenstein's approach to Augustine follows the method for deducing
judgments of taste Kant outlined in section 31 of Critique of Judgment.
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He is initially detaching himself from the “content of judgment, i.e., from
the feeling of pleasure it gives us and merely comparing the aesthetic
form [i.e., its expression] with the form of [its] objective judgments as

logic prescribes it”*®

Kant’s two uses of the word “form” hold the key to
understanding what Wittgenstein is trying to do.

Kant taught Wittgenstein two cooperative, but psychologically distinct
meanings for the word “form?” One meaning is “aesthetic form” by which
Kant meant any expression constructed according to a system of rules.
Kant apparently believed the logics of science and religion were similar to
fine art. They were representational systems for classifying and correlating
experience. Kant had no brief for “truth” in the absolute sense. He was a
relativist. Kant’s attempt to reduce all representation to the aesthetic was
the point against which Frege and the Vienna Circle rebelled.

Kant’s larger point was not anti-science and that aspect is important
for dealing with Wittgenstein. Wittgenstein is neither mystical nor anti-
science, either. Kant’s “deduction of taste” only wanted to show that the
representation of an object, idea, or event always proceeds according to
rules. Unobjectionable as that axiom might seem, Kant drew a second
conclusion from it that is quite controversial. Kant believed the power of
aesthetic judgment rests on the human ability to “know” the rules of the
representation without having to articulate them. The second, controver-
sial aspect of Kant’s deduction is the other meaning of the word “form.
“Form” is an expressive form and a system of rules. Form, in one sense,
is a painting, a poem or a law. In another sense it is the system of rules
which defines a painting, a poem or a law. Human beings routinely pass
back and forth between these two meanings of the word without real-
izing it. Kant’s two-fold definition of “form” provided Wittgenstein with
an answer to Augustine’s questions about language. Human beings have
inner objects they “know” before someone points them out in the exter-
nal world. The “strange ability” we have to understand the logical form
(the second meaning of the word) acts like the old Christian and Platonic
theory of intuition. Without a language to articulate what we know, we
still “know” what many things mean and how many things fit together in
the world merely by having them pointed out to us in context.

Good judgment is a matter of fit between the two forms. It is a matter
of correspondence between the two meanings of the word. We construct
a judgment by describing how, in our opinion, the expressive “form” of
an idea, event, work of art, play, drama, disease, law, etc., corresponds
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to some logical “category” of experience [the other meaning of “form”].
Remember, without an absolute source of truth beyond nature and prior
to history, a theory of general correspondences is the only theory of truth
a skeptic has. Wittgenstein accepts the finitude of skeptical judgment
and re-reads Augustine with a theory of skeptical judgment in mind. He
wants skeptics to live in one, harmonious world like Augustine without
the dogmatism to which intuitive judgment is often vulnerable. Kant’s
aesthetic plus Augustine’s monism give Wittgenstein a unified theory of
the skeptical moral life.

Kant believed objects of experience were infinite, but categories of
experience were finite and could be “scientifically” established by philoso-
phy. The Vienna Circle applied this Kantian dictum even in their attempt
to refute him. Thus, the second meaning of “form” is the system of rules
on which an expressive form is grounded. Kant believed this second,
foundational level of formal experience was not immediately available
to consciousness and had to be deduced. The deduction of this level of
formal experience was the purpose of metaphysics in a skeptical, science-
based society. When Kant used the word, “metaphysics,” he meant the
formal, organizing principle behind an act of perception.

Wittgenstein accepted much of this Kantian background into his phi-
losophy without spelling it out. Sensory forms like art and science reflect
rational templates of human understanding. Sensory objects are “predi-
cates” of the way reason selects and sorts stimuli for our conscious use.
We are not usually aware of the formative operations our brain imposes
on the raw stimuli which constantly bombard us. For this reason, we are
easily seduced into congratulating ourselves for “insight” and “under-
standing” that do not belong to us at all. We are easily seduced by the
formal categories of business as usual in the all-too-skeptical and mate-
rialistic world. The shunning of moral introspection at this deepest level
leads to much misunderstanding and violence in history. Otherwise well-
meaning people defend the forces of “necessity” apparently outside us in
the social and historical world. They are unable to see, or refuse to see,
that many “necessities” are categories of perception which we ourselves
have created. The unconsciousness of the formal aesthetic system is the
essence of modern advertising and the essential language problem for
Wittgenstein. The formal structure of modern language motivates us in
ways we do not acknowledge and leads us into conformist attitudes which
are destructive of the higher good.
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Wittgenstein realized the “aesthetic form” of the language world resem-
bles any other judgment of taste. In one important way, relativity of lan-
guage is its own saviour. The process which besets us also provides a way
to control it. The unique feature of the aesthetic which fascinated Kant
was its purity. The ego temporarily loses interest in the purpose of the
experience. It loves the world of perfect order, unity, and coherence which
a pure judgment of taste always gives. God was the ultimate aesthetic
experience of Augustine. Augustine was happy in God’s world, whole
and entire, and he needed no other presence than the presence of God.
His world of faith is not emotionally fragmented, logically broken up, nor
academically vivisected into disciplinary sub-sections.

When Wittgenstein compared Augustine’s aesthetic experience with
“the form of [his] objective judgments,” i.e., with what Augustine said,
he discovered an interesting difference. Even though Augustine feels the
power of God in every part of the world and this feeling holds his world
together for him, Augustine admits he thinks [objectively] of his world
as fragmented. Augustine cannot give his unified world of faith a logi-
cal representation that would compel universal assent to it. The unified
aesthetic world of faith appears to be a broken world of separate and
incommensurate parts when viewed logically.

Wittgenstein is intrigued because Augustine’s aesthetic view of the
world appears to contradict Kant’s theory of judgment. Kant believed
the categories of judgment were logical au fond. Pressed to their maxim,
aesthetic judgment and logical judgment could always be reconciled.
Augustine is not able to reconcile his aesthetic world of faith with his
understanding of history. With this fact in mind, Wittgenstein is on the
scent. For him, an epochal game is afoot.

The paradox Augustine poses sets the neo-Kantian view of modern
culture in G.E. Moore, Ernst Cassirer and T.S. Eliot at odds with itself. It
is also a painful paradox, by all indications, to Wittgenstein, personally.
The issue is joined over the written testimony of St. Augustine, obviously
a sensitive and refined man. If the Kantian categories of perception are
grounded in the human mind, they would appear in the confessions of
Augustine. Wittgenstein probes deeper, using Augustine’s own words.
Augustine felt his mind and heart were at war. He blamed this “pecu-
liarity” in his understanding of the world on his limited perception of
time.
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“What then is time,” he asks? Augustine prayed for God to explain to
him how the one world of mercy, truth, and love appeared to have a past,
a present, and a future. He continued:

It is not properly said, “There be three times, past, present and to
come” Perchance it might be properly said, “There be three times;
a present of things past, a present of things present, and a present
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of things future!

Augustine wondered if there was not a constant present which grounded
the logical perception of three different times. Augustine’s idea of a unify-
ing “present” hiding itself in history becomes a decisive idea in Continental
philosophy. Wittgenstein seized it to fill the missing link in Kantian aes-
thetics. Aesthetic form is an act of the present. Its logic is taken from the
present. We recognize what it means without having to articulate how
we know because the structural regularities we see in its expression are
analogous to the regularities around us in our time.

The “aesthetic form” of Augustine’s world is the one eternal and time-
less presence of God. Augustine’s “objective judgment” displays puzzle-
ment over how God’s one, universal world can have different “times”
Wittgenstein believes he knew why. Augustine’s problem with time was
the moral problem with the modern era which Kant and neo-Kantians
like Moore had overlooked. He notes:

It is of the essence of our investigation that we do not seek to
learn anything new by it. We want to understand something that
is already in plain view. For this is what we seem in some sense
not to understand.®’

Sophisticated Western intellectuals were overlooking something that was
staring them in the face. It was there in modern history all along. The
modern world shares Augustine’s puzzlement. It is bewildered by the
times.

We moderns also experience our world as a unified whole. We speak
of “the world” We discuss civilization and progress just like Augustine
discussed faith and redemption. We speak in our scientific world in very
much the same formal categories of aesthetics and history (faith and

Chapter 3 « THE LINGUISTIC TURN 139



redemption) as Augustine. How can this be? Wittgenstein does not con-
sider for a nanosecond the modern world is better. In many ways, the
modern world understands even less about its feelings and its relations
with others than Augustine. By this measure alone the times have got
us. They hold us in thrall and hide from us the keys to building together
a better world. The absence of the qualities which moved Augustine is
a large part of Wittgenstein’s point. Absent the love of God, where does
the modern aesthetic sense of “a world” come from? How is an aesthetic
perception of “a world” possible in a world that acknowledges no essential
foundation for one universal structure of organized experience?

Augustine’s confessions indicated to Wittgenstein that the moral life
must soldier on even when it faces insuperable paradoxes and overwhelm-
ing sorrow. Augustine’s example comforted him, for he endured many
of the same agonies of guilt, doubt, and concern for the world which
had affected Augustine. Wittgenstein’s quiet introspections also afforded
him another durable comfort. Augustine’s confession indicated Kant and
Moore were not entirely wrong. Augustine’s confessions indicated that
people who were interested in traditional “spiritual” issues did, at the same
time, make the effort to reconcile the aesthetic and the logical modes of
experience. That is, they were troubled when both forms of experience
could not be represented as a unified whole.

If you read the relevant passages in the Philosophical Investigations
carefully, it is pretty clear Wittgenstein agrees with Kant and Moore about
the way a judgment of taste is constructed. But the disappointing fact is,
in usual practice, people do not undertake critiques of their own aesthetic
judgment. If the two forms of aesthetic experience [object and rule-sys-
tem] are split apart, they go into denial. They blame the turmoil of their
inner life on each other. They declare one side or the other of their mixed
perception of world to be God’s will or the verdict of history. They blame
“human nature” for impasses, antinomies, and contradictions which, they
allege, are as old as Adam. They alter, distort, and misinform their feel-
ings to cover up self-induced schisms in their view of the world. They
undertake every possible socially accepted subterfuge to avoid categorical
reflection on the integrity of their moral judgment. The modern world has
evolved numerous labour-saving devices to flee from moral introspection
and duty. At this point in his investigations Wittgenstein makes a brilliant
intuitive leap. He skips several intermediate steps in his historical argu-
ment. He jumps from early Christian theology to a trenchant critique of

140 HOW SKEPTICS DO ETHICS



modern philosophy without discussing the career of the idea. He accepts
the probable fact that he and Augustine are not representative thinkers
in the modern tradition. What is painful and very difficult for Augustine
and himself is very nearly impossible for most people.

On reaching this stage, Wittgenstein’s philosophical investigations
lurch suddenly up out of the circularities of modern thought like a criti-
cal Excalibur from a sea of troubles. Wittgenstein rescues Augustine’s
paradox from its morganatic prison in seven simple words. These words
cut open a new horizon for modern philosophy with a subtle dignity rarely
seen since Augustine, himself. They evoke such a world of misfortune that
the simple declarative sentence dwarfs the act of reading it. He writes:

Our investigation is therefore a grammatical one.®®

These words define the tragedy of the skeptical moral life for Wittgenstein.
Its historical dimension makes the tragedy accessible. Wittgenstein’s
“grammatical” investigation of the moral life blames modern language
for obscuring the essential foundations of ethical theory and moral
responsibility. The structure of modern language has nullified the tra-
ditional meaning of the heritage words for good, true, moral and noble.
The expressive form and the logical system are in mortal conflict in late
modern life. This conflict negates the cumulative effect of traditional the-
ology and classical philosophy in the modern world.

“Grammatical”is “the form of objective judgmentaslogic prescribes it”
inmodernlanguage. “Grammatical” is the second meaning of Kantian form.
Itis the deeper, foundational level of the system which we, human beings,
have the strange ability to appreciate a priori. Our modern dilemma is pain-
fulalmost pastenduring because the structure of modern language is taken
from political history. Augustine’s timeless present has been replaced by
political consensus. We, like Augustine, live in one timeless present which
makes past, present, and future appear to cohere. Language is the aesthetic
plenum which answers Augustine on history. Sounding out the various
extemporary “presents” hidden in the grammar of daily life becomes the
moral task of the modern individual. We cannot resist the world until we
learn to resist the “grammar” of public life in the industrialized world.

The “grammatical” level of aesthetic form is the last metaphysics. It is
Augustine’s love for the world fortified by Kant’s skeptical critique. In the
late modern world its focus is language. The competition, individualism,
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and violence of the late modern world are inscribed on the structure of
modern public speech. The grammar of modern language is a structure
of violence. Politics, business, and the university subscribes to its codes.
Without realizing it, we speak to each other in a language of violence. The
way we speak to each other in public on a day-to-day basis confirms the
codes that are constantly at work undermining the integrity, consistency,
care, and concern characteristic of the moral life.

Like Kant, Wittgenstein believes “we predicate of the thing what lies
in the method of representing it Unlike Kant, he does not believe the
predications of “our adventurous and self-reliant reason” are grounded in
fundamental categories of reason. Like Hegel, Wittgenstein believes the
fundamental categories of reason are historical. They reflect world-his-
torical experiences that have been synthesized by history and registered
in the language of public life. Unlike Hegel, Wittgenstein does not believe
the world-historical synthesis forces human beings to be rational.

Wittgenstein’s Austrian up-bringing, sensitive temperament, and
mechanical genius are beautifully blended in the Investigations. He was
a “practical” thinker in the Kantian sense. He loved the world of tolerance,
art, and Viennese gemiitlichkeit of his youth. World War I had defeated
Hegel’s progressive faith in historical dialectic. In Austria, Freud proved
to the satisfaction of many that even the subjective categories of mind are
not, in all cases, reasonable. Wittgenstein is the intellectual heir of two
secular cosmologies that had in certain ways stood the test of time, but
in others had decomposed under its acid tests. The culture and society he
loved had cracked apart. Wittgenstein understood those points of non-
confirmation, but he also understood aspects of the older systems which
had retained their validity.

In Kant he found a “method” for representing some of these painful
and deeply personal paradoxes. Most importantly, he found an approach
he could adapt to the discussion of the modern moral life. For Kant, the
power of aesthetic judgment is the power to give human purposes to
natural processes. Nature has no human purposes, but human beings
construct systems of knowledge based on natural processes and these
systems of knowledge not only have human purposes, but the purpose is
embedded in the logic of the system. The logical integrity of the system is
also the emotional foundation for its practical application. In the world of
human purposes, judgment is driven by an emotional orientation taken
from the logical “grammar” of the system.
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In nineteenth-century aesthetics, sweetness and light set a tone, a
mood, an orientation, and a higher attitude. Dilthey and Hegel thought
aesthetic edification brought a higher tone to society, politics, and pro-
fessional duties. This gentle perspective is the Marburg Kantianism of
the 1860s. It still dominates Kant studies. Wittgenstein recovered Kant’s
original moral project. After Wittgenstein the aesthetic means this: We
are loyal to formal systems that explain our world. We feel “good” when
the world conforms to our aesthetic judgments about it. The better, higher,
more inclusive the logical judgment, the better higher, more inclusive our
feelings toward the world and others becomes. Wittgenstein accepts the
Kantian paralogisms of subliminal experience. In philosophical terms,
he and G.E. Moore accept Kant’s proof for synthetic judgment a priori.
The brilliance of Wittgenstein’s redeployment of this old argument lay in
the way Wittgenstein applied the aesthetic idea to the moral tragedies of
twentieth-century life.

The logical forms with which we understand the world and to which
we are emotionally loyal are historically acquired. Individuals are reluc-
tant to admit how much and to what degree social constructions shape
spontaneous judgment. Language norms govern the process. We learn
to feel “good” in the same way as others around us by talking to each
other. We are socialized to the norm by the way we represent the world.
Wittgenstein accepted Kant’s idea of a “transcendental” dialectic between
conscious concept and reflexive judgment. He accepted the Kantian a
priori, but he was deeply concerned over its origins. He did not think the
power of aesthetic judgment was a primary power of reason. He became
convinced the historical world of wars, the economy, and petty bourgeois
individualism was inscribed upon the aesthetics of modern life. The old
Kantian a priori was not a form of objective reason. It was the cunning
of reason gone mad.

Kant did not think rule systems were a game. He believed reason defined
the fundamental rules of normal human perception and these rules were
fundamentally logical. Aesthetic judgment was judgment according to
a rule and the rules provided a rational basis for all human life. They
“promoted life;” he often said in his lectures on metaphysics. Being free
to promote life was, for a human being, the highest pleasure. Art, sci-
ence, and ethics met in this world of highest life satisfactions. In a purely
rule-governed world, no material stimuli “necessitated” human action.
Understanding the “rules” would free human beings from mundane
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compulsions and lead, inevitably, to moral and political progress. The
modern era appeared to have evolved somewhat differently to Wittgenstein
than it did to Kant in one critical respect. Wittgenstein agreed that formal
categories of conceptual “understanding” were also aesthetic categories.
The area of his disagreement concerned the reasonableness of the modern
world as a “system.” The conceptual structure of modern reason looked
to Wittgenstein to be fragmented, incoherent, and humanly ineffective.
Modern life was morally impaired. It did not appear to Wittgenstein to
“promote life” with much consistency or logic aforethought.

Here in the winter of a deep discontent, the leaves have to be put back
on the trees. The cold and hot wars of the twentieth century, the com-
petitive cherry-picking of the publishing game, and the ethnocentrism
of classical European culture have obscured modern intellectual history.
Wittgenstein disagreed with Kant, Hegel, Dilthey, and Moore over the sys-
tematic properties that informed reflexive judgment. He did not disagree
with their reasoning processes, or with the intelligibility of the world as
a logical system. He disagreed with the aspects of their logical systems
which confirmed the aesthetic values of modernity. He had no quarrel
with science and democracy. He loved mechanical engineering and could
have had a distinguished career in the new science of aeronautics. He was
tolerant of others to the point of idealizing everyday life. His investigations
try to save everything they can of the modern tradition. His central point
concerns history and human nature. He rejected the secular mythology
latent in Kant and explicit in Hegel that a system of “right” reason was
active in history. The plain sensory evidence from ordinary life contra-
dicted Kant’s optimism and made Hegel’s enthusiasm dangerous.

The world caused Augustine distress; but Augustine had a method
for representing his distress. The modern world, Wittgenstein thought,
was also distressed but unable to articulate it. The modern language-
game had not evolved a method for expressing its pain. The secularization
of language foreclosed the old metaphysical debates without replacing
their psychological and emotional function. Of all the functions accru-
ing to metaphysics, the issues of right, wrong, interpersonal concern,
and social virtue had been foremost. Modern language had failed the
task of representing these concepts. I hope I am able to convey with suf-
ficient clarity the crux of Wittgenstein’s concern. He is not complaining
that ethical questions remain unanswered and moral dilemmas remain
unresolved. He is lamenting that the experience of a moral dilemma can
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no longer even be represented in the present. Augustine’s unified world
had a moral dimension. God’s presence in Augustine’s life balanced the
dysfunctions of history. Wittgenstein thought the modern era had lost
all memory of Augustine’s unified world. It knew the language, but it has
lost the experience.

Wittgenstein doubted Augustine’s sense of moral balance could even be
represented in modern terms. So, he approached the issue of re-creating
Augustine’s world for the modern viewer as if it were a classical problem
in Kantian phenomenology. The world, in itself, cannot be known to us.
All we can know is our representation of it. Since the cohesion, intelligi-
bility and moral integrity of the world depends upon our representation
of it; understanding Augustine’s world depends on the method we use in
our representation of it. We must be careful. We face the first and perhaps
greatest of our ethical challenges in the method we choose to undertake
this task. The method we use to organize the representation of experi-
ence will drive judgment. The quality of our judgement depends on the
coherence of our system of representation. We may hate an experience.
We may reject an event. We may be stirred to resist, fight, protest, and
change the world; but our striving will be in vain if we resist the world in
its own terms. If our method of representation is conceptually complicit
with the world, then the judgment which follows also will be complicit.
Our best efforts will change nothing. To recreate the moral world of
Augustine, we have to follow the logical advice of Kant. We must first
see the world differently and describe it in logical terms which are not
compatible with the logic of this present world.

Wittgenstein begins a new logic by discussing “Two uses of the word,

13 )

see:

The one: “What do you see there?” — “I see this” (and then a
description, a drawing, a copy). The other: “I see a likeness

between these two faces””®

Modern language has drifted into some bad habits. In the simple example
of “seeing” something; an objective, spatial, and ostensive use of the word
is often conflated with a judgment of what the thing is like. We have bor-
rowed this habit from science and made it a bad habit in the language
arts. With numbers likenesses work; with discursive language likeness
is misleading. To “see” in the above example also implies a judgment in
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regards to what is seen. In this case, the second viewer “sees” a thing and
sees a likeness without quite knowing the difference. Wittgenstein uses
a Kantian concept to try to explain why this simple example has portent.
“The importance of this is the difference of category between the two
‘objects’ of sight,” he explained.”

The categorical difference between seeing “what” and seeing “like”
should be a sacred difference in a skeptical society. In a public world for
which God, himself, has died, the whole issue of what something is “like” is
up for grabs. What something is “like” is a judgment of taste. The objective
similarities between objects which might be quantified or measured by
science do not embrace the conceptual system of a self-legislating viewer
who sees according to his or her own tastes. Contrary to the aphorism,
skeptics have to account for their judgments of taste. As a rule, they are
not very good at it. Judgments of taste are the cross-over experience
between law and life. We live according to laws, but we experience the
law in the same way we experience a judgment of taste. We judge the law
according to concepts that comport with our pre-established habits of
thought. What Wittgenstein is getting at, tactfully, is a subtle question of
organized perception. Who, or what, does the organizing of our thoughts
when large groups agree what the law is “like”?

A skeptical society which practices political democracy and personal
freedom should have a language which observes classical philosophical
distinctions to a far greater degree and with far greater sophistication than
the one we have. Describing the simple act of seeing reveals a fundamental
intellectual dysfunction frequently encountered in modern life. We “see” in
the university, politics, and the economy in a manner analogous to “seeing”
a police line-up or an album of mug-shots. Most of the time, “seeing” is a
test of our ability to give the authorities the “right” answer. We “see” the
world the way we “should” see it and we practice seeing in the same way
others do. We compete at seeing the same things quicker and more accu-
rately than our peers, colleagues, and fellow citizens. We want to see the
same similarities as others and then, like Rorty, we compete at describing
them. The whole issue of seeing differently is lost in a Procrustean episte-
mology of perception. What we really have here is “two different language-
games and complicated relations between them,” Wittgenstein added. “If
you try to reduce their relations to a simple formula you go wrong.””?

Simple examples like the little “seeing” story above are Wittgenstein’s
idea of a polemic. You may imagine from his tone of sensitive understate-
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ment and preternatural conflict-avoidance why he published so little in
his lifetime. The simple example of “seeing” represents the major obsta-
cle to ethical theory and moral action in the late modern world from
Wittgenstein’s perspective. The modern auditor, speaker, and writer (edu-
cated to Hume’s common sense and Hegel’s “joy”) collapse the categorical
difference between seeing objects and seeing likenesses. The offence is
widespread in the social studies. “The present hath no space,” Augustine
lamented.” The aesthetic fallacies of “an already formed language” left
Wittgenstein without a moral space in any of Augustine’s hypothetical
present worlds. There was no moral past, no moral present, and no moral
future. The one ordering “present” underneath the illusion of time had
foreclosed the moral space required for ethical judgment and moral devel-
opment.

The modern language-game gives aesthetic force to a fragmented
world. Augustine’s three functions of the soul — memory, sight, and expec-
tation — become the one, uncoordinated function of the modern pres-
ent. A continual presence (modernity) decides what everything is “like”
It determines memory and arouses reasonable expectations based on
policy considerations vetted among one’s colleagues and peers. The past,
present, and future are part of one continuous perspective against which
there can be no rational dissent. No alternative concept of order, unity,
and coherence balances the unscrupulous cunning of reason. The mod-
ern way of “seeing” is a simple indicative mode which leaves the modern
world without a moral likeness. The language of daily living confirms the
common moral predicament.

Wittgenstein illustrated how his language predicament “felt” “I shall
call the following figure, derived from Jastrow, the duck-rabbit,” he
explained.”

The “duck-rabbit” is probably the most famous optical illusion in the
history of Western philosophy. The reference is typical of Wittgenstein’s
dissatisfaction with the ambiguous structure of modern language. One
picture is, in practice, two pictures. The image dances before your eyes. It
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morphs and changes spontaneously while one is viewing it. Wittgenstein
used the illusion to illustrate what modern language was like. The duck-
rabbit carries the bottomless arguments Kant spun in Critique of Pure
Reason over the existence of God, immortality, freedom, and infinity down
into ordinary, everyday perception. The effect of world-class abstractions
on everyday life is Wittgenstein’s philosophical forte.

The duck-rabbit plays the role of a “text” in Wittgenstein’s idea of
language. Statements dance and change shape in ways analogous to the
duck-rabbit. When I say, “I see a rabbit,” Wittgenstein explains, “I am
describing the perception quite as if the object had altered before my
eyes” Reporting the alteration in my perception as if I have seen the thing
again or seen it in a new way is not an accurate account of the experience.
“In any relevant text something different is in question every time we see
it now as one thing now as another” The problem is not what we “see”
The problem which requires clarification is the connection between “see-
ing” as a factual, empirical experience and interpretation as a theoretical
and subjective experience. “Seeing” and “interpreting” are closely linked,
but routinely in statements of fact the difficult and problematic relation
is ignored in the reporting of experience. “How is it possible to see an
object according to an interpretation;, Wittgenstein asks? He suspects
“what is in question every time” is not expressed well in the language of
seeing. Saying “I see” does not communicate the combined act of seeing
and interpreting very well. “Seeing” is ostensively useful, but not logi-
cally correct.”

Skeptical, Western, science-based society does not deal with duck-
rabbits very well. Science does not like ambiguity and the modern ori-
entation toward science, objectivity, and matters of fact, influences the
general culture. The objective way to resolve the paradox of the duck-
rabbit explains it as “a visual impression” The impression is analyzed “on
a level with colours and shapes.” At the level of its constituent parts, the
duck-rabbit can be classified and the experience of ambiguity resolved.
The image is declared incomplete, inconclusive, a work in progress, more
a duck than a rabbit, less a rabbit than a duck, a joke, etc. An analysis of
the constituent elements in the image provides a method of classification.
The contemporary Western point of view, traditionally, explains ambigu-
ity by classifying and organizing the details very much like Aristotle did.
A rational view of the world cannot be expected to tolerate a world of
chronic ambiguity so objectivity is used to explain the ambiguity away.

148 HOW SKEPTICS DO ETHICS



The moral life cannot proceed in this fashion. The moral life requires a
higher quality of judgment.

It is natural for us to “see an object as we interpret it,” Wittgenstein
notes. All human beings “see” the world in terms of the interpretive sys-
tems normal to their culture. One must “see” reflexively in normative
terms to live in a group. You have to get the jokes, revere the totems,
and fear the same juju. To “see” the world reductively is only natural in
a skeptical society that does science. Of course, the paradox is obvious.
Intellectual and political developments in the twentieth century prove
that science offers no protection against atavism. Modern science can
enable barbarism just as effectively as any other composite way of “see-
ing” ever used by any other human group anywhere and any time in the
world. Science, in itself, lacks moral judgment. Wittgenstein’s generation
was preoccupied with that point.

Wittgenstein approaches his moral disenchantment with modern sci-
ence from a visual perspective. His basic charge against the modern inter-
pretation is the way it “sees” things. He says, “Seeing proceeds from the
idea of a visual impression as an inner object.” Science does not teach this
fallacy. Hume never accepted such a notion. Kant scorned such an idea.
The moral crisis of modern life is not science. The moral crisis of modern
life is the pseudo-science of the modern liberal arts. “Inner objects” were
the explanation of perception favoured by Locke and Berkeley. It was the
basic fact that made language possible for Augustine. The Enlightenment
shifted the source of inner objects from God to experience. Experience left
a cognitive impression which subsequent experiences gathered around
like bees to the honeycomb. The intensity of an original impression left a
groove into which subsequent experiences fell. Consciousness is a swarm
of experiences held together by a primitive life force. Mandeville’s “fable
of the bees” was the metaphor for consciousness favoured by Diderot,
D’Alembert, and Voltaire. We remember objects and ideas which caused
our primitive attention to “swarm” around them. The shape of the hive
leaves behind the shape of the object of experience. Classical “inner
object” theory is an idea from the age of Deism, phlogiston, and chemi-
cal affinities. It is a psychological anachronism that has persisted in the
arts long after its abandonment by medical science.

The idea of a structural congruence between the inner and outer life
is a classical idea. It was a workable notion, as notions go, until God was
retired from public life sometime around 1750. God had kept the balance
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between inner and outer, public and private. An omnipotent power of
infinite love and grace had seen to the synchronization of experience. As
skeptical science took charge of history and the economy, the old scalene
notion of a geometric order sub species aeternam broke down. The liberal
arts community did not want to admit it. They refused to face the inter-
pretive crisis created by the death of god. In practice, the assumption of
a structural correlation between inner and outer objects of experience
was left where Augustine left it. God was killed, history was enthroned,
the people and the economy were invented, but re-thinking the old inner
object idea did not happen. A rational, skeptical correlation between inner
and outer forms of experience has not been re-established in modern
Western life. Modern culture battens on the language of a correlation it
cannot prove. It lives a lie using the language of a prior historical experi-
ence it has neither the courage to believe nor the wit to sustain.

The duck-rabbit now appears in its true shape in Wittgenstein’s inves-
tigation. We can now “see” the duck-rabbit as he saw it. The logical form
of modern language is absurdly ambiguous. It prevents us from seeing
each other and understanding “that which is the case” “Seeing” as if we
are comparing inner and outer objects is a categorical ambiguity in our
primary perception of the world. It makes a moral world impossible under
current conditions. Modern language “makes the object into a chimera,
a queerly shifting construction. The similarity to a picture is impaired,’
Wittgenstein concludes.”® His point attacks (gently) the reflexive form of
aesthetic judgment which is common to modern culture. He is saying the
way we view the world is queer, shifting, and impaired. The formal logic of
the liberal pseudo-sciences has created a world of word-pictures divided
against itself. The modern humanities deny the social construction of our
inner world and that primary form of denial lets us avoid moral respon-
sibility for the outer world we have created. The primary symptom of a
cleverly ambiguous view of the world is endless language-games which
degrade our personal, political, and moral development.

In the most unobjectionable way he could find, Wittgenstein has
returned to the basic Kantian critique of judgment. The biggest and most
dangerous disagreements between us concern judgments of taste. The
danger arises from two “logical peculiarities” of a judgment of taste which
we all share and never talk about. We construct judgments of taste logi-
cally as if they were universal and we defend them emotionally as if they
were a fact of nature. In fact, they resemble neither. We make them up
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ourselves. Ethics are not demeaned by the comparison with judgments
of taste. The admission does not dismiss the moral life. It simply makes
us responsible for it.

Wittgenstein’s reticence involves him in a premeditated obscurity no
commentator can completely relieve. Any approach to his work is involved
in a debate that will continue for a long time. But at least one point about
Wittgenstein’s logical investigation of the language-game should be clear.
To “see” the duck-rabbit rightly is not as important as “seeing” the lan-
guage-game in which the duck-rabbit appears. The final counsel from
Wittgenstein returns to Augustine. St. Augustine, as best he could after
his conversion, lived a moral life. His confessions revealed to Wittgenstein
a fundamental aspect of the moral life that the modern world cannot
even represent.

Ethical philosophy does not begin with a system of axioms and logical
postulates. The moral life is not the application of aesthetic judgment to
situations by a person who has developed an ability to think critically.
We are not moral to the maximum extent we can be because we have
internalized the complex logical processes of an advanced civilization.
Ethical theory and moral practice begin at a more fundamental level than
concept and criticism. The moral life begins with the simple act of percep-
tion. Here Wittgenstein departs from Moore and Kant. Augustine’s world
was like the modern world in the only way that mattered to Wittgenstein.
Augustine’s whole world was a duck-rabbit, too. Augustine did not know,
nor could he understand, whether the world was a timeless world of love
or an historical world of reason. He prayed that God would tell him why
the world appeared this way. God never answered his prayer.

Augustine did not pray for God to kill the duck-rabbit. He prayed for
God to tell him why the creature existed. Wittgenstein accepted the duck-
rabbits in modern philosophy in what he conceived to be the spirit of St.
Augustine. He did not counsel overcoming them. He advised being aware
of them. A duck-rabbit is a red flag signalling the immediate need for
moral reflection. The duck-rabbits of history and high culture are percep-
tual moments of shock and awe. They are the zero point on a biographical
lifeline where moral decency meets human interests. Duck-rabbits are an
emotional moment of rational stasis embedded in the antinomies of pure
reason. The duck-rabbits of discourse tie our tongue and open our heart.
They are not to be explained by “proving” what they really are or “show-
ing” what they are likely to become. Wittgenstein decided duck-rabbits
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are a discursive phenomenon often encountered in transitional situations
where traditional ways of life are adapting to social change.

Wittgenstein thought modern society resembled late Roman society
to a surprising degree. Augustine was his case in point. Augustine had
little knowledge of the world, by our standards, but his faith was great.
We have great knowledge of the world, by historical standards, but our
faith is small. The weighting is opposite but the imbalance is similar. They
teetered one way, we teeter the opposite way. The danger is the same.
When the tightrope walker falls, no one worries about which side of the
rope he fell over. Faith and knowledge define an historical balance in the
life of individuals and groups. Moderns have an ancient problem with
their historical sense of balance.

Wittgenstein believed certain discursive ambiguities in modern phi-
losophy resembled, in effect, philosophical enigmas which had puzzled
Christian philosophers like St. Augustine. He thought both situations
indicated a world that was spinning out of control. The 20/20 hindsight
of history gave Wittgenstein faith in Augustine’s approach to the problem.
Obviously, the religious synthesis which replaced classical civilization had
“promoted life” to an amazing degree. The wars of the twentieth century
could not be laid at its feet. The civilization Augustine had helped begin
culminated in applied science and social democracy. From Wittgenstein’s
historical perspective, the modern era had thwarted the promise of the
traditional religious synthesis the Augustinian age had begun.

To refocus the attention of the modern world on issues that were of
durable and pervasive value to it, Wittgenstein believed we should follow
the intellectual example of St. Augustine. The perceived ambiguities in
our philosophical first principles should be our guide. They are valuable
to us if they are viewed in a constructive way. They warn us about the
coherence of our lives and the integrity of our relationships with others.
Now, as then, discursive duck-rabbits are a call to moral reflection. They
should awaken us to the well-being of others. Their appearance means
that our personal world is narrow. If we face them honestly, they will force
us to change the way we “see” the world.
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE MODERN PREDICAMENT

Our historians, the most discerning in the world,

have invented a method.... It is well known that
the operations of this method are (in general)
trustworthy; although, naturally, they are not
divulged without a measure of deceit."

—JORGE LUIS BORGES

HUME’S CAVALIER SKEWERING of ethical theory achieved methodologi-
cal status in the modern arts curriculum after the Napoleonic wars. Aided
by the movement loosely called German historical ‘idealism, historical
“understanding” filled the breach between the tines of Hume’s disastrous
fork. What “is” could be evaluated by the 20/20 hindsight of history.
Those who were edified by exposure to the best that had been written and
thought could receive similar benefits from an exposure to history. Hegel’s
and Dilthey’s Romantic hubris was not the last word in hermeneutics and
philosophy of history. The anomalies in their system provoked a remark-
able series of cogent reflections most of them having to do with language
and ethics. The Hegelian interpretive system was a moral problem for
Nietzsche, a logical problem for Saussure and a psychological problem
for Wittgenstein. It became a scholarly problem after World War L.

In 1931 an unheralded Cambridge Don named Herbert Butterfield
wrote an inspired meditation on the history of ideas called The Whig
Interpretation of History. “The Whig interpretation” referred to British
politicians and academics who saw history like Hegel. The modern world
was an uninterrupted path of progress from the Magna Carta to mod-
ern parliamentary government. The word “Whig” caught on. It came to
include capitalists who justify the global economy, Americans who defend
U.S. military power, liberals who celebrate the rise of the middle classes,
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and evangelicals who claim direct descent from the saints and martyrs.
Butterfield shared the disillusionment of his generation with World War
L. Butterfield addressed the mind and heart of his era with the sophisti-
cated voice of a political skeptic with traditional religious faith. His book
revisited the philosophy of history on behalf of a generation traumatized
by war.

Recent events had proven to him that political history was not benign.
Its temporal lessons could not be trusted as a guide to long-range values
and moral behaviour. He advised caution in regards to the lessons of the
past because:

History is all things to all men. She is at the service of good causes
and bad. In other words she is harlot and a hireling and for this
reason she best serves those who suspect her most.”

Recent historical experience had been violent and destructive so Butterfield
warned against “what is really a gigantic optical illusion.... We cannot
organize our history by reference to the present.... The true historical

7% The nineteenth-

fervour is the love of the past for the sake of the past
century illusion of great men had been destroyed by the defectiveness of
the civil and military administration of the recent world war. “History
has never proven any man right in the long run,” Butterfield advised. That
fact plus recent events indicated, “History records the result of a clash
of wills, a result which often neither party wanted or even dreamed of;’
he added.* The disappointments of history leave us “more open for an
intensive study of the motions and interactions that underlie historical
change,” he concluded.’

Near the end of his life, Butterfield credited his Christian faith for
giving him “flexibility of mind” It was an aptitude clearly in evidence
in the earnest young man in 1931. Butterfield’s realism is complex, far
deeper than the surface remarks most closely associated with his most
famous work. C.T. Mclntire has shown how Butterfield’s lifelong devo-
tion to his Methodist faith animated his historical work. Michael Bentley
calls Butterfield’s philosophy of history an “unconventional style of
Augustinianism.” In The Whig Interpretation Butterfield defined a funda-
mental ethical issue in the study and writing of modern history.® History’s
lessons were not object lessons for Herbert Butterfield. History taught
important lessons of a deeper sort. History sustained ethics, civilization,
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and culture at a deeper level than the mere study of yesterday’s current
events. “In the long run,” he wrote, “there are only two views about life
or history. Either you trace everything back to sheer blind chance, or you
trace everything back to God!” Butterfield turned the face of honest faith
backwards to the past with confidence that the deep structure of historical
events was a moral educator even though the events themselves might
often be discouraging.

After reading Butterfield’s essay “The Christian and Historical Study,’
Louis Halle concluded Butterfield’s historiographical perspective:

... was based upon his acceptance of what the Bible presents as
history, his belief in the personal God who created man in his
image, his belief in the centrality of man in the universe, and
finally his conviction that “God is love”®

In 1931, Herbert Butterfield was facing a difficult philosophical and moral
issue. He believed:

Nothing is more important for the cause of religion at the present
day than that we should recover the sense and consciousness of
the Providence of God.”

Butterfield was embarking on a new, Christian humanism updated for
the traumas of the time. He was baptizing political realism and giving it a
moral role in postwar politics. The courage of Butterfield’s position, and
to an extent its uniqueness, lay in its attempt to unify two disparate phi-
losophies of history in one coherent point of view. Is Butterfield’s concept
of Christian politics coherent? Does political realism combine logically
with the older tradition of philosophical realism in any realm lower than
the rarefied stratosphere of theology?

The most effective collegial criticism of Butterfield was published just
onevyear after the Whig Interpretation. The American historian Carl Becker,
a realist who agreed with Butterfield in principle, criticized Butterfield’s
use of language. Becker, like a good historian, reminded Butterfield of how
it all began. Modern intellectual history “began as if a rumour, started no
one knew when, had at last become too insistent to be longer disregarded”
Becker’s prose is still a joy after all these years:
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What we have to realize is that in the Enlightenment God was
on trial. The affair was nothing less than the intellectual cause
célébre of the age.... God, having departed secretly in the night,
was about to cross the frontiers of the known world and leave
mankind in the lurch.... The issues raised were, for that century,
fundamental."’

God’s departure created a cruel ambivalence in the history of ideas. It
resurrected nominalist difficulties (the correspondence between words
and things) which had been held in theoretical abeyance by acts of God
for almost two thousand years.

Ah, Becker laments with modest irony, “If Hume had only published
his Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion when it was written, he might
have saved me much trouble” Hume’s discretion during his lifetime did
not matter. Hume spoke for the age. “In Hume’s day no one could read
the Dialogues, but the issues it raised were so important and so familiar
that no one needed to,” Becker explained.'! The discrete silence of mod-
ern intellectual history over the death of God also speaks for our age. The
silence around it speaks to a moral difference between then and now. It
speaks to questions of moral courage and intellectual integrity. In a society
which does science and civil law, it speaks to questions of professional
and public ethics. It includes the question of whether a skeptical society
can discuss ethical standards and moral probity.

Modern intellectual history has not been receptive to the historical
importance of these difficulties. The secular avoidance of questions tra-
ditionally regarded as “spiritual” is understandable. The old language of
faith is not a comfortable format for secular history, so lost faith is not a
scholarly problem the modern research community finds accessible. The
avoidance of the realist debate in modern history is no longer tenable.
Whatever you want to call it, the breakdown of the essential, cosmologi-
cal guarantee between words and things is the first and fundamental fact
required for an understanding of late modern intellectual history.

Becker was pointing out a new problem which made the old debates
more difficult to carry on than at any time since the fall of Rome. The
skeptical, modern citizens who house-sat God’s heavenly city faced an
extraordinary problem. Uncomfortable as it was to consider, the problem
was there at the foundations of the new society and it was not going to
go away. Beneath the brouhaha over Heaven and Hell there was a deeper

156 HOW SKEPTICS DO ETHICS



human factor. The Western tribe of allegedly sapient human beings had
killed its old God. Non-Western societies were doomed to receive this
dubious benefit of Enlightenment self-mortification in the next century.
There is no reason to be sanguine about the shoddy manner in which the
murder of God was done. It was a cruel and unusual punishment.

After God no fundamental and compelling reason existed why the
“truth” had to be true for all time. In a skeptical public sphere, there was
no essential reason why words like truth, justice, good, and evil meant
the same thing to all people at all times and places. At least Becker and
Butterfield were willing to talk about it. The historians who continued the
“new history” after World War II were not willing to continue the real-
ist debate. The fact was (and is) that the radical empiricism which cured
smallpox, tamed steam, and invented the people had a moral problem.
Philosophe et fréres were in the secular redemption business and they
needed moral capital fast. Redemption and transfiguration had always
required a heavy investment in principle and the new secular redemption
business suffered from the lack of it. Fundamental principle was exactly,
by its nature, what all-consuming doubt had to lack. Science cannot be
done without a fundamental suspicion of first principles. The fundamental
contradiction here was disquieting and it has grown no less disquieting
over the intervening years.

The leaders of Enlightenment had a queasy feeling:

Reason is incompetent to answer any fundamental question about
God, or morality, or the meaning of life.

In short, philosophe et fréres discovered pure reason could not cover all of
God’s old obligations. “The Philosophers could not afford to accept this
conclusion,” Becker says. They needed “a little intellectual collateral”**
History was their intellectual loan shark. Little did they know the rate of

interest they were going to be paying on that account. Becker, again:

For the successful conduct of this eighteenth-century search
for the Holy Grail, the light of abstract reason had to be
supplemented by the light of experience. “Without history,” said
Priestley, “the advantages of our rational nature must have been
rated very low”
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History was the Bible for the retooled redemption business. History let
the Philosophers “go up and down it with the lamp of enlightenment look-
ing, as Montaigne did before them, for ‘man in general””** The redemp-
tion business has always needed a host of good men, in general, to make
it work.

Becker summarized the temporal solution les philosophes thought they
had found:

Thus, the innate ideas which Locke had so politely dismissed

by way of the hall door had to be surreptitiously brought back
again through the kitchen window: the soul that Cartesian logic
had eliminated from the individual had to be rediscovered in
humanity. The soul of the individual might be evil, it might be
temporary, it might even be an illusion. But the soul of humanity,
this something “essential to” human nature, this “common model
of ourselves” was surely immortal because permanent and

universal.'*

Enlightened rationalists were whistling in the dark. The secular redemp-
tion business was in trouble from the beginning. Les philosophes hired
history to turn the redemption business around. History could smuggle
metaphysical contraband back into Enlightenment through its literary
backdoor. A literary subterfuge was invoked on an emergency basis.
History replaced God as a way of discussing right and wrong. God still
lived in the hearts of the faithful, but history had taken over politics. God
may have made the animals, but history was running the zoo.

In a society where “God, himself, has died” man’s inhumanity to man
need not necessarily cause even a qualm much less make anyone mourn.
Becker cited the moral optimism of the Enlightenment to prove the skep-
tical philosophers were still thinking in terms of the old faiths. The irony
of his title in 1932 reflects a concern for the elementary forms of religious
life. The earthly philosophers praised public duty, moral probity, and inter-
personal concern in words directly borrowed from the old theological
debates. Becker’s point rested on an insight future historians did not
develop. It may be they did not even pay any attention to it. In Becker’s
view, the earthly philosophers who took over Augustine’s City of God
still knew an historical fact modern intellectual history appears to have
forgotten. That fact was: God had been a practical concept in the lives of
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ordinary people. Freeing the people from prejudice, dogma, and religious
superstition was not an unmixed blessing.

Enlightenment moral philosophy had a double task. Even as it dug a
grave for the old religions, it set out to save the empirical gift of grace in
Mr. Everyman’s life. “The philosophes demolished the Heavenly City of
St. Augustine only to rebuild it with more up-to-date materials,” Becker
reminded his readers. Hume’s argument for necessity, Kant’s categori-
cal imperative, Rousseau’s social contract, Lessing’s aesthetics, and
Mendelssohn’s debates with the Spinozists are rational attempts to ground
the old Godly realism in a new, scientific perspective. The Enlightenment
builders of the new terrestrial civitas dei wanted to overcome credulous-
ness while retaining the behavioural effect of the old creeds. They wanted
the old ethics without the old God. Becker believed philosophes et fréres
knew they were in trouble.

Voltaire, that literary scourge of the ancien régime, understood the new
secular redemption business. He was one of its leaders. His impassioned
defence of free speech and fair trials earned him the undying hatred of
the ancien régime. His house at Ferney was just over the border from
Switzerland. He had a permanent watch posted on the road so that he
could make a quick get-away at a moment’s notice. Voltaire’s struggles in
defence of civil liberties in France garnered him a healthy realism about
how the game had to be played. Voltaire did not spare himself from his
own skeptical wit. “History is a pack of tricks we play upon the dead,
he said."® Becker centred his summary of Enlightenment philosophy
on Voltaire’s witticism. Rhetorical description and its heteroclite list of
events was “a pack of tricks” When he reached this point, he had reached
the core of his rebuttal of Butterfield. Butterfield’s Tory realism was not
informed by a candid reflection on real events. History’s “pack of tricks”
had never been able to sustain moral conviction and justify self-sacrifice.
It was based on language alone. The French Revolution dashed any hope
language alone could sustain the old moral virtues.

Becker was a farm-boy from Waterloo county, lowa. He knew tender-
minded Christian moralists were not the only group of wordsmiths in pos-
session of history’s potentially powerful “pack of tricks.” Consensus poli-
tics, media, and the marketplace also had mastered them. The language
“tricks” of plausible description and motivational rhetoric had become as
much a part of the modern world as the ideals of Christian service. The
new captains of industry and commerce knew all the tricks, too. There
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was no moral quality control governing their use. Becker was concerned
the old ethics might have been lost while the “tricks” remained in play.

Carl Becker asked Herbert Butterfield a realistic question about lan-
guage. He took an historical approach to it, and his question was all the
more interesting on account of the way he framed it. The problem Becker
pointed out to Butterfield concerns the “mode of representation” pre-
ferred by the skeptical builders of the terrestrial civitas dei. In a skeptical
society, the “real” values (i.e., objective values which have an independent
existence) are the “pack of tricks” The words are eloquent, but the con-
tent is not the old moral values. The content is the techniques used in
the representation of traditional ideas. By these means, freedom, democ-
racy, liberty, equality, and brotherhood became clichés”” The integrity of
modern history requires fewer tricks and better language. Healthy real-
ism in history should include more philosophy and fewer tricks. Becker
concluded:

Once those glamorous words, liberté, égalité, fraternité lost their
prophetic power ... the eighteenth century religion of humanity
... fell to the level of a conventional and perfunctory creed.'®

Within one generation, the skeptical builders of the secular civitas dei had
lapsed into a civil religion as conventional as the old regime. Their secular
faith had become a philosophy of cultural convention and elite consensus.
Butterfield had not addressed the moral problem of modern historical
studies. He wanted to turn history back into a medieval chronicle. He
had elegantly given up on Enlightenment and dumped a boxcar load of
metaphysics on it right through the front door.

Becker was a student of James Harvey Robinson and a colleague
of Charles Beard, who succeeded him as president of the American
Historical Association. Their work inspired Crane Brinton, Felix Gilbert,
and Leonard Krieger. Robinson, Becker, and Beard created the scholarly
environment for Hofstadner’s “political ideas” in the 1950s. John Higham
and Robert Skotheim described them all as social historians of ideas.
They combined intellectual history with the social history of attitudes
and common practice. Their synthetic view challenged the older view of
history for its own sake. Becker explained a practical reason for the “new
history” in his presidential address to the American Historical Association
in 1931. Robinson and Becker wanted history “to meet the daily needs”
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of a hypothetical average reader, student, and informed citizen whom
Becker called “Mr. Everyman.” Mr. Everyman was a skeptic in business and
politics. He might harbour pre-Enlightenment faith in his private heart,
but in his public affairs he was an empiricist. Mr. Everyman had a practi-
cal problem with a very old philosophical dilemma. Becker believed Mr.
Everyman should not be encouraged to see history through the eyes of
pre-Enlightenment faith. Public life in the West had no option, in Becker’s
opinion, other than the original Enlightenment project. Mr. Everyman
had to learn to discuss the old virtues in a better way. He had to save the
tenets of his faith in a language which was appropriate for a shrinking
globe and a pluralistic society.

In his presidential address to the American Historical Association,
Becker warned his academic audience, “Mr. Everyman is stronger than
we are, and sooner or later we must adapt our knowledge to his neces-
sities”'” The title of his address indicated he meant sharing the tricks
of the trade, coming clean with the public, you might say. The title of
his address, “Everyman his own Historian” rendered concisely the idea
he had in mind. Becker believed the research techniques and language
skills of historians were of fundamental importance in ordinary life. The
research skills of historians were useful at many different levels of daily
life, politics included. The example he gave his professional audience was
a private consumer buying his winter’s supply of coal. He refers to last
year’s purchase, orders the same amount, makes a record of the payment,
and notes down the day it arrives. He uses this documentation if there is
any disagreement or discrepancy arising during the transaction. Becker’s
homespun approach to historical method did not go down very well with
his professional audience. The consensus among his commentators was
that Becker “catered to the public,*® Becker was accused of risking pro-
fessional standards and compromising the integrity of the university."’
His concern for the practical effects of history’s “pack of tricks” on the
life of ordinary people was not followed up. The majority of Becker’s col-
leagues were not concerned, at the time, with theories of interpretation
and the history of ideas.

In 1931 and 1932, Carl Becker and Herbert Butterfield debated a fun-
damental question about history, ethics, and politics. Butterfield trans-
formed the moral shocks his generation had endured into a dignified
defence of a deeper realism. He counselled, in traditional terms, that no
one should give way to cynicism, opportunism, and political expediency.
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The heritage of modern history was rich in truth and alive with meaning.
Becker agreed with Butterfield. He was just as concerned with the ethics
of history and the life lessons to be learned from its study. Becker con-
tributed to the debate by adding a constructive warning to Butterfield’s
Donnish optimism. The modern language arts were not enough to sus-
tain the Western heritage. Heritage ideas like freedom and democracy
degenerated when all that sustained them were descriptive rhetoric and
political consensus. The fault (if there is one) in the debate is where they
left it. Butterfield went on to be a distinguished historian of science and
Becker turned to constitutional history. If either man had continued to
investigate the history of their debate they would have found another
important link in the argument.

Carl Becker’s “Mr. Everyman” was not a philosopher and political revo-
lutionary. He did not view the alleged “death of God” with sophisticated
aplomb. The news from nowhere is that many people are not happy with
the moral enigmas of skeptical enlightenment. The majority of citizens
in the great democracies suffer daily from the lack of ethical content in
their history, politics, and cultural studies. When the traditional founda-
tion for discussing ethics was removed, the unresolved question turned
toward language: how we use it, how we shape it, and the kind of world
implied by what is considered to be “true””*® Becker had opened that issue
up. Religious individuals in a skeptical society did not have adequate lan-
guage tools. They might take great personal comfort from their private
faith, but the public discussion of moral probity and public duty was in
shambles. The industrial democracies faced the practical effect of one of
the oldest philosophical issues in Western history.

The Butterfield/Becker debate had raised a moral question about the
meaning of public language. Becker warned Butterfield about the degra-
dation of language by democratic politics. Private faith could not protect
public virtue. His example was the citizens of eighteenth-century France.
By implication, the citizens of the United States were facing a similar
experience. Democracy in the United States was spiralling down into a
perfunctory creed. Becker believed the legitimate expectations of private
citizens had often been disappointed because language tricks had dark-
ened the bright promise of democracy. Political realists in a culture devoid
of ontological warrants were careless in the way they used key words in
the modern political vocabulary. They passed back and forth between
political realism and philosophical realism without explaining the passage
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between the two. Becker’s concern was warranted. The division of labour
in the modern humanities was embedded in a larger political economy.
The interaction between the idealism of scholarship and the realities of the
marketplace is not a popular area of research. Scholars in the safe house
of intellect have tended to assume good words are a moral gold standard.
Their value cannot be debased. Becker reminded Butterfield that heritage
concepts like “democracy,” “freedom,” and “human rights” are ambiguous.
The ideals which sustain ordinary experience suffer from daily degrada-
tion in politics, the marketplace and the political economy of the real.
Private faith must be able to express itself in a public language which
guards its most precious tenets from becoming a “perfunctory creed”

MAURICE MANDELBAUM (1908-1987)

Maurice Mandelbaum was a philosopher of history at Johns Hopkins
University. His last work, Purpose and Necessity in Social Theory, was
published in the year of his death. Mandelbaum brought a remarkable
level of thematic consistency to a lifetime of productive work. His first
interest was traditional historical method. His six major books are care-
fully crafted expositions of what is now called critical realism. The lead-
ing current exponents of Mandelbaum’s position are Roy Bhaskar and
Christopher Lloyd.

Mandelbaum’s first book was a refutation of the new “relativism”
which he believed had crept into modern historical writing. He targeted
Carl Becker as a notable example of the way “sociology of knowledge”
had begun to erode traditional standards in modern historical research.
Mandelbaum accused Becker of basing his arguments on personal expe-
rience. Personal experience is subjective, and subjective experience does
not yield objective knowledge. The Problem of Historical Knowledge: An
Answer to Relativism (1938) proceeds from a methodological issue with
Becker to a discussion of general methodological problems. Becker was
convinced “historical work, like every other intellectual endeavour, is lim-
ited by psychological and sociological conditions.” Becker and colleagues
like Charles Beard believe the meaning of history “can only be grasped by
referring its content to these conditions,” Mandelbaum explained.*

Mandelbaum’s refutation of Becker’s alleged relativism is carefully
crafted. The limits of what can be known are determined by what can be
done. The responsible researcher follows a scientific methodology. Her
primary responsibility is to her discipline. She must protect its integrity.
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The conclusions which follow from historical research are the result of
getting the method right. If the method is right, relative questions of how
we know what we know and whether what we know is true do not come
up. Mandelbaum advises:

Methodological investigations are to be distinguished from
general epistemology, since they do not concern themselves with
problems of perception nor with general formulations of the
relation between the knower and the known.*?

Mandelbaum is a disciplined researcher, but he is not above pressing one
of the hot-button topics of the time. “Relativism” was a buzzword in the
thirties. The word had gained currency in the new physics. Orthodox
religious leaders had adapted it for service in their homilies. Anti-relativ-
ism was politically correct.

Mandelbaum’s attack on “new historians” like Becker avoided men-
tion of an important point of agreement between Becker and his more
traditional colleagues. Mandelbaum also ignored the stated reasons why
Becker, along with Beard, James Harvey Robinson, Arthur Schlesinger
Sr., and George Boaz were attempting to write history from a new per-
spective. The “new historians” thought methodology could not be distin-
guished from general questions of truth and knowledge. They believed
“problems of perception” and “general formulations of ideas” were closely
tied to practical questions of social justice and popular democracy in the
United States. Mandelbaum shows little concern for the uses of history in
American politics. Mandelbaum did not share Becker’s concern for “Mr.
Everyman.” He was not concerned about the possible misrepresentation
of the American constitutional tradition by vested interest groups. In his
opinion, the scientific rigour of the discipline protected historians from
the fuzzy arts of politics. What knowledge was for and how it was used
was not the responsibility of professional historians. Becker’s response to
the crisis politics of the Depression era had only made matters worse.

After World War I the modern democracies faced several severe chal-
lenges. Mandelbaum was aware of these problems, but he was concerned,
firstly, with the dilution of scholarly standards. He had a scholar’s healthy
suspicion of tendentious writing which might inflame popular passions.
He thought social history and the new intellectual history were too close
to the popular imagination to be objective. He feared the new writing was
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open to abuse. Becker shared Mandelbaum’s concerns with the integrity
of their profession, but he shared a concern with Butterfield, Beard, and
others which Mandelbaum chose to ignore. The new intellectual histori-
ans were afraid of modern relativism, too; but they defined the term in a
different way. Becker’s “Mr. Everyman” was losing faith in his religion, his
country, and his fellowman. The new historians believed secular history
needed to address the loss of political and religious conviction in mod-
ern life. The ‘relativism’ they wanted to discuss required a modification
of the traditional research methodology in the modern social studies.
Mandelbaum’s refutation of Becker obscured this considerable point of
agreement between Becker, Butterfield, Beard, Schlesinger, and a number
of other new voices in the modern field. Many historians in the 1930s felt
they were witnessing a sea change in the nature of modern history. They
were challenged by events to articulate the nature of these changes. From
their perspective, “the motions and interactions which underlie histori-
cal change” had, themselves, changed. The daily life of large numbers of
people was subject to new political, economic, and cultural pressures.
The old objectivist method was not meeting the needs of modern life.
The “cunning” of history had disappointed most reasonable expectations
during and after World War I.

Mandelbaum, let it be said, was no straw man. He included subjectivity
inthe “field of reality which possesses significance for human life” He based
his discussion of historical subjectivity on the Marburg Kantian philoso-
phers, Rickert, Scheler, and Croce. Heinrich Rickert, he says, “stands at the
center of all philosophical discussion concerning the problem of historical
knowledge”** Rickert called history “Kulturwissenschaft” (cultural science).
Mandelbaum agreed with Rickert, if by “culture” we mean “human activi-
ties in their societal context with their societal implications,” he added.**
Context and implications are the two active ingredients in Rickert’s defi-
nition of culture. Mandelbaum leans the angle dividing the two factors in
favour of implications. He then limits the implications to their effect on
traditional historical method. The social context had adulterated the stan-
dards of modern historical research. The first and most important job for
modern historians was to protect the standards of the modern university
from adulteration by popular culture and populist politics.

Mandelbaum’s articulate defence of standards could be called one-
sided or narrow. It may not, it seems to me, be called wrong, but it was
not inclusive of other approaches. His conservative defence of traditional
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academic standards was definitive, if historians like Becker were, really,
a major problem in the modern social studies. If the preservation of tra-
ditional research standards was, actually, a major social problem in the
United States in the 1930s, then Mandelbaum is correct. Was Mandelbaum
justified in his attempt to defend the Rankean tradition? The answer, obvi-
ously, has to do with what one thinks the tradition was for. Becker’s fun-
damental premise was that university research had a moral obligation to
the larger community outside and around it. Scholarship should include
the ways it was reflected in daily life outside the academy. Scholars were
responsible, in Becker’s opinion, for the effects of scholarship on public
life. Mandelbaum was not prepared to indulge Becker’s expanded notion
of scholarship. If freedom, community, and democracy were becoming
“perfunctory creeds,” the scholarly role was to document it. Scholars
served society by setting the record straight. A negative “societal context”
had to be documented so a literate public could discuss it intelligently.
Mandelbaum limited “societal context” to the traditional role of academ-
ics as research professionals. They stand aside and describe. They do not
enter the fray and they never advocate.

“The temporal framework of an event is always far richer than mere
chronological sequence;,” Mandelbaum explained. The “framework” was
recognizable by its reasonableness. History was one of the logical frame-
works which showed reason at work in human affairs. The scholar’s job
always concerned the rescue of reason from the rubble of happenstance.
Immersing reason in happenstance was taboo. Reason, consciousness,
purpose, and meaning give human history the dimension by which we
distinguish it from natural history. Mandelbaum has approached a sig-
nificant research problem in a language of polite understatement. He is
discrete and correct in his approach, but the fundamental issue looms no
less large. Between them, Butterfield and Becker had raised a fundamental
issue about religion and history. Their loyalty to their traditional craft did
not prevent them from addressing religion and culture in an historical
way. Mandelbaum wants to lower the tone of their debate without stipu-
lating the fundamental issue between them. He wants to retain Hegel’s
faith in history without addressing ethics and morals. He wants the facts
of temporal life to produce transcendental moral convictions without
God, Heine’s “holde kunst” or a vision of the Madonna. He wants reason
and faith in one objective package without explaining how, in the skepti-
cal world of Hume’s disastrous fork, this package is possible.
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Since Hume history could be a matter of fact or a moral homily. The
problem was, how could it be both? What was the relation between mat-
ters of fact and ethical responsibility? History may either show how things
are or show how things ought to be, but can the same historical method
provide both services in the same text? According to Hume, the difference
between a natural or a moral perspective lies in the eye of the beholder. If
there are lessons from history we put them there. Becker believed mod-
ern life had degraded the higher lessons of history down to a perfunctory
creed. The words of the creed remained the same, but the meaning of
the words had been undermined. Mandelbaum dismisses the possibility
of a moral dilemma in the study of history. His keyword is pattern. The
pattern behind historical events is not social. If historical patterns were
innately social then history would be liable to include popular culture
and individual subjectivity in its study. Mandelbaum remains a dedicated
objective idealist in the Hegelian tradition. He mobilizes a Romantic ideal
of historical objectivity against Becker and the new historians who share
his subjectivist point of view. The historical context dominates the social
one. The historical context must not, in any case, be reduced to a mere
matter of human subjectivity:

The actual pattern of events in time is that which determines

the historical context of phenomena.... Thus the historian never
treats an event as a momentary happening in time; he views every
event as a product and producer of change.”

A logical pattern of causes and effects are observable in the events them-
selves. Issues affecting large numbers of people show rational patterns in
which individual subjectivities cancel each other out. Describing events so
that they reveal these larger patterns is the historian’s true task. “The his-
torian’s whole purpose as historian is to describe, to narrate,” Mandelbaum
explains.”® Narrative descriptions of objective events will provide readers
and scholars with a philosophical distance from events. The natural pat-
tering of events is guaranteed by human reason. The patterns may not
be moral but the rationality of them will lead us on. Reason entices us
forward through time. Reason inspires politics, culture, and society and,
ultimately, reason and right will converge. The actual dilemma of making
moral choices is private and need not directly concern those who study
public life as a profession.
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“No sociological understanding of the conditions under which state-
ments are made [i.e., interpreted] bears the slightest resemblance to an
estimate of truth or falsity, Mandelbaum asserts. The sociology of knowl-
edge can be bracketed and held away from the study of history. Personal
theological and philosophical questions need not enter here. Mandelbaum
calls his philosophical position “the correspondence theory of truth”*’
The fundamentals of history are similar to the fundamentals of any sci-
entific body of research. Historical knowledge is “a type of ‘contemporary
verification’ which is analogous to the ‘verification by repetition’ which
is to be found in the natural sciences””® If historians would stick to the
foundations of knowledge established by their original method, the study
of history would be as dependable a guide to politics and culture as a
natural science. Skeptical historians who challenge the foundations of
historical knowledge should limit their skepticism to a criticism of the
materials themselves. “The correspondence theory of truth only implies
a statement is true when it expresses an actual relation,” Mandelbaum
continues.” The source materials limit one’s ability to make general state-
ments. Professional restraint in the making of prophetic, tendentious, or
moralistic statements is all that is required for history to be true.

Mandelbaum reaches back to the Enlightenment for an objective the-
ory of mind. In his opinion, the simplicity of the model saves it from the
later questions in modern theories of knowledge. Since historical events
affect us in objective ways, philosophical questions of perception and
meaning do not apply to the study of history. The Enlightenment model of
perception still applies to history because the facts of history are not like
facts in other areas of human experience. The “correspondence theory of
truth” pre-dates modern epistemology and symbolic logic. Mandelbaum
concludes it has not been superseded in any substantial way because the
study of history has not been superseded in any substantial way. History
is an enlightened study of the plain truth. It does not contain perceptual
problems dating from a later time. History has the advantage of docu-
menting problems in the older way. It links modern knowledge with the
traditional knowledge of the past. History makes no claim against more
modern intellectual disciplines. Historians ask only to be left alone with
theirs.

Mandelbaum’s suspicion of subjectivity led him away from one of
the most important subjective facts in modern history. The “correspon-
dence theory of truth” is the model of human understanding which Hume
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skewered with his notorious fork. Hume’s fork is the thought problem
which correspondence theory could never answer and cannot answer
now. Mandelbaum calls Becker a relativist for calling his attention to it.
Becker was wrong to pay attention to Hume and Kant. In Mandelbaum’s
reading of modern intellectual history, Becker’s problem began with Kant
and Hume. To avoid the problem, just ignore Kant and Hume.

Since Hume and Kant it has often been assumed by philosophers
that the objective structure of our knowledge must be attributed
to the activity of the human mind.... The structure which we find
in reality as it is known is attributed to the transformation which
data undergo in being made objects of knowledge.*

History was the collective record of the data in action. The prior, psycho-
logical transformation of sensation into data was the research interest
of another field. It need not interest historians one whit. Mandelbaum
believed historical study was immune to Hume and Kant. Their debate
was irrelevant to history. Subjectivity does not create the patterns of his-
torical events. Historical patterns are objective. A rational mind is dis-
ciplined. A disciplined intelligence can see objective patterns. Historical
events have been caused by rational minds and other rational minds can
detect them. Reason and truth meet in history because the same mind
which causes history also perceives it. The social and cultural are relative
to the environment, but historical understanding is not relative. Dilthey is
correct. History reveals the fundamental structures of the human mind.
Morality is subjective and it confuses the issue. Human beings are ratio-
nal, but not, necessarily good. History has no remit to make judgments
regarding this fact.

Mandelbaum’s history of ideas prompts two related observations. The
first observation concerns Hume and Kant. The other one takes us back
to the debate with Becker. Hume’s position was subtle and Mandelbaum
oversimplified it. Hume called cause and effect a subjective illusion in all
cases but one. Hume’s exception to his own law is the sticking point in
Mandelbaum’s defence of methodology. Hume accepted natural neces-
sity as an objective historical cause for events. History was real because
history was the natural record of human need and mutual dependency.
History showed causes and effects because history taught only one les-
son. History had only one story to tell and history repeated that story in

Chapter 4 » THE MODERN PREDICAMENT 169



many versions over and over again. The one and only real story history
illustrated continually was the effect of natural necessity on real physical
existence. History had no intellectual life and the lessons of history were
banal. A child could understand them.

Hume’s materialism was the point Kant attacked. Kant broke with
Hume over the very point Mandelbaum used against Becker in 1938. Kant
claimed Hume was a relativist. He had made ideas a product of envi-
ronment. Hume’s praise of history was a Trojan Horse inside the cita-
del of moral freedom. Hume’s history was “the freedom of the turnspit”
It destroyed the nobility of culture, religion, philosophy and law. Kant
argued the moral and political price of studying history with Hume was
prohibitive. We must be concerned when a trenchant defender of history
like Maurice Mandelbaum is misinformed about the history of his own
ideas. Mandelbaum excluded Hume’s skepticism from the study of his-
tory. In 1955 he was still arguing, “Hume’s philosophy had not precluded
ethical inquiry from investigating problems which concerned matters of
fact”** Mandelbaum’s position on Hume and Kant is disquieting. He has
downplayed the moral debate between them by dismissing them both as
relativists. He may dismiss Kant on such grounds, but not Hume. Hume
saw objective patterns in history just like Mandelbaum. The difference
between Hume and Mandelbaum is that Hume drew the ultimate rational
conclusions from the patterns he saw. Hume concluded that the patterns
of history indicate human freedom is an illusion. Mandelbaum rejects
Kant, but he does not explain how he escapes the turnspit of historical
materialism.

He does not have to explain his position on Hume. He does not have to
have one. The Humean problem is a practical problem of freedom and faith
in the larger world of skeptical science and public affairs. Mandelbaum’s
role as a professional intellectual protects him from the worst ravages of
the Humean problem. Mandelbaum is concerned with standards inside
the university and their degradation by the external society at large. His
position reflects the politics of the Depression university. His unwilling-
ness to transcend his politics poses a serious problem. General ethical
questions were being discarded in favour of hard research in the bud-
get restricted depression era. Specific moral questions, of course, would
always be relevant. One must not harass or exploit students. One must not
lie, etc. The climate and the weather are two different debates. Morality is
a practice, much to be regarded, but ethics are a larger question involving

170 HOW SKEPTICS DO ETHICS



climate of opinion and the largest human purposes. A critical theory of
ethical anomaly which includes professional intellectuals is repulsive to
Mandelbaum. He refuses to consider it. Professional ethics are the issue
for Butterfield and Becker. They see in ethics the link between recondite
research and the problems of daily life. Ethics is the general issue which
awoke Kant from his slumber. Mandelbaum uses research standards and
methodological purity to hide from it.

The ethical question brings us back to Becker. Becker was not worried
about research standards at modern universities. He was worried about
the practical effect of university research and writing on the everyday life
of the workaday world. He had criticized Butterfield because Butterfield’s
approach required a foundation in traditional religious faith. Becker was a
skeptic. He shared Butterfield’s concern without sharing his piety. Becker’s
problem was the discussion of ethics in a secular language. His chal-
lenge was to speak to the one world in which he lived in the language
of that world and no other. Becker thought he was witnessing firsthand
a serious ethical anomaly at a general level of public life in Europe and
the United States. The standards Becker defended were language stan-
dards in the community outside the University. The research university
was not maintaining the language standards of politics and public life.
History and ethics met for Becker in the public use of the heritage lan-
guage. The misuse of keywords in the historical heritage was immoral to
Becker. Hyperbole had passed beyond politics and crossed over into the
unscrupulous. Words like “liberty,” “fraternity,” and “equality” had become
“perfunctory creeds” which ignored the suffering of millions of people
just as they had during the French Revolution. Becker saw a “pattern” in
history, too. He agreed with Mandelbaum about that. The pattern he saw
was the moral degeneration of the heritage language. Professional histo-
rians who ostensibly held the American heritage in high esteem seemed
indifferent to the way the grand heritage was being mooted in public. In
the public world, genuine care, social responsibility, and political concern
were buried under an avalanche of hollow words.

The “relativism” Mandelbaum confronted was not a serious factor
affecting the scholarly profession he and Becker shared. The university
community was not, then or now, internally threatened by a diminution of
standards or a degradation of its mission inside the academic profession.
The threat was outside the university. Public life was being threatened
by relativism and the diminution of political standards. Democracy was
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being threatened by a degradation of its mission. By missing the point
Mandelbaum had clouded the issue. No reputable scholar, least of all
Becker, doubted the importance of scholarly standards. Mandelbaum’s
defence of disciplinary standards and traditional methodology avoided
Becker’s point. Becker was afraid the language of modern scholarship
had been co-opted. He was afraid of the use to which scholarship was
put outside the university. He saw scholarship becoming a tool of social
conformity and political obedience. Becker was concerned about his roles
as a teacher, a shaper of public opinion, and a commentator on modern
life after the words left the lecture hall and took flight off the page. Becker
believed the language of university scholarship had been naturalized for
uses outside the university in ways very few scholars would have sup-
ported.

Mandelbaum did not address Becker’s issue. In slighting Becker’s issue
in preference for his own, he left a gap in the debate and created ground
for ambiguity. The issues should have been clearer at the time, even if
considerable latitude for disagreement remained. Mandelbaum did not
understand modern intellectual history well enough to debate it with
Becker. His dismissal of Hume and Kant together is erroneous. He must
dismiss each one on different grounds. Hume supports Mandelbaum’s
objective idealism. Mandelbaum takes his idea of a deep logical frame-
work from a scholarly tradition saturated with Hegel. The Hume-Hegel
tag team is one of the most interesting associations in modern intellec-
tual history. They have been made to work together with Hume kept the
silent partner in the duo. Kant is the arch-critic of Hume and Hegel. He
respected history, but he did not enjoy reading it and he did not think
narrative history was very helpful. He was afraid the facts of history were
a moral minefield laid by simple-minded materialism. Narrative descrip-
tion had no moral value for Kant. Things fork. We can never know how
things are once and for all time. We can only know how things are for
us. We know how to use things and what they do to us. We organize
things according to our own experience. Simple narrative description
does not give us direct access to the categories we use in organizing our
understanding of the world. Hume, and, by association, Hegel had omit-
ted the fundamental category of judgment from their understanding of
history. They had assumed good judgment was an inevitable by-product
of observing history from a safe distance. Becker has returned to Kant.
Mandelbaum did not want to know why.
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Mandelbaum’s workplace was a modern university. The rigours of a
discipline, the candour of colleagues, and the spiritual strength of the
liberal arts tradition won him a refuge. His life and work were protected
from the worst ravages of moral nihilism. Becker’s “Mr. Everyman” did
not enjoy similar protection. Mr. Everyman did not enjoy the luxury of
holding history at arm’s length. He lived its vicissitudes far away from the
comparatively safe salient of an archive. Becker never forgot the practical
difference between his life at Cornell and life in Waterloo, Iowa, where he
had been born. Becker tried to get colleagues like Mandelbaum to under-
stand a critical point about modern history he thought they had forgotten.
A moral hurricane was blowing around outside the safe houses of modern
intellect. The modern world had blown away the traditional meaning of
words like “liberty,” “brotherhood,” “democracy,” and “freedom” Working
people in a world unprotected by status, tenure, and colleagues were
vulnerable to a new problem which scholarship was reluctant to address.
Wittgenstein described it to his sister one day when she upbraided him
for wasting his genius on books no one could understand. He told her she
was safe inside a house so sealed and secure that the hurricane outside
was not even audible. She was looking at him through the window and
wondering why he was staggering, falling backward, and sometimes cling-
ing to the ground. To her he appeared drunk or out of his mind. She had
no idea of the hurricane raging against him. She had no idea how hard it
was to walk against the wind.

Mandelbaum is Wittgenstein’s sister in a safe house secure from the
storm. Becker’s The Heavenly City was a dignified disgrace to him. Becker’s
scholarship was shoddy and his ideas were unstructured. Mandelbaum
had no idea of the storm raging against Becker. He refused to go outside
and see how the lives of ordinary people were affected by his standards,
his philosophy, and his detachment from daily life. He refused to relate his
scholarly standards to the verbal tumult of the new information age. He
was not willing to consider whether the managed consent of perfunctory
creeds had now become the mantra of democracy. Becker’s discussion
of history’s pack of tricks was a plain language approach to the moral
ambiguity of modern politics. Becker realized the old words had lost
their old meaning. They could be read and used with duplicity. Most of
Becker’s scholarly readers were too concerned with the pattern of their
own lives to spare time for the tumult outside their well-organized study.
Fortunately, Mandelbaum’s refutation of Becker did not escape criticism.
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Typically, Mandelbaum’s major critic was a philosopher. By the late 1930s
modern historians had built a fortress of impregnably conventional atti-
tudes toward the modern history of ideas.

HEMPEL’S COVERING LAW

Carl Hempel (1905-1997) was a logical positivist. As an undergraduate at
the University of Gottingen, he had been impressed by the logic of math-
ematics. Proving the consistency of mathematics using elementary propo-
sitions led him to an interest in truth statements in general. He and Rudolf
Carnap met in 1929 and each was favourably impressed with the other.
Carnap invited Hempel to Vienna where he took courses under Carnap,
Schlick, and Waismann. While in Vienna he took part in the meetings of
the Vienna Circle. Carnap helped Hempel immigrate to the United States
in 1939. Hempel insisted he was not concerned with prediction but with
making general statements that describe the world. For most of his career
the logic of mathematics interested him more than discursive logic. The
political crises of the period turned Hempel’s attention, briefly, to history
and theories of historical explanation. While on staff at Queens College,
New York, he published a short paper entitled “The Function of General
Laws in History” (1942). His conclusions were debated by historians in
philosophy and methodology for the next twenty years.*

Hempel read Mandelbaum’s The Problem of Historical Knowledge
(1938) and found it a “generally very clarifying analysis” It confirmed a
suspicion Hempel had harboured since undergraduate school. Historical
narrative looked as if it were logically flawed. Historians did not appear to
understand the importance of the philosophical enigmas first articulated
clearly by Hume. Mandelbaum claimed to be a realist, but he had not
addressed Hume’s fork.>* He had not explained how ideas could exist out-
side empirical experience. Hume was an extreme anti-realist. He doubted
the independent existence of ideas. He claimed Christian ethics, classical
moral philosophy, and Deist “natural law” were merely the rationaliza-
tion of necessity. The brute facts ruled human life. Mutual need forced
human beings to invent fancy terms like “noble,” “honourable,” “faithful,
and “true”” Civilization was the natural outcome of enlightened self-inter-
est. History was morally indifferent to ideas and no separate spiritual
space or higher intellectual function was involved in the production of
them. In Hume’s world, natural law was a polite term for natural necessity.
Mandelbaum had not explained why ideas mattered in human history.
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He had not even justified their use in public life. From a philosopher’s
perspective, Maurice Mandelbaum had missed the point.

Hempel had hit the historical nail on its sometimes obdurate head. All
children of Europe’s historical Enlightenment face the practical effects of
a moral chasm first articulated with world-class cogency by the master-
skeptic, David Hume. The way things were, are, and ever more shall be
has no rational connection with human values. We live and love by noble
fictions concocted in clear and obvious defiance of the way things are.
Indispensable though it may be, the quaint word “should” is irrational and
indeterminate. Humans care; history does not. Human nature needs oth-
ers. Physical nature does not. God’s law may govern the world of Platonic
ideals, but Hume’s law rules the world in which we live.

Hume himself had never shown concern over the skeptical moral
dilemmas he had provoked. He called the putative moral effects of his
devastating fork “a superficial paradox of the skeptics” In ethics and mor-
als Hume did not think he was a skeptic. Hume trusted history. The his-
torical record indicated modern history was making us moral. “Our hearts
beat with correspondent movements to those which are described by the
historian,” he exclaimed.** The fixed relation which had saved history
from skepticism was, according to Hume, “the very nature of language”
The credulous language of previous eras “guides us almost infallibly in
forming a judgment ... concerning the general foundation of morals”*®
Hempel’s basic position was simple. By 1942, Hume’s nonchalant faith in
the language of historical study had been rebutted by the horror of histori-
cal events. The language of modern politics was based on a sentimental
theory of value older than the steam engine. After centuries of service,
it had finally exploded.

Hempel wrote that Mandelbaum “seems to hold that there is a differ-
ence between ‘causal analysis’ or ‘causal explanation’ of an event and the
establishment of scientific laws governing it” Hempel could not under-
stand how an analysis or an explanation could take place outside a sys-
tem of law. Hempel’s approach is bedrock logical positivism, the garden
variety empiricism usually identified with modern science. “Every ‘causal
explanation’ is an ‘explanation by scientific laws,” Hempel writes, “for in
no other way than by reference [explicit or implied] to empirical laws can
the assertion of a causal connection between certain events be scientifi-
cally substantiated”*® Data does not cohere according to the sentimental
good intentions of the researcher. Data coheres because there is a natural

Chapter 4 » THE MODERN PREDICAMENT 175



order at work behind it. The natural order may be counter-intuitive like a
sunrise. Our senses may deceive us concerning its true nature. It may be
implicit or sensual like a work of art. It may also be quite mad.

Hempel was raising a controversial question in a non-polemical way.
Hempel had no doubt history, politics, society, and culture are real objects
and their study was rational. He did not doubt the study of history, poli-
tics, and society was as important as the study of physical nature. He
doubted whether the “social” sciences were proceeding in a rational man-
ner. They seemed to be assuming a necessary lawful order between the
description of events and the meaning of events. Hempel wanted to know
what universal law of history or human nature guaranteed the connection
between ideas and events in concrete human experience. Why did his-
torians believe the rational study of events proved the events themselves
were also rational?

Hempel was putting the same question to historians the Vienna Circle
had put to Kant. How do you know you are not imposing your own mind
on the world? What protects your method from solipsism? The logic
of numbers protects physical science from solipsism. Numbers are the
logic of the physical world. Math crunches the data in natural science.
Historians seem to believe the social sciences enjoy a similar certainly.
What makes them believe discursive language crunches events with the
certainty of a science? What guarantees the universal connection between
words and things at a level that comes anywhere near the precision needed
to manage public affairs? What internal logic or iron-clad, structural cor-
respondence protects historical explanations from psychosis, mass folly,
and murderous abuse?

Mandelbaum’s theory of interpretation only stands if there are two
different worlds of lawful order at work in the same event. One lawful
order dictates how events should be described. The other lawful order
dictates how events should be interpreted. The study of interpretation is
called “hermeneutics” The word, “hermeneutics” was not even invented
until modern Europeans decided they had perfected the art. Along with
their confidence went a dismissal of the fundamental paradox Hempel
raised again in 1942. How do you know your language of description cor-
responds to the logic of events?

The Enlightenment answer to questions like Hempel’s had been a the-
ory of objective correspondence borrowed from Christianity. Universal
reason had instilled “inner objects” in the psyche and external objects
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“corresponded” to these objects. Romanticism replaced the soul of reason
with high culture. Good taste ran the gamut from art to ethics. The best
that had been written and thought educated the feelings. Every cultured
Westerner had been sensitized to react in ways analogous to the teach-
ing of classical philosophy and traditional theology — or so it goes. The
dumbing down of the dialogue between history and philosophy had left
a hundred years of history with little idea of what the classical question
of interpretation had been all about. The political disasters of the twen-
tieth century brought the old Christian and Enlightenment question of
interpretation back to the frontlines of scholarship.

Scientific research and political disasters in the twentieth century chal-
lenged the romanticism of the social sciences. Their implicit theory of a
parallelism between ideas and events did not have sufficient explanatory
force in a society that does science, world wars, and genocide—all on an
equally unprecedented scale. Hempel was not an historian, anthropolo-
gist, or moral philosopher. He was a philosopher of symbolic logic and
he tried to stick to what he knew. He was confident scientists do not use
a theory of parallel worlds to validate their research. A skeptical, sci-
ence-based society lives in one world and that which is true is true for
all parts of it. Apparently, historians and “social” scientists have a differ-
ent perspective. Hempel accuses Mandelbaum of concealing an unwar-
ranted assumption in his theory of interpretation. Without admitting it,
Mandelbaum is claiming historical knowledge has unique logical status
in an otherwise scientific world.*’

Mandelbaum, Hempel asserts, wants history, “in contradistinction to

»

the physical sciences,” to consist:

Not in the formulation of laws of which the particular case is
an instance, but in the description of the events in their actual
determining relationships to each other; in seeing events as the
products and producers of change [emphasis added].*®

Historians may accept Mandelbaum’s reasoning, but outside Clio’s
museum, the rest of the world has been living out Hume’s major treatise
on Human Understanding. Hempel writes:

This is essentially a view whose untenability has been pointed out
already by Hume; it is the belief that a careful examination of two
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specific events alone, without any reference to similar cases and
to general regularities can reveal that one of the events produces
or determines the other.*®

Mandelbaum’s theory of explanation stands “outside what may be called
the methodological unity of empirical science,” Hempel concludes.*

Hempel was asking the same formal question astronomy asked astrol-
ogy, chemistry asked alchemy, and medicine asks shamanism. The general
form of the question is about description versus explanation. Does col-
loquial description explain phenomenon? Hume said it does not in his
major treatise on Human Understanding. What Hempel did not realize
was that Hume had said it does in his ‘minor’ treatise on morals. The
logical difference between the major and minor treatises is an historical
contradiction built into the intellectual history of the culture. Hume did
not build the contradiction in all by himself. He spoke for an era which
expected progress to take care of its moral problems without much effort
on its part.

Hempel knew that modern science agrees with Hume’s major treatise.
He felt entitled to stick with the major treatise on Understanding with-
out muddying the waters with non-scientific references. Hempel’s great-
est weakness in the argument was his scanty understanding of his own
intellectual history. The water had already been muddied. Hume and a
succession of impressive skeptical realists had left behind a pat answer to
the difficulty Mandelbaum was being charged with. Hempel had logic on
his side, but Mandelbaum had custom, tradition, and an institutionalized
discourse on his. The issue was truly joined at a level of complexity that
neither interlocutor really understood in full detail.

Hempel’s objection points directly to a logical paradox ensconced in
humanist scholarship. Mandelbaum had not explained how “a set of state-
ments asserting the occurrence of certain events at certain times and
places” can “state the determining conditions for the event” and therefore
“contain the general laws on which the explanation is based”*' The key
word is, as Hempel said, “explanation” The key problem is a theory of
language. Mandelbaum wants the same words to do two jobs at the same
time. He wants the same words to be both a description of events and
an explanation of their actual determining relationship. His culture and
system of logical reference in the humanities disciplines has told him it
is possible for one language to do a double duty. Mandelbaum is building
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on Hume, Hegel, Dilthey, and numerous equally diligent defenders of the
tradition. Hempel, without realizing it, is challenging one of the major
intellectual fallacies of the age.

Hempel lives in the one-world paradigm of science and empirical expe-
rience. He wants his one world to use one logical language in the descrip-
tion and explanation of experience. He takes the process of description
and explanation to be cumulative. Description accumulates data until a
law governing the data emerges from its study. The language of descrip-
tion reaches a higher order of explanation by means of orderly study and
investigation. The difference between science and history concerns the
kind of language used at each of the two stages. The explanatory stage
requires new words not used in the descriptive stage. The new words are
a causal explanation. The study of gravitation, polio, photosynthesis, and
other natural events illustrates the way scientific description builds up
a language of causal explanation. Mandelbaum has violated the cardi-
nal first premise of scientific description and analysis. He uses the same
words for a description and an explanation. He has admitted two orders
of logic into the one world of observation and understanding. Science has
one order of logic and a system of description and which differs from its
system of analysis. History has two orders of logic which operate inside
one system of description. Hempel wanted his colleagues in the social
studies to understand that to be like science discursive scholarship should
have only one logical structure. When scholars confuse explanation with
different styles of narrative description, they have created fundamental
cognitive disorder in the everyday understanding of the real.

The important thing is “structural equality of explanation and pre-
diction,”** Hempel emphasizes. His language was too sparse for readers
skilled in colloquy. Like many professional researchers, Hempel’s peda-
gogical skills were underfed. The conjunction, “and” put Hempel’s inter-
disciplinary readers on the wrong track. Hempel uses “and” like a math-
ematician. The word, “and” means “is the equivalent of” The square root
of 4 and the number 2 are equivalent. Hempel wants historical explana-
tion to be the logical equivalent of science. He wants the form of histori-
cal explanation to be as coherent as a scientific explanation. He means
historical method and scientific method have to make equivalent logical
sense. He does not mean history and science have the same applications
nor does he mean to imply that human behaviour can be reduced to
mathematical formulas.
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Hempel wanted history to have the same intellectual coherence as the
physical sciences. The infelicitous couplet “explanation and prediction”
meant history should explain past events as logically as science predicts
future ones. Hempel does not think Mandelbaum’s theory of historical
explanation is logical. His emphasis on descriptive language has blurred
the logical distinction between description and explanation. The hard sci-
ences have an organized system of induction which lets them move plau-
sibly from “explanation sketch™® to “general law” to “universal hypoth-
esis”** Does history have anything like the same sort of system? On the
basis of reading Mandelbaum, Hempel thinks not. There is a hierarchy of
narrative explanation in science, Hempel says, and history does not have
anything which corresponds to it. The social studies have not addressed
the question of how factual knowledge accumulates into generalizations
which appear to be “true”

Hempel describes “the scientific explanation of an event” as consist-
ing of:

1) A set of statements asserting the occurrence of certain events Ci,
...... Cn at certain times and places,
2) A set of universal hypotheses, such that,

a) The statements of both groups [time and place] are reasonably
well confirmed by empirical evidence, and

b) From the two groups of statements the sentence asserting the
[likely] occurrence of event E can be logically deduced.*’

The Hempel debate concerns whether all coherent narratives must take
this logical form. Hempel believed they must. The only reasons his general
theory is disputable in historical narrative, he says, are:

1) The universal hypotheses in question frequently relate to individual
or social psychology.

2) It would often be very difficult to formulate the underlying assump-
tions explicitly.*®

These two limitations matter greatly if the purpose of narrative explana-
tion is prediction and control. They are not fundamental to the ques-
tion of logical form. The absence of universal hypotheses or foundational
assumptions in history does not preclude discussing ideas and events in
the same way skeptics discuss everything else. The historian simply must
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give up trying to control events. He must be content with subsuming
events under general categories of experience.

Hempel contended literacy and numeracy should be formally equiva-
lent. The one should make just as much sense as the other. The two sys-
tems of representation might do different things and be applied to differ-
ent categories of experience, but the same logical structure should govern
both. The historians who criticized Hempel did not accept Hempel’s
basic contention that literacy and numeracy had to have the same logi-
cal structure. William Dray concluded that Hempel’s “empirical expla-
nation means the use of empirical ‘laws’ in history” Hempel is saying,
Dray replied:

There is no difference, in this respect, between history and the
natural sciences: both can give an account of their subject-matter
only in terms of general concepts, and history can ‘grasp the
unique individuality’ of its objects of study no more and no less
than can physics or chemistry.*”

Dray objected because history cannot use empirical laws in the same way
as the natural sciences. Scientists can predict the outcome of controlled
laboratory experiments. Human life is not a controlled experiment except
in the ultimate dystopia of a Stalinist super-state. Hempel shows no under-
standing of the way the social world really works. The only way we can
know with certainty that an explanation is correct is if it is so air-tight
that an event necessarily occurred. No political and social event was ever
absolutely necessary. Hempel and his few defenders do not understand
the special status of history as a language art of moral, intellectual, and
social evolution.*®

Hempel responded formally to Dray and his other critics in 1962. His
article “Explanation in Science and in History” was not even able to sus-
tain the debate let alone win a new audience for his position. If ever
the medium were mistaken for the message, Hempel’s 1962 article is an
example. Hempels supercilious tone alienated the profession. “The nature
of understanding ... is basically the same in all areas of scientific inquiry,’
Hempel chided.” The historians who were prepared to give up on nine-
teenth-century historical verstehen were not willing to be lectured as if
they were undergraduates.
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Hempel’s covering law model did not exclude agency and individual-
ity, but the language Hempel insisted upon using left him open to that
charge. Hempel replied:

Dray conceives a rational explanation as being based on a
standard of appropriateness or of rationality of a special kind
which he calls a “principle of action, i.e., ‘a judgment of the form
“When in a situation of type C1, C2, ... Cn the thing to do is X"*°

Hempel argued Dray’s “rational explanation ... does not explain what it is
meant to explain.” Just because X is the appropriate thing to do does not
mean that A did X for the appropriate reason. Dray’s principle of action
is “necessary though not sufficient for an adequate explanation,” Hempel
concludes.”

Hempel’s riposte amounted to saying the rationale for an action is not
necessarily rational. He pointed out an irrational motivation can always
be construed as having been rational after the fact. Historical explanation
should protect its narrative theory against this problem. Doing so must
include a criterion of rationality. Part of the description of events should
be an explicit avowal or disavowal according to disciplinary criteria of
the coherence of a selected series of acts. Hempel is not satisfied with the
standard historical practice of referring coherence to the context in which
the action took place. Hempel’s indiscreet concern for the overall coher-
ence of history rests on the point that a series of contextual justifications
does not add up to a coherent view of history. Hempel says Dray skipped
a step in summarizing the covering law debate. An explanation is only
rational if we insert between the situation and the act the intermediate
proposition, proof or likelihood that agent “A was disposed to act ratio-
nally”*®> Here Hempel, unfairly it seems to me, lost his audience.

Louis O. Mink (1963) accused Hempel of “setting up a kind of concep-
tual barrier to a humanistically oriented historiography.”®® Unless history
is exempted from “methodological unity” with the ‘other’ sciences, its
discoveries cannot be used in politics and education. Mink doubts that
modern philosophy has anything to offer history. “Historians suspect this,’
Mink writes “and to them it seems, as one [Leonard Krieger] has said,
that ‘what philosophers seem to be interested in are the remains rather
than the views of historians.”** Mink spoke for the majority of practising
historians. Mink rejected the “covering law” idea because “Historians and
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philosophers are too sophisticated to reveal the deepest concerns and
creeds which inform their work.”*®

Mink was indiscreet, but not inaccurate. Coherent explanation in the
social studies uses concepts borrowed from what most people believe to
be true at the time. The wide world of students, pundits, and the book
trade pay the bills. Unfortunately, they may not have the same concerns
nor share the same creeds as historians and philosophers. Professional
writers in the social sciences must move like a fish in water among the
concerns and creeds of the people. Hempel’s question opened up an old
wound in a society that values science but has devalued belief. Whose
concerns and creeds are the most important? Whose deepest concerns
have the most significance and whose beliefs should be given the widest
scope in modern public life?

Hempel’s argument was the logical scalpel which cut the social studies
at its most vulnerable point. The “covering laws” of the social studies are
everyday ideas about politics, human nature, and society. Historians and
“social” scientists use conventional ideas as a rubric for raising conscious-
ness and directing the attention of a wider reading public to deeper ques-
tions in public life. Through teaching, writing, and research they hope a
deeper appreciation of the basic issues governing modern life will filter
down to a busy and often ill-informed laity. Professional intellectuals
may not want to admit it, but they play a role in deliberately manipulat-
ing public opinion. Leonard Krieger called constructive manipulation of
popular opinion, “the politics of discretion.” A ‘sophisticated’ denial of his
deepest concerns and creeds was the discreet approach required in public
debate. Krieger’s positive point was taken from the great Romantics of
the nineteenth century. The negative side had been addressed by Hempel.
Mink’s sophisticated silence over his deepest concerns and creeds closed
off candid discussion of what a less skeptical society would have called
“spiritual problems” Hempel’s “covering law” was the last prominent
attempt among the logical philosophers to explore the epistemological
foundations of the social sciences from a moral point of view.

In his explanation of Time’s Reasons (1989), Leonard Krieger wrote that
Hempel’s covering-law provided him with the “conceivable limit to the
externalization of the principle of coherence”*® Hempel “stands for our
century’s most decisive effort at reestablishing for the issue of historical
coherence a basis in certainty which is external to history itself’ [emphasis
added].”” Krieger’s objection to Hempel is more subtle than Dray’s and
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MinKk’s. Its subtlety provides a doorway into the mind of an academic
word-world at war. The phrase, “coherence ... which is external to history,’
is a euphemism. The phrase functions for Krieger as Mink had divulged.
It seamlessly conceals his deepest concerns.

Privately, Krieger had complete faith in the “already formed language”
of the “social” sciences. He distrusted all “certainty which is external to his-
tory” He did not expose his Hegelian biases in his discussion of Hempel.
Because he was a prolific author, his deepest concerns can be pieced
together from his later work. Krieger was concerned about modern his-
tory at two levels and, unlike most of his colleagues, Krieger had read the
basic texts. I wrestled for years with Krieger’s disparate readings of Hegel
and Hume. More than one version of this book contained histrionics
against what I considered the moral treason of clerics like Krieger. I now
think differently. The problem with Krieger’s “political discretion” is the
discourse in which he speaks. Krieger has a discursive duck-rabbit in his
philosophy of history. His language is morally ambivalent and he has no
way to discuss it in the tradition he mastered. Krieger’s deepest concerns
are complex and relevant, but his idea of the kind of thing language is
creates ethical dilemmas for anyone who studies his work. The ethics of
texts like Krieger’s are the heart of the modern predicament.

Krieger was a realist after Mandelbaum’s own heart. The historically
“real” was real in two senses. There are “certainties” which are internal
to history and “certainties” which are external to history. You discover
the latter by being loyal to the former. Krieger took his internal histori-
cal realism from Hume and Hegel. He explained it with reference to the
life of Jean-Paul Sartre. “History and social solidarity were precisely what
the pre-war Sartre needed,” Krieger concludes.”® Sartre’s war trilogy, Les
Chemins de la liberté, “embodies the contemporary expression of his

[Sartre’s] attitudes for the critical war-time interval”*®

History itself gave
Sartre an insight into the study of history.

The practical insights which saved the pre-war Sartre from morbid self-
destruction were recorded in the war trilogy. They are contrary to the nihil-
ism of La Nausée (1938). This fact about Sartre’s literary and philosophical
opus is also a fact about Sartre. It confirms the dual status of history as a

body of knowledge with its own interpretive laws. Krieger continues:

In short, what replaced the individualistic temporal paradoxes
and failures of his first stage [existentialism] was the conviction,
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mediated by contemporary history, that individuals could join
with their fellows in an kistorical process in which they could
recover their integrity.*

“If we do not apply our history to this end we fail both as the historians
and as the historical agents of our age,” Krieger concludes.®* The “synthetic
role” of history defeats in practice what the existentialists tried to conquer
in theory. Krieger read Sartre’s existential philosophy the same way Dray
and Mink read Hempel. Abstract reason is not able to see what history
shows until the heart enters into solidarity with its fellowmen and stands
up for the great lessons that only history can be trusted to raise.

Roquentin, Sartre’s alter ego in Nausea, was an historian, and the work-
ing title for Nausea was Melancholia until just before publication. When
Sartre wrote, “Human reality, therefore, is by nature an unhappy con-
sciousness with no possibility of surpassing its unhappy state,” we may
assume, I believe, Sartre was unhappy.®®> We may also take it as written
that his emotional condition did not improve rapidly.

Sartre’s pain is the existential torment of a sensitive soul imprisoned in
an era of bad faith. It is impossible to be innocent in such a place. Sartre
blamed history. Krieger refuses to blame history. He blames Sartre. He
makes Sartre’s unhappiness Sartre’s own fault. Sartre’s “integrity” depends
upon “joining his fellows in an historical process.” History is Krieger’s
answer to Sartre’s unhappiness. Sartre could find the integrity his life
lacked in the great issues of history. Sartre’s philosophical and moral
introspection were misplaced. Sartre’s historical experience as recorded
in the war trilogy was the human truth he should have followed. Sartre’s
theoretical head got in the way of his healthy human heart.

Krieger’s discussion of Sartre is more candid than his discussion of
Hempel. The Sartre essay reveals Krieger has no faith in principles of
coherence outside history. The suicidal depression of Roquentin, Sartre’s
alter-ego, was caused by an emotional refusal to join history. Integrity is
an historical experience best achieved from inside an historical perspec-
tive. The search for absolute integrity outside historical reality caused
Roquentin/Sartre’s suicidal depression. Criticizing existentialism to an
American audience was politically correct during the 1960s.

With Hempel, Krieger faced a problem similar to one he had faced with
Sartre. He needed to debunk theory without giving up on the existence
of timeless ideas. Traditional realism requires objective ideas which exist
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independently of empirical verification. Krieger does not believe the theo-
retical problem of realism is a real problem. To avoid political difficulties
with his larger readership outside the profession, he finds an interdisci-
plinary phrase which is acceptable to both sides of the realist debate. The
phrase “external coherence” is acceptable to moral realists and political
realists. It means two different things to the two different auditors, but
Krieger is not worried about that. Krieger finds a politically correct way
to describe Hempel which pleases both moral realists and political realists
at the same time. He speaks from a point of view that sounds valid to two
different theoretical perspectives. “External” is a political weasel word. It
lets Krieger form a temporary political consensus among his auditors at
the expense of a larger and more durable mutual understanding.

With Sartre and Hempel, Krieger is saying one thing to moral realists in
theology and philosophy and something else to his colleagues in the dis-
ciplinary study of history. Few professional historians retained the larger
perspective of Butterfield and Becker by the time Krieger was summing
up Time’s Reasons in 1989. Krieger and his colleagues in the 1980s were
nearly unanimous in their belief that the Butterfields and Beckers of the
profession end up like Roquentin. Writer’s block should be the least of
their worries. The professional in the field finds her integrity inside his-
tory. The real knowledge of history is internal to events. The description
of events is a causal explanation because events describe the conditions
which determine belief in that time.

The word “external” is a portmanteau term for Krieger. It carries a
double meaning. One meaning assuages the doubts of moral realists in
philosophy and theology and the other meaning is a warning to political
realists in politics and the economy. The “conceivable limit to the external-
ization of the principle of coherence” was a limit political realists should
avoid crossing. Krieger codes a warning to political realists in a language
that comforts philosophical realists outside the profession. Krieger’s dis-
cussion of Hempel is a duck-rabbit. It is a case-study of the language that
caused Wittgenstein so much pain. A double image is caused when two
contexts cross, confuse, and, finally, short-circuit each other.

Krieger addresses the same explanation to two different readerships.
The explanation is appropriate for one or the other, but not both. The two
explanations taken together are indeterminate. They are not “equivalent,’
they are structurally incoherent. The two philosophical positions, philo-
sophical realism and political realism, cannot be addressed together in
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the same language. They are not coherent inside the same language of
historical description and traditional ‘causal’ explanation in the social
studies. The ambiguous analysis is what Kant called an antinomy and
Wittgenstein called a duck-rabbit. The feelings it raises causes Roquentins
and the arguments it stirs up cause Hempels. Krieger has ignored the need
for coherence at the logical level of plausible belief.

Krieger was a prominent historian in a politicized generation of aca-
demics. A “hard-headed generation of political historians” thought of ideas
as “ex post facto rationalizations of modern politics” Quentin Skinner
remarks. Stephen Jay Gould called the post-war research university “the
magister’s pox” Academic freedom had developed a split personality. It
retained the courageous “hedgehog” vitality of the classic researcher, but
a new attitude guided the work. The “hedgehogs” of research also became
“foxes” in politics. The intellectual honesty of Butterfield, Becker, and
Hempel was declared indiscreet. History joined history. The academy
went to war. Howard Zinn has strongly denounced “the Cold War bias”
that marred his university years.®> The most entertaining, albeit one-sided,
criticism of the modern research university after World War I1 is Profscam
by Charles Sykes (1990).°* Robert Darnton accuses post-war historians
in the United States of “cutting American intellectual history free of its
moorings in social history and drifting off in pursuit of a disembodied
national mind”®® These criticisms are barbed references to discursive
anomalies of the kind Wittgenstein and Hempel addressed.

The way post-war historians rejected Hempel is more important than
the negative position taken. The language politics of the debate are as
important as the theoretical concerns which lay behind it. The way histo-
rians after World War I apologized for intellectual history hid an obvious
moral question behind an obscure hermeneutical one. Hempel was warn-
ing historians that their principles of coherence and patterns of regularity
might be vulnerable to malpractice. Hempel was afraid aficionados of mod-
ern historical method had little protection from inadvertent complicity
with destructive behaviours a less skeptical society would have called evil.
The best of personal intentions could not protect the truth from the moral
indeterminacy of modern language. Hempel had sided with Becker.

LEONARD KRIEGER (1918-1990)

Leonard Krieger was the most intellectual historian in the United States
during the Cold War. He was a German-language scholar who considered
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himself a “new historian” in the tradition of Robinson, Becker, and Beard.
Krieger’s books are the intellectual autobiography of a rigorous schol-
arly life served in the defence of classical historical ideals. The German
Idea of Freedom (1957) defined Krieger’s field of research. The Politics
of Discretion: Pufendorf and the Acceptance of Natural Law (1965) was
his philosophy of history. Ranke: The Meaning of History (1977) was his
defence of traditional historical method. Time’s Reasons (1989) was his
last intellectual will and testament. By the end of his life, Leonard Krieger
had built a scholarly Thermopylae which he defended as if Western civi-
lization depended upon it. It was his duty and he did it well. The triumph
and the tragedy of his perspective is part of the legacy of modern intel-
lectual history.

World War II led Krieger to his field of research. Looking back thirty
years later he explained, “For those of us who were raised politically on the
vicarious experience of National Socialism, its graduation into an appar-
ently successful and overpowering regime was a cataclysm of unparalleled
proportions.... Nazism, in short, was a massive central reality, sui gene-
ris”®® The failure of democracy in a country like Germany was a world-
wide eye-opener to Krieger. Where Adorno had said no more poetry,
Krieger was afraid there could be no more history. Since German ideal-
ist philosophy and Fine Arts culture had not prevented fascism, Krieger
never doubted a similar cataclysm could happen anywhere. The “Nazi
cultural matrix” was a perennial theme in his work.

Carl Schorske called Krieger’s The German Idea of Freedom (1957) a
“pioneering work” which sets out “the moral implication of the limits of
history as a mode of comprehension”®” Schorske used Krieger’s analy-
sis of German liberalism in his explanation of Vienna’s “nervous splen-
dour” Krieger’s defence of Dilthey influenced Michael Ermath’s biogra-
phy of Dilthey at several key points. Otto Pflanze cites Krieger’s analysis
of German liberalism in the introduction to his biography of Bismarck.
Arthur Danto, Louis Mink, and William Dray enlist Krieger in their

“«

attempt to refute Hempel’s “covering law thesis” Krieger’s definition of
“historicism” is the most frequently cited definition of the word. Krieger’s
colleagues at Yale joked that The German Idea of Freedom could only be
read in a German translation. Krieger’s English was German in syntax
and American in its ideals. History of ideas to Krieger was the life of the
mind being realized in historical events. His instinctive sympathies lay

with the events. His language was the language of ideals. The rendezvous
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of ideas and events was a manifest destiny to Leonard Krieger.

The German Idea of Freedom traced German political idealism to Kant.
Unlike his intellectual mentors, Lewis White Beck and Ernst Cassirer,
Krieger described Kant’s aesthetics as noble in form but unworkable in
practice. Kant’s moral philosophy was not suitable for the give and take
of democratic politics. The German Idea of Freedom portrays a Kant who,
caught on the cusp of historical disillusionment, “perpetuated the tra-
ditional German confusion about the relationship between morals and
politics,” Krieger concluded.®® Kant’s system lacked the “moral motor” of
democratic debate. History has shown “politics is the crucial arena which
terminates the traditional categorical distinction between the spirit and
the flesh,” Krieger concluded.®® Kant’s world of freedom only existed in
the mind. Kant’s critical detachment made possible an austere individ-
ual moral life but foreclosed all possibility of political activism. He did
not understand politics so, “Kant had not questioned or demonstrated
whether his two distinct spheres of pure and practical reason were actu-
ally harmonized.”® The idea that politics plays a transcendental role in
the modern moral life was the critical point of departure for Krieger from
Beck and Cassirer. It was a point of departure that was typically American
and defines in its scope the severe perturbation of classical idealism, par-
ticularly Enlightenment idealism, in modern American life.

Time's Reasons (1989), published as he lay dying, was a defiant refusal
to surrender to forces which, he felt, were threatening civilization. The
book is, Malachi Haim Hacohen deduces, “a declaration of war on a host
of social and cultural histories of the 1970s” because they represented to
Krieger “not merely an intellectual challenge and a moral problem, but
intellectual paralysis and moral disease.... Time’s Reasons is not an inno-
vative work, but an affirmation of faith””* Leonard Krieger was a secular
man of faith. The foundation of Krieger’s faith was politics. Ideas gave
politics a noble language for discussion and debate. The intellectual heri-
tage was a rhetorical smithy where consensus and solidarity were forged
during the hot and cold wars.

Krieger thought history illustrated the “sinews of wisdom” without
which civilization would fail. History, for him, was the place where:

Conversation with the great dead joins the resurrection of the
souls of the mute in common perspective upon the autonomous
role of ideas.”
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Political history resurrected the souls of the mute and the history of ideas
was their conversation with the greats of the past. The suffering of the
mutes needed the wisdom of the magi. Krieger conceded human nature
was not, in all cases, equal to the task. History and human behaviours
were often incoherent. Explaining history in ways which fostered progress
was a difficult job. He admitted:

The problem of historical coherence is a genuine problem;
humans are simply not satisfied with the individuality, the
diversity, the refractoriness of past human things which has been
the implication of the historian’s use of the critical method and
which has been the strength of modern historiography [emphasis
added].”?

“The critical method” of traditional historical study was the only way to
make life’s refractory particularities cohere.

The “souls of the mute” were deeply affected by events. The great dead
and the mute masses meet in stories about historical events. In narrative
history, the mute masses discover the “sinews of wisdom” holding history
together. Wisdom is discovered by its virtuous influence or its evil absence.
In either case, the concrete particulars of the past point irrefutably to a
practical wisdom. Mute souls damaged by time and place can see the wis-
dom of significant events and practice that wisdom at all levels of their
lives. History was philosophy teaching by example a perspective it could
not prove. History remained, for Krieger, the indispensable crossroads
where political democracy, personal probity, and private faith meet.”

Krieger was confident that he and his colleagues would “cautiously and
self-consciously separate our assumptions from the reality that we treat
and look to the validity of our method”””® He was not disingenuous. He had
inherited a civic culture of manifest political and economic destiny. The
politics of moral progress were historically self-evident to him. He was con-
fident the dialectical clash of heart and head would sprout world freedom
like the abundant fruit of a well-tended orchard. He considered himself a
diligent husbandman and shepherd to the flock. He warned that:

The current disputes about the social relations of ideas ... has too
many methods.... This diversity has raised serious doubts about
its integrity as a distinct and autonomous field of history.”
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In a paper he delivered to the American Historical Association in 1971,
Krieger put on notice anyone who doubted the purity of the traditional
historical method. They were subject to exclusion from the charmed cir-
cle. He singled out one group in particular.

“Intellectual historians,” Krieger concluded, “have become the cuckoos
in the historical nest.... The historical validity of the universal ideas on
which historians have traditionally depended ... is now widely denied,’
he warned.” The “cuckoos” he blamed were, in most cases, radical intel-
lectuals with socialist, existentialist, or postmodernist tendencies. “To
the consternation of their colleagues they like to think and to talk about
method,” Krieger grumbled.” The difference between Krieger and the
“cuckoos” was a matter of loyalty to fundamentals. The “cuckoos” who
debated ideas were disrupting the integrity of the method and its system-
atic approach to truth.

The 1971 paper was developed from an article, “Culture, Cataclysm
and Contingency” (1968). Here he pointed for the first time to “Hume’s
critique of the Enlightenment’s standard version of rational coherence”
Hume “emphasized the autonomous side of history’s unifying function”
Krieger called Hume’s “deliberate turn from philosophy to history” an
“indisputable fact” in modern philosophy, but he concludes “the reason
behind this fact remains highly disputable” “Personal cataclysm that he
experienced” and “personal cataclysm that he feared” were without doubt
factors. Krieger’s analysis of Hume resembled his analysis of Sartre. It
was historical and autobiographical. He had applied the same analysis to
himself and his colleagues after the war. “Time’s reasons” were the only
reasons you have. “Time” is the determining fact in everyday life.

Hume’s answer to cataclysms experienced and feared was also Krieger’s
answer:

Hume’s distinctive focus on history ... shifted the locus of
coherence from the relations of ideas to the relations of facts and
showed that history served as the same kind of ordering medium
as the logic of abstract reason. For if Hume subscribed neither

to a necessary connection between ideas nor to the primacy of
reason among the human faculties, he did subscribe to general
principles in human nature, and, in his attempt to elicit them and
their non-logical relations, he stumbled on history as a vehicle for
organizing the varieties of human reality.”
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Krieger gives Hume credit for inventing the language Becker called a “pack
of tricks” Krieger does not think it is a trick. He lays out Hume’s solution
to the skeptical moral dilemma in positive terms. The mute masses will
not get their daily dose of wisdom without the benign narrative devices
that living scholarship must adapt to their needs. Krieger’s theory of nar-
rative origins was unexceptional in the United States after World War IL
His work on methodology explained narrative practice in Europe and the
United States. Very few scholars imagined there could be a problem.

Krieger’s re-reading of Hume sounds like Butterfield, Becker, and
Hempel, but it is not. Krieger has trimmed away the moral debate of the
1930s. Hume’s skepticism was a moral problem for Butterfield, Becker,
and Hempel. They viewed the skeptical problem from the perspective
of the ordinary, everyday reader whom Becker called “Mr. Everyman.
Hume’s turn to history meant to them Mr. Everyman had no foundation
for public probity and personal belief. Hume had politicized a two-thou-
sand-year tradition of philosophical realism. The critical tradition which
had stood flint against the expediencies of the prince and the prudence
of the businesspeople was reduced to a tactic.

Hume had trusted the healthy lifestyles and good work habits of ordi-
nary people to sustain the moral force of old-fashioned metaphysics in
the new, enlightened era. His confidence in the people is the last meta-
physics. Hume’s faith in the people and their politics is the last, great
scholastic school of dialectical debate. It is enshrined in American his-
toriography and spread by American culture around the world. Krieger
defends Hume’s method and uses Hume’s language, but he does not share
Hume’s faith in ordinary people. Krieger calls ordinary people the “mute
masses.” Krieger’s new faith is in the language of blunt political trauma.
History helps keep the masses in line.

Krieger believed Enlightenment philosophy “had been able to divorce
the persistent principles of human nature ... from the metaphysics they
denied and to orient it toward the actualities of human behaviour in which
they were expressed””** Hume was his prime example. Hume’s use for his-
tory was to “infer” the motive of an action. After destroying inference in
philosophy, Hume allowed its possibility in history. Human nature gave
“the union betwixt motives and actions the same constancy as that in any
natural operation,” Hume believed.** History was the science of human
nature in action.

192 HOW SKEPTICS DO ETHICS



Hume’s skepticism in philosophy led to a practical flexibility in pol-
itics which Krieger admired. Krieger thought Hume was a “trimmer”
He believed Hume’s use for history was a storehouse of wisdom artfully
“trimmed” to suit the needs of the times. He was not embarrassed to
defend the “trimming” of great ideas to suit social and political success.
Krieger took up what he thought was Hume’s cause in defence of what he
thought was the way the modern world must and would continue to make
progress. He was not shy about asserting that what Becker called a “trick”
was, in fact, the solution to the realist problem in ethics and the chal-
lenges facing global democracy. Krieger thought Hume’s model of history
explained a public process that was inevitable, timely, and necessary.

Krieger wrote a biography of “an indubitably representative figure,’
who, in his opinion, embodied Hume’s pragmatic understanding of his-
tory. Samuel Pufendorf (1632—1694) was “the father of natural law” the-
ory in Europe. He wrote a text on civil law which was used in European
universities for over one hundred years. After a distinguished academic
career, he served as a minister to the King of Sweden. Krieger understood
the secret of Pufendorf’s success. “He was a trimmer,” Krieger explains.®
Pufendorf, the scholar, succeeded as a prominent public figure because
he trimmed the timeless truth to suit the exigencies of his time.

History shows how few of us are given the opportunity to do great
deeds. So Krieger explains:

We inhabit along with a host of others, that second level in the
structure of human society whence ideas are transmitted from the
study to the forum, and experience is passed back from the forum
to the study.*

Krieger identified with Pufendorf. He thought of himself and his col-
leagues as trimmers in the service of the same historical ideal. We serve
“as rather humble and obscure mediators,” he concluded:

For a mediator of the Pufendorf type, the canons of life and
thought are too flexible to be convulsed by any new experience;
they are simply bent by the weight of the experience which they
undergo.*
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Trimmers bend with the times, but they do not break. Their strength lies
in their flexibility and their courage is defined by the difficult experiences
they are willing to undergo.

Krieger’s “trimmer” represents a considerable trimming of the tradi-
tion he inherited from Butterfield and Becker. Butterfield believed history
should inspire dissent and dedicated acts of Christian conscience. Becker
believed Mr. Everyman had to be his own historian. Krieger thought Mr.
Everyman needed a “trimmer” to provide him with these services. The
people needed “trimmers” like Pufendorf to explain the truth about his-
tory in a language they could understand. Time reasons better than any
individual so it is better to leave history to the professionals. The people
have to learn to work with history and not against it. Pufendorf took “the
rational faculty which inheres in every man” to the next level. He was able
to explain time’s reasons to his times.*

The British historian Michael Oakeshott explained the nautical origins
of the term “trimmer” “The trimmer is the sailor who disposes his weight
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so as to keep the ship upon an even keel”*® Oakeshott praised the trimmer

in The Politics of Faith (1996), a work published posthumously.

The trimmer believes that there is a time for everything and that
everything has its time — not providentially, but empirically. He
will be found facing in whatever direction the occasion seems to
require if the boat is to go even.... The ‘trimmer; then ... is a ‘time-
server. ... His task ... is, first, to restore the understanding of the
complexity of modern politics.*

Oakeshott wrote that the ‘trimmer’ understands “It is our predicament to
be able to enjoy a complex manner of government only at the cost of an
equivocal political vocabulary.... He accepts what is undeniable and makes
the best of it”®® Oakeshott has a skeptical faith in the political practice
now ordinarily known as “spin.” One recent reviewer has called the unify-
ing framework of Oakeshott’s political philosophy “skeptical idealism”*’
If so, the idealism of the “trimmer” is the true descent into discourse. It
represents the historical negation of classical philosophy and traditional
theology. Trimming and spin are a kind of civil fideism in modern public
discourse. The lack of faith proves the need for it in public life since the
Napoleonic wars.
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The trimmer has faith in the truth, but not the whole truth. Dark clouds
of grey edging toward the pall of misinformation do not, usually, darken
his discourse. A stoic citizenry, competently acculturated to painful dif-
ferences between policy and probity, cunning and candour, principle and
practice, try to make the best of slippery practices they have come to
regard as a sign of political acumen. What has actually been “trimmed”
here? What does the “trimmer” accomplish in addition to his or her per-
sonal success? From the older perspectives of Christian theology and
classical philosophy, the trimmer has whittled away all solid reference to
principle. What have been trimmed away are the fundamental questions
of logical and behavioural integrity that nurtured Wes