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Abstract 

 

This thesis asks how our thinking about politics might be informed by a particular 

approach to thinking about morality.  I begin by arguing that the moral mattering of 

others is something that is encountered in the world, and not the conclusion of a 

rational process.  I go on to suggest that morality is more like love than it is like 

enlightened self-interest—that is, that morality is fundamentally other-focused.  I claim 

that the mattering of others is, like God, finally transcendent, and must therefore be 

approached apophatically—that is, that part of what it is to know that others matter 

morally is to know that they cannot be fully captured by power, including the power of 

knowing. 

 

I go on to make two negative claims about morality: one, that it is not internally 

divided—that is, I argue against value pluralism when it comes to morality—and two, 

that moral value is not sui generis—that is, that we should not think of morality as 

belonging to its own sphere of value, separate to political value.  I claim that politics is 

therefore not, as R.F. Holland argues it is, morally ‘impossible’. 

 

Next I suggest that distinguishing between the human being in their aspect as an 

‘individual’ and the human being in their aspect as a ‘person’ is a useful framework for 

understanding the relationship between political practice and the recognition of moral 

value.  I borrow this distinction from Jacques Maritain, but attempt to discuss it in a 

way that does not rely on his theological premises. 

 

I then go on to examine, in the light of the above, two concepts central to the liberal 

political-philosophical tradition: freedom, which I claim can be understood in a way 

that transcends the traditional negative/positive distinction; and human rights, which I 

describe as an attempt to capture in law and discourse what it means to treat others as 

both individuals and persons.  Finally, I apply the above-described approach to one 

particular political question: how should we respond to the elderly among us? 
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Introduction 
 

The aim of this work is to examine how a certain way of thinking about morality might 

inform our thinking about politics.  I do not begin by assuming that morality and 

politics are two separate things, or that they are the same thing; rather, I begin by 

wondering how each might inform the other (which does not of course preclude one 

being subsumed by the other). 

 

I begin with a number of initially unexamined hunches: 

 

• That morality and politics are somehow very importantly related; 

 

• That members of a political community usually have some kind of background, 

quasi-theoretical understanding of what politics is; 

 

• That this understanding needs to be to some extent shared between members of 

the political community; 

 

• That a broadly ‘liberal democratic’ politics is a good, probably the best, kind of 

politics. 

 

These will play the role of defeasible assumptions—questioned in various ways and 

from various angles, but nevertheless forming a starting place, both because philosophy 

has to start somewhere and because political philosophy in particular is best started 

from the context in which it takes place.   

 

This project is undertaken in the context of a broadly ‘liberal’ politics, which for now 

we will understand as roughly the kind of thing that goes on in Australia, Germany, 

Canada, the United States and the United Kingdom.  This will of course need to be 

tightened up.  For now, liberalism involves some sort of official commitment to 

freedom (whatever that might mean) and to rights, individual and/or communal 

(however these might be conceived) and to democracy (usually representative, though 

the mechanisms vary).  I am committed to defending this sort of politics because I was 
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formed in it and because (or perhaps therefore) I value it.  But the fact that no political 

philosophy is done in a vacuum does not mean that any political philosophy is immune 

to external challenge. 

 

It is a conviction underlying this work that political arrangements ought to be able to be 

made sense of philosophically, and that if this cannot be done then the politics in 

question is vulnerable to an alternative that is better thought out.  Amartya Sen says 

about the concept of human rights that ‘conceptual doubts must be satisfactorily 

addressed, if the idea of human rights is to command reasoned loyalty and to establish a 

secure intellectual standing.’  He goes on:  ‘It is critically important to see the 

relationship between the force and appeal of human rights, on the one hand, and their 

reasoned justification and scrutinised use, on the other.’1  Similarly, ‘reasoned loyalty’ 

to political arrangements, however established and entrenched such arrangements may 

be, will not last forever in the absence of a theoretical framework that can make sense to 

a critical mass of a political community’s members. 

 

We may categorise the current challenges to political liberalism as external, internal and 

philosophical; and these three categories are related.  External and internal challenges 

are challenges to actually existing liberal democratic political communities.  External 

challenges are not always direct, and need not involve physical threat.  While, for 

example, a small liberal state may be overtaken by force by a large illiberal one, it is 

also the case that the same small state may be tempted away from liberalism by, for 

example, the economic success of its illiberal neighbour.  Likewise, an internal 

challenge need not be an uprising.  Cultural and religious pluralism—which I will 

defend as very good things—raise difficult questions for liberalism.  If liberal politics is 

a way to handle disagreement then liberal politics is easier where there is less 

disagreement.  Pluralism makes disagreement more likely, and therefore makes liberal 

politics more difficult. 

 

Philosophical critiques of liberalism—whether authoritarian or fascist, Marxist or 

communitarian—are often supported, if not inspired, by external and internal challenges 

of these kinds.  I will not, for the most part, be attacking such critiques head on; nor will 
																																																								
1 Amartya Sen, ‘Elements of a Theory of Human Rights’, Philosophy and Public Affairs, Fall 2004, p. 
316-317 
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I attempt to establish the merits of liberalism from scratch.  Rather, from my starting 

point of commitment to a broadly liberal politics I will ask what a certain approach to 

thinking about morality might tell us about such a politics; and how moral philosophy 

of a certain kind might help fill out some of the important concepts of liberalism—

concepts like freedom, individual autonomy and human rights. 

 

There are at least two necessary conditions of a liberal political community.  One is that 

it be liberal—that is, that it place a high value on freedom.  What might this mean?  For 

a political community to value x, x must be affirmed in that community’s constitution 

and/or laws, and x must be supported by a critical mass of the community’s members.  

The valuing of freedom will look very different, of course, depending on how freedom 

is understood.  Chapter 7 will be an attempt to define freedom in a way that is informed 

by the understanding of morality outlined in earlier chapters. 

 

The second necessary condition of a liberal political community is that it be a 

community, as opposed to a mere agglomeration of individuals, which is—I claim—

vulnerable to war or paralysis.  One thing politics does is to seek to avoid the logical 

end of bare human conflict, which is the opposing of forces and the prevailing of the 

stronger.  The alternative to war or politics is paralysis, because to engage with another 

human being at all is to risk conflict.  An agglomeration of individuals, if it is not to risk 

conflict, must simply not allow engagement between any of its members.  That is what I 

am calling paralysis.  But politics is also partly motivated by individuals’ need to secure 

themselves against external threats of violence or disease, and in order to do this the 

individuals within the political community must engage with one another.  Therefore 

paralysis will defeat the purpose of community. 

 

To avoid war or paralysis a community needs to be able to do four related things: 

 

Communicate.  Collective action requires individual intentions and ideas to be 

presented and understood.  There must be some mechanism for actions to be suggested 

and then either accepted or opposed.  At least some voices must be heard and 

understood (which voices are heard is a moral question). 
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Solve problems.  This requires some general agreement as to what constitutes a 

problem, and how a solution might be agreed upon.  If there is no answer to the latter 

question the result is war; if the former question is never asked the result is paralysis. 

 

Maintain stability.  The arrangements for communication and solving problems must 

be understood and accepted by a critical mass of members of the community and 

therefore must not be arbitrary.  This is not to say the arrangements cannot change, 

which brings us to the need for a political community to ... 

 

Make progress.  ‘Progress’ here should be understood as the alternative to arbitrary 

change.  Progress occurs when change is to some extent directed by the community as a 

community.  ‘Progress’ does not, on this definition, denote anything of particular value; 

rather, it is a description of a distinct type of change—change that is directed by the 

community as a community—which itself might be good, bad or indifferent. 

 

The need to be liberal and the need to be a community can seem to be in conflict.  After 

all, communication requires time and attention.  Insofar as I am a member of a 

community, I am not free to direct my time and attention at will.  Problem-solving 

requires compromise.  As a member of a community, I am not free to have my own way 

on every matter.  The maintenance of stability requires a willingness to be bound by 

rules.  Insofar as I am bound I am not, on certain definitions of freedom, free.  And 

certain kinds of progress risk certain costs, one of which might be a measure of 

individual autonomy.  The recognition and acceptance of this possibility underlies the 

so-called China model of economic development.  Economic progress, on this view, 

requires the subordination of individual freedom to the needs of the community (as they 

are defined and pursued by a central government). 

 

Questions raised by the prima facie tensions in liberal political thought and in actually 

existing liberal political communities between the values of freedom and community are 

inescapably ethical questions.  This is not to say they are merely ethical questions; but 

they have an inescapably ethical dimension.  Both freedom and community are 

relational concepts, as they cannot be defined without mention of relations between 

people.  As relational value concepts they have an ethical dimension.  Further, political 

community involves collective action, for good or ill, upon those weaker than the 
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collective actor.  It is hard to see how ethical questions can be avoided where this is the 

case. 

 

If there is an ethical dimension to questions about the relationship between freedom and 

community then we can ask how various ethical approaches might inform these 

questions.  The question of the relationship between ethics and politics is already an 

ethical question, for it is a question about morality’s remit.  There is room for debate on 

what it means for an ethical approach to ‘inform’ a politics: from founding it, to shaping 

it, to denying it altogether—see, for example, R.F. Holland on the ‘impossibility’ of 

politics.2  Another kind of relationship between ethics and politics can be found in 

Raimond Gaita’s work, where the ethical ‘speaks deeply to’ (and is spoken deeply to 

by) the political.3 

 

But we can further ask whether there is an available ethical approach that can do more 

than simply manage the tensions between the political values of freedom and 

community.  My hope in what follows is that a certain approach to morality might go 

some way towards reconciling these values.  I will approach the question of the 

relationship between morality and politics, and the relationship between the political 

values of freedom and community, from a number of directions.  That what follows is at 

times more haphazard than systematic perhaps speaks to the kind of relationship I 

envisage between the political and the ethical.  My central claims in each chapter are as 

follows: 

 

(1)  An ethical approach that may inform a liberal politics starts from the 

observation that the mattering of others is encountered, not concluded. 

 

To assume that the pre-political—whether this is seen as an historical situation or 

merely a conceptual position—is no more than a ‘war of all against all’ is to beg certain 

questions about the relationship between ethics and politics.  We can grant that one of 

the functions of politics is to mitigate what is negative in encounters between humans, 

																																																								
2 R.F. Holland, ‘Absolute Ethics, Mathematics and the Impossibility of Politics’, Royal Institute of 
Philosophy Lectures, Vol. 11, March 1977, pp. 172-188 
3 See, for example, Raimond Gaita, ‘R.F. Holland’, Philosophical Investigations, 35:3-4 July/October 
2012, pp. 260-276 
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without concluding that politics has nothing to learn from what is positive in such 

encounters. 

 

The approach to morality that I will attempt to apply to thinking about politics begins 

by paying attention to certain encounters between human beings that I claim give rise to 

an attitude to others that may be described as the realisation that ‘others matter, in a 

particularly moral way, to me.’  I claim that this attitude plays a central role in our 

moral lives, and further that the recognition on which the attitude is based cannot come 

at the conclusion of an argument or other process of reasoning, but rather must be 

discovered, experientially, in the world. 

 

This has implications for the relationship between morality and politics.  Even if my 

moral life depends in some way on a certain kind of subjective experience of others, 

surely my political life cannot depend on experience in the same way?  After all, 

politics is supposed to secure a measure of stability, and stability would seem to be at 

risk insofar as it is based on individuals’ changing feelings about one another.  I will 

claim that what is revealed in this kind of encounter with others is the raw material with 

which both moral and political reasoning work.  Both morality and politics, on this 

view, are ways of explicating what it means to encounter other human beings in a 

certain way. 

 

(2)  Morality is more like love than it is like enlightened self-interest. 

 

Some ethical theories start with the valuing of the self.  Utilitarianism counts the self as 

one, and then in the name of consistency and in the absence of relevant differences goes 

on to count others in the same way.  Kant, whose approach will be examined in the 

second chapter, begins with the recognition that I value my own rational nature, and 

then moves to the thought that I should therefore value the rational natures of others. 

 

It might seem that an ethical approach beginning in the valuing of self would be a good 

fit with politics, particularly if politics is based on a ‘social contract’ of some kind.  This 

involves my participating in a particular set of political arrangements because it will be 

(ultimately) good for me, even if this benefit comes through my being, in some sense, 

‘good’ to others.  I grant you (for example) your freedom, because I hope and expect 
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that you will grant me mine.  The ‘knave principle’ says we should design political 

arrangements on the assumption that political actors may at any given time be motivated 

by nothing more than selfishness; it is a virtue of such arrangements if a general good 

can nevertheless be brought about in a society of ‘knaves’. 

 

If, as I am suggesting, we are looking for an approach to ethics that can inform our 

political thinking, we might not immediately think to look past those ethical approaches 

that begin in self interest.  But it is the contention of this chapter that self interest or 

self-valuing should not be assumed to be the starting point for morality.   

 

No politics—and for that matter no approach to morality—can afford to deny the 

valuing of the self, or the resulting reality of conflict and violence.  There is no doubt 

that ethics and politics deal, to some extent, with the failure of positive relations 

between human beings, including loving relations.  This chapter will explore whether 

there might be more than this to say about the relationship between love and morality.  

In his ‘Love as a Moral Emotion’ J. David Velleman describes love as a kind of moral 

(in the Kantian sense) response to the other.4  I argue for a converse scheme: that 

morality can better be understood as emerging from, and deeply informed by, our loving 

responses to others. 

 

If this is the case then in order to understand how our thinking about politics may be 

informed by our thinking about morality we will need to think about what love and 

related ways of understanding the other can tell us about what constitutes an adequate 

response, including an adequate political response, to that other. 

 

(3)  The mattering of others is, like God, finally transcendent, and must therefore 

be approached apophatically. 

 

When I use the term ‘transcendent’ I mean ‘necessarily beyond human power, including 

human knowledge.’  I assume that there might be such realities (and I would claim to be 

relieved of the burden of proof in a debate on this), and I further argue that certain 

																																																								
4 J. David Velleman, ‘Love as a Moral Emotion’, Ethics 109 (January 1999), pp. 338-374 



	 13	

elements of our experience reveal that other people are, in certain aspects of their being, 

‘beyond’ us in precisely this sense. 

 

That which is transcendent—that is, not amenable to our categories of knowledge, our 

power or our purposes—must be approached apophatically.  I borrow this term from 

‘negative’ theology, which claims that God, being infinitely transcendent in the above 

sense, can only be approached via a systematic rejection of every positive concept.  

That is, we cannot properly say what God is, only what God is not.  For example, God 

is not limited, finite or physical (or even existent—that is, God does not exist in the 

sense in which anything in our experience exists). 

 

I am not claiming that, morally speaking, other people must be approached as if they 

were God.  Nor am I claiming that there is no positive knowledge to be had of other 

people, or that no power can possibly be exercised upon other people.  I am claiming, 

rather, that love, art, religion and morality are some of the ways in which others are 

revealed to us as, in certain aspects of their being, beyond our power and purposes.  

There must therefore be an apophatic element in our approach to others; we must deny 

finality in our responses to them.  There is always ‘more to’ the other than I can 

possibly grasp; and this, I claim, has political implications. 

 

There is a difficulty here.  An apophatic ethical response involves waiting upon the 

other.  It involves the recognition that there is something about the other which cannot 

be ‘summed up’ or grasped intellectually.  No objective finality may be reached in 

respect of the other, and so we can never say we know another person in any complete 

or final sense.  Insofar as I know how my computer works I can use it to serve my ends.  

Total knowledge of another human being is not merely contingently beyond me—as 

total knowledge of my computer is beyond me due to a certain ineptitude—but rather it 

is necessarily the case that the human transcends my grasp, and therefore can never only 

serve my ends.  In politics, however, decisions must be taken.  People must be dealt 

with, categorised, ordered about and organised, sometimes against their will.  People’s 

interests sometimes have to be subsumed under external ends.  The challenge is how to 

capture the apophatic response that I have claimed is demanded by the other in political 

processes.  This challenge will be discussed in subsequent chapters. 
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By this point I hope a picture will be emerging of moral value as being closely related to 

the response demanded by others as they are revealed in certain kinds of encounter.  

This response has an apophatic aspect which manifests itself in hesitancy, waiting, 

openness.  I will go on to claim that in thinking about moral value in this way we can 

make two negative (apophatic) claims about it, and these form the central claims of the 

following two chapters. 

 

(4)  Moral value is not internally divided. 

 

Liberalism is, among other things, a response to pluralism.  Pluralism may be initially 

defined as a situation in which members of a community are committed to rival goods.  

There is a further question to be asked about the root of this division: is the community 

divided as to what is good, or is the good itself divided?  In other words, are at least 

some people wrong about what the good consists in, or could everybody possibly be 

right? 

 

There are dangers in what John Gray calls ‘rational consensus’ liberalism, by which he 

means a liberalism based on the idea that there is a single good and that rational actors 

may, by being rational, converge upon it.5  I claim that there are also dangers in a 

liberalism based on the radical pluralism that Gray claims is the metaphysical reality of 

the situation.  Gray’s preferred kind of liberalism is one based on the idea that there can 

be fundamentally rival goods; that something truly good can be, from another legitimate 

perspective, truly evil. 

 

I claim that this kind of pluralism, if taken seriously, may have a number of deleterious 

effects, including licencing the arbitrary use of power in politics.  Power cannot be 

accountable to ultimately conflicting moral truths.  It can, however, be accountable to 

the recognition that the good of the other transcends my power and purposes.  Crucial to 

my argument here is that a commitment to the proposition ‘x is ultimately undivided’ 

does not entail any other claim about x.  That is, one can be committed to the claim that 

the good is absolute and undivided, while at the same time being also committed to the 

claim that no proposition about the good can ever achieve objective finality.  This relies, 

																																																								
5 John Gray, Two Faces of Liberalism, (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2004) 



	 15	

once again, on an openness to the possibility that the good is transcendent of human 

power, including the power of knowledge. 

 

The second negative claim that I suggest emerges from the approach to morality 

sketched out above is that: 

 

(5)  Moral value is not sui generis.  Therefore, politics is not morally ‘impossible’. 

 

Politics involves counting and compromise.  It involves considering human beings as 

members of groups, and therefore as parts of something larger than themselves.  This 

can seem to conflict with a moral approach that understands humans as not only 

valuable in and of themselves, but as having a value that transcends even their own 

material finitude.  Considered strictly as material entities, we are limited and can be 

overtaken by a superior force; the moral approach I have described above insists that 

something about us restrains this force—not physically, but morally.  And yet politics 

would, in many instances, seem to require that each of us be considered as no more than 

one among many; as sets of interests which must be weighed against competing sets of 

interests.  Where, for example, twenty people’s interests compete with the interests of 

20,000, the mathematics is clear.  But morality is supposed to be about more than 

mathematics.   

 

Can an absolute conception of morality admit of counting and compromise?  R.F. 

Holland thinks not.  According to Holland, ‘consequentialism is the ethics of politics’, 

and consequentialism is not a good ethics.6  Certainly it is not an absolute one.  

Therefore politics is impossible for the moral ‘saint’—and even, it would seem, for any 

normal, morally serious person.  I agree with Holland about the ethical failures of 

consequentialism, but challenge his claim that the only ethics available to politics is a 

consequentialist one. 

 

Raimond Gaita also pushes back against Holland’s claim that politics is ‘impossible’.  

But he does this in a way I find ultimately unsatisfactory.  Gaita’s solution is to 

understand moral and political value as belonging to separate, though related, and 

																																																								
6 Holland, ‘Absolute Ethics’, p. 181 
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equally legitimate realms of value.  This can potentially lead to a situation, says Gaita, 

where a politician ‘must do what morally she must not do’.7  For Holland this makes 

politics impossible.  For Gaita it makes it tragic.  But political responsibility (as distinct 

from moral responsibility) means that it must be done regardless.   

 

If I am right to resist Gaita’s claim that morality and politics belong to two distinct 

realms of value, then there must be a way of understanding the human being as, without 

contradiction, both an object of moral value and a legitimate subject of political 

practice.   

 

(6)  Distinguishing between the human being in their aspect as an ‘individual’ and 

the human being in their aspect as a ‘person’ is a useful framework for 

understanding the relationship between political practice and the recognition of 

moral value. 

 

Within his framework of ‘integral humanism’, Jacques Maritain distinguishes between 

the human being in her aspect as an individual and the human being in her aspect as a 

person.8  I borrow this distinction and attempt to articulate it in a way that (a) can be 

affirmed from a plurality of theological or other comprehensive metaphysical 

backgrounds, and (b) can help us to think about the dual need identified in the previous 

chapter: the need to understand the human being as both an object of moral value and a 

legitimate subject of political practice. 

 

As finite material entities human beings are individuals, counting for no more than one.  

As individuals humans are calculable and comparable with other members of the 

community on which they, as individuals, depend for their survival and wellbeing.  As 

transcending human power and purposes, as revealed in morality, religion, art and love, 

however, humans are something more and other than individuals; they are ‘persons’.  

Politics must take into account not only our individuality, but also our personhood. 

 

																																																								
7 Gaita, ‘R.F. Holland’, p. 269 
8 Jacques Maritain, Integral Humanism, in The Collected Works of Jacques Maritain, Ed. Crosson, 
Doering, McInerny, Vol. 11 (Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 1996) 
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The individual/human distinction is a distinction in thought, not in reality.  Humans are 

not two separate things, but they can be legitimately considered in two different ways, 

or under two different aspects.  Morality, religion, art and love all tell us something 

about the human as person.  Politics starts with the human as individual.  But just as the 

individual and the person can be distinguished in thought but not in reality, so morality 

and politics can be distinguished in thought, and for certain purposes, but not in reality.  

Neither, then, is sui generis. 

 

This individual/person distinction also maps onto, and helps us to think differently 

about, the community/freedom dilemma.  It is as individuals that we require 

community.  It is as persons that we are owed freedom.  If there is no contradiction 

between the human as individual and the human as person, then we may also hope for a 

way of reconciling political community and freedom. 

 

This individual/person distinction need not be held or committed to by every member of 

a political community.  Rather, it is a way of reflecting on how a political community is 

accommodating (or not) that aspect of the human by which she is a finite material 

entity, and therefore dependent on the community for survival, and that aspect by which 

she transcends this fact about herself.   

 

(7)  The central liberal value of freedom may be understood, not only according to 

the negative/positive distinction, but also as an effect of the above-described ethical 

approach to the other. 

 

In this chapter and the next I examine two concepts important to liberal political 

thought: freedom and human rights.  I ask how they look on the ethical approach 

described above.  I attempt to use this approach to ‘fill out’ these concepts in ways 

which can speak to a plurality of members of a diverse political community. 

 

In this chapter I complicate Isaiah Berlin’s traditional distinction between negative and 

positive freedoms, and ask what we can learn from considering what it is like to allow, 

or offer, freedom to another.  That is, I consider freedom from the second- rather than 

the first- or third-personal perspective.  Following Herbert McCabe, I claim that 

freedom is more like a gift than it is like a pre-existing, pre-political state; not because 
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we must be given certain capacities if we are to enjoy freedom (though of course we 

must), but because the kind of ‘space’ that is required to exercise the unrestrained 

freedom traditionally thought of as negative is itself made—it is not simply what is left 

when others get out of the way. 

 

If liberalism holds freedom to be very important, then how a given liberal political 

community understands and imagines freedom will determine the character of the 

liberalism at work in that political community.   

 

(8)  Human rights may be understood as an attempt to capture in law and 

discourse what it means to treat others as both individuals and persons. 

 

Globalisation has meant that dialogue between different nations and cultures happens 

more frequently than before.  It is therefore more important than it was (and it was 

always important).  Human rights discourse is, I claim, a problematic but actually-

existing way to talk across cultures about how we should treat one another.  Sen is right 

that rights talk needs to be grounded theoretically, and if it is to be effective it should be 

grounded in something common to us all.  In this chapter I claim that the recognition 

that others matter, in a particularly moral way, to me, which leads to an apophatic 

ethical response and the individual/personal distinction in politics, can help ground 

rights talk in the way that is required. 

 

(9)  The above-described approach can be applied to particular political questions 

such as the question of how we should respond to the elderly among us. 

 

Finally, I examine how the above approach might apply to a particular question in 

politics and government.  I choose the question of how we should respond to the elderly 

among us because, among other reasons, the elderly are less encountered than others by 

most members of a given political community, and because they are less likely to fit the 

traditional paradigms of humanity that are sometimes offered in moral philosophy: the 

autonomous Kantian individual, for example, or the preference-bearing utilitarian.  

Autonomy can diminish with old age, and preferences can become less defined.  I ask 

what it might mean, in a policy sense, to ‘wait upon’ the elderly in these circumstances. 
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Chapter One—Approaches to Moral Development 

 

I am looking for an approach to ethics that may inform our thinking about politics, and 

more specifically one which can help reconcile the need for liberal political 

communities to be liberal—that is, to value freedom—and to be communities—that is, 

to hold together politically. 

 

Starting points matter in ethics.  As suggested above, it might seem that the best ethics 

for politics will be one that begins with the valuing of the self.  Here, though, I argue for 

an approach to morality that begins with a certain recognition about the other.  As will 

be seen, while I argue that this recognition of the other is the starting point of moral 

awareness and development, I do not say that it is operative only in relation to the 

currently physically present other.  The encounter that leads to the recognition that 

others matter can be an encounter with a distant, invisible, silent and suffering other—

and I provide an example of just such an encounter in what follows.    

 

Politics exists in part to mitigate what is negative in human encounters.  This does not 

mean that politics has nothing to learn from what is positive in human encounters.  We 

should not begin by assuming anything about the ‘pre-political’ state, including that 

there is such a state, conceptually or historically, or if there is that it is a ‘war of all 

against all’.  It may be claimed that ethics also exists in order to mitigate what is 

negative in human encounters.  But again, this should not be assumed.  I claim here that 

morality is indeed a response to our encounters with others.  But the kind of encounter I 

have in mind is not a negative one.  It is one which reveals the other as, in various 

languages, infinitely precious, valuable, or sacred. 

 

* 

 

In her paper ‘Anything but Argument’ Cora Diamond takes issue with Onora O’Neill’s 

claim that moral philosophy, if it is ‘to convince those whose hearts do not already so 

incline them,’ must ‘reach beyond assertion to argument.’9  Diamond says that behind 

this sort of claim lies ‘a particular view of the relation between morality and human 

																																																								
9 Cora Diamond, ‘Anything but Argument’ in Philosophical Investigations, Vol. 5:1, Jan 1982, p. 23 
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nature: a view of which human capacities are characteristically exercised in the 

development of someone’s moral life, and more specifically of what it is for someone to 

exercise his capacities as a thinking being in that development.’10 

 

She presents an alternative view: moral development ‘depends on our coming to attend 

to the world and what is in it, in a way that will involve the exercise of all our faculties; 

and that religion, poetry and science, if uncontaminated by self-indulgent fantasy, are 

the most important modes of thought leading to that kind of attentive, imaginative 

response to the world.’11  Although Diamond insists that the range of possible ways of 

doing moral philosophy is much wider than O’Neill allows, still she admits that ‘we can 

hold the following: that a convincing appeal for a moral view is one which shows the 

view in question to be connected systematically with a rationally acceptable morality.  

Argument is the way in which we make such connections clear; to make a moral 

assertion rationally acceptable is to show such connections by argument.’12  

 

But can we hold this view?  I want to examine one such ‘convincing appeal for a moral 

view’ that appears to ‘show the view in question to be connected systematically with a 

rationally acceptable morality.’  The argument I will examine is Peter Singer’s about 

why we should give money to aid agencies.  I want to claim that if we are to be 

convinced by this argument (and many people have been) we must already possess an 

attitude towards other people that is not a possible result of any argument.  If this is 

right then Cora Diamond’s view that moral development ‘depends on our coming to 

attend to the world and what is in it, in a way that will involve the exercise of all our 

faculties’ will look less like one possible way to understand moral development, and 

more like the only way. 

 

A rationally acceptable argument 

 

In ethics classes, Peter Singer asks students whether they think they should save a 

drowning child even at the cost of ruining their shoes.  When they almost invariably say 

																																																								
10 Diamond, ‘Anything but Argument’, p. 39 
11 ibid., p. 29 
12 ibid., p. 41 
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they should, he invites them to apply the logic of this response to questions about our 

responses to extreme poverty.  In this way he develops the following argument: 

 

First premise:  Suffering and death from lack of food, shelter and medical care are bad. 

Second premise:  If it is in your power to prevent something bad from happening, 

without sacrificing anything nearly as important, it is wrong not to do so. 

Third premise:  By donating to aid agencies, you can prevent suffering and death from 

lack of food, shelter and medical care, without sacrificing anything nearly as important. 

Conclusion:  Therefore, if you do not donate to aid agencies, you are doing something 

wrong.13 

 

Singer’s argument looks like a paradigmatic example of the kind of ‘appeal for a moral 

view’ that Diamond is pointing to (and that she insists is not the only kind).  It ‘shows 

the view in question to be connected systematically with a rationally acceptable 

morality,’ and it does so by argument.  It’s very plausible, I think, that a student may 

respond to what he hears in Singer’s class by resolving to consume less and give more 

of his money to the poor.  So let’s assume that the argument is, in this imaginary case, 

convincing: it has achieved Singer’s aim.  It seems reasonable to say that, in this case, at 

least from Singer’s point of view, moral development has taken place. 

 

I want to make three related claims about this achievement.  First, that our now-

convinced student must have already possessed a certain attitude towards other people, 

which I will attempt to describe below.  Second, that this attitude could not have been 

adopted or acquired as the result of any possible argument.  And consequently third, 

that not only must one’s heart ‘already incline one’ if one is to accept a moral appeal 

that is not based on argument, but in fact one’s heart must already ‘incline one’ if one is 

to accept a moral appeal that is based on an argument of this kind.  I will claim that this 

‘inclining of the heart’ occurs as the result of a certain kind of encounter. 

 

An attitude to others 

 

																																																								
13 Peter Singer, The Life You Can Save, Melbourne: Text Publishing, 2010, p.15 
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There are three claims built into the first two premises of Singer’s argument that our 

imaginary student, if he is to be convinced by Singer’s appeal, must accept: 

 

 Suffering is bad. 

 The prevention of suffering is important. 

 Not preventing (relatively) easily preventable suffering is wrong. 

 

I will argue that our student, if he is to accept these claims, must already possess an 

attitude towards others that might, for the purposes of our discussion here, be described 

(though it may never in fact be expressed propositionally at all) in the following way: 

 

 Others matter, in a particularly ‘moral’ way, to me. 

 

I call this an ‘attitude’ rather than a ‘belief’ precisely because it may be held without 

being articulated.  In Practical Ethics, Singer admits that something like this attitude is 

involved in ethics:  ‘When I make an ethical judgement I must go beyond a personal or 

sectional point of view and take into account the interests of all those affected.’  But he 

characterises this imperative in an odd way:  ‘This provides us with a basic principle of 

equality: the principle of equal consideration of interests.’14   

 

If it is the case that others’ interests matter to me, then surely it is also the case that 

others matter to me.  Outside of purely instrumental contexts, it is hard to make sense of 

a statement such as ‘you don’t matter to me, but your interests do.’  An advertising 

executive might perhaps say something like this, but the ‘mattering’ in question could 

not be characterised as ethical, on any reasonable definition of the term, including 

Singer’s (which is not to say that it is therefore unethical).  If ‘you don’t matter to me, 

but your interests do’ is, in an ethical context, a non sequitur, then ‘your interests 

matter’ can be taken to mean ‘you matter’.  And this matters because it helps to show 

that Singer’s principle of equality is not ‘a basic ethical principle’ as he claims, but 

rather itself relies on a prior attitude—that others matter, in a particularly moral way, to 

me. 

 

																																																								
14 Peter Singer, Practical Ethics, 2nd edition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), p. 21 
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This is further demonstrated when we look more closely at some of the concepts at 

work in his argument.  If the argument is a good one (and I am suggesting that it is, as 

far as it goes) then the first two premises must be able to be interpreted in such a way as 

to validly lead to the conclusion.  Three concepts, then, will need to be understood in a 

particular way: ‘bad’, ‘important’ and ‘wrong’.  Not every way of understanding these 

concepts will lead to Singer’s conclusion.  I claim that the interpretation Singer needs if 

his argument is to be both sound and effective relies on the hearer already possessing 

the moral attitude towards others that I have described.  I will take the concepts one at a 

time. 

 

‘Bad’ 

 

Singer’s first premise—‘suffering and death from lack of food, shelter and medical care 

are bad’—looks, at first glance, like a blackly comic understatement.  But Singer is 

driven to language like this by his wariness of emotion in moral argument.  Emotion 

can, he warns, obscure an argument’s logic.  In an early discussion about infanticide he 

encourages us to ‘put aside feelings based on the small, helpless, and—sometimes—

cute appearance of human infants’ because these ‘emotionally moving but strictly 

irrelevant aspects of the killing of a baby [can prevent us from seeing] that the grounds 

for not killing persons do not apply to newborn infants.’15 

 

But if his intention in the first premise of the global poverty argument is to distance us 

from ‘emotionally moving but strictly irrelevant aspects’, then it sits in serious tension 

with his invitation to his ethics class to associate the suffering of those in extreme 

poverty with the suffering of a child drowning in a pond before their eyes.  The students 

are invited to imaginatively encounter the drowning child, and then invited to agree that 

‘suffering is bad’.  It is difficult to see what point there could be to the mention of the 

drowning child other than to elicit an emotional reaction.  If this were not the case, then 

there is no reason why Singer might not win his students’ assent to an argument with a 

very different conclusion: 

 

First premise:  I do not consider myself to be a morally bad person. 

																																																								
15 Singer, Practical Ethics, p. 170 
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Second premise:  There is suffering and death in the world which I could address but do 

not. 

Preliminary conclusion/third premise:  Therefore, I do not believe that it is invariably 

wrong to fail to prevent suffering and death. 

Conclusion:  Therefore, in the drowning child situation, I should not assume that I 

should act to save the child. 

 

The conclusion here is, of course, a reductio ad absurdum of the argument; but we only 

know this because of the ‘emotionally moving’ experience of imagining it.  Likewise, 

when Singer invites his students to respond to the drowning child scenario, the intention 

is surely that they feel an echo, however distant, of the horror and desperation they 

would feel in a similar situation in real life.  Singer deliberately fosters an emotionally 

infused imaginative encounter, then leads (perhaps jolts) his students into the realm of 

argument and invites them to apply the rational virtue of consistency to their responses 

to other, not relevantly different situations.  I do not claim that this is invalid.  I think it 

is a very powerful and legitimate move.  But it would be disingenuous to deny the 

weight that is thenceforth carried by the relatively non-emotive word ‘bad’. 

 

We should notice something further about the ‘badness’ in Singer’s first premise.  

When something is bad it is bad for someone.  There is simply no way of making sense 

of the badness of ‘suffering and death from lack of food, shelter and medical care’ 

without reference to the people who are suffering and dying for these reasons.  Their 

interests in not suffering matter because they matter.  The suffering in question is bad 

(and remember the weight this word is now carrying given the students’ imaginative 

encounter with a drowning child) primarily for the sufferers.  It is interesting that there 

is no mention of the actual people who are suffering anywhere in Singer’s argument.  

Their unspoken presence, however, is there from beginning to end. 

 

Except in some derivative sense (which I will discuss in the next section), the suffering 

and death of others is not bad for our imaginary student in Singer’s class.  There may 

even be a sense in which this suffering and death is good for him, because it contributes 

to a global economic system in which he, as a member of the elite, can flourish at the 

expense of others.  At best, the suffering and death in question is neutral in its direct 

effect upon the student. 
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So if the student accepts the premise that the suffering and death of others from extreme 

poverty is bad, it must be because he is assuming that others matter in some way.  This 

is why, in attempting to articulate propositionally the attitude that I am claiming our 

convinced student must bring with him to Singer’s ethics class, I include the component 

‘others matter.’  But so far we have only established that our student understands that 

others matter to themselves.  What has this to do with him? 

 

‘Important’ 

 

In Singer’s second premise the student is invited to assume a standard of ‘importance’ 

according to which, for example, a small child’s life ranks higher than a pair of shoes.  

But just as when we use the concept ‘bad’ we must ask the question ‘bad for whom?’, 

so when we use the concept ‘important’ we must ask ‘important to whom?’  Let’s 

assume two value-theoretical possibilities: either what is morally important is utterly 

independent of the student’s will, or what is morally important is entirely determined by 

the student’s will.  (Of course in reality there is a spectrum of possibilities, but these are 

its poles.)  Either way, the third premise of Singer’s argument asserts that according to 

the standard of what is morally important, nothing that the student may do with his 

money is as important as the prevention of suffering and death from extreme poverty. 

 

The argument fails at this point either if moral importance is entirely determined by the 

student’s will and in this particular student’s case a pair of shoes happens to trump a 

drowning child; or if moral importance is entirely independent of the student’s will and 

yet the student accepts no relationship between what is objectively morally important 

and what is important to him.  The third premise of Singer’s argument assumes a very 

close relationship between what is important and what is, or ought to be, important to 

the student—and whether the relationship is one of identity or mere congruence doesn’t 

really matter.  If the student does not recognise the relatively high importance of 

preventing suffering and death from extreme poverty as important to him, then, while 

the argument may be valid and even sound it will not be, in Cora Diamond’s words, ‘a 

convincing appeal for a moral view.’ 
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Here we can see the reason for the last part of my attempt to articulate our student’s pre-

existing attitude: that others matter to me.  There is one part left, and that is the middle 

clause: that others matter, in a particularly moral way, to me. 

 

‘Wrong’  

 

In our imaginary scenario, the student in question has made significant changes to his 

life, and he has done so on the basis of Singer’s argument.  The argument was, in this 

case, an effective one.  But the effectiveness of Singer’s argument, as distinct from its 

validity and soundness, turns on the meaning of the word ‘wrong.’ 

 

It is possible, I suppose, to interpret ‘wrong’ without bringing in the concept of 

obligation.  ‘I know it’s wrong, but I’m having a muffin.’  No child is morally obliged 

to get her maths sums right, though she may be obliged to do the best she can.  More 

seriously, there may be no logical contradiction between acknowledging a moral 

standard and choosing to defy it (though this is debatable—there may be a further 

question about in what sense one is acknowledging the standard if one chooses to deny 

it.)  But by hypothesis our imaginary student has understood the ‘wrong’ involved in 

not acting to prevent unnecessary suffering and death as involving an imperative—we 

know this because he has acted in response to that imperative.  The student has accepted 

that others matter; that they matter to him; and that they matter in a particularly moral 

way: that is, that their mattering in the way that they do involves a moral obligation for 

him to, for example, do something to prevent their suffering and death.  And he has 

acted accordingly. 

 

If the foregoing is correct then Singer’s student—the one who has responded, as many 

have, to Singer’s argument by giving more money to the poor—has brought to the 

classroom an attitude that may be expressed in the following way:  Others matter, in a 

particularly moral way, to me. 

 

Other than argument 

 

I have argued that this attitude is doing at least some of the work in cases where 

Singer’s argument turns out to be a ‘convincing appeal for a moral view,’ and although 
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I have not claimed that this attitude need ever be articulated in order to play this role, I 

have nevertheless attempted to articulate it in propositional form for the sake of this 

discussion.  What I have not done is offer any argument for the truth of the proposition 

itself.  This is not because it does not, when uttered, have a truth value, but rather 

because it is not the conclusion of any possible argument. 

 

Why might others matter to me?  Either others matter to me in virtue of something else 

that matters to me, or others matter to me because others matter in some way that is 

independent of their mattering to me, but that nevertheless involves their mattering to 

me.  In other words, in the latter case, they just matter, and therefore matter to me. 

 

If others matter to me in virtue of something else that matters to me, then it is possible 

to imagine an argument that contains premises involving the ‘something else’ that 

happens to matter to me, alongside premises outlining the right kind of relationship 

between that something else and ‘others’.  The conclusion might then follow that 

‘others matter to me.’  But if others matter to me other than in virtue of something else 

that matters to me, then no such argument (in fact, no argument at all) can be 

constructed, because there is nothing that matters to me, via which others may also 

matter to me.  ‘Others matter to me’ becomes prime data; a basic fact that cannot be 

established but must be—what?  ‘Encountered,’ I will argue—but that comes later.   

 

The question goes, of course, to a larger, recurring meta-ethical question.  In 

Christopher Cordner’s words:   

 

‘Ethical requirement must be (somehow) internal to what I find myself deeply 

to be—must ‘speak to’ what goes personally deep in me—if ethical 

requirements are to have real authoritative weight for me.  (What I ‘ought’ to 

do does not seem close enough to me, as it were, for that.)  Yet, if that 

authority is not to dissolve into a disposition to act which is merely personal, it 

must also be intelligible as lying in some sense ‘outside’ or ‘beyond’ me.  Kant 

made this double-aspectedness of moral requirement perfectly explicit when he 
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spoke of the ‘moral law’ as both authoritative over us and also lying within 

us.’16 

 

This is from a paper in which Cordner examines Bernard Williams’ attempt to account 

for the phenomenon of the moral ‘must’—that is, the sense of ethical requirement that 

lies behind expressions such as ‘I must,’ ‘I have to,’ or ‘I cannot.’  For Williams, ‘I 

must’ registers a psychological necessity (and ‘I cannot’ registers a psychological 

incapacity).  Further, for Williams, ‘moral incapacities are psychological incapacities 

which issue from deliberative reasons.’17  We reflect on a situation, and upon reflection 

we know that we simply cannot do a certain thing (or that we must do something else).  

The reasons that lead us to this sort of conclusion are tied up with (or perhaps partly 

constitutive of) our personal identities.  Moral incapacities, then, in this sense, are 

‘something whose origin is ‘within me’’. 

 

But because, in Williams’ words, ‘a moral incapacity ... is one with which the agent is 

identified’ it also involves, in Cordner’s words, ‘an encounter with a limit which lies 

beyond the will and which presents itself as authoritative over the will.’18  A moral 

incapacity, then, is indeed a limit; but it is not an external limit.  It is, rather, a limit of 

one’s character—which is not to say that it is a matter of one’s will, because one’s 

character is not determined (or not entirely determined) by one’s will.  Williams hopes 

thereby to have done justice to ethical requirement as ‘internal to what I find myself 

deeply to be’ while at the same time ‘lying in some sense ‘outside’ or ‘beyond’ me.’ 

 

Has he succeeded?  As a counter-example, Cordner points to an instance of moral 

‘conversion’: the kind in which a person comes to realise that what they thought was an 

‘ethical limit’ was in fact no ethical limit at all, but rather a limit of their character, and 

one which led them to an unethical stance.  The reformed racist, to take Cordner’s 

example, comes to realise that what was in fact ethically required of him was the very 

opposite of what he thought was ethically required; and yet what he thought was 

ethically required had ‘issued from deliberative reasons’ that were ‘identified with [his] 

character’—just the process that generates, in Williams’ account, ethical limits.  In other 
																																																								
16 Christopher Cordner, ‘Ethical Necessity and Internal Reasons’, in Philosophy, Vol. 76:4, October 2001, 
p. 545 
17 Cordner, ‘Ethical Necessity and Internal Reasons’, p. 546 
18 Cordner, ‘Ethical Necessity and Internal Reasons’, p. 546 
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words, ‘Williams identifies ethical limits with the limits of character as encountered in 

deliberation’; but Cordner has pointed to an example—in fact a set of examples, the set 

of all ‘moral conversions’—of the two coming apart.  

 

If Cordner is right then ethical limits, at least sometimes, must issue from somewhere 

other than deliberation on reasons identified with one’s character: ‘.. a person may come 

to have new and compelling good reasons other than via deliberation.’19  Further, it 

would seem to follow that such ‘new and compelling good reasons’ cannot be argued 

to, because engaging in an argument leading to a moral reason must involve 

deliberation, and this must itself involve, Cordner insists, ‘some existing motivation.’  

My claim is that whatever brings about the moral attitude to others that I have described 

(and I haven’t yet said anything about what this cause might be) falls into the category 

of the ‘new and compelling good reason’ that arrives ‘other than via deliberation.’ 

 

If, then, occasions of moral conversion constitute good evidence that ‘a person may 

come to have new and compelling good reasons other than via deliberation,’ then it is 

also the case that in at least some cases a ‘convincing appeal for a moral view’ need not 

necessarily be one that, in Cora Diamond’s words, ‘shows the view in question to be 

connected systematically with a rationally acceptable morality,’ and does so by 

argument. 

 

But if the realisation that ‘others matter, in a particularly moral way, to me’ is not 

something that is brought about by argument, how does it come about? 

 

Ethical necessity and obligation 

 

Neither Williams nor Cordner would deny that the ‘I must’ and the ‘one ought’ 

sometimes go together.  ‘I could not hurt a child.’  This is a very clear example of an 

ethical must; but it also quite easily gives rise to the thought that no-one should hurt a 

child.  ‘How could you do that?’ is an expression of the ‘I must’ and ‘one ought’ 

coinciding in one’s mind. 

 

																																																								
19 Cordner, ‘Ethical Necessity and Internal Reasons’, p. 556 
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On the other hand, it is certainly true that on many occasions a person who finds that 

they morally must, or cannot, do or not do a certain thing, gives no thought at all as to 

whether the imperative or prohibition applies to anyone other than themselves.  I will 

claim that this need not be seen as a case of the ‘I must’ and the ‘one ought’ coming 

apart, however: it could be a case in which the question of whether ‘one ought’ simply 

fails to arise.  It is also certainly true that many ‘I must’ situations are so completely 

personal—bound up so tightly with one’s character, role, relationships, circumstances, 

and so on—that it simply makes no sense to wonder whether anyone else, in the same 

situation, would be morally bound in the same way.  No-one is, or could be, in exactly 

the same situation; if they were, they would be identical to me; they would, in fact, be 

me.   

 

But if this experience is at all common, then it casts doubt upon the distinction between 

‘I must’ and ‘one ought’.  In such a situation, if I am morally bound, then so is my 

doppelganger.  And even though no such doppelganger exists, it remains the case that 

when I find myself in the grip of an ‘I must’ then I can know, even if I do not reflect 

upon the fact, that anyone in exactly the same situation as me in all the relevant ways 

(ie. my doppelganger, or something very close to him) is also morally bound in exactly 

the same way.  And this is no different from knowing that ‘one ought’—even if I am, in 

Cordner’s terms, the only instance of a universal ‘anyone’. 

 

Let’s take an example:  I must decide whether to put my elderly father in a nursing 

home, or bring him home, at some considerable inconvenience, to live with me.  I 

reflect and find that I simply cannot put him in a home.  I must accept the 

inconvenience and have him live with me.  Now, this seems to be a fairly typical case of 

ethical necessity, and one in which it is very plausible that I would not judge someone 

who chose a different path in relation to their father.  This would seem to be a prime 

candidate, then, for an example of the ‘I must’ and the ‘one ought’ coming apart. 

 

But really we have two choices when we attempt to say what is going on here.  We 

could try to identify the morally relevant features of the situation I find myself in, then 

imagine another person in a situation with all the same features, and then imagine that 

this person finds himself morally bound to act differently to me.  Then we could 

conclude that the ‘I must’ and the ‘one ought’ are two different, even if sometimes 
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coinciding, phenomena.  But there is an alternative, and that is to remain agnostic about 

what the morally relevant features of the situation are, and to accept the possibility that 

they may not be instantiated in any other case but mine.  If we take this course then we 

must admit that we have no way of knowing whether the ‘I must’ and the ‘one ought’ 

ever come apart. 

 

I favour this option, because there seems to me to be no good reason to assume that a 

true description of the morally relevant features of such a situation would not become 

extremely, even impossibly, fine-grained.  No-one has the exact history I have with my 

father; no-one has replicated every word and gesture that ever passed between us.  No-

one is just like me, and no-one is just like him.  Who is to say how much of that very 

rich and complex history has gone into generating the moral requirement I now find 

myself under? 

 

We can also apply this framework to situations in which the ‘I must’ and the ‘one 

ought’ appear to be very closely identified.  ‘I could never hurt a child.’  Why not?  

Let's say, because it would be a terrible betrayal of someone who ought to be able to 

trust me.  But I know that if someone else were to hurt a child, this too would be a 

terrible betrayal of a similar kind.  In this case, unlike the case with my father and the 

nursing home (which also, let’s say, involves trust and the possibility of betrayal) I feel 

confident that I can identify all the morally relevant features of the situation, and I can 

see that they are instantiated in many other instances than mine. 

 

But what is at stake between understanding the moral ‘must’ as a possibly unique 

instantiation of a general ‘ought,’ on the one hand, or understanding it as a different, if 

related, phenomenon on the other? 

 

For one thing, identifying the two makes better sense of the experience of moral 

conversion.  Cordner accepts Williams’ distinction between the ‘must’ and the ‘ought’, 

but then goes on to offer, as a counterexample to Williams’ account of the ‘must’ as 

resulting from deliberation on internal reasons, a case in which the ‘I must’ and ‘I 

ought’ very clearly coincide.  The racist’s remorse, as distinct from his conversion, is 

generated by his realisation that the moral ‘ought’ that he now knows he was always 

under, was at the very same time a ‘must’.  If this was not the case then his conversion 
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could be explained (almost explained away) in terms such as ‘I ought not to have been 

racist, but then, I didn’t know that, so I can’t really be blamed.’  The truly remorseful 

racist does not say this.  Rather, he knows he was violating a ‘must’ all along:  ‘I must 

not treat a black person as my inferior; but I did, many times.’  Conversion, on this 

picture, can be understood as a coming to realise that the ‘ought’ one always stood 

under was, as all ‘oughts’ are, at the very same time a ‘must’: it had serious personal 

implications for me, even when I did not know it. 

 

But the other reason I favour identifying the ‘I ought’ and ‘I must’ has to do with the 

pre-existing attitude that I have claimed is at work in Peter Singer’s argument and in 

other arguments like it:  ‘Others matter, in a particularly moral way, to me.’  If ‘one 

ought’ is a possible description of every ‘I must,’ (and vice versa) then every ‘ought’ 

matters, and matters to me, even if I don’t know it.  The black person mattered to the 

racist, and that is the tragedy and the reason for remorse; the starving child mattered to 

the student in Peter Singer’s class even before the class began.  Singer’s argument, 

relying on the attitude that I have described, merely revealed this mattering to the 

student.  ‘You ought to help the starving child,’ says Singer to the class.  ‘Yes, I must,’ 

agrees the student as he resolves to arrange a donation. 

 

This does not show that others’ mattering to me occurs independently of something 

else’s mattering to me.  It could be that the racist is led by argument from premises 

based on something that matters to him to conclusions involving the black person’s also 

mattering to him; it could be that the student in Singer’s class begins with certain beliefs 

about what matters and is led to believe that the starving child must, in consistency with 

these beliefs, also matter. 

 

But if Cordner is right in his critique of Williams’ account of ethical necessity, and if I 

am right in my critique of Cordners (and Williams’) distinction between ethical 

necessity and ethical obligation, then it follows that an ought (which is identical to a 

‘must’ according to my critique of Cordner) need not be generated by deliberation on 

internal reasons (according to Cordner’s critique of Williams).  It then follows that 

others’ mattering to me (which is entailed in the ‘I must’) need not be something that is 

generated by deliberation on internal reasons, and is therefore not something which 

need be established by argument. 
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But if the moral attitude is not something that is established by argument, how else may 

it be established? 

 

If not argument, then encounter 

 

I noted earlier in relation to Singer’s use of the word ‘bad’ to describe the suffering of 

others, that when something is bad it is bad for someone, and that although there is no 

mention of actual suffering people anywhere in Singer’s argument, yet they are in some 

way ‘present’ throughout.  This gives us a clue, I believe, as to how a moral attitude that 

is not established by argument may come about.  That which I know, I know either by 

reason, or by experience.  I have argued that I do not know that ‘others matter, in a 

particularly moral way, to me’ by reason.  But what might it mean to say that I know it 

by experience? 

 

An experience of another person is an encounter.  I use this word to mark the qualitative 

difference between what it is like to be in the presence of just any physical object, and 

what it is like to be in the presence of a human being.  To experience that others matter 

to me is to encounter another, or others, as mattering; and therefore as mattering to me.  

What kind of encounter can reveal another as mattering to me in a particularly moral 

way?  The question is best answered with examples.  I will offer four. 

 

1.  In his book Ethical Encounter, Christopher Cordner describes footage he observed 

of an abusive husband being arrested by police after seriously assaulting his wife.  As 

the man is led away the wife reaches out and touches him on the arm.  Susceptible 

though this is to negative interpretation, Cordner is profoundly moved.  ‘What was so 

moving in her response?’ he asks.  ‘It was the revelatory power of her response: that this 

man could be revealed to have such a value, a value or worth not dependent on his 

character or other observable qualities.’20 

 

2.  In a number of places Raimond Gaita has reflected on something he observed in a 

psychiatric hospital where he worked as a young man.  The patients, severely disabled, 

																																																								
20 Christopher Cordner, Ethical Encounter (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2001) p. 109 
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were treated very badly by some of the staff.  Other, more compassionate staff spoke of 

the patients’ ‘inalienable dignity,’ and their belief in this was reflected in their actions.  

But one day a nun turned up.  The spirit in which she approached these severely 

afflicted human beings was very different, not only from the staff who treated them 

badly, but also from those who treated them well.  The nun’s behaviour towards the 

patients, Gaita says, ‘was striking not for the virtues it expressed, or even for the good it 

achieved, but for its power to reveal the full humanity of those whose affliction had 

made their humanity invisible.’21 

 

3.  Gaita was struck in a different way by Hannah Arendt’s reporting of the trial of 

Adolf Eichmann, a senior Nazi war criminal.  Pressure was applied to Eichmann’s 

Israeli judge, Moshe Landau, to make the trial a show trial.  Landau refused, and Gaita 

interprets his refusal this way:  ‘If justice were to be done to Eichmann’s victims then 

justice had to be done to Eichmann because it was owed to him.  The court could not act 

against Eichmann in a way that would be expressive of what was owed his victims 

without such action also being expressive of what Eichmann was owed as a human 

being.’22 

 

4.  My fourth example is drawn from my own experience.  On 2 December 2005 a 

young Australian man, Van Nguyen, was executed in a Singapore prison.  On the 

morning of the execution I attended a Catholic mass offered for Van in the parish 

church that stands next to the primary school he attended as a boy.  I have since 

described that service (not flippantly) as a bit like a reverse funeral: one in which the 

death occurs at the end.  As the bells tolled that sunny morning we knew that a young 

man’s life was coming to a violent close.  It is difficult to describe what many of us felt.  

‘Outraged sadness’—an awkward formulation—perhaps comes close.  

 

R. F. Holland has remarked on ‘the difference between judgements that are of the 

highest significance for ethics and judgements that are not.’  He goes on:  ‘In the former 

case I would say that it is more a matter of registering an experience or marking an 

encounter, than passing a judgement.’23  There is no doubt that those of us in the church 

																																																								
21 Raimond Gaita, A Common Humanity (Melbourne: Text Publishing, 2000) p. 20 
22 Raimond Gaita, Good and Evil: An Absolute Conception (London: Routledge, 2004) p. 6-7 
23 Quoted in Gaita, Good and Evil, xii 
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on the morning of Van’s killing judged it to be wrong.  There is also no doubt that this 

judgement qualifies, at least in my mind (and I am after all the one making the 

judgement) as ‘of the highest significance for ethics.’  Further, it also seems to fit 

Holland’s description of this kind of judgement being ‘more a matter of registering an 

experience or marking an encounter, than passing a judgement.’  There seems to me to 

be no useful distinction between the emotional and cognitive content of my experience 

that day.  The ‘wrongness’ of what was happening was felt, and not simply thought. 

 

There are, of course, many good arguments against the death penalty.  Their soundness 

would not have been doubted by anyone in the church on the morning of Van’s death.  

Perhaps some of us were in fact there because we had been convinced by an ‘appeal for 

a moral view which showed, by argument, the view in question to be connected 

systematically with a rationally acceptable morality.’  It may be that some had been led 

by argument to believe that to support, or to fail to oppose, the death penalty was 

inconsistent with other of their already held, rationally acceptable moral beliefs, and 

that rationality demanded in this case, as it does in every case, consistency.  But no such 

description captures my own experience that day, which seems to me to be a prime 

example of the kind of experience of another human being that gives rise to the 

realisation that others can matter, in a particularly moral way, to me.  That is, it was an 

encounter.  But an encounter with what? 

 

As I reflect on that morning I am forced to acknowledge a paradox at play.  On the one 

hand, I did not know Van and had never, in the most straightforward sense of the word, 

encountered him.  It is possible that some of the people present in the church might have 

said something along the lines of ‘I feel like I know him,’ but I would not have said this.  

It’s true that we came to learn some scant details about Van Nguyen—the crime for 

which he was convicted; a detail or two about his childhood; some of the things he said 

to lawyers or family members while in prison.  But these add up to very little indeed—

much less than could be gleaned from the written biography of just about any eminent 

figure of whom we might, perhaps, claim to know something.  And the details we knew 

of Van were not only scant; they seemed to be of little or no relevance to what was 

actually going on.  I will qualify this in one respect:  Many were profoundly moved by 

the plight of Van’s mother and twin brother.  Our knowledge of this small part of the 
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wider network of relations in which Van existed, and our sense of the effect of the 

terrible event upon these people, certainly contributed to our belief in its wrongness. 

 

In one respect, then, I cannot claim to have known or encountered Van Nguyen.   But I 

find I can contrast my sense of Van with two other things.  The first is the sense of Van 

held by others who were not similarly moved by his plight.  There were many who were 

either indifferent or actively supportive of his fate.  These people had (let us suppose) 

the same facts as I had.  They knew every detail that I knew.  They may even have felt 

sorry for Van’s mother and brother, as I did.  But they felt no sense of any catastrophic 

wrongness involved in the killing of Van. 

 

The second way in which I can distinguish my sense of Van Nguyen is from my own 

sense of every other person on death row in Singapore on that day (or indeed, to this 

day).  I knew there were and are many others, and I certainly judged and now judge any 

impending executions to be wrong—just as wrong as Van’s.  But as I sat in the church 

that morning, and as I sit and reflect right now, they fail to ‘get a grip’ on me in quite 

the same way Van did. 

 

My experience of Van, then, was very different, both from my own experience of others 

in the same position, and also from the experience of Van had by people here in 

Australia who possessed the same information as I did but remained unmoved.  Given 

these distinctions, how should we understand my relation to Van Nguyen?  An obvious 

difference between my relation to Van and my relation to the others on death row is the 

availability of details, however scant.  I have already said that these seemed more or less 

irrelevant to the moral character of the event taking place.  But they did serve to situate 

Van, for me, in the world—we might say they situated him in my world.  He had a 

name; he had a place in a family; he went to a particular primary school.   

 

What has this last detail, for example, to do with the wrongness of his execution?  On 

the face of it, nothing at all.  It does not become wrong because he went to that primary 

school; it does not become wrong because he went to primary school at all.  It is not 

wrong simply because he had a family, or even because he had a name.  Change one of 

those details and no-one would have left the church that morning, satisfied that 

everything was alright after all.  To what, then, do these small details point?  They point 
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to him.  There is no other way to put it.  They draw attention to an individual who is no 

longer, for those of us in the church, contained within the category which holds all the 

others who are in a similar predicament: the category of ‘death row inmate’.  I feel very 

sorry for all the other inmates.  I am angry and appalled at their treatment by the state.  

But I do not know them.  I do not, as I write this, even know how many of them there 

currently are.  But I do know that there was, at one time, one—the singularity that is 

Van Nguyen.  And I know this in a way that is very different from the way in which I 

know there is at least one now. 

 

And yet there is an interesting double movement here.  It is my imagination, fed by the 

slightest of details, that makes Van present to me, and that draws my attention to him—

but at the very same time I encounter a resistance to such conscious imaginative 

attempts.  Let’s return to the church.  As the mass proceeds the congregation is hyper-

aware of Van Nguyen, of his reality and his situation.  We are unable to turn our minds 

away.  And yet he is dark to us.  Behind the walls of a high security prison in another 

country, when we cast our imagination towards him we are rebuffed—by the dearth of 

sensory detail, but also by the realisation that the details don’t matter all that much.  

Perhaps we try to imagine how he must be feeling.  But we don’t know how he is 

feeling.  Perhaps we imagine ourselves in a similar situation.  But we know we are not 

in a similar situation.  These attempts seem pointless, even facile.  What do we know?  

That he is there—and that is enough.  The merest details do the job of getting us to this 

point, and then they fall away.  In fact, the more real he becomes to us, the less use is 

our imagination.  As mystics sometimes report about the approach to God, the closer 

you come the darker things get. 

 

But we need to say more.  I have attempted to better understand one of the distinctions I 

have drawn—that between my sense of Van and my sense of his fellow inmates.  I have 

pointed to his singularity, his otherness; not only to us but also to all those others whose 

fate he shares, but about whom we know nothing at all.  There remains the other 

contrast, between my sense of Van and that of the unmoved observer.  We have already 

stipulated that this observer is possessed of the same facts as I am.  Let’s also assume 

that he would be quite prepared to acknowledge Van as an individual, a singularity in 

exactly the same sense as he is himself (our unmoved observer is not, for example, a 
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racist who believes that Van is somewhat interchangeable with other young men of 

Vietnamese ethnicity). 

 

The external details, then—the ‘facts’—are exactly the same.  Our responses are very 

different.  Why?  It is not enough to say that we have interpreted the facts differently.  I 

have already claimed that integral to my response to Van, the catalyst for which may 

have included my coming to know some small details of his life, was the knowledge 

that these details count for nothing when it comes to the moral magnitude of the event 

taking place.  The unmoved observer and I agree that Van is a singular human being, 

utterly irreplaceable.  No calculation has occurred which has led us to differing 

conclusions about his moral worth.  It is even possible that the unmoved observer, upon 

reflection, might assume an anti-death penalty position for any number of reasons, 

while still remaining on the whole unmoved by the plight of Van himself. 

 

In fact, the question as to why our responses differ is slightly misleading, because we 

are responding to different things.  In his essay ‘Waiting, Patience and Love’, 

Christopher Cordner draws on Kant’s distinction between the ‘determinative’ and 

‘reflective’ modes of judgement.  Determinative judgement occurs when we subsume 

individuals under already existing concepts: ‘man’, ‘criminal’, ‘young’, ‘inmate’ – or 

even, I would suggest, ‘singularity.’  Says Cordner:  ‘Here is a familiar model of 

‘objective’ knowledge, as mediated by an attitude of detachment, independent of 

feeling, and aiming at systematic or theoretical completeness.’24 

 

Reflective judgement works the other way round: the individual is given to us, and 

concepts must be found (or we might add, invented or evolved) to capture the 

individuality.  The stance of the reflective judger is one of openness and 

receptiveness—a welcoming stance.  Further, in reflective judgement ‘the very idea of 

systematic or theoretical completeness has no application’ because what is given goes 

on being given; the task of reflective judgement is endless.  Further still, ‘in reflective 

judgment the judger is placed or modified by the object as much as she judges it.’  

Cordner offers as an example the task of ‘getting to know someone ... where the task 
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involves you emotionally, indeed summons the whole of you in response; where your 

sense of yourself is at stake in a developing relationship with the other.’   

 

While ‘Kant himself relegated reflective judgment to aesthetics, outside the domains of 

knowledge and practice,’ Cordner suggests it has a much wider application.  How might 

the determinative/reflective framework help to account for the difference between my 

sense of Van Nguyen and that of the unmoved observer?  In an act of determinative 

judgement, the observer responds to Van Nguyen by subsuming him under a number of 

familiar categories.  A kind of theoretical completeness is quickly achieved as enough 

information is gleaned to know what, in broad strokes, is going on: who, primarily, is 

involved, and who may, in various ways, be affected.  The observer may approve or 

mildly disapprove of what is about to happen, but having achieved completeness in his 

judgement he can now lay Van and the entire situation aside; no further engagement is 

necessary.  (This does not have to be as callous as it sounds—none of us can respond 

profoundly and emotionally to every suffering person in the world.) 

 

Cordner suggests that despite Kant believing otherwise, the two modes of judgement 

often work together.  As I sit in the church I too employ a number of familiar concepts.  

I could not make sense of Van at all without making use of the basic categories 

according to which I think about any person.  But like the details of his childhood and 

his family these categories fade into the background once they have done their work.  In 

an act of determinative judgement I get a grip on Van; in reflective judgement I allow 

him to get a grip on me.  If this is right, the unmoved observer is in fact responding to a 

complex of concepts and categories, while I am moving beyond these to consider what 

Cordner, following Iris Murdoch, calls the ‘excess of the individual over whatever 

determinant judgment might deliver.’25  It is this, he says, which ‘marks precisely the 

reality of the human being,’ and it is my engagement with this reality that leads me to 

think of my relation to Van as a species of encounter after all, albeit a non-physical one. 

 

The determinative/reflective framework may go some way towards accounting for the 

difference between my response and that of the unmoved observer.  But there is an 

obvious question here.  What of Van is working upon me?  To what precisely am I 
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responding?  Both Cordner and Murdoch emphasise attention to the individual as a 

mark of the kind of response which Cordner calls reflective judgement and Murdoch 

calls love.  But I don’t really know anything about the individual in this case.  The only 

fact about Van that seems at all relevant as I sit in the church is his impending violent 

death.  As I wait in reflective judgement, there seems very little on which to reflect. 

 

We may be helped in answering this question if we consider Simone Weil’s apparent 

hostility to the concept of ‘human personality’ in her essay of that name.  ‘There is 

something sacred in every man,’ she says, ‘but it is not his person.  Nor yet is it the 

human personality.  It is this man; no more and no less.’26  Weil insists that the concept 

of ‘human personality’ is ill-defined and that insofar as it is defined it seems to be 

opposed to those very things which are truly valuable because they are common to all 

human beings:  ‘What is sacred in science is truth; what is sacred in art is beauty.  Truth 

and beauty are impersonal ... If a child is doing a sum and does it wrong, the mistake 

bears the stamp of his personality.  If he does the sum exactly right, his personality does 

not enter into it at all.’27 

 

Indeed, no mark of Van Nguyen’s ‘personality’ seems to be of any relevance in the face 

of the harm that is about to be done to him.  His distinctive personal traits are not what 

make him ultimately valuable or, in Weil’s words, sacred.  They do not determine my 

sense of the wrongness of his execution; in fact I do not even know what they are.   

 

However, that y does not ground or in any way bring about the value of x does not mean 

that y is not an important factor in determining an appropriate response to x.  Weil 

describes a stranger she sees on the street:  ‘If it were the human personality in him that 

was sacred to me, I could easily put out his eyes.  As a blind man he would be exactly 

as much a human personality as before.’  True enough, but she would presumably not 

offer him a pair of glasses if his main problem was that he was hard of hearing.  

Whatever the source of the sacredness of the human being per se, our response to that 

sacredness will be highly particularised.  It will be determined by circumstance, by the 
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capacities of the responder, and by the particular needs and desires (which in turn are 

determined, in part, by the personality) of the human being in question. 

 

In Saint Ignatius’ Church on the morning of December 2, 2005, the human being in 

question does not need us to learn every detail of his life.  He does not need our vague 

imaginative attempts.  Our capacities are enormously limited by time, space and power.  

What is called for, what is demanded from us (as best we can understand it) is to sit, to 

wait, to keep vigil and to pray.  When determinative judgement has done its work, the 

‘excess of the individual’, says Cordner, can ‘only be answered to by a responsiveness 

that waits upon that always-undetermined excess.  In this responsiveness, however, 

there is not the self-sufficiency of the independent transcendent rational will, but the 

open-ended, open-hearted, humble receptiveness that Murdoch calls love.’28 

 

Metaphysics and the revelatory encounter 

 

I have described a kind of encounter as revealing, pre-reflectively, that another person is 

of value—that she matters, in a particularly ‘moral’ way, to me.  I have claimed that 

part of what is revealed in this kind of encounter is that my recognition of her mattering 

is not the cause of her mattering.  That is, I do not make the other matter by recognising 

her as mattering; rather, I recognise that she just matters, and would matter whether I 

recognised it or not. 

 

Call her mattering, x.  There are a number of questions we might ask about x, including 

whether and it what ways it matters what questions we ask.  I want to distinguish a 

question that tends to the ethical, from a question that tends to the metaphysical.  The 

question that tends to the ethical is: 

 

(1)  What must we say about x? 

 

The question that tends to the metaphysical is: 

 

(2)  How may we account for x? 
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(1) tends to the ethical if we understand the ‘must’ as a moral ‘must’: as part of the 

family of ‘musts’ that includes, for example, ‘I must not betray my brother’ or ‘I must 

do something to help this suffering person’.  If we accept that the question of what it 

means to do justice to x is an ethical question, and that part of what it means to do 

justice to x is to do justice in what we say about x, then question (1) tends to the ethical.  

It is possible, on this view, to betray x by saying something inadequate or false about it. 

 

Question (2) tends to the metaphysical if it is taken to mean:  ‘How may we place x 

within a coherent understanding of the structure of reality?’ of which a sub-question 

might be ‘What must be true about the world if x obtains in it?’ 

 

How do (1) and (2) relate to one another?  The metaphysical question (2) also has an 

ethical dimension if certain ways of answering (2) are likely to affect, for better or 

worse, our answer to (1).  For example, an answer to question (2) that is based on a 

metaphysical system in which ontological priority is given, say, to measurable 

phenomena over unmeasurable phenomena, may tend to undermine our ability to do 

justice in what we can say about x, thus adversely affecting our answer to (1). 

 

If it is possible that certain metaphysical claims fail to cohere with an adequate response 

to x, then reflecting on x may have both negative and positive implications for 

metaphysics: negative, in that certain metaphysical pictures of the world will be ruled 

out by taking x seriously; and positive if, given x, some metaphysical claims might be 

shown to be true, or at least well-supported.  Question (2), then, can be divided into two 

further questions: 

 

(2a)  What metaphysical claims are ruled out by x? 

 

(2b)  What metaphysical picture best accounts for a world in which x obtains? 

 

For the purposes of politics (2b) may be bracketed, as it may accommodate rival 

answers that are nonetheless equally invulnerable to (2a).  (2b) remains an important 

question insofar as metaphysical concerns are intrinsically important (which may, I 

suppose, be debated, but I won’t do so here).  
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(2a), on the other hand, is, in part, a political question.  This is because if the above is 

correct, then a metaphysical claim that tends to undermine the real, non-subjectively 

determined mattering of others will also tend to undermine the possibility of a politics 

shaped by this mattering. 

 

If the above is correct then questions (1) and (2a) both have metaphysical implications; 

and they both also have political implications.  We cannot, for political purposes, 

simply bracket all metaphysical considerations in relation to the mattering of others; but 

nor are we therefore forced to base our politics on some particular metaphysical account 

or other. 

 

Christopher Cordner’s recent critique of Raimond Gaita’s presentation of the experience 

he (Gaita) had as a young man working in a psychiatric hospital illustrates the political 

and metaphysical stakes involved in discussing and reflecting upon the kind of 

encounter that reveals, pre-reflectively, that another person matters. 

 

Gaita observed a nun interacting with some severely disabled patients, and her 

behaviour revealed to Gaita that the patients were, in his words, ‘fully our equals’.  

Cordner finds ‘the range of terms Rai uses in speaking to his experience’ puzzling.  He 

raises the possibility that ‘no account of ethics can or could make fully intelligible what 

the nun revealed’; but questions in particular the claim that the patients were revealed as 

‘fully our equals’.29  

 

In what follows I want to suggest (a) that there is a political (and therefore ethical) 

imperative to speak about such experiences and what they reveal (which is different 

from ‘making them fully intelligible’), and (b) that the characterisation of the patients as 

‘fully our equals’ in the light of the nun’s love may be justified and may also, if 

understood in a certain way, help us to better understand an important liberal political 

concept. 
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First, (a).  Cordner notes of the nun’s response to her patients:  ‘I do not see her as 

needing any of Rai’s formulations to make sense of her response or to hold it in place, 

any more than she needs the concepts of inalienable dignity and so on. (Indeed I’m 

tempted to think the purity and simplicity of her response is tied to her not needing 

those formulations.)’  We may grant this, but a question remains:  In relation to the 

‘purity and simplicity’ of the nun’s response, are these formulations (or any 

formulations) merely idle, or actively malign? 

 

If they are malign, they should be rejected.  If they are merely idle, we might wonder 

whether we need the formulations, even if she does not.  Cordner notes that Gaita ‘does 

seem to be trying to say what it is that the love has revealed, even if it is only after an 

encounter with the love that one might make the attempt to say it ... And that ‘trying to 

say’ is not evidently in a wholly different territory from ‘undertaking to make the fruit 

of love’s work more secure to reason’—or at least from its cousin, viz.: undertaking to 

make it more accessible to discursive understanding, to conceptually articulate thought.’ 

 

But I would like to distinguish a little more sharply between these ‘cousins’.  Let’s for 

the moment understand ‘reason’, ‘discursive understanding’ and ‘conceptually articulate 

thought’ as different names for roughly the same thing.  The difference I want to point 

to is between ‘making secure’ to reason, and ‘making accessible’ to reason. 

 

There are many things I can access that I can’t secure—books at a public library, for 

example.  But is every attempt by reason to access what is revealed by love also an 

attempt to secure to reason that which is revealed?  If we are trying to say what might 

be the purpose and validity of ‘trying to say’ something about what love reveals, it 

seems to me that an important prior question is:  Is reason competent to approach that 

which lies beyond it?  And if so, in what ways may reason approach such an object?  

There are two ways in which the first question might be answered in the negative.  The 

first is to deny that anything meaningful could lie beyond reason.  The second is to 

insist that that which lies beyond reason ought to be left alone by reason—one possible 

interpretation of Wittgenstein’s ‘what we cannot speak of, we should pass over in 

silence.’ 
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But there is a way of answering the first question in the positive, and it leads directly 

into the second question about how reason may approach what lies beyond it.  Behind 

the denial that reason may approach what is revealed by love (that is, may approach x) 

is a concern that to speak inadequately about x is to undermine it.  If x is beyond the 

grasp of reason then any attempt to speak about it is likely to be inadequate.  But if 

politics is to be shaped by what is revealed by love then it must be spoken about—

indeed, it must at certain times be spoken about in a precise and applicable way. 

 

Is there a way through this impasse?  There may be, if it is the same kind of impasse as 

that faced by a theology that understands God and the experience of God as being, on 

the one hand, beyond the grasp of reason and yet as demanding, on the other, some 

attempt at articulation.  The solution here is to understand talk about God as analogical 

(when it is not false): that is, true to a degree, but inadequate to a much larger degree. 

 

x is not God; but there may be ways of understanding talk about x as analogical in 

intent.  Take the concept of ‘equality’, as it is used by Gaita and questioned by Cordner.  

Cordner says that talk of equality ‘seems to imply that Rai starts and ends with an 

unproblematic sense of ‘our’ value, and those patients are then recognized by him to 

measure up to that standard.’  Certainly that is one way we might use the word 

‘equality’, and in political discourse perhaps it is the main one.  But there are other 

ways of using the word.  A boxer after a bout might admit:  ‘This opponent of mine is 

fully my equal.’  This is not a mathematical claim.  It needn’t come with any sense of 

the boxer’s own value or ability; thought of his own ability needn’t enter into it at all.  

The statement is, so to speak, an expression of a ‘lived’ equality: the boxer has 

experienced, literally in his body, that he is well-matched.  This is not a calculation, it is 

a discovery. 

 

Gaita’s recognition that the patients are ‘fully our equals’ might be understood in a 

similar way.  He ‘met’ their equality; he didn’t deduce it.  It need not have been the case 

that Gaita had an ‘unproblematic sense of our value’ against which the patients were 

seen to measure up, any more than the boxer must be assumed to have measured his and 

his opponent’s abilities against a third, objective standard. 
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Cordner notes, in relation to the other-focusedness of Gaita’s experience, that ‘so far as 

the orientation is to how he finds himself moved to do all he can to respond ‘that way’, 

as he (Rai) puts it, where ‘that’ way is the nun’s way, the movement is away from him 

into the possible modes of his embodied (tender, gentle) responses to these and others 

like them.’  If my reading is correct, Gaita’s experience of the equality of the patients 

was an embodied experience in both directions: not only were his potential tender and 

gentle responses to the patients necessarily embodied responses, but his initial 

experience of the patients being fully equal to him was also an irreducibly embodied 

experience. 

 

Understanding Gaita’s recognition of the equality of the patients in this way might also 

help explicate his other observation that although he and the doctors at the hospital had 

professed the patients’ equality, the nun’s behaviour showed him that they hadn’t really 

believed it.  On this reading, the doctors were using the term ‘equality’ in one sense—

the same sense as it is used in liberal politics, to denote mathematical evenness—but 

after his experience, Gaita came to see that it had a deeper, more important meaning. 

 

If this reading is valid it has an important implication for politics.  Cordner notes:  ‘If 

we were to speak in terms of ‘equality’ here, it would seem that the conviction of those 

patients’ equality with us also transforms the sense of our equality with one another. I 

don't mean that this sense then disappears, but that it is reconfigured along the lines of 

the sense of equality of those patients with ‘us’.’  Precisely so.  The deepening of the 

concept, brought about for Gaita and many of his readers through his observation of the 

nun and his subsequent reflections on her behaviour, can then inform our use of it, and 

our lived experience of it, in other contexts, including the political. 

 

Anything but argument? 

 

To briefly summarise:  I have claimed that Singer’s argument about global poverty, and 

others like it, rely on a pre-existing attitude to others as mattering, in a particularly 

moral way, to me.  Where Onora O’Neill claims that moral philosophy, if it is ‘to 

convince those whose hearts do not already so incline them,’ must ‘reach beyond 

assertion to argument,’ I have insisted that moral arguments of the kind Singer is 



	 48	

making, if they have convinced anyone, must have reached those whose hearts do in 

fact already so incline them; that is, who possess the attitude I have described. 

 

I have further claimed that this attitude is not acquired via argument, but by experience; 

and that an experience of another person is best described as an encounter.  I have 

offered a number of examples of encounters that give rise, in different ways, to the 

recognition that others matter, and I have analysed one of these encounters within the 

framework of Cordner’s (modifying Kant’s) distinction between determinative and 

reflective judgements. 

 

What follows from this?  There are implications for the role of emotion in moral 

philosophy.  Just as O’Neill thinks that moral philosophy is largely ineffective until we 

put aside assertion for argument, Peter Singer thinks it is misguided until we put aside 

feelings for reason: 

 

‘In thinking about [the morality of infanticide] we should put aside feelings 

based on the small, helpless, and—sometimes—cute appearance of human 

infants.  To think that the lives of infants are of special value because infants 

are small and cute is on a par with thinking that a baby seal, with its soft white 

fur and large round eyes deserves greater protection than a gorilla, who lacks 

these attributes.  Nor can the helplessness or the innocence of the infant Homo 

Sapiens be a grounds for preferring it to the equally helpless and innocent fetal 

Homo Sapiens, or, for that matter, to laboratory rats who are ‘innocent’ in 

exactly the same sense as the human infant, and, in view of the experimenter’s 

power over them, almost as helpless.  If we can put aside these emotionally 

moving but strictly irrelevant aspects of the killing of a baby we can see that 

the grounds for not killing persons do not apply to newborn infants.’30 

 

I have argued that we come to recognise that others matter in encounter.  But if I am 

right then Singer’s claim—that the emotional responses that such encounters give rise to 

are irrelevant to moral value judgements—is in tension with the attitude that I have 

claimed lies behind the acceptance of his arguments.  To put it in another, more Kantian 

																																																								
30 Singer, Practical Ethics, p. 170 
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way, ‘putting aside feelings’ in moral reasoning means restricting oneself to 

determinative judgements, while the kind of judgement involved in encounter, and 

therefore required to establish the attitude on which moral reasoning relies, is reflective 

judgement.  If this is right, then Singer’s arguments about global poverty will not 

convince anyone who has truly taken to heart the warnings about the role of emotion in 

moral argument that buttress his arguments about infanticide. 

 

On the picture I have sketched, Cora Diamond’s view that moral development ‘depends 

on our coming to attend to the world and what is in it, in a way that will involve the 

exercise of all our faculties; and religion, poetry and science, if uncontaminated by self-

indulgent fantasy, are the most important modes of thought leading to that kind of 

attentive, imaginative response to the world’31 looks less like one possible way to 

understand moral development, and more like the best way—perhaps even the only 

way. 

  

																																																								
31 Diamond, ‘Anything But Argument’, p. 29 
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Chapter Two—Love and Morality 
 

I have argued that the attitude that underlies our moral responses is a result of 

experience rather than argument; that the mattering of others is encountered, not 

concluded.  I have said that the mattering of others includes the mattering of the distant, 

invisible, silent and suffering other, and that this realisation can also be thought of as 

brought about by encounter.  Argument is not where morality starts, because argument 

can only involve deriving the mattering of others from the mattering of something else 

that matters.  In many attempts to ground morality in reason and argument, this 

‘something else’ is the self.  If I want to situate the source of moral awareness 

somewhere other than the realm of reason and argument (while not denying that these 

have an important place in our moral lives) I will need to say something about where 

that might be.  I now want to begin to associate morality with a family of human 

experiences that includes religion, art and—what will be the focus of this chapter—

love. 

 

J. David Velleman offers a way of thinking about love as emerging from, or as an 

extension of, the moral attitude to others that Kant calls respect.  I affirm the effort to 

associate love and morality, but resist Velleman’s particular way of doing it.  One 

reason I do so is that the self remains at the centre of Velleman’s account in a way that I 

claim does not do justice to either our moral, or our loving, experiences.  Rather than 

agree that love is like morality because it too can be understood as emerging from the 

valuing of one’s rational nature, I claim that love is like morality because, in fact, 

morality is more like love than it is like enlightened self-interest.  If this is right then 

politics, if it is to be informed by our moral experience, cannot understand itself as 

merely dealing with the failure or absence of love between members of the political 

community; rather, it must make room for the role love and related human experiences 

play in forming the members of the community, and in shaping the way in which we 

understand one another. 

 

None of this is to deny the valuing of self, or the reality of conflict and violence and the 

need for politics to mitigate these.  Rather, I will suggest later that politics should allow 
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what is learned in love and related phenomena to inform its understanding of what it 

means to be a human being, rather than bracketing this question for political purposes. 

 

* 

 

There are two related reasons why we might want to explore the relationship between 

morality and love.  The first is a dissatisfaction with the starting point of moral theories 

that begin with some fact about the self: that the self is rational, or that it forms 

preferences, and so on.  These go on to show why, given these facts about the self, we 

should act in certain ways towards others—ways we then consider ‘moral’ or ‘ethical’.  

But a concern with this approach is that if we start with the self we may fail to capture 

just what it is that makes morality mysterious and therefore interesting: that while being 

deeply important to me it’s not primarily about me at all.   

 

In this thought lies a second reason for examining the relationship between love and 

morality.  Morality involves my finding that others matter to me in a particular way; 

love also involves my finding that another matters to me in a particular way.  Might 

there be a relationship between the two?  Here I will examine J. David Velleman’s 

attempt to establish just such a relationship.  I will raise some questions about 

Velleman’s account, and turn to Joseph Pieper’s work on the relationship between love 

and ‘being’ in order to suggest that there might be a different way to Velleman’s of 

understanding the true object of love—what it is that we are loving when we love.  This 

leads me to sketch a different account of the relationship between love and morality.  

Finally, I will point to Iris Murdoch as providing an example of this alternate approach 

at work.   

 

‘Love’ 

 

We say we ‘love’ a variety of things: nature, God, other people, romantic partners, our 

children, whiskey.  There is the settled love of an old married couple, and the intensely 

passionate love of Romeo for Juliet.  Sometimes lovers say things like:  ‘When she 

died, part of me died too.’32  Is this merely a figure of speech?  To assume so begs the 

																																																								
32 Barry Jones, A Thinking Reed (Crows Nest: Allen and Unwin, 2007) p. 547 
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question in favour of an atomistic conception of the human individual—the very 

conception that often lies in the background of the moral theories I am resisting here.   

 

Love also plays a part in stories like the one cited by Raimond Gaita about an 

experience Primo Levi had in Auschwitz.  Lakmaker, a fellow prisoner of Levi’s, was a 

young man in a state of utter degradation—weakened by typhus and scarlet fever (and 

therefore highly infectious), covered in bedsores, too weak to reach the latrine and so 

covered in his own filth.  Charles was another inmate.  One night Levi observed Charles 

rescuing the fallen Lakmaker from the floor of the hut: lifting him, cleaning him and 

returning him to his bed.  On reading Levi’s account of this action Gaita is struck ‘less 

by the fact that Charles risked his own life’ and more by the ‘spirit’ in which he acted 

when, in Levi’s words, ‘he lifted Lakmaker from the ground with the tenderness of a 

mother.’33  This is, of course, the language of love.  To understand the sentence at all is 

to know something—whether from first-, second- or third-personal experience—of 

motherly love and its typical physical expression.  Levi reaches for this kind of 

language in order to capture the character—or to use Raimond Gaita’s word, the 

spirit—of Charles’s response to Lakmaker.   

 

But of what relevance is this ‘spirit’?  Lakmaker needed a certain thing done; Charles 

did it.  What does it matter whether he did it with the tenderness of a mother or the cool 

efficiency of a hospital orderly?  Certainly the tenderness is a nice touch.  But 

Lakmaker was dying in a concentration camp.  There is a hierarchy of needs.  Where 

does the real ethical import of Charles’s action lie?  It may be true that we need the 

language of love to describe what Charles did and how he did it, but it is not 

immediately clear that we need it to describe why what he did was right, good, or 

otherwise morally praiseworthy.  Gaita claims that:  ‘Charles’s vital responsiveness to 

Lakmaker’s need is inconsistent with the spiritual deadness that Kant believed to be no 

impediment to undiminished moral responsiveness.’34   It is ‘in that tenderness that 

Charles revealed Lakmaker to be someone precious.’35  If the love in which Charles 

acted is inextricable from the moral goodness of what he did, then we are already on the 

way to perceiving a link between love and morality. 

																																																								
33 Gaita, Good and Evil, p. xvi 
34 ibid., p. xx 
35 ibid., p. xx, my italics 
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Appraisal and Bestowal 

 

In a geneologically-informed account of love, Irving Singer describes the oscillation, 

and perhaps tension, between ways of understanding love as a kind of appraisal, and 

ways of understanding love as a kind of bestowal.  That is, on the one hand it might 

seem that we love someone because we have recognised them as being in some way 

valuable (beautiful, or good, or kind, etc.), or it might seem that in loving someone we 

bestow a kind of value upon them. 

 

Singer thinks that love involves both appraisal and bestowal.  ‘Through appraisal others 

matter to us and affect our emotions because of benefits we hope to derive from 

association with them.’36  A description of appraisal love in mythological terms comes 

from Aristophones in the Symposium.  Primordially split in two, humans are halves 

looking to be made whole:  ‘When a person meets the half that is his very own ... the 

two are struck from their senses by love, by a sense of belonging to one another.’37  But, 

says Singer, when love is bestowed upon another ‘value is being created over and 

beyond the goods that we discern through individual or objective appraisal.’  But we 

can’t have the former without the latter:  ‘Though bestowal occurs spontaneously and in 

ways that may be unpredictable, it is always generated and accompanied by appraisive 

conditions within our affective nature.’38 

 

Singer is right to want to capture these two aspects of love.  Without appraisal, love 

would be arbitrary and its genesis would have nothing to do with its object—in fact, any 

old object would do; but without bestowal love would do nothing to or for the beloved.  

Appraisal and bestowal would seem to be necessary elements of love; but are they 

sufficient? 

 

In order to see whether there is anything further required in order to describe love 

accurately we might begin by examining Singer’s characterisation of the way appraisal 

works in love.  Singer says that ‘through appraisal others matter to us and affect our 

																																																								
36 Irving Singer, The Pursuit of Love (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press: 1994) p. 2 
37 Plato, Symposium, in C.D.C. Reeve, Plato on Love (Indianapolis: Hackett Pub. Co.: 2006) p. 49 
38 Singer, The Pursuit of Love, p. 140 
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emotions because of benefits we hope to derive from association with them.’  Though it 

is hard to deny that certain ‘benefits’ derive from love, this description seems to owe 

more to what goes on in a market than to the kind of valuing done by, for example, the 

lover of nature, or of another human being, or of God.  No transaction in a marketplace 

is unconditional and nor, for Singer, is any loving relationship:  ‘Appraisal belongs to 

love when it is conjoined with, and awakens, bestowals of value that transcend 

appraisiveness alone.  Each occurrence of appraisal provides a causal and constituent 

influence upon love’s total experience.  Far from being unconditional, love is an 

intricate network of conditions that we use to fabricate new ways of profiting from one 

another.’39 

 

‘Profiting’ is an unfortunate word here.  To profit generally means to get more out of an 

arrangement than you put in.  This would seem to rule out not only unconditional love, 

but sacrificial love of any kind.  If love always involves the potential for ‘profiting from 

one another’ then whatever I sacrifice for my beloved—even life itself—my potential 

gain must be greater than what I give up.  This is not sacrifice, but investment. 

 

Can we mutually profit?  Presumably this is what Singer means.  He has of course told 

us that thanks to the bestowal that goes on in love ‘value is created over and beyond the 

goods that we discern through individual or objective appraisal.’  But he has also told us 

that bestowal-love cannot exist without appraisal.  So it is a condition of my loving (and 

therefore of my bestowing value upon the beloved) that I can, prior to my loving, see 

the potential for profit.  The ‘profit’ in question, though, cannot be the ‘over and 

beyond’ value which bestowal might create, for how can I appraise it before it is 

created?  Nor is there any guarantee that it will be created.  Bestowal ‘occurs 

spontaneously and in ways that may be unpredictable’.  So it remains that before love 

grows and value is bestowed, I must appraise my beloved as a source of ‘benefits’ to 

me.  To borrow the medieval terminology of causation, Singer has made the self and its 

desires both love’s motive cause and love’s final cause.  The lover desires to love 

because she wants or needs something; she appraises another as a likely supplier of that 

thing; and then she loves the other in order to get that thing.  Bestowal occurs, and 

added value may (‘spontaneously and in ways that may be unpredictable’) be created. 

																																																								
39 Singer, The Pursuit of Love, p. 142 
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Now, to resist this description is not to deny that love fulfills a need.  Nor is it to 

suggest that a love that is the result of an intentional ‘search for love’ is not a real love.  

Rather, it is to insist that the final cause of love—if not its motive cause—must be the 

beloved herself.  No matter what I want from love, insofar as I actually do love I must 

love my beloved in her own right, and not for what I receive from her.  Love must be 

unconditional in this sense: that in its purest form (and we are speaking about an ideal 

here) all conditions fall away.  The metaphor (if that is all it is) of profit then becomes 

doubly inappropriate: not only do I not wish to profit from my beloved, but the idea of 

measurement—of a ledger against which we could in principle tally up what I gain and 

what I lose—becomes meaningless in the face of something that is incommensurable 

against anything else: my beloved herself. 

 

Love, Respect and Morality 

 

J. David Velleman offers another account of the place of the self in love.  His ‘Love as a 

Moral Emotion’ is an attempt to understand the link between love and morality, and to 

do so within a Kantian framework. Velleman seeks to relate love to Kant’s sovereign 

moral concept: respect.  He sets out to correct those who understand the ultimate object 

of Kantian reverence or respect as being the universal law.  ‘Reverence for the law, 

which has struck so many as making Kantian ethics impersonal, is in fact an attitude 

towards the person.’  Respect is an ‘arrested awareness’ of a person’s value, or dignity, 

as a rational being, and this leads Velleman to wonder ‘how Kantian reverence might 

resemble another moral attitude toward the person, the attitude of love.’40   

 

Velleman opposes philosophers who see love as ‘a syndrome of motives—primarily 

desires to act upon, or interact with, the beloved.’41  Love, he claims, is not desire, first 

and foremost, but rather a respect-like arrested awareness—except that where respect 

arrests one’s tendencies to self-love, love arrests one’s tendencies to emotional self-

protection.  Love, that is, involves vulnerability. 

 

																																																								
40 Velleman, ‘Love as a Moral Emotion’, p. 348 
41 ibid., p. 352 
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Velleman claims that not only does his account show that love does not conflict with 

morality, but also that it answers to our desire, when loved, to be loved ‘for ourselves,’ 

and not for various contingent qualities about us.  On the Kantian view we have a true 

self: a rational nature, inviolate, which is an object of reverence, both in ourselves and 

in others.  Love is a moral emotion because, like respect, it is a rationally grounded 

response to another instance of rational being—a rational nature like our own.  There 

are several places where I want to resist Velleman’s analysis, and I will begin with the 

distinction he draws between appreciation and desire.      

 

Love as awareness plus vulnerability 

 

Velleman is right that an analysis purely in terms of desire and aim cannot capture all 

that is important about love.  Love involves, as he puts it, ‘arrested awareness,’ and in 

this it is a bit like Kantian respect.  That is, love is an appreciation of the beloved, 

whatever else it might be.  But it is too much to say that ‘love is essentially an attitude 

toward the beloved himself but not toward any result at all.’42  In opposing various 

purely conative analyses of love Velleman has overcorrected.  It is not the case that if 

my love for another is not a desire to be with her, or to do certain things for her, then it 

is not really a desire at all.  There are two ways we could show this.  One is to question 

whether desire must always be future-oriented; and with Joseph Pieper’s help I will do 

this below.  The other is to insist that the appreciation/desire distinction is not either/or; 

that appreciation itself is conative. 

 

We can see this, not only in the valuing which is love, but also in, for example, aesthetic 

valuing.  To appreciate a work of art involves a number of desires: the desire to spend 

time before it, to see it preserved and protected, and to see it properly appreciated by 

others.  It is not too much to say that true appreciation of a work of art involves a desire 

for its good; if this seems like a stretch we might imagine our reaction to seeing a 

painting we truly value being lunged at by a vandal with a knife.  The desire involved in 

aesthetic appreciation may in many cases be a very low level desire, but it is desire all 

the same.  It seems to me impossible to conceive of a person truly appreciating a great 

work of art without experiencing various desires in relation to it. 

																																																								
42 Velleman, ‘Love as a Moral Emotion’ p. 354 
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Now, Velleman is right to point out that love need not involve a desire to benefit the 

beloved: ‘someone whose love was a bundle of these urges [to benefit] ... would be an 

interfering, ingratiating nightmare.’43  This is true—which is why it is fortunate that 

desire need not always motivate action.  Motivation to action is a contingent, if 

common, effect of desire.  Desire motivates action where action is perceived to 

potentially fulfil desire.  I may strongly desire to visit the moon without ever once 

acting on that desire.  Love involves desire for the good of the beloved.  It does not 

necessarily desire to do the good, but that the good be done.  Often the lover will be in a 

position to play a role in achieving this good, in which case desire does motivate action; 

but love goes wrong in the ways Velleman describes when the lover mistakenly thinks 

he is in a position to contribute to the good of his beloved, and acts accordingly. 

 

When Velleman says that ‘love is essentially an attitude toward the beloved himself but 

not toward any result at all,’ what he ought to say is ‘any particular result at all.’  He 

speaks of the possibility of having an object but no aim when he should say no 

determinate aim.  Love cannot be thought of as being directed to a person as an end in 

herself without at the same time desiring her good, even if the content of that desire is 

vague; I can passionately desire someone’s good without having the slightest idea in 

what that good consists. 

 

Nor is it clear, incidentally, that appreciation always precedes desire in love.  A love is 

perfectly conceivable which begins as desire—a desire to love someone, to seek the 

good of another and to possibly play a part in realising that good—and which becomes 

love when it finds an object, and grows into an appreciation of that object’s value.  Both 

appreciation without desire, and the reverse of this, are incomplete forms of love.  Love 

is both appreciative and conative; it need not be reduced to one or the other.  It is not 

correct, then, to characterise desire as a contingent effect of certain loves at certain 

times.  It is an essential part of all loves, even though (in fact, because) love is 

essentially an arrested awareness, or appreciation.  But if this is right then it raises some 

questions for Velleman’s explanation of the difference between respect and love. 
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Both consist, for Velleman, of ‘arrested awareness,’ and they are distinguished by what 

is in each case being arrested.  In respect, it is one’s ‘self-love.’  In love, it is one’s 

‘tendencies towards emotional self-protection.’  Love, then, is awareness plus 

vulnerability.  But if, as I have suggested, love essentially involves desire and not just 

appreciation (because there is no such thing as appreciation without desire), then so too 

does respect, which is also a kind of appreciation.  Further, I want to claim that the 

desire involved in respect involves vulnerability in exactly Velleman’s sense.  Again, 

we can fruitfully compare the valuing that is love to aesthetics.  To appreciate a piece of 

music is to be vulnerable to it: to its emotional power, to its claim to be preserved and 

promoted, and so on.  And again, this may be a very low level of vulnerability, but it is 

vulnerability all the same. 

 

The vulnerability involved in respect (and love) is much more extreme than the 

vulnerability involved in aesthetic appreciation, because it is an extension of our own 

individual vulnerability as humans in an often hostile world.  We were always 

vulnerable to what might happen to us, and now we are also vulnerable to what might 

happen to him.  If I am entirely emotionally unaffected by a great harm done to another, 

can I really be said to have been arrested by an awareness of the other’s value?  

According to Gaita, Kant thinks that ‘spiritual deadness’ is ‘no impediment to 

undiminished moral responsiveness’.  If we don’t agree with Kant on that, then we must 

acknowledge that there is vulnerability involved in respect, as well as in love.  But that 

means that vulnerability cannot be the thing that distinguishes love from respect.  

Velleman is driven to distinguish between the two because on the Kantian picture 

respect is ideally universal, while love cannot be.  Velleman wants to ‘rethink the 

partiality of love,’ but not get rid of it:  ‘The Kantian view is that respect is a mode of 

valuation that the very capacity for valuation must pay to instances of itself.  My view is 

that love is a mode of valuation that this capacity may also pay to instances of itself.’44  

In what follows I will suggest that there is no rationally demanded ‘must’ about respect, 

and no necessary partiality about love. 

 

The real object of love 
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Velleman refers to a poem by Yeats in which a young woman says she wants to be 

loved for herself, and not for her yellow hair.45  How should we understand this?  For 

Velleman, it is a desire to be loved for her ‘true self,’ and not for her contingent 

qualities.  But I believe this analysis carries an unjustified Kantian assumption.  The 

girl’s desire can, I think, plausibly be explained as simply a desire to be loved, 

combined with an awareness that there is no such thing as being loved for one’s yellow 

hair.  She knows that yellow hair is just not the kind of thing for which one can be 

loved.  She does not worry that she is loved for the wrong reasons; she worries that she 

is not loved at all.  According to this analysis, to say ‘I want to be loved for myself’ is 

just to say ‘I want to be loved.’  The girl’s statement need not carry any metaphysical 

assumptions other than that there is more to a person than their hair.  Velleman is 

making Yeats’s Anne Gregory a Kantian, complete with an implicit awareness of the 

noumenal/phenomenal distinction. 

 

For Kant, the true self lies beneath, or outside, or beyond, any number of contingent 

properties.  The true self must be located in the noumenal realm, to avoid being caught 

up in the determinism of the phenomenal realm; that is, to maintain freedom.  For Kant, 

a person essentially is their rational capacity, and so if love is for the person then it must 

be for this.  The object of love for Velleman, then, is the ‘rational nature’; the ‘capacity 

of valuation’; the ‘core of reflective concern.’46 

 

Velleman’s picture of love is powerful, in part because it looks like it might help 

account for the seemingly paradoxical combination of fellowship and alterity in human 

relations.  We seem to have something in common with our beloved—they are ‘another 

heart’—and yet they are also radically other than us.  Velleman’s solution: the other is 

not me, but at the same time she is another instance of the underlying rationality which 

is me.  Velleman’s picture purports to show that we are indeed the same, in one sense, 

as our lover (we are responding to another instance of our own rational nature), which 

explains our fellowship, and yet we can’t be identified or even compared with one 

another (which takes care of the alterity problem) because we each have a ‘dignity’ and 

not a ‘price’.  We know that the other has a dignity rather than a price because the value 
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we find we must attribute to the other imposes constraints on us which ‘include a ban on 

subjecting him to comparisons.’47 

 

But this seems to contain a strange tension, if not an outright contradiction.  On the 

Kantian picture, my valuing of another rational nature presupposes my valuing of my 

own rational nature.  To respect another is to experience an arrested awareness of the 

presence of another instance of the rational nature which is me.  Now, to identify an 

instance of a thing is to have compared and equated that instance with another instance 

of that thing.  So it seems that an experience which by definition is the comparison and 

finding equivalent of the other with the self—that is, an encounter with a rational 

other—at the same time forbids comparison or equivalence of the other with the self.  

This seems contradictory.  How else, though, to explain this strange combination of 

what I am calling fellowship and alterity? 

 

Love, respect, and rationality 

 

Kant grounds all moral valuing in the valuing of self.  For Velleman, respect and love 

(both moral valuations) are both grounded in the self’s reflection on its own capacity for 

reflection (or more exactly, its own capacity to act in accordance with a universalisable 

law), and its consequent valuing of that capacity, which then extends to valuing the 

same capacity in another.  ‘The Kantian view is that respect is a mode of valuation that 

the very capacity for valuation must pay to instances of itself.  My view is that love is a 

mode of valuation that this capacity may also pay to instances of itself.’48  The 

normativity of the ‘must’ here rests on the possibility of rational error; and the non-

compulsory character of the ‘may’ rests on human limits to our capacity for making 

ourselves vulnerable.  The failure of respect—that is, all moral failure—is rational 

failure; and it would seem that for Velleman the failure of love only has moral 

significance insofar as it violates respect.  Love, then, is a moral emotion in that it is an 

optional extension of the moral, non-loving, response.  It does not conflict with morality 

because it is, like morality, a perfectly rational response to another. 
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What’s wrong with this picture?  The problem lies partly in the failure of love 

(conceived in this way) to dislodge the autonomous, rational self from its position at the 

centre of its world. Velleman’s earlier reluctance to define love in terms of desire may 

spring from the thought that desire involves a need or a lack—we might again 

remember Aristophones’ picture of erotic love in Plato’s Symposium—which sits 

uneasily with the Kantian picture of the rational, autonomous self.  For Kant, while the 

self may be in need of others in the determinate, phenomenal realm (to conceive and 

rear it), it maintains a certain self-sufficiency in the realm of freedom—the noumenal.  I 

have already argued that desire is essential to love (though not the whole story).  I want 

to claim now that this desire does indeed involve a lack; in fact, a radical de-centering 

of the self; a surrendering of self-sufficiency (or perhaps a revelation of an already 

existing insufficiency, or both), and a new, or newly discovered, need to orient oneself 

around a new and unfamiliar centre—the beloved.  In love, I am claiming, the 

autonomous self is placed into question. 

 

The vulnerability involved in love as I am conceiving it here is more than just 

emotional; it is almost existential.  The beloved assumes, for the lover, a place he once 

held himself; that is, the place of ultimate concern.  But the self is not annihilated: in 

reciprocal love, the lover is also the beloved, and as beloved finds himself re-created by 

his lover.  The self, thus conceived, is a product continually remade in love.  As we 

have seen, lovers say things like:  ‘When she died, part of me died too.’  On this picture, 

what they say is true.  To work out how this happens is beyond my purposes here; I am 

interested here in exploring the consequences for the question of the relationship 

between love and respect if something like this does happen.   

 

To sum up briefly what has gone so far: for me as well as for Velleman, love is an 

awareness of value.  But I claim that awareness of value involves a desire for the good 

of the thing valued.  Desire has often been understood as indicating a lack in the desirer.  

Lack sits uncomfortably with autonomy.  At the same time, I have suggested, the 

alterity we find in the beloved is compromised by a self-centered, Kantian account, and 

is better accommodated by an account which accepts the lack, displaces the self, and 

sees the self as formed (or re-formed) by love.   
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But if Velleman’s account compromises alterity, does mine compromise fellowship?  

What of the sense that we are, in Velleman’s words, ‘not alone’?  If love, while being 

an awareness of value, is not best understood as an awareness of another instance of the 

self, then from where does fellowship arise?  On my picture, it is an effect of love itself.  

I am one with my beloved because we are both products of the same love.  We 

experience fellowship, not because we have each discovered another instance of our 

already existing selves, but because in loving one another we are in fact making one 

another—we are who we are because of the love between us.  If this picture of love 

seems at all plausible, it might nonetheless seem to be an account only of certain 

extremely intense loves: the pure, passionate, overwhelming kinds.  It might seem to be 

about the kind of ‘blind, romantic love’ involving ‘overvaluation and transference’ that 

Velleman says he does not want to claim ‘has any special kinship with morality.’49  I 

have two things to say in response to this: 

 

First, I worry about any account of love that wants to exclude the kind of thing going on 

between Romeo and Juliet.  Velleman’s ‘love between close adult friends and relations’ 

which has ‘outgrown the effects of overvaluation and transference’ seems very limited, 

excluding not only the star-crossed lovers but also the kind of ‘saintly’ love that 

Raimond Gaita celebrates as teaching us much—perhaps everything we can know—

about the absolute value of others. 

 

Second, it is true that I am describing an ideal.  Love, like any human activity, 

approximates its ideal to varying degrees.  I claim that insofar as we love and are loved, 

we are re-formed and re-created.  And this helps me answer another question about the 

picture I have drawn.  I have been talking mainly about reciprocal love, and yet I have 

just said that I want to include in my definition of love, not just Romeo and Juliet and 

close adult friends, but the kind of saintly love described by Gaita in, for example, his 

real life story of the nun who so tenderly and authentically cared for her severely 

disabled patients that she revealed them to be irreducibly precious.  It seems likely to 

me that her patients loved her in return, but let’s assume that they didn’t, or couldn’t.  

The question then is:  If lover and beloved are in some sense forming each other 
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through their love, what happens when the beloved does not love back?  How should we 

understand asymmetry in love? 

 

In describing love, I have so far been ambiguous between, on the one hand, love as a 

lack-inducing, voluntary surrender of the sufficient, autonomous self to the beloved, and 

on the other hand love as a lack-revealing encounter with the beloved.  The former 

allows us to keep something of the Kantian understanding of the self.  The Kantian self, 

on this picture, might be seen as sacrificing some of its autonomy and self-sufficiency to 

the beloved.  It is de-stabilised but not defeated.  However, the phenomenon of 

asymmetry in love leads me to favour the latter conception, according to which even the 

kinds of reciprocal love experienced by Romeo and Juliet, or long-term spouses, reveals 

to the lovers a pre-existing self-insufficiency. 

 

Theories such as Alasdair MacIntyre’s, as well as various manifestations of care theory, 

understand the person as always-already a product of others, of their care and 

engagement.50  Relation, they claim, is prior to selfhood—indeed for MacIntyre it is 

even prior (and not just temporally) to rationality.  My claim is very similar: love is 

prior to self.  As humans we are always-already lacking, we are by nature incomplete, 

and we are continually created and re-created by love.  This is implausible if love is 

defined narrowly.  Most humans throughout the history of the world have lived their 

entire lives without experiencing the kind of romantic love familiar to contemporary 

Western art and literature.  These were not terminally incomplete persons.  Love need 

not be construed so narrowly; and the difficulty I have identified with Velleman’s 

account of the difference between respect and love leads me to think it should not be. 

 

The account I have given of love means that it is not a moral emotion, if morality is 

understood as merely the perfect operation of the rational self in relation to others.  

Though love may not conflict with morality so understood, it does not spring from it 

either.  But if we cannot distinguish love from respect in the way Velleman thinks we 

can then this picture of morality is itself called into question.  If respect involves 

vulnerability as I have claimed then it is already more than just perfect rationality.  

Respect may be better understood as grounded in love, rather than the other way round.  
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If we construe love as part of a large family, including what we call respect, as well as 

care, compassion, and other related phenomena, then the insights of MacIntyre and care 

theorists can be pushed to the conclusion that love is what forms us from infancy, and 

goes on forming us until we die.  It does not come from one person, but from many; and 

it does not always look like romantic love, but sometimes like respect or care or 

concern; and it is not always symmetrical, but can be received from one person at one 

time, and given to another person at another time.  Where symmetry is approached, 

there we find the kind of fellowship, the oneness, that we enjoy in romantic and other 

reciprocal loves.  

 

But what about the universality which is supposed to be a feature of respect?  Velleman 

rightly points out that there are limits to the human capacity for vulnerability: we do not 

always love, or love to the same degree of intensity.  Often love can be chosen, or 

chosen against.  If respect is a form of love, it would seem that respect too must be 

partial, and its objects must be particulars.  If we accept something like the account of 

desire I have offered above, then we can see love, just like Kantian respect, as 

potentially universal.  The desire involved in love is desire for the good of the beloved, 

and it becomes a motivation to action if and when the possibility is perceived as 

contributing to that good.  I can (in principle) love all of humanity, and therefore desire 

the good of each and every one, while still differentiating my responses to various 

people depending on factors such as proximity, relationship, need, etc.  This picture of 

love, incidentally, fits much better than Velleman’s with traditions such as Christianity, 

which claim that love can be commanded.  Respect, then, is one form of love.  

Romantic and erotic love are other forms.  Saintly love is another still.  All involve 

vulnerability.  All involve de-centering of the self.  Love is a moral emotion after all, 

because morality is grounded in love. 

 

Love, Being and the Good 

 

But we might still want to ask what it is about the beloved that we are loving when we 

are loving them.  Yeats’ Anne Gregory seems to have a point: she wants to be loved for 

herself, and not for her yellow hair.  We can’t say that the object of love is the ‘rational 

nature’ if we do not accept that the self just is its rational nature; but if on the one hand 

we do not want to concede to a reductive account of the self, and on the other we do not 
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want to say that the various accumulated contingent features of the self are the real 

objects of love, then what exactly are we doing when we love?  And what are we doing 

it to?  Joseph Pieper presents an account of love according to which there is an 

important relationship between love and being qua being.  In the final part of this 

chapter I want to point to Pieper’s account as a potentially better way of understanding 

the real object of love; and then briefly explore some resonances between Pieper on 

love and Iris Murdoch on morality. 

 

I will paraphrase Pieper's argument for love as ‘affirmation’ as follows:  We use the 

word ‘love’ to describe our attitudes to a multiplicity of things—lovers and children and 

whiskey and so on.  This is a prima facie indication (nothing more at this point) that 

there might be something common to all these kinds of ‘love’.  What is common to 

them all, says Pieper, is approval—etymologically, ‘finding good’.  The lover says:  ‘It's 

good that you exist; it’s good that you are in this world!’51  But to approve in this sense 

is not merely to appraise.  I can appraise a thing as good—say, as a ‘good’ table of the 

Bauhaus School, or a ‘good’ scientific specimen—without caring for or about it at all.  

To approve of something in a way that could be called love is, rather, ‘an expression of 

the will.  It signifies the opposite of aloof, purely ‘theoretical’ neutrality ... Loving is 

therefore a mode of willing.’52 

 

This relies on a particular understanding of what it means to ‘will’.  As the term is 

commonly used today, to ‘will’ something is to desire or intend that a state of affairs 

that is not currently the case may come about.  But on Pieper’s account, willing can be 

other than future-oriented, and other than willing to do something or other.  It can be a 

‘purely affirmative assent to what already is.’53  For Pieper, whatever it is that is 

directed, in willing, towards a desired state of affairs (we might call this a movement, 

perhaps, or an energy), is, when directed towards an existing object, that which we call 

love.  But assuming this is right, what is it that unites all of our acts of will that are in 

this mode of an ‘affirmative assent to what is’?  That is, given that love has such varied 

objects (wine and nature and people, etc.) what is it that makes all loves love?  What is 

their common object?  Says Pieper:  ‘The first thing that a lover ‘wills’ is for the 
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beloved to exist and live.’54  Love, on this picture, is first and foremost an affirmation of 

being.  It is a joy in the sheer existence of its object.  It is more than a mere 

acknowledgment of being; just as a future-oriented act of will is more than a mere 

acknowledgment that a certain state of affairs may at some point come about, but is 

rather a desire or intention that it should come about.   Love is the same committed 

intention, but directed towards what exists now.  It’s important to anticipate three 

possible confusions: 

 

First, the success or otherwise of Pieper's account of love, as I understand it, does not 

turn on how we use the words ‘will’ or ‘love,’ but rather on whether or not the act of 

willing just is the act of loving, otherwise directed (and vice versa). 

 

Second, we must distinguish between willing something as an end and willing 

something as a means.  It is the former kind of willing that, otherwise directed, is love.  

Instrumental willing—wanting a hammer to put in a nail—is subordinate to, and for the 

sake of, the willing of an end. 

 

Third, to affirm or to will the existence of something that exists (that is, to love), is not 

the same as willing that something that exists may continue to exist.  The latter is 

simply another instance of future-oriented will.  This kind of future-oriented willing is 

likely, of course, to co-exist with love (we want our beloved to go on living) but the 

object of will-as-affirmation is, at the moment of willing, entirely present, and its very 

presence is the object of delight.  Essentially the object of love, on this account, is the 

being of something or other—that some existing thing or other exists; not that they 

should continue to exist in the future. 

 

We can begin to see how an account of love on these lines might help us to understand 

how it is that we can apply the concept to such a wide variety of objects.  A fine wine, a 

person, a landscape—all of these (to revert to medieval terminology) ‘participate in 

being,’ and each can have its existence affirmed and endorsed by a lover.  But Pieper’s 

account of love might also help us to resolve the tension that Velleman thinks appears 

to exist between love, which is thought to be partial, and morality, which is thought to 
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be universal.  For this reason, as Velleman notes, ‘love and morality are generally 

assumed to differ in spirit.’55 

 

If love is an affirmation of being then it is also potentially universal, because—to make 

a very obvious point—everything that exists, exists.  Acknowledging this does not 

require one to take a position on the question of whether ‘existence’ can be a predicate.  

Let’s say it can’t.  All this tells us is that some property called ‘the existence of the 

beloved’ cannot be the object of love.  But we already knew that.  The beloved herself 

must be the object of love—this was the point made by Anne Gregory in Yeats’s poem.  

Pieper’s conception of love as affirmation should be thought of as a description of what 

we are doing when we love: we are affirming the existence of the beloved, which is to 

say, whether existence is a predicate or not, that we are affirming the beloved.   

 

But, it might be asked, if existence is not a predicate then in what sense can we say that 

its role in love makes love potentially universal?  If existence cannot be predicated of an 

object then it is not the case that my finding it in one place can lead me to recognise it in 

another place. 

 

The claim is that what is being affirmed in love is, at base, the bare existence of the 

beloved.  It is not this or that feature of the beloved—though love might start out this 

way—but the beloved herself: her existence, which is to say, her.  As we have seen, J. 

David Velleman has a Kantian way of accounting for the desire we have to be loved for 

ourselves and not for some particular attribute about us; but for Pieper this is best 

understood as a desire to be affirmed at the level of our very being, and not at the level 

of our contingent properties.  If love is for the sheer being of its object, and not for its 

contingent properties, then it can conceivably extend to all objects, regardless of their 

contingent properties, unlovely though these may be.   

 

Rival sovereignties? 

 

We might view Pieper’s account of love as one in which the concept of ‘being’ is 

sovereign.  It may therefore look like it sits in tension with Iris Murdoch’s view on 
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morality, which is summed up in the title of her collection of lectures, The Sovereignty 

of Good.  ‘Asking what the Good is is not like asking what Truth is or what Courage is,’ 

Murdoch says, ‘since in explaining the latter the idea of Good must enter in, it is that in 

the light of which the explanation must proceed.’56  For Murdoch, ‘Good’ is sovereign 

because under this concept we can gather all the others on which our lives, and 

especially our moral lives, depend.  The concept of Good can thereby help to restore a 

lost metaphysical unity: there’s no longer any sense, Murdoch thinks, in which we can 

pretend that the universe has a built in, single, coherent (because God-given) meaning, 

but ‘Good’ can play that role—perhaps not perfectly, but the effort of attention that 

Murdoch thinks is required by the pursuit of Good can be an organising principle in our 

moral lives. 

 

And yet Murdoch exhibits an interesting and perhaps unstable metaphysical position.  

On the one hand, there is no metaphysical unity in, and no ultimate point to, human life.  

‘That human life has no external point or telos is a view as difficult to argue as its 

opposite, and I shall simply assert it.’57  ‘And yet,’ she admits, ‘we continue to dream of 

unity.’58  Nowhere is this more true than when we are struck, as both Primo Levi and 

Raimond Gaita were struck by the behaviour of Charles towards Lakmaker, by a 

moment of goodness.  ‘We ordinarily conceive of and apprehend goodness,’ says 

Murdoch, ‘in terms of virtues which belong to a continuous fabric of being.’59  Murdoch 

seems unable to do entirely without this fabric.  Perhaps the most interesting 

concurrence between Pieper’s and Murdoch’s accounts of love and goodness comes 

when Murdoch fills out her description of the Good as transcendent:  ‘‘Good is a 

transcendent reality’ means that virtue is the attempt to pierce the veil of selfish 

consciousness and join the world as it really is.’60  These are my italics.  Murdoch 

points to the Good as the sovereign concept according to which we can organise our 

moral lives, and yet the imperative of the Good, as she understands it, is to see the 

world as it exists.  Good, therefore, points us towards what Pieper would call Being. 
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Murdoch assumes the fracturing of our dreams of metaphysical unity and attempts to 

rescue the concept of goodness which these (illusory) dreams traditionally underpinned.  

She wants goodness itself now to underpin what metaphysical unity we can still 

achieve: ‘I offer frankly a sketch of a metaphysical theory, a kind of inconclusive non-

dogmatic physical theory, which has the circularity of definition characteristic of such 

theories.’61  But the fruits of her attempts to capture the fullness of the concept of good 

as we experience it could perhaps just as well be offered as supporting evidence for a 

more traditional metaphysics of unity.  There would be no reason for Pieper to deny that 

the concept of Good is needed to fill out concepts like Truth or Courage; but he would 

want to insist that Truth, at least, also requires the concept of Being.  And if the concept 

of Good leads us back to Being, then perhaps Being is sovereign after all. 

 

Pieper’s ‘sovereignty of Being’ (as I am characterising it) and Murdoch’s ‘sovereignty 

of Good,’ then, are not rivals in the context of the question before us—that is, the 

question of the relationship between love and morality.  They are not rivals because 

they point us in the same direction, and this in two ways. 

 

First they shift the emphasis, in Pieper’s case in relation to loving and in Murdoch’s 

case in relation to morality, from acting to seeing.  This is not, in either case, seeing in 

the sense of the kind of impersonal observation of the ‘facts’ that goes on in science.  

Murdoch’s ‘attention’ (and she is following Simone Weil here) consists of those ‘little 

peering efforts of imagination’ without which we cannot see ‘objective reality’; the 

latter ‘understood, not in relation to ‘the world described by science’, but in relation to 

the progressing life of a person.’62  Similarly for Pieper, the ‘approval’ that goes on in 

love ‘signifies the opposite of aloof, purely ‘theoretical’ neutrality.’63  We ‘see,’ less in 

the way that a scientist ‘sees’ a reaction in a test tube, and more in the way a woman 

might suddenly ‘see’ why her partner has been unhappy for some time. 

 

Second, both Pieper’s account of love and Murdoch’s account of goodness identify a 

continuum along which can be placed expressions of affirmation ranging from 

enormous devotion to everyday ‘decency’.  If love is affirmation, as Pieper claims, then 
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the term can be applied to the wide variety of behaviours that express affirmatory 

attitudes—from the giving of one’s life for a child, to the holding open of a door for a 

stranger.  ‘We show [love] in the quite ordinary form of active helpfulness,’ says Pieper, 

‘in the friendliness of greetings and expressions of thanks, in a small word or even in a 

mere good-humoured muttering ...’.  Conversely, Pieper reminds us that on this picture 

‘even the scarcely noted ill humour in our daily life would, were its intention carried out 

to its ultimate conclusion, amount to a negation of the created world, to the desire that 

the other person might not exist at all.’64  Murdoch also admits that ‘we are not always 

responding to the magnetic pull of the idea of perfection.  Often, for instance when we 

pay our bills or perform other small everyday acts, we are just ‘anybody’ doing what is 

proper or making simple choices for ordinary public reasons ... [but] the task of 

attention goes on all the time and at apparently empty and everyday moments we are 

‘looking’, making those little peering efforts of imagination which have such important 

cumulative results.’65 

 

For Velleman, Pieper and Murdoch, then, love, goodness and respect are related.  For 

the reasons I have outlined, I favour giving conceptual priority to love, and seeing the 

affirmation of being that Pieper claims lies at the heart of love as something that is 

performed more or less intensively towards a (perhaps infinitely) wide variety of 

objects.  There is no conceptual reason why such affirmation cannot be extended 

universally—and if Pieper is right then its opposite, denial, wherever it is applied, is 

also a denial of love. 
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Chapter Three—On ‘God’ and ‘Good’ 
 

So far I have tried to argue that moral value is first and foremost discovered through 

encounter, not argument, and that morality is more like love than enlightened self-

interest.  I have suggested that both morality and love are concerned with their objects 

first and with the self second.  And I have admitted that this might make understanding 

the relationship between morality and politics—and how each may inform the other—

more difficult rather than easier. 

 

I now ask: how is morality placed metaphysically?  More specifically: what, if any, are 

the comprehensive metaphysical and/or theological assumptions lying behind, or 

implications arising from, this way of understanding morality?  This matters because 

morality is, by definition, important to people, and beliefs about its nature will shape 

beliefs about its role in public dialogue and action—that is, in politics.  Given pluralism, 

a political community can either: 

 

(1)  Abstract from metaphysics for the purposes of politics; 

 

(2)  Ground politics in some metaphysics or other; or 

 

(3)  Find ways of engaging a plurality of comprehensive metaphysical positions in the 

political process. 

 

Charles Taylor notes that ‘the coming of modern secularity [...] has been coterminous 

with the rise of a society in which for the first time in history a purely self-sufficient 

humanism came to be a widely available option.’66  It is an option; not the option.  

Taylor warns against ‘naivetes on all sides: either that unbelief is just the falling away 

of any sense of fullness (what theists are sometimes tempted to think of atheists); or that 

belief is just a set of theories attempting to make sense of experiences which we all 

have, and whose real nature can be understood purely immanently (what atheists are 

sometimes tempted to think about theists).’67  Taylor frames the immanent/transcendent 
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distinction as the difference between two ways of answering this question:  ‘Does the 

highest, the best life involve our seeking, or acknowledging, or serving a good which is 

beyond, in the sense of independent of human flourishing?’68  If a political community 

is to pursue option (3), a first step will be to understand the denial of transcendence as 

merely one comprehensive metaphysical position among several.  To understand this 

position, even for purely political purposes, as in some sense the only, or the right, or 

the best position—that is, to privilege it politically—would be to choose option (2). 

 

If a society is to choose option (3)—that is, if it is to attempt to engage a plurality of 

comprehensive metaphysical positions in the political process—then it will also need 

those metaphysical positions to be non-totalitarian; that is, none must involve or imply 

an intention or imperative to eradicate the others.  This raises questions about how 

various comprehensive positions can respond to difference.  And this might involve 

asking further questions about transcendence: what is it, where is it encountered, and in 

what ways does it shape attitudes to difference? 

 

In this section I want to examine two secular attempts to talk about morality.  Both 

understand morality in something like the way I have described it previously: as 

encountered, not argued to, and as closely related to love.  The two attempts—Raimond 

Gaita’s and Iris Murdoch’s—are themselves closely related.  In both cases I want to ask 

to what extent and in what ways these views of morality can be sustained outside of 

particular metaphysical and theological commitments.  I will then compare some of 

Murdoch’s claims about morality and art with Rowan Williams’ reflections on art and 

transcendence.  In all of this I hope to do two things: first, to establish both morality and 

art as pointing (and pointing in similar ways) to transcendence; and second, to lay the 

ground on which to ask questions about understanding openness to transcendence as a 

potential starting place for a political attitude to difference. 

 

Grounding, Naming, Translating 

 

Iris Murdoch worries about what is lost when a culture stops talking about God, and so 

she attempts to rescue some of the concepts she values by rethinking them in relation to 
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the concept ‘Good’.69  Raimond Gaita, who speaks often of the moral importance of 

phenomena such as ‘saintly love,’ has from time to time been assumed to be, or perhaps 

accused of being, a religious thinker—a charge he ‘persistently disavows’.  What is at 

stake here?  Questions about the relationship between ‘Good’ and ‘God’ are important 

for at least two reasons: first, because (on the more adequate of Muslim, Jewish and 

Christian conceptions of God) it cannot not matter whether God exists, and by extension 

it cannot not matter whether God is in some sense the foundation or background or 

source of moral goodness; but second, because in a pluralistic political context it is 

important to know whether and how and to what extent we can talk to each other about 

transcendence: that is about what, in a human being, might lie beyond the reach of 

power, including political power. 

 

I am concerned here with the second of these reasons, though I will come at it by way of 

the first.  As I examine the religious implications of Gaita’s and Murdoch’s work I will 

not avoid asking what kind of metaphysical picture provides the best background for 

understanding the moral phenomena each is examining, but I will try at the same time to 

tease out some of the implications for political discourse of a philosophical discussion 

that necessarily takes place across the religious/secular divide. 

 

I will begin by looking at Stephen Mulhall’s discussion of the religious implications of 

Gaita’s work, and then look at how Iris Murdoch attempts to move beyond religion 

while keeping hold of what is valuable in religious discourse.  Finally I will draw a link 

between Murdoch’s insistence on art as a model for morality, and Rowan Williams’ 

discussion of art as a site of transcendence in the work of Jacques Maritain.  In all of 

this I hope to point to a potential meeting place between religious and non-religious 

viewpoints.  At the intersection of art and morality humans, according to each of the 

authors I am examining, experience transcendence.  This is explored from a religious 

perspective by Mulhall, Williams and Maritain, and from a non-religious perspective by 

Murdoch and Gaita.  If we are looking to recover a sense of a human dignity which 

transcends the contingent—and for a way of talking about what this might mean in a 

pluralistic political community—then the intersection of art and morality might be a 

good place to start. 
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In his paper ‘The Work of Saintly Love’ Stephen Mulhall examines Raimond Gaita’s 

‘persistent disavowals’ of a religious background to his work.70  Gaita denies two 

things: one, that his work is religious, even if it is cloaked in secular language, and two, 

that if it is not religious then it ought to be, because the kinds of claims he is making 

require theological backing, or at least invite theological development.  Mulhall 

dismisses the first accusation, but has sympathy for the second. 

 

The starting point for Gaita’s enterprise is the kind of ‘encounter’ that I described in the 

first chapter as revealing that others matter, in a particularly moral way, to me; the kind 

of encounter that R. F. Holland describes as being ‘of the highest significance for 

ethics’, and that is not well captured by some dominant theories of morality.  More 

specifically, Gaita is interested in moments in which the individual is brought into focus 

as unique and irreplaceable and worthy of unconditional respect.  More specifically still, 

he is interested in moments in which the individual, already worthy of respect, is further 

‘transformed by saintly love’.  Mulhall and Gaita agree this is worth exploring.  

Moreover, they agree that it involves, in a certain sense, a ‘mystery’, although Mulhall 

suggests that Gaita is uncomfortable with this term.  Neither Gaita nor Mulhall believe 

that the conversation stops when a phenomenon is found to be beyond scientific 

investigation.  I will outline three possible responses to the transformation wrought by 

‘saintly love’: 

 

(1) We can attempt to situate the phenomenon in an existing system or discourse whose 

terms and concepts we already understand and accept, whether this be scientific 

naturalism, or Kantian transcendental idealism, or preference-based utilitarianism, or 

something else.  I use the term ‘situate’, where both Gaita and Mulhall would be more 

likely to use ‘ground’, because I think ‘grounding’ has a pejorative spacial connotation.  

To be committed to the unity of the world, and to try to see how things might fit 

together within it, is not the same as insisting that one set of phenomena be explicable 

in terms of another.  Gaita rightly resists this latter approach, but I want to insist that the 

choice is not between morality as sui generis on the one hand, and morality as reducible 

to chemistry or physics or self-interest or something else on the other.  This is not to say 
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that some who take approach (1) are not guilty of an unwarranted foundationalism or 

reductionism—just that it is not necessarily the case that they are.   

 

There are religious and secular versions of (1).  The difference lies in the system or 

discourse whose terms and concepts one is willing to accept.  Gaita, presumably, does 

not accept those of religion, and this is no doubt part of the reason why he persists in his 

‘disavowels’ of a religious motive or background (although this is not the most 

important reason, as we will see).  Again I note, however, that to situate an ethical 

phenomenon within a religious discourse is not necessarily to seek to ‘ground’ it there, 

except insofar as everything is grounded, for some religious believers, in God, who is 

not a part of ‘everything’ but rather its cause.  To say ‘it is from God’ in this discourse 

is (in one respect) to say very little, as this does not thereby distinguish ‘it’ from 

anything else. 

 

(2) The second way to understand a phenomenon like ‘saintly love’ is to use religious 

language as a way of naming it as ‘beyond accounting for’—that is, as mystery.  Not 

only does Mulhall advocate this approach, but he can be understood as suggesting that 

some of Gaita’s resistance to religious interpretations and developments of his work is 

based on a misunderstanding of them as instances of approach (1) when in fact they are 

examples of (2).  Religious believers, says Mulhall, are not necessarily trying to ground 

phenomena like that of saintly love, nor are they trying to account for it in terms of 

something other than itself, but rather they are naming it as ‘beyond any such 

accounting’.71  Why do they feel the need to do this in religious language?  Because, to 

paraphrase Mulhall in my own terms, approach (3) doesn't work. 

 

(3)  This involves translating important themes and concepts from a religious to a 

secular language.  It is the approach taken by Gaita and also by Iris Murdoch.  It usually 

involves acknowledging the genesis of certain ideas in religious contexts, but denying 

that they cannot be made sense of elsewhere.  It is a rescue operation (Murdoch in 

particular talks this way) that aims at saving the concepts from dying when their 

original context is lost.  Murdoch is frank: she ‘assumes there is no God’, but wants to 

find a place and a language for certain themes and concepts that remain important.  She 
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thinks, however, that some efforts to do this end up distorting the concepts to the point 

of unrecognisability.  For Murdoch, the paradigm of this wrong approach is Kant.  His 

rational, autonomous moral agent sits very uneasily alongside the moral phenomena she 

is interested in preserving and promoting.  Approaches (2) and (3) are cousins: each 

involves naming rather than grounding or ‘accounting for’ phenomena.  They differ on 

what kind of name will do. 

 

In the next section I will further discuss this project of translation.  For now I want to 

raise some questions for Mulhall about approach (2); that is, the use of religious 

language to name ethical phenomena as ‘beyond accounting for’.  Mulhall suggests that 

what saves his approach from accusations (from Gaita, perhaps among others) of 

foundationalism, is that this ‘naming’ remains in the ‘realm of meaning’.  What is the 

‘realm of meaning’?  Is it to be understood primarily as standing in opposition to a 

‘realm of metaphysics’?  That is, is it a way for Mulhall to avoid the suggestion that he 

is engaged in a version of approach (1)—of attempting to ground ethical phenomena in 

a comprehensive metaphysical framework?  What is the relationship between the ‘realm 

of meaning’ and the realms of not just metaphysics, but physics?  Does all religious 

practice and belief remain in the realm of meaning?  Does not religious language, by 

definition, point beyond this realm? 

 

If not, then on what grounds may religious language be said to be better suited to the 

naming of ethical phenomena like saintly love than the alternatives proposed by Gaita 

and Murdoch?  But if it is the case that religious language points beyond the realm of 

meaning, then is it not reasonable for Gaita to ask exactly what this adds to the ethical 

discussion?  After all, if religious language necessarily points to a metaphysical reality 

beyond human language and human meaning, then it would seem we are back at Gaita’s 

observation: the mystery we are wondering at (saintly love) does not seem to be made 

any less mysterious by the suggestion that it emerges from yet another mystery 

embedded in a religious or metaphysical system. 

 

But there is a third option.  Someone who took Mulhall’s line might suggest that the 

fact that religious language is manifestly more fitting than secular translations in the 

face of such phenomena as saintly love, combined with the fact that religious language 

necessarily points to religious metaphysical claims, is itself evidence—if not for those 
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claims themselves, at least for the claim that talk of transcendence is not out of place in 

the light of certain ethical phenomena, including that of whatever is revealed by saintly 

love. 

 

Translations 

 

When we translate themes and concepts from religious language into secular, are we 

finding new language for existing phenomena (as secular translators would hope is the 

case) or are we naming something new, or at least something altered in important ways 

(as religious believers might want to insist)?  It seems to me there are two main reasons 

why we might want to translate a set of themes or concepts from the language of one 

discourse into that of another.  One is simply to allow the participants in the latter 

discourse to enter into dialogue with participants in the former.  This might be a reason 

for, for example, introducing a set of sociological concepts into a philosophical 

discussion by showing how they relate to terms and concepts already employed by 

philosophers.  The second reason for translating between discourses is to rescue valued 

concepts from contexts which have become in some way unavailable.  This is explicitly 

Murdoch's project in The Sovereignty of Good, as I have already mentioned. 

 

The notion of ‘unavailability’ is an interesting one.  The assertion that religious practice 

and belief is somehow ‘unavailable’ can provoke various responses which, for 

convenience’s sake, may be placed into a very rough typology of four categories: the 

anxiously secular, which worries that concepts historically bound up with religious 

belief will be at grave risk when religion drops away and must therefore be preserved in 

something like their current form (this often manifests itself in the promotion of, for 

example, a particular society’s ‘Judeo-Christian heritage’, without insisting on real 

religious commitment or even real understanding of the religious tradition); the 

anxiously religious, which worries that the concepts in question must necessarily die 

with religion and for this reason religion must be fiercely protected and promoted; the 

relaxed secular, which believes the concepts in question may be adequately translated 

into an ‘available’ context; and the relaxed religious, which believes that while the 

concepts in question cannot be separated from religion, this is not a bad thing for the 

concepts but rather a good thing for religion, because, to put it in theistic language, an 

encounter with the ethical is always-already an encounter with the reality that is God.  
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For the latter, religious discourse will be, at most, only temporarily unavailable to any 

particular society (or, more likely, some subset of a particular society) at any particular 

time. 

 

On this typology, Gaita is relaxed and secular, and I suspect Mulhall might be relaxed 

and religious.  But however this might be, it is worth noting that the translation project 

on which Gaita and Murdoch are embarked tends to give rise to two kinds of dispute, as 

to (a) whether the translation has retained everything of value from the original 

discourse; and (b), whether the translation has discarded everything from the discourse 

that is no longer wanted.  These questions are, of course, related.  Gaita himself accuses 

a number of philosophers of (a).  One way he does this is to apply the language of their 

translation to what he considers to be important ethical phenomena, such as saintly love 

or remorse.  When he does this, the results, he claims, ‘sound like parody’.72  For Gaita, 

the systems into which these phenomena have been translated simply do not have the 

conceptual resources to do them justice. 

 

But it seems Mulhall is accusing Gaita of both (a) and (b).  That is, ethical language that 

has grown up in religious soil (to change the metaphor slightly) may not be transplanted 

without one, resulting in a more shallow engagement with the phenomena in question, 

and therefore two, relying on what it has supposedly left behind—let's call it religion’s 

‘semantic capital’—to survive.  We might go further than Mulhall does, and suggest 

that when we find the individual ‘transformed by saintly love’ we are also impelled to 

transform the language we use about what we have found: ordinary, everyday concepts 

will no longer do.  Gaita attempts as much with his invoking of ‘ethical other-

wordliness’ to capture such a transformation.  He later came to regret this phrase, at 

least partly on the grounds that it was too redolent of religion and had given rise to the 

suggestion that he was, at least de facto, a religious thinker.  We might agree that it is a 

very religious phrase but disagree that it ought therefore to be jettisoned or revised: 

Gaita was searching for a way to talk about a transcendent love, and the language of 

transcendence is very difficult to maintain outside of a religious, or at least a proto-

religious, context. 
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If it is the case that the transformation wrought by saintly love demands an analogous 

transformation, in a religious direction, of ordinary human language, then what follows 

from this will depend on the way language is understood to relate to the world.  The 

early and late Wittgenstein show the basic options.  If we think that the relationship 

between language and the world holds tightly—that is, if we think that names attach to 

or picture objects in the world—then we will want to ask what is named by language 

that points to an ‘other-worldly’ reality.  If we prefer to think in terms of language 

games, and of meaning deriving from the way language is used, then we will want to 

ask what religious language is being used for—and if we agree with Gaita that it is 

being used to clear up mysteries then we may well also agree that it has not been very 

successful at that. 

 

It does seem that Gaita wants his language to answer to a reality that he has 

encountered, and to do so in a way that remains faithful to it.  Language, it seems, can 

point to or approximate this reality, but cannot pin it down entirely.  If it is also the case 

that language helps to shape reality, then even if the relationship between the language 

of saintly love and religion is of ‘mere’ historical importance, it will still be worth 

asking what might happen to the phenomena if the language is changed. 

 

Meaning and metaphysics 

 

If Mulhall is right that our secular resources are inadequate to the task of naming certain 

ethical phenomena, is the remedy religious language or religious metaphysics?  Or are 

the two in fact inseparable?  There seems to be a reasonable prima facie case that 

religious language involves metaphysical claims by definition.  On the traditional 

Christian definition of God, it cannot not matter whether God exists.  God is not an item 

in the universe, whose existence can be posited or denied while leaving everything else 

as it is; God is rather the reason for any thing existing in the first place.  To 

meaningfully utter the word ‘God’ is to assert a comprehensive metaphysical picture of 

the world.   

 

Putting aside this conceptual claim, we might further suggest that certain aspects of the 

phenomenon in question lend themselves, not just to religious language, but to a 

religious metaphysics.  Take, for example, Gaita's observation that part of what it is to 
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love another person is to understand her as ‘someone who may be wronged’, and that 

this is ‘not something she can be only as one’s beloved’.73  The experience Gaita 

describes here certainly involves a profound change in the realm of meaning—the 

beloved now embodies, in the understanding of her lover, a very different meaning than 

she did before—but part of her lover’s experience is the knowledge that even if the 

meaning were to ‘change back’ (perhaps because they have fallen out of love) the 

underlying reality that has been revealed would not itself change.   

 

If this is the case, then perhaps we can suggest that a religious metaphysical picture of 

the world offers not a way of ‘grounding’ or ‘accounting for’ the phenomenon in 

question, nor even a better way of ‘naming’ it, but rather a condition of the possibility 

of its coming about at all.  The experience Gaita describes involves the revelation of an 

already-existing value in the world, and it could be argued (and has of course been 

argued) that this implies the existence of a value-er.  This point might be made by both 

Gaita’s non-religious critics and his religious supporters, and for the same reason: to 

suggest Gaita’s claims require theological underpinning. 

 

But leaving this argument aside, what is the common ground between Gaita, who 

eschews metaphysical buttressing of ethical phenomena; Mulhall, who advocates a 

language to describe it that, as I have argued, may not be able to avoid pointing beyond 

the ‘realm of meaning’; and a religious thinker like Jacques Maritain—to whom I will 

return later— who will insist that there is no ‘realm of meaning’ that is in any way 

unconnected with what in fact is? 

 

At this point we might view these various positions as gathered around the marking of a 

mystery—in this case, the individual transformed by saintly love.  All agree it is of ‘the 

highest significance for ethics’.  All three agree that it demands a response that is 

faithful to the experience as received.  All agree that ‘naturalistic’ explanations fall flat.  

Mulhall and Gaita will wrestle over language (to the benefit, it is to be hoped, of both); 

while someone like Maritain will likely insist on the validity of a transcendental 

argument that begins with the phenomenon in question and ends with a set of 

metaphysical conditions of its possibility.  But a picture that all three might agree on 
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will at least be one in which human value transcends biological individuality.  And the 

starting point for this claim—at least for Gaita and Mulhall—is not a deductive 

argument but rather an encounter in the world.  Such a conception of human value will 

not be without political implications. 

 

Features of the Good 

 

I will now move to another project of ‘translation’—Iris Murdoch’s.  Murdoch 

‘assumes there is no God’ but thinks we need to rescue certain concepts that are 

historically—contingently—associated with the concept of God.  Love is foremost 

among these:  ‘We need a moral philosophy,’ she says, ‘in which the concept of love, so 

rarely mentioned now by philosophers, can once again be made central.’74  Also in need 

of rescue is the idea that morality is something that must be approached with difficulty.  

We need to keep hold of ‘the vanishing images of Christian theology which represented 

goodness as almost impossibly difficult, and sin as almost insuperable and certainly as a 

universal condition.’75  Morality must be maintained as being in some sense opposed to 

us, or at least to part of us:  ‘In the moral life the enemy is the fat relentless ego.’76 

 

On the typology laid out previously, Murdoch is secular and mostly relaxed: she thinks 

that the concepts we need to talk adequately about morality can be re-established in 

secular terms (I say ‘mostly’ relaxed because she does not think it will be easy).  But 

she also does not think that these concepts can be rescued in a piecemeal way.  We still 

need what ‘God’ was: a single concept under which are united the various traits that 

were traditionally brought together by the idea of ‘God’:  ‘I shall suggest,’ she says, 

‘that God was (or is) a single perfect transcendent non-representable and necessarily 

real object of attention; and I shall go on to suggest that moral philosophy should 

attempt to retain a central concept which has all these characteristics.’77  The central 

concept she has in mind is that of the ‘Good’. 

 

What’s at stake here?  There are a number of ways we could question Murdoch’s 

project: we could deny that we need the moral concepts (like love) that Murdoch is 
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trying to rescue; we could deny that to rescue them necessarily involves bringing in a 

unitary concept of this kind; we could also, of course, assert that God, in fact, exists; or 

we could accept that God does not exist but deny that any other concept could possibly 

fill the void left by ‘God’. 

 

I am less interested here in the fact that Murdoch thinks she has found a replacement for 

God than in the fact that she thinks she needs one.  If it is the case that morality, as 

Murdoch suggests, points towards, or perhaps requires, a transcendent source or object; 

and if it is also the case that the adequacy of secular attempts to identify such a source 

or object is at least open to question; and if, further, there is an important relationship 

between morality and politics, then there is a strong reason to think that politics ought to 

be kept open in some way to transcendence, including religious conceptions of 

transcendence. 

 

My goal here is to test the adequacy of Murdoch’s attempt to replace ‘God’ with 

‘Good’.  I will do this in two ways: sometimes I will question whether her secular 

versions of certain religious concepts manage to capture all that is valuable about them; 

but at other points I will suggest that insofar as they do capture what is needed they 

might just as easily be understood as referring to ‘God’ as ‘Good’.  One upshot of all 

this is that there may be enough in common between religious and secular conceptions 

of transcendence to allow for a common attitude towards difference.  This in turn may 

contribute to the effort to engage a plurality of comprehensive metaphysical positions in 

the political process. 

 

The Good, says Murdoch, fits the bill as a replacement for God because like God it is ‘a 

single perfect transcendent non-representable and necessarily real object of attention.’  

It is single, because the more we reflect on different aspects of what it means to be good 

the more they seem to be connected with one another:  ‘.. reflection rightly tends to 

unify the moral world, and [...] increasing moral sophistication reveals increasing 

unity.’78   
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It is also transcendent and perfect.  For Murdoch these characteristics of the Good are 

related.  The Good transcends the world because it is perfect (which nothing in this 

world is), and we must call it perfect because if it were not perfect then it would have no 

power to move us:  ‘One cannot feel unmixed love for a mediocre moral standard any 

more than one can for the work of a mediocre artist.’79  Nor, if it were not perfect, could 

the Good do what it in fact does—allow us to differentiate between what is good and 

what is better:  ‘In its light we come to see that A, which superficially resembles B, is 

really better than B.’80  If A is better than B then there must be a standard against which 

this is the case—and the standard must be perfection itself, for if it were not then we 

would have to say that the standard itself could be better, and there would need to be 

another standard against which to measure or even to understand this claim. 

 

The Good, like God, is also non-representable because, as Plato noted, it is only to be 

found in its instances, none of which are the fullness of the Good itself; and it is 

necessarily real because what it demands of us is an absolute realism—an ‘intellectual 

ability to perceive what is true’—and what is true is necessary in the sense that it is not 

subject to the whims of, or in any way determined by, the perceiver. 

 

Finally, the Good is an object of attention ‘..when an intent to be virtuous co-exists (as 

perhaps it almost always does) with some unclarity of vision.’81  We might not know 

what virtue demands in a particular situation; but we do know that it is only in the light 

of the Good that what is virtuous is virtuous, and so we turn our attention to the Good in 

the hope that it may shed its light on our immediate situation.  This act of attention, says 

Murdoch, helps us to move beyond what is hindering our attempts to be virtuous:  

‘Human beings are naturally ‘attached’ and when an attachment seems painful or bad it 

is most readily displaced by another attachment, which an attempt at attention can 

encourage.’82  The act of attention to the Good (in the form, for Murdoch, of attention to 

beauty or reality) makes the Good something like a secular sacrament:  ‘A sacrament 

provides an external visible place for an internal invisible act of the spirit.’83   
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This description of the role of a sacrament is a good place to begin testing the adequacy 

of Murdoch’s substitution of ‘Good’ for ‘God’.  The traditional definition of a 

sacrament is ‘an outward sign of invisible grace’.  The difference between this 

definition and Murdoch’s ‘external visible place for an internal invisible act’ is that the 

latter reverses the direction of action.  Murdoch describes the spirit acting upon the 

‘sacrament’, but in Christian tradition it is the sacrament that acts upon the spirit.  A 

sacrament ‘effects what it signifies’, which means it is a sign that does something to the 

recipient—a bit like a stop sign that could actually bring one’s car to a halt.  In 

Murdoch’s version we act upon the (secular) sacrament: our attention confers what 

‘sacramental’ status it enjoys.  Traditionally, a sacrament acts upon us.  

 

It might be pointed out that any secular translation of a concept like sacramentality was 

only ever going to be ‘sacramental’ in inverted commas, because if there is anything 

worth saving in a religious concept then it must be limited to the ‘human side’ of that 

concept because, ex hypothesi, there never was any other side to it, or at least none that 

referred to anything real.  But Murdoch needs that other side.  She admits that ‘..it may 

be asked [of her]: are you speaking of a transcendent authority or of a psychological 

device?’84  She insists that she is speaking of the former.  The Good is not a projection 

or a helpful fiction.  It must be something real; and further, necessarily real.   

 

But Murdoch’s secular conception of necessity is less metaphysical than 

epistemological.  ‘God’, on the old conception, was a ‘necessarily real object of 

attention’.  In paying attention to the ‘Good’ it is necessary that we attend to what is 

real, and not to a fantasy, self-serving or otherwise.  But just as the direction of 

sacramental action is reversed in Murdoch’s secular definition, so when she replaces 

God’s necessity with the necessity of the Good she transfers the heavy lifting from 

object to subject: no longer is that to which we pay attention necessarily real in the 

metaphysical sense, but ‘the necessity of the Good is the necessity involved in any 

technique for exhibiting fact’;85 that is, it is necessary to pay close attention to what is.  

The Good demands of us an ‘intellectual ability to perceive what is true’, but what is 

true is not always necessarily true.  A contingent truth is no less true than a necessary 

truth; it merely could, in a metaphysical sense, have been otherwise.  The necessity of 
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the Good, then, for Murdoch, is a constraint upon us—a condition of our approaching 

the Good—rather than a metaphysical property of the Good itself.  Again, how could it 

be otherwise?  God does not exist, and so whatever the Good is, it cannot just be God.   

 

Or can it?  Murdoch’s worry seems to be that if we begin to talk in religious language 

about what is transcendent we risk making unwarranted claims:  ‘There is something in 

the serious attempt to look compassionately at human things which automatically 

suggests that ‘there is more than this,’ she says.  ‘The ‘there is more than this’, if it is 

not to be corrupted by some sort of quasi-theological finality, must remain a very tiny 

spark of insight, something with, as it were, a metaphysical position but no 

metaphysical form.’86 

 

The problem with this statement is that ‘theological finality’ is very close to being a 

contradiction in terms.  Presumably the problem for Murdoch with any example of 

‘quasi-theological finality’ is that it is false, not that it is final.  We simply cannot make 

definitive statements about what is ‘more than this’ that are of the kind we can make 

about, say, the objects and processes of the physical sciences.  But there is a very strong 

strand in theological thought that has always said exactly the same thing about God.  

Any term we use about God is at best analogically true, which means that the 

dissimilarity between the human analogue to which the term generally refers and God is 

greater than the similarity which makes the analogy work.  This realisation forecloses 

finality in talk about God.  Murdoch’s own definition of ‘God’ includes that God is ‘un-

representable’.  If this is the case then ‘finality’ in talk about God will be as ‘corrupting’ 

as finality in talk about the Good. 

 

What is really at stake, then, in the choice between ‘God’ and ‘Good’?  There is one 

important difference.  Murdoch acknowledges it, and also acknowledges that her 

response to it may be deeply unsatisfactory:  ‘It makes sense to talk of loving God, a 

person, but very little sense to speak of loving Good, a concept.’87  God’s ‘personhood’, 

for the religious believer, can be understood as a way of naming God’s ‘to-be-loved-

ness’, and if this is the case then we have another reversal of direction to consider: to 

the religious believer, the lived reality that the ‘more than this’ is to-be-loved is 
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supporting evidence for the claim that God is a person; for the Murdochian secular 

translator of religious talk the foreclosure of talk of God as a person, or as existing at 

all, constrains the experience of the ‘more than this’ to remain ‘a very tiny spark of 

insight’. 

 

For Murdoch, given all this, ‘the background to morals is properly some sort of 

mysticism, if by this is meant a non-dogmatic essentially unformulated faith in the 

reality of the Good, occasionally connected with experience.’88  For the religious 

believer, this faith in the reality of the Good is admittedly formulated—even 

dogmatic—but dogmatic claims too must be understood on the analogical model.  Is 

this an impasse, or simply two different ways of talking about the same thing, one 

slightly less reticent than the other?  Before deciding this it is worth examining another 

area of common, or near common, ground between religious and secular talk about 

transcendence.  Murdoch notes that ‘.. it seems to me that the spark [of insight that there 

is ‘more than this’] is real, and that great art is evidence of its reality.’89  I turn now to 

compare Iris Murdoch and Rowan Williams on art, morality, and transcendence, and to 

see how the experience of transcendence through morality and art might shape our 

political attitudes to difference. 

  

Art and transcendence 

 

‘What is the world which art takes for granted?’ asks Rowan Williams in Grace and 

Necessity, his exploration of the aesthetics of Jacques Maritain.  The answer:  ‘It is one 

in which perception is always incomplete.’90  For Maritain, says Williams, ‘.. the poetic 

process is first a kind of apprehending of the environment that blurs conventional 

boundaries of perception—not to dissolve the actuality that is there but to bring out 

relations and dimensions that ordinary rational naming and analysing fail to 

represent.’91 

 

It’s important to note that the choice here is not between ‘rational naming and 

analysing’ on the one hand and human ‘creativity’ on the other.  Good art is an 
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alternative to both of these.  Art does not ‘dissolve’ actuality but rather brings out its 

‘excess’ (an important word for Maritain).  The excess in the world is always present, 

but not ordinarily accessible merely through observation and rational analysis.   

 

Compare Iris Murdoch’s belief that ‘the spark [of insight that ‘there is more than this’] 

is real, and that great art is evidence of its reality.’  For Murdoch, too, art is an 

uncovering of what is ‘really there’, and not primarily a case of self expression:  ‘Good 

art, unlike bad art [...] is something pre-eminently outside us and resistant to our 

consciousness.’92  Maritain, on Williams’s picture, would agree.  ‘Art is not a matter of 

deciding to create this or that pattern, because that would reduce it to an act of will; but 

if it is more to do with intelligence than will, it is bound to be exercised in relation to 

what is actual, since intelligence, in Maritain’s Thomist philosophical scheme, is 

necessarily oriented towards being.’93  Maritain, in other words, believes not only that 

intelligence is truth-apt, but that artistic intuition is truth-apt too. 

 

The world that art takes for granted is the real world, but it is more than the world 

known by science, and more even than the world known by everyday perception:  ‘By 

engaging us in an unforeseen pattern of coherence or integrity, art uncovers relations 

and resonances in the field of perception that ‘ordinary’ seeing and experiencing 

obscure or even deny.’94  Art trains us to see in ways counter to our habitual, post-

enlightenment, mechanistic world view.  We thereby gain, according to Williams, ‘a 

sense of the real as active rather than static, a mobile pattern whose best analogy is 

indeed musical, not mechanical.’95 

 

Williams adds that for Maritain ‘we only grasp the way in which art and morality 

connect when we know exactly why and how they are not the same.’96  It may seem, at 

first glance, that Maritain would therefore resist Iris Murdoch’s suggestion that 

‘aesthetic situations are not so much analogies of morals as cases of morals.’97  But 

actually Maritain is concerned to maintain the distinction between what is good for a 

human being and what is good for a work of art.  If a work of art is geared towards what 
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is good for a human being—that is, if it sets out to edify or improve—it becomes mere 

propaganda.  The work of art has its own good, and it is this good which the artist must 

pursue.  The difference between Maritain and Murdoch on this question lies merely in 

the way they understand the term ‘morality’: for Maritain, morality is concerned with 

the good of human beings as human beings (and in his religious scheme there is such a 

thing and it can be known); for Murdoch, morality is concerned with the Good per se. 

 

Both Murdoch and Maritain, then, believe that art, at its best, can be a glimpse of what 

is both real and in some sense beyond the everyday.  One understands this in religious 

terms, the other in secular.  It may not be immediately clear what implications this has 

for politics, but we might begin to identify some potential for it to inform an effort to 

engage a plurality of comprehensive metaphysical positions in the political process. 

 

In A Secular Age, Charles Taylor warns of ‘naivetes on all sides: either that unbelief is 

just the falling away of any sense of fullness (what theists are sometimes tempted to 

think of atheists); or that belief is just a set of theories attempting to make sense of 

experiences which we all have, and whose real nature can be understood purely 

immanently (what atheists are sometimes tempted to think about theists).’98  We can 

overlay this with what Rowan Williams says about possible responses to ‘the world 

which art takes for granted’:  ‘There is an insanity in which hidden connections are 

everything, in which the excess of symbolism becomes the habitual climate of thought; 

but there is equally an insanity in which excess is denied and the world reduced to that 

series of problems which my mind currently happens to engage.’99  The question for my 

purposes here is whether the latter ‘insanity’—the denial of ‘excess’ and the reduction 

of the world to technical problems—is in fact a necessary insanity for the practice of 

politics in a pluralistic political community.  I want to suggest that it is not; and that 

what art teaches us about how to approach the world might in fact help us to shape a 

political attitude to difference. 

 

How?  We have noted Iris Murdoch’s thought that ‘aesthetic situations are not so much 

analogies of morals as cases of morals.’  Williams, in developing his account of 

Maritain’s aesthetics, agrees that ‘in a rather extended sense, the activity of the artist 
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does have a serious moral character simply because it pushes aside the ego and the 

desire of the artist as individual.’100  Murdoch adds that ‘the chief enemy of excellence 

in morality (and also in art) is personal fantasy: the tissue of self-aggrandising and 

consoling wishes and dreams which prevents one from seeing what there is outside 

one.’101  Here we already have the beginnings of a political stance; for what there is 

‘outside one’ includes other people. 

 

But just as important as what we see is how we see it.  There is a kind of seeing that 

seeks to understand what is seen purely in reference to the self .  This is seeing as 

appropriation:  ‘Explanation,’ says Williams, ‘is reduction; it is trying to contain 

another in your own identity.’102  According to both Williams and Murdoch, art is the 

opposite of explanation in this sense:  ‘The ethic of the artist,’ says Williams, ‘is 

detachment, dispossession of the desire to hold everything inside your own head.’103  

The artistic movement towards its object is ‘the opposite of the immediate ‘placing’ of 

the thing or person seen that is the habitual mode of human operation.’104  And for 

Murdoch: ‘.. great art teaches us how real things can be looked at and loved without 

being seized and used, without being appropriated into the greedy organism of the 

self.’105 

 

I want to argue that this view of art, as pointing to transcendence, does have political 

implications.  But this is a very different thing from saying that any particular work of 

art has political implications.  A work of art may have a political ‘message’.  And it is 

also entirely conceivable that a work could shape public attitudes towards some political 

question or other without falling into Maritain’s category of art that seeks a human good 

(edification or improvement) rather than its own integrity—in other words, of bad art.  

But I am claiming that art as such has political implications, insofar as it takes for 

granted a world in which perception is always incomplete.  Politics involves the gaining 

and using of power in and upon the world, including the world of other people.  If moral 

judgements apply to political actions, then this exercise of power must, as Murdoch has 

shown, involve an attempt to see the world and other people justly. 
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But if art is our model for what it means to see the world justly, then politics must occur 

in a world made ‘strange’ by art; one in which there are ‘relations and resonances [...] 

that ‘ordinary’ seeing and experiencing obscure or even deny.’  If the world in which 

politics takes place is at the same time a world in which perception is always 

incomplete, then any reduction of the world to ‘that series of problems which my mind 

currently happens to engage’ can never be more than provisional. 

 

By definition, power does not apply to that which is in excess of the world as it is 

known through ‘ordinary rational naming and analysing’.  But this excess, on the 

Maritainian and, I would argue, the Murdochian view, is revealed by art to be always-

already accompanying the world of ordinary observation.  Power cannot appropriate 

this excess or do away with it, and therefore power is always-already, by definition, 

limited.  Difference, on this view, can not finally be made subject to the dictates of 

power.  Conversely, if there is nothing more to the world than what is known through 

ordinary rational naming and analysing, then power can, in principle, be total.  These, 

then, are the political stakes of what might seem a somewhat abstract or refined 

metaphysical question. 

 

Art and the sacred 

 

Finally, I want to ask of art what I earlier asked of morality:  What, if any, are the 

comprehensive metaphysical and/or theological assumptions lying behind, or 

implications arising from, this way of understanding the artistic vision?  Rowan 

Williams, a theologian, wonders ‘whether there is an unavoidably theological element 

to all artistic labour.’106  He adds that ‘it is not a matter of arguing incontrovertibly to 

God from the creative processes of our imaginations, but of noting the convergences 

between theological discourse and the kind of reflection on the artist’s labour that [he 

has] tried to trace.’107  He further suggests that ‘if there is always that to which things 

are related, irrespective of what I can (literally and metaphorically) make of them, that 
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awareness of a depth in the observable world beyond what is at any moment observable 

is close to what seems to be meant by ‘the sacred’.’108   

 

It’s hard to imagine Iris Murdoch disagreeing with this.  But how are we to understand 

‘the sacred’?  At one point Williams describes this term as referring to ‘energies and 

activities that are wholly outside the scope of representation and instrumental reason.’109  

So far this too would be uncontroversial.  As we have seen, Murdoch herself observes 

that ‘there is something in the serious attempt to look compassionately at human things 

which automatically suggests that ‘there is more than this’.’  Of course, she goes on to 

insist that the ‘‘there is more than this’, if it is not to be corrupted by some sort of quasi-

theological finality, must remain a very tiny spark of insight, something with, as it were, 

a metaphysical position but no metaphysical form.’   

 

For my political-philosophical purposes here, what is needed is a common ground 

between the religious believer and the person for whom religious belief is ‘unavailable’.  

Though there are differences in the way ‘transcendence’ is conceived by, say, Williams 

and Murdoch, it is nonetheless a good candidate for this common ground if, as I have 

argued, Murdoch’s concern about finality is misplaced, and if, as I have also noted, 

there is an available religious position that can afford to be reasonably relaxed about the 

social loss of religious terms and concepts because an encounter with the ethical is 

always-already an encounter with the reality of God.  The philosophical argument 

between the religious and non-religious positions is important, but one of the reasons it 

is important is because it reveals a common attitude to the world as transcending 

physical finitude.  

 

I have tried to show that both morality and art point, and point in similar ways, to 

transcendence—to the ‘more than this’, in Murdoch’s terms, and the ‘good which is 

beyond, in the sense of independent of human flourishing’, to borrow Charles Taylor’s 

description.110  I have also suggested that if art is ‘the opposite of the immediate 

‘placing’ of the thing or person seen’ (Williams), and if ‘great art teaches us how real 

things can be looked at and loved without being seized and used, without being 
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appropriated into the greedy organism of the self’ (Murdoch), then art may help to 

inform an attitude towards difference that can help us to engage a plurality of 

comprehensive metaphysical positions in the political process, because whether what is 

pointed to by art and morality is understood in religious or secular terms, nevertheless 

how it reveals itself has implications for the exercise of power upon what is revealed. 
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Chapter Four—Is Value Plural? (1) 
 

I have been arguing, in a roundabout way, that there is a way of understanding the 

mattering of others—that is, morality—as being, like God, finally transcendent.  To 

know that others matter is to know that the response of power—that is, the dominating, 

appropriating response—cannot legimitately be considered a comprehensive or even an 

adequate response to another person.  I will argue in future chapters that our response to 

others must contain an element of the apophatic.  This is a term I borrow from so-called 

‘negative’ theology.  The negative approach to God has it that no positive statement 

made about God can be completely or literally true, because God is beyond what can 

meaningfully and truthfully be said in language made for a finite world.  (This is a 

linguistic, rather than a metaphysical, description of the apophatic approach.  In 

metaphysical terms, God is beyond being, and being is what our human knowledge 

grasps; therefore our human knowledge is not adequate to the knowledge of God.) 

 

The approach to morality that I have been outlining demands an element of waiting.  

The other is, in certain respects, beyond me; I must wait upon her to reveal herself.  

Moral value, like art, is transcendent of the ‘ordinary world of rational naming and 

analysing’.  But just as, according to negative theology, we can meaningfully say what 

God is not, so on this view we can make certain negative claims about moral value.  In 

this chapter and the next, I will make two such negative claims: first, that moral value is 

not internally plural, and second, that it is not sui generis in relation to other kinds of 

value; that value per se is not internally divided. 

 

In this chapter my target is John Gray’s description of the ‘two faces’ of liberalism, 

which refers to two different ways of understanding what political liberalism is for.  Or 

rather, my target is the moral pluralism that lies beneath this description, and beneath 

Gray’s favouring of one ‘face’ of liberalism over the other.  I claim that this kind of 

moral pluralism could actually licence the arbitrary use of power in politics, and that 

power cannot be held accountable to ultimately conflicting moral truths. 

 

It is important to note, however, that although I argue against moral pluralism, I do not 

thereby suggest that morality is one thing and that I (or anyone else) can know what it 
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is.  Commitment to the proposition ‘x is one’ does not entail any other claim about x.  

To say that ‘God is undivided’ does not entail a complete knowledge of God.  The 

moral approach I am outlining demands, I will claim, at the same time a commitment to 

the unity of moral value, and a certain hesitancy in the face of it. 

 

* 

 

Liberalism is, among other things, a response to the political problem of pluralism.  

People and communities believe different things and want to live in different ways; a 

valid political goal would seem to be to accommodate them all to the greatest extent 

possible.  That way everyone will be as satisfied as they can reasonably expect to be, 

and we will have achieved as much peace and stability as we can reasonably expect to 

have. 

 

But how might this be accomplished?  One familiar approach is to have everyone put 

aside their comprehensive worldviews for the purposes of political discourse.  In this 

way we can attempt to achieve a ‘rational consensus’ on political questions.  Such a 

consensus will not depend for its legitimacy on any particular worldview.  Rather, its 

legitimacy will come from its being rational: that is, agreed to by reasonable actors for 

the right reasons; that is, reasons each actor can recognise as rational.  If the political 

system limits itself to this kind of rational discourse, the thought goes, then it can 

remain neutral between competing comprehensive worldviews, and fairness will result. 

 

Of course, this conception of liberalism has been questioned.  In this section I will argue 

that neutrality cannot in fact be achieved by public abstraction from ‘private reasons’, 

and that an attempt to do so will compromise the pluralism it was designed to protect.  I 

will then examine John Gray’s response to the failure of ‘rational consensus’ liberalism.  

In Two Faces of Liberalism he argues that we should view liberalism not as a search for 

a rational consensus but instead as a modus vivendi between incommensurable and 

incompatible comprehensive worldviews.  I will argue that this approach, which I claim 

is based on an incoherent meta-ethical position, may in fact undermine the possibility of 

a better, more constructive modus vivendi.  I suggest there is a third ‘face’ available to 

liberalism: that of an ongoing dialogue between political actors who are engaged, not in 
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a common search for ‘rational consensus’, but in a pluralised search for the common 

Good. 

 

Pluralisms 

 

We use the word ‘pluralism’ in a number of ways.  I will distinguish three kinds of 

pluralism, one of which has two versions: radical and non-radical.  Here, then, is a 

provisional taxonomy of pluralisms, identified in each case by their central claim: 

 

Political pluralism:  Within a political community, different people and communities 

believe and desire different things. 

 

Non-radical moral pluralism:  Moral goods can be incompatible in certain ways.  For 

example, it’s good to be a nurse and it’s good to be a judge, but I can’t be both at the 

same time. 

 

Radical moral pluralism:  Moral value is fundamentally plural, such that a genuine 

good can, from the standpoint of another genuine good, be an evil.  

 

Value pluralism:  Value is fundamentally plural, such that moral value (whether it is 

itself plural or not) can be radically incompatible with another kind of genuine value; 

for example, political value. 

 

I want to distinguish pluralisms in this way in order to avoid the slippage between them 

that sometimes occurs in discussions of pluralism and politics.  I will take the central 

claims of the first two kinds of pluralism—political and non-radical moral pluralism—

as obviously and trivially true.  The latter two are very much not trivial.  Value 

pluralism—in particular the purported plurality between moral and political value—will 

be my focus in the next chapter.  Here I will examine the claims of radical moral 

pluralism, particularly as they relate to politics. 

 

Ways we can’t be neutral 
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Certain conceptions of liberalism prize official or state neutrality as allowing for a fair 

settlement of political arrangements between competing comprehensive worldviews; 

that is, as a solution to the problem of political pluralism as it is defined above.  But is 

neutrality possible?  I want to begin by examining some of the ways we can’t be 

neutral; but to do this I will need to offer a (perhaps tendentious) definition of ‘politics’ 

and its associated terms.  Here, then, is a proposed definition of ‘politics’:   

 

Politics is activity directed towards controlling or changing the organisational structure 

or organised activity of a group of people. 

 

And here is a proposed definition of ‘government’:   

 

Government is the sustained exercise of a supreme and comprehensive power, assumed 

or granted, to maintain political control and achieve political change. 

 

If we accept these definitions, then a ‘political institution’ will be a recognised 

structure that protects, defines and promotes political activity.  A ‘political actor’ is 

anyone who participates in political activity—that is, almost everyone.  And a 

‘politician’ is one whose vocation, for a given period, is political activity within a 

political community.   

 

But what is a ‘political community’?  I suggest that this term be understood as 

referring to a group of people whose members have no necessary, generally recognised 

connection with each other, except for the political.  A bird-watching club, for example, 

is not a political community, because each of its members has at least one non-political 

(in the above sense) connection to each of the others—in this case, a common interest in 

birds and a commitment to pursue that interest in a particular way together.  The State 

of South Australia, on the other hand, is a political community because no member, as 

member, has any necessary, non-political connection to any other. 

 

On this set of definitions politics is not limited to what goes on in political communities.  

Politics occurs in families, groups of friends, clubs, companies, military units, and so 

on.  Government occurs in some of these groupings, too, which is why the operations 

of, say, a corporate board can be referred to as ‘governance’.  But while it is certainly 



	 97	

the case that we often use the word ‘politics’ in relation to the organisational dynamics 

of these groups, I would like to make a stronger claim, and that is that there is no 

important qualitative or categorical difference between the politics of a political 

community and the politics of any other group, including family and friendship groups. 

 

There are two related reasons why we might want to resist this claim, and/or this set of 

definitions.  We might want to protect the political realm from the ethical demands of 

the non-political, or we might want to protect the various ‘non-political’ realms from 

being corrupted by the political.  To avoid begging the question, however, the objector 

must point to a relevant difference between the politics of a political community on the 

one hand, and activity directed towards affecting the organisational dynamics of other, 

non-political groups on the other.   

 

Here is an obvious candidate difference: the ‘politics’ of groups that are not political 

communities occurs between people who have one or more connections to each other, 

apart from the political connection.  Whether they are friends or fellow members of a 

bird club, they have at least one connection with one another that is more than merely 

political.  This brings to light something about what I will call the ‘political 

relationship’—that is, the relationship between members of a political community, as 

members of that community.  The bare political relationship presupposes no other 

relationship, while every other relationship presupposes it. 

 

But why should this lead us to understand the political relationship as in some important 

way different from other relationships?  We cannot, for example, point to the 

impersonality of the bare political relationship, because lots of other relationships (such 

as those between members of the Australian Conservation Foundation, for example, 

who may never meet one another) are also impersonal.  Nor can we point to the 

involuntary nature of the political relationship, because lots of other relationships are no 

less involuntary: relationships within families, for example. 

 

The one defining feature of the political relationship is that it is the only relationship 

that can exist between two human beings who have no other connection to one another 

whatsoever.  Nevertheless, it is a relationship.  And so, on the various definitions given 

above, there is no prima facie reason why the ethical requirements attaching to 
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relationships between humans in general should not apply to the political relationship in 

particular.  This claim will be explored further in the next chapter. 

 

The political proposition 

 

In order to discuss one of the ways I claim a political community can’t be ‘neutral’, I 

need to offer a further definition.  I will use the term ‘political proposition’ for the 

reason, or set of reasons, given to members of a political community as to why they 

should participate in that political community.  The reasons can be ‘given’ in a variety 

of ways, explicitly and implicitly, and they may come from one source or many (and the 

reasons may conflict).  A person may participate in a political community without ever 

paying attention to any of the reasons, and different members of a political community 

may participate for different, or conflicting, reasons.  But the reasons are always 

available, and can be thought of as the background to answers to questions such as ‘why 

should I vote in this election?’, or ‘why should I obey this law?’, or ‘what gives the 

Prime Minister the right to take us to war?’, or ‘why should our political system be set 

up in the way it is?’ 

 

There are three broad kinds of political proposition: 

 

(1) The command:  Do y. 

 

(2) The imperative:  As the world is x, therefore politics is y. 

 

(3) The hypothetical:  If the world is x, then politics is y. 

 

An example of an imperative proposition might run as follows: 

 

‘As the world belongs to God, and such-and-such a person has a special knowledge 

of/authority from God, therefore politics is the forced subjugation of all people to the 

rule of such-and-such.’  A good recent example of this sort of imperative political 

proposition is the one assumed by Islamic State fighters when they arrive in a 

community.  Another imperative proposition might be: 
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‘As the world consists, at bottom, of the objects and processes of physics, and as values 

are, in the end, a matter of human preference, therefore politics is the effort to maximise 

preference satisfaction.’ 

 

Hypothetical propositions look similar to imperative propositions, but are presented as 

‘if-then’ statements in order to avoid what are seen as unwarranted metaphysical claims: 

 

‘If a growing economy and the resulting increase in per-capita income is what 

Australians want, then politics ought to support markets as the best engine of wealth 

creation.’ 

 

These different kinds of political proposition are not mutually exclusive.  It is 

impossible, for example, to think of a political system in existence today that does not 

rely to some extent on the command proposition, even if it is only there to back up one 

of the others.  For my purposes it is important to note that both (2) and (3) assume a set 

of human attributes.  That is, they assume that the world is a certain way, and therefore 

(because these are political propositions, and politics involves humans) that humans are 

a certain way.  The imperative proposition commits itself to a set of claims about the 

world (and therefore the human), while the hypothetical simply assumes one.  But in 

either case, there is no way of getting to the second half of the proposition (politics is y) 

without filling in the first (the world is x). 

 

Of course, in all three cases, tensions arise within a political community when a 

member of the community dissents from y; and one important reason for dissenting 

from y may be a difference of opinion regarding x.  A political system based on the 

command proposition overcomes these tensions by force, or not at all.  A system based 

on the imperative proposition attempts to overcome the tensions by force of argument, 

backed up by force. 

 

But when it comes to the hypothetical proposition, there will be many cases where 

argument is redundant: that is, cases in which there is no dissent from the hypothetical 

proposition itself, but only from its antecedent, and therefore from its consequent (this 

is because ‘if x then y’ can be true, without x or y themselves being true).  This kind of 

dissenter might say:  ‘I agree that if pleasure is the ultimate good for humans, then we 
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ought to do such-and-such; but I do not agree that pleasure is the ultimate good for 

humans.’ 

 

In political systems based on the hypothetical proposition, in cases where there is 

dissent from the antecedent but not from the proposition itself, the only way to 

overcome these tensions is by force, or by majority rule, which is a form of force.  But 

this is not force backing up argument—we have already stipulated that there is no 

argument about the hypothetical proposition itself.  Rather it is bare force, of exactly the 

same the kind as backs up political systems based on the command proposition. 

 

Is there a way out of this problem?  One possibility is to presume a ‘social contract’.  If 

there is a sense in which no-one actually does dissent from the antecedent of the 

hypothetical proposition—because, for example, the world just is a certain way and 

everyone’s better, rational selves really know that, or could be brought to know that—

then dialogue and argument may resume, because dissenters are in fact only dissenting 

from the consequent, and the question of what follows from x is amenable to argument. 

 

But there is a familiar problem with social contract theory: what is the ‘social contract’, 

and when was it agreed to?  If, as I suggested above, proponents of a system based on 

the hypothetical proposition make a claim such as that any rational being would assent 

to their ‘if’, then they have in fact transformed the ‘if’ into an ‘as’, and in doing so they 

have transformed their hypothetical proposition into an imperative proposition; which, I 

have insisted, inescapably involves a set of claims about the human and the world. 

 

Isaiah Berlin calls this a ‘monstrous impersonation.’  It’s one thing, he says, to claim 

that I know another’s good and intend to impose it upon them.  It’s another to claim that 

when this happens no imposition is occurring at all.111  On the schema I have proposed 

above, the former is an example of the imperative proposition in action.  The latter—

Berlin’s ‘monstrous impersonation’—is an example of the hypothetical proposition at 

work under a ‘social contract’. 
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The only way that a political system could consistently and coherently base itself on the 

hypothetical proposition would be if there were exit rights and opportunities available 

for all dissenters—a highly impractical solution.  But if the hypothetical proposition is 

not really available, then we are left with either a system based purely on the command 

proposition, or one based on a mix of the command and the imperative propositions.  

Whether this is bad news for liberalism depends both on the content of the antecedent of 

the imperative proposition (the ‘x’ in ‘the world is x’), and perhaps on the 

epistemological humility with which members, and especially powerful members, of the 

political community treat the antecedent.  That is, we need at the same time to have 

some idea of what the world and humans are like, and we need to approach claims about 

what the world and humans are like with caution. 

 

If the ‘x’ in ‘the world is x’ comes to mean ‘the site of a struggle for supremacy by the 

superior white race against all other races’ (to take an extreme example) then one set of 

(extremely horrific) political imperatives will follow from that, even if they are 

mitigated by some degree of epistemological humility on the part of those in power.  

But if, on the other hand, epistemological humility turns into epistemological nihilism 

with respect to x, then we are back with the hypothetical proposition, which I have 

argued is unsustainable in itself and tends to fall back upon a bare command 

proposition. 

 

Is there a way through here?  Is there a version of the imperative proposition that can 

avoid, on the one hand, grotesque and destructive understandings of the human, along 

with their political implications, and, on the other, a paralysing nihilism with respect to 

the human, leading to an arbitrary hypothetical political proposition backed up by force?  

I will return to this question towards the end of this chapter.  First I want to examine 

another way we can’t be neutral—which might help point towards a way that we can. 

 

Politics and humans  

 

Any action, and therefore any political action, presupposes some end.  To seek an end is 

to value that end.  So any political actor (as I have previously defined the term) operates 

within some system of values.  Political actions affect human beings.  Human beings are 

either valuable (however that might be understood) or they are not.  The political actor 
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must assume, consciously or not, some conception of the relationship between the 

human beings who are affected by her action, and the valuable ends that determine that 

action.  This may be a relationship between two things of value, or it may be a 

relationship between something of value (the end of the political action) and something 

of no value (the human beings in question). 

 

In either case, I want to claim that any conception of the relationship between the 

humans affected by a political action and the valuable ends of that action assumes an 

anthropology; no merely procedural conception of politics will produce it.  For these 

purposes, a ‘philosophical anthropology’ is any comprehensive understanding of what 

human beings are—whether this be straightforwardly biological (provided it is also 

reductionist, and therefore comprehensive) or metaphysical.  No philosophical 

anthropology can be metaphysically ‘neutral’, because every philosophical 

anthropology either presupposes or implies a metaphysics.  Even a straightforwardly 

biological anthropology has metaphysical implications—physicalist ones. 

 

But neither can a merely ‘political’ philosophical anthropology—in the way that Rawls 

attempts to distinguish ‘political’ from ‘metaphysical’ conceptions of justice—be 

neutral, because a ‘political’ philosophical anthropology requires a principle of 

demarcation between relevant and irrelevant aspects of the human for the purposes of 

politics; and there is no uncontested conception of the ‘purposes of politics’.  Indeed, 

the purposes of politics cannot be determined except according to some philosophical 

anthropology or other.  Therefore any proposed principle of demarcation between 

relevant and irrelevant aspects of the human will also be contested, and a ‘political’ 

philosophical anthropology will have to be something other than neutral.  This is not to 

say that a political philosophical anthropology is not needed, just that it cannot be 

neutral. 

 

At this point it’s worth considering a similar (perhaps exactly analogous) problem that 

arises in the practice of philosophy.  I refer to the problem of starting points.  In one 

respect, the history of philosophy can be viewed as an ongoing dispute over the correct 

starting point for philosophy.  A paradigm shift in philosophy is often sparked by the 

discovery of a new starting point (see, for example, Descartes, Kant, Heidegger). 
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How can a practice constitute a practice when there is no agreement on first principles?  

Philosophy continues to be done, in part because of a willingness by philosophers to 

‘try on’ alternative ways of looking at problems, including alternative ways of 

beginning the philosophical enterprise.  We make certain assumptions; but we also 

agree, upon suggestion and from time to time, to suspend these assumptions.  This does 

not mean that we must blindly ‘follow the argument where it leads’: Raimond Gaita 

makes a case for caution against any overly rationalistic or calculative approach which 

too quickly discards emotional responses and traditional sensibilities.  But it is precisely 

by ‘trying on’ the worldviews of his interlocutors that Gaita finds the resources for 

opposing them.  His observation that the language used by many moral philosophers 

sounds like parody when applied to the most profound human experiences is one 

example of this ‘trying on’.   

 

A philosopher does not need to be a relativist about truth in order to engage 

sympathetically with her opponents.  Further, disagreement in philosophy, even on a 

fundamental level, need not stop dialogue.  Frequently, this is where dialogue starts.  

Further still, the fact of disagreement and the need to keep talking has stimulated the 

academic discipline of philosophy to evolve a certain (imperfect, and imperfectly 

adhered to) etiquette around its practice: one listens, one interprets the meaning of one’s 

opponent charitably, one avoids begging the question, and so on.  I raise this at this 

point merely to discourage pessimism about the potential for dialogue in a pluralistic 

environment.  First principles are required to do philosophy; first principles are 

contested and relativism is (often) resisted; yet philosophy is done.  Analogously: a 

philosophical anthropology is needed to ‘do’ politics; anthropologies are contested and 

relativism is (often) resisted; perhaps politics too can nevertheless be done. 

 

I now want to examine one attempt to respond to some of the problems of a liberalism 

that relies on official neutrality and rational consensus for its legitimacy and/or its 

stability. 

 

A third face for liberalism? 

 

John Gray’s Two Faces of Liberalism outlines two different ways in which liberalism 

has historically been conceived.  These two ‘faces’ are, Gray says, contradictory, even if 
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they have often been held together in ways that are no longer tenable.  Gray therefore 

rejects one way and advocates the other.  Here I will criticise the meta-ethical picture—

radical moral pluralism—on which his solution is built, and suggest there might be yet 

another way, a third way, of understanding and prosecuting the liberal project. 

 

In his opening chapter, Gray says:  ‘Viewed from one side, liberal toleration is the ideal 

of a rational consensus on the best way of life.  From the other, it is the belief that 

human beings can flourish in many ways of life ...  From one side, toleration is the 

pursuit of an ideal form of life.  From the other, it is the search for peace among 

different ways of life.’112  I will call the first conception of liberalism ‘rational 

consensus’, and the second, following Gray, ‘modus vivendi’.  Gray claims that despite 

the fond hopes of liberals, liberal democracy has not yet achieved rational consensus 

about the good, or the good society, or even, contra Rawls, what is meant by such terms 

as justice or fairness, which themselves are inevitably interpreted according to some 

(disputed) conception of the good. 

 

On this Gray and I agree.  There are several possible reasons for the failure of the 

rational consensus project, but I will focus on three:    

 

1. We have not tried long or hard enough. 

 

2. ‘The good’ is radically plural, making consensus impossible. 

 

3. The good cannot be known through reason alone. 

 

Gray and I both reject (1), and for the same reason—we think the nature of the good, 

and by extension the good (just, fair, etc) society, is such that rational consensus is 

impossible.  Gray accepts (2), and claims that therefore a modus vivendi based upon the 

recognition of the truth of radical moral pluralism is the best political arrangement, 

given that we need to find a way for rival conceptions of a radically plural good to co-

exist.  I want to explore three related reasons for resisting this conclusion: 
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(a) The good is not, in our experience, plural in this way. 

 

(b) A modus vivendi resting on this conception of the good will tend to undermine the 

possibility and fruitfulness of dialogue. 

 

(c) (3) is true, and offers the beginnings of a meta-ethical foundation for a better, third 

‘face’ for liberalism. 

 

I will take these points one at a time. 

 

(a)  How is moral value plural? 

 

Earlier I defined political pluralism as a situation in which different people and groups 

within a political community believe and desire different things.  This becomes a 

problem when the beliefs and desires lead to conflicting political imperatives.  When 

this happens, there is an ethical phenomenon in need of interpretation, and a political 

problem in need of a solution.  Gray would agree, I think, that the way we understand 

the former will shape the way we approach the latter. 

 

Gray notes that various attempts to reconcile political pluralities have failed.  It is not 

enough, for example, to elevate one of the many goods in life—say, happiness—as that 

by which the rest are to be judged. The others simply prove incommensurable against 

the chosen standard.  Nor has pure ‘reason’ proven capable of ordering goods into a 

coherent whole.  For Gray, these failures result from what I have termed radical moral 

pluralism.  If radical moral pluralism is true then a genuine good can, from the 

standpoint of another genuine good, be an evil.  In Gray’s words ‘the virtues of some 

are the vices of others’113 and neither is, in any ultimate sense, wrong.  Further, rival 

goods can make incommensurable and absolute demands on a single person.  It is 

therefore not surprising if rational consensus liberalism fails to converge on an idea of 

‘the’ good life for humans. 
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But I don’t think rational consensus fails because moral value is radically plural.  I think 

it fails because moral value is not something that reason alone can give us.  Rather than 

argue for the latter claim here, I will begin by pointing out some problems with the 

former.  Gray gives several examples of what he sees as radical moral pluralism playing 

itself out in the lives of individuals and groups.  I will examine three of these examples, 

and try to show how each can be interpreted without an appeal to radical moral 

pluralism. 

 

Example 1:  ‘.. what friendship demands may be incompatible with justice.’114 

 

What friendship demands is different to what a friend demands.  It is clear what my 

friend is demanding of me when he begs me to cover up his crime.  It is not at all clear 

that our friendship demands the same thing.  There is an assumption at work in Gray’s 

observation, and that is that we can sometimes know what friendship demands, and 

what justice demands, and that they conflict.  To deny Gray’s claim, on the other hand, 

is not to claim any particular knowledge about friendship or justice.  Nor is it to deny 

that it may seem at times that friendship and justice conflict.  This ‘seeming’ is raw data 

which needs to be interpreted.  We can either interpret it as resulting from a plurality in 

the Good, or as resulting from some fact about us.  

 

To deny that what friendship demands may be incompatible with justice is to make a 

kind of conceptual claim—but it is more than merely conceptual.  Moral concepts like 

‘friendship’ and ‘justice’ must answer to experience, and there are two elements of 

common moral experience which together suggest that virtues such as friendship and 

justice are best understood as ideals which fit within a coherent Good, and not as 

potentially incompatible demands.  

 

The first element of moral experience I will call ‘agony’.  This refers to the seeming 

incompatibility identified by Gray (as between friendship and justice or between other 

moral requirements) as experienced.  A moral dilemma is what the incompatibility is; 

agony is how it feels. We need the word’s full etymological weight: agon—a contest or 

struggle.  To find oneself pulled in conflicting directions by friendship and justice is 
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moral agony in this sense, and indeed this experience is, for Gray, evidence of the truth 

of radical moral pluralism.  I will argue otherwise. 

 

There is another element of moral experience that should lead us to resist radical moral 

pluralism, and I will call this ‘responsibility’.  Moral experience is not something 

passively received; it calls for response and is in fact formed in response.  A 

friendship/justice dilemma, or any other moral dilemma faced by a real human being, 

must eventually be resolved in one way or the other.  Not to act is almost always to act.  

One cannot simply opt out, at least not without denying morality itself. 

 

My claim is that radical moral pluralism fails to do justice to—and so is undermined 

by—both these aspects of moral experience: agony and responsibility.  Radical moral 

pluralism fails to do justice to our experience of moral agony because if it is true, and 

known to be true, then it calls a halt to the struggle.  In a given situation, if friendship 

and justice are really radically opposed, there can be no moral requirement to accede to 

the call of one rather than the other.  There may be good reasons to go in a particular 

direction, as Gray reminds us.  There is still the possibility of making a good or bad 

decision.  But these reasons cannot be moral in nature.  They must be drawn from 

outside whatever we understand as the moral realm.  The struggle then becomes 

something other than a moral struggle.  One might have reasons drawn from calculation, 

or personal taste, or circumstances.  But while the result of a choice between radically 

incompatible goods may be morally significant, the choice itself cannot be.  Yet this 

significance—the sense that one’s choosing in the matter is itself morally crucial—is 

what generates moral agony as I have described it.   

 

This is more than an appeal to ‘ought implies can’.  Oedipus doesn’t have the 

information he needs to do the morally right thing.  If ought implies can then Oedipus 

cannot be said to have violated any moral ‘ought’.  But one can resist this conclusion 

without an appeal to radical moral pluralism.  The ‘problem’ for Oedipus lies not in the 

dividedness of the Good, but in the limitedness of Oedipus.  One can be blameless but 

also guilty in a morally non-plural world.  I am claiming that there is no prima facie 

reason why we should not think that all moral dilemmas are potentially diagnosable as 

resulting from a lack in us.  If we think that radical moral pluralism fails to do justice to 

our experience of moral agony, then we will be inclined to accept this diagnosis. 
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Radical moral pluralism also undermines moral responsibility.  Moral concepts like 

friendship function as ideals by which we shape our moral responses.  We don’t know 

everything about these ideals (a radical moral pluralist, as mentioned above, would 

seem to have to know a lot, in order to recognise their incommensurability), but we do 

know some things.  After all, if we didn’t then the concepts would be of no use to us.  If 

there is no minimal content to the concept of friendship then it cannot even begin to 

shape my responsiveness to a friend, and this is very the purpose of the concept.  But 

what might play the role of this minimal content? 

 

It cannot be part of the concept of, say, friendship, that I should do evil to my friend.  

This would make the concept nonsensical.  More generally, no moral concept can 

involve the doing of evil as part of its meaning, at least insofar as the evil is done to the 

person in relation to whom the concept is being applied.  Insofar as I am a friend to you, 

I must not do evil to you (I may do evil to you alongside my being a friend to you, but 

in doing so I am not acting as a friend).  Similarly, insofar as I am being just towards 

you, I am not doing you harm.  Insofar as I am merciful to you, I am not cruel to you—

and so on. 

 

The question, of course, is whether a coherent moral concept can allow for evil to be 

done to an object other than the person in relation to whom the concept is being applied.  

Can I, in being a friend to you, do evil to another?  Again, it is trivially true that while 

being a friend to you I can do evil to any number of others (and in fact even to you), but 

the question is whether in doing evil to others as a friend to you I am in fact acting as a 

friend to you.  To claim that it is obvious that my being a friend to you does not 

preclude my doing evil to another is, I would argue, to beg the question in favour of an 

individualistic conception of the human.  It assumes that in harming another for your 

sake I am not harming you.  If in fact it turns out that in harming another for your sake I 

am harming you, then we have found the ‘minimal content’ we were looking for in 

relation to the moral concept of friendship—and by extension, to all other moral 

concepts—and that is not to do evil in their cause.  And if this is true then radical moral 

pluralism is false. 
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I will return to this question of individualism when I examine the third of Gray’s 

examples of moral pluralism in action. 

 

Example 2:  ‘Heroic excellence in Homer (arete) and the New Testament virtue of 

loving-kindness (agape) are rivals.’115 

 

It’s important to note that the stance from which Gray invites us to make this judgment 

is the only stance from which it can be made.  It is a disengaged stance.  We are invited 

to observe, from a third person perspective, two rival ways of seeking the good, and to 

recognise them as not just incompatible but incommensurable.  We could not make this 

judgement from within either of the ways of life from which these virtues emerge.  To 

genuinely adhere to agape as an ideal is to reject many elements of arete, and vice 

versa.  It becomes impossible not to judge harshly some of what the rival viewpoint 

holds to be important and valuable. 

 

In some ways this is Gray’s point.  But it is not evidence for radical moral pluralism, 

because it is not even evidence for incommensurability.  The judgement ‘a life based 

around arete and a life based around agape are incommensurable in relation to one 

another’ is no less a judgement than the judgement ‘a life based around arete is an 

inferior life to a life based around agape.’  To judge two things—especially two ways of 

life, and especially to judge that they cannot be compared—one must have adequate 

knowledge of the things in question.  But what counts as adequate knowledge of a way 

of life, and how do we know when we’ve got it?  A way of life encompasses a world 

view, a set of cultural practices, a history, a set of memories, and much more.  To know 

it is to live it.  But to live it is to move away from the disengaged stance, which I have 

already claimed is the only stance from which a judgement of incommensurability could 

be made. 

 

Of course, ways of life other than our own are not entirely dark to us; after all, 

sometimes we switch from one to another.  But this kind of personal conversion is 

another phenomenon that cannot be made sense of by Gray’s radical moral pluralism.  

Christianity inspired many people to move from something like an arete view of the 
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virtues to something like agape.  Nietzsche inspired some to move back the other way.  

From the disengaged stance there might be any number of historical or psychological 

explanations for this.  But from the subject’s point of view, conversion cannot be 

viewed as a choice between incommensurables, made in a vacuum.  It can only 

represent a better grasping of one’s good. 

 

In short, to know that ‘heroic excellence in Homer (arete) and the New Testament 

virtue of loving-kindness (agape) are rivals,’ and to recognise them as 

incommensurable rivals at that, is to adopt a stance from which neither of these virtues 

can really be known.  To know either of them is to have lived them.  To know both of 

them is to have moved from one to the other, and to have done this is to have judged 

one to be a better fit than the other.  Again, non-pluralism would seem to be a better 

background against which to understand these movements. 

 

Example 3:  ‘We can judge the life of a crack addict to be poorer than that of both a 

carer in a leprosarium and a skillful bon viveur without being able to rank the carer’s 

against the hedonist’s.’116 

 

Again, perspective comes into play.  Either the carer or the hedonist may judge the other 

to be living an inferior life to his own.  And again, conversion is a possibility.  The 

hedonist may become the carer, and vice versa.  Of course, Gray can allow for this.  He 

can remind us again that he is not claiming there is never a reason to prefer one life over 

another, and that even in a morally radically plural world there may be all sorts of 

reasons to make particular choices between moral incommensurables; it’s just that those 

reasons cannot be moral reasons. 

 

It seems to me, however, that they must be self-referring reasons.  Liberalism has 

historically been tied to an individualist, atomistic view of the human.  This is the lens 

through which many of Gray’s observations are made.  It’s especially at work in the 

above example.  The carer and the hedonist, as autonomous individuals, observed in an 

analytical vacuum, will indeed be hard to compare.  But what happens if we apply a 

different lens?  Obviously in one sense the carer and the hedonist are individual human 
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beings.  But it is equally true that each is situated in a world—or network—of relations 

with others.  What happens if we de-emphasise their individuality, and highlight their 

interconnectedness? 

 

Gray is already happy to judge the addict’s life as poor, and presumably he does this by 

employing a concept of harm—in this case, self-harm.  The addict is hurting himself.  

From the individualistic point of view, this concept cannot easily be applied to the 

hedonist.  It seems strange to say that in living for pleasure the hedonist is self-harming.  

But from our new, ‘network’ perspective the hedonist must be seen as part of a network 

of relations with others—and now if we employ the concept of harm, two things 

happen. 

 

First, the hedonist might be judged harshly after all in relation to the carer who is 

actively working to reduce harm in others.  The hedonist’s ‘good life’ might start to 

look less good.  I make this point not to criticise hedonists but to highlight Gray’s 

background individualism.  To refrain from ranking the hedonist and the carer is to 

bracket out either’s effects on the people around them. 

 

Second, it is no longer obvious that we cannot apply the notion of self-harm to the 

hedonist.  On the ‘network’ view, I am in part constituted by my relations with others.  

If I fail to take the good of others into account in shaping my own life, I might be seen 

as harming myself after all.  It is only in relation to some conception of the good or 

other that anyone can be seen as being harmed or self-harming.  That’s as true for Gray, 

who is willing to judge the addict’s life as poor, as it is for the Buddhist who 

understands indifference to others as a kind of self-harm.  The concept of harm requires 

a concept of good, and Gray admits that there is a minimum standard of any good life, 

below which a person must be seen as living poorly.  Gray wants to draw the line 

somewhere above the addict, but below the hedonist.  But on what grounds can he do 

this except that of a liberal individualism, according to which our primary responsibility 

is to ourselves, and our good is at most tangentially, but not integrally, connected with 

the good of the people around us? 

 

(b)  Radical moral pluralism and the possibility of dialogue. 

 



	 112	

What role can dialogue play in a radically morally plural world?  Gray is not a moral 

relativist or a moral nihilist: there are, he claims, various ways of pursuing the good that 

are rival but real, and really good.  Rational dialogue can presumably bring us to the 

point where we can recognise that we have reached the real, non-adjudicable differences 

between us (it has after all brought Gray to this point), but what then?  There is no point 

in ordering that which cannot be ordered; nothing to be gained in comparing 

incommensurables.  It seems that if dialogue continues, it can only be at cross-purposes.  

Insofar as radical moral pluralism is true, and known to be true, dialogue must stop, and 

modus vivendi take over.  We live in a world where ‘the virtues of some are the vices of 

others’, neither is wrong, and there is no progress to be made by talking about it. 

 

Dialogue may continue for a while within various communities and ways of life—an 

Amish community can fruitfully discuss what it means to be Amish—but presumably 

this too will reach a point at which incommensurable values collide (after all, this 

occurs even within the lives of individuals, so there is no reason why it should not 

happen within the life of a community), and then there is nothing more to be said.  In 

the ensuing silence we can but find our modus vivendi, and get on with our lives as best 

we can. 

 

Gray may remind us again that our choices are not arbitrary: reasons still exist for 

preferring one moral value, or one way of life, over another.  There may be dialogue 

within a society about these non-moral reasons; but we must not expect rational 

dialogue ever to terminate in substantial convergence—certainly not about the good, 

and not even, contra Rawls, about the good society.  According to Gray, society is not 

likely to converge on criteria for what Rawls called ‘public reasons’—widely 

acceptable, value-neutral or at least -minimal reasons capable of transcending conflicts 

about the good—because the meaning of the language used to articulate such reasons 

will always be determined by some substantial view of the good.  On Gray’s account it 

would seem to follow that once two individuals or groups have articulated their real but 

conflicting values, dialogue ends.  War, or preferably a resigned modus vivendi, is the 

next inevitable step. 

 

(c)  Justice as provisionality, tolerance as attention 
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Earlier I argued that there is no political proposition without a philosophical 

anthropology somewhere in the background, and given that no philosophical 

anthropology is without metaphysical implications we should admit that there is no such 

thing as official, political neutrality on substantial questions about the good life, or the 

Good—at least not the kind of neutrality envisaged by ‘rational consensus’ liberals.  But 

is Gray’s modus vivendi the only alternative to Rawls’s rational consensus?  Further, is 

Gray’s kind of modus vivendi—one based on a recognition of radical moral pluralism—

the only kind? 

 

It’s worth remembering why Rawls rejects modus vivendi conceptions of politics in the 

first place.  His reason has to do with what I have called the political proposition.  

Rawls’s concern is for the stability of political arrangements.  A mere modus vivendi 

between competing interests lacks stability, because when circumstances change so 

might the reasons for one or more of the parties to maintain the arrangement.  To put it 

bluntly, I don’t need a way of getting along with you if I can get to a position from 

which I can simply wipe you out.  Utilitarian systems fare no better: when the greatest 

good for the greatest number is at the same time a great evil for me, I have little reason 

to continue to offer my allegiance to that good as it is embodied politically.  What is 

needed is a political proposition that citizens can continue to accept through time and 

change. 

 

Rawls thinks that his conception of ‘justice as fairness’ fits the bill because it is based 

on a relationship between citizens that is moral, and not merely prudential.  For Rawls 

this means that it is reasonable, and not merely rational.  ‘In justice as fairness the 

reasonable and the rational are taken as two distinct and independent basic ideas.’117  

This is a Kantian distinction.  The rational agent understands the moral law but is not 

moved to act on it.  The moral agent—whom Rawls calls, in the political context, the 

‘reasonable’ agent—both understands the moral law and is moved to act on it.  ‘What 

rational agents lack is the particular form of moral sensibility that underlies the desire to 

engage in fair cooperation as such, and to do so on terms that others as equals might 

reasonably be expected to endorse.’118 
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Rawls’s system claims to achieve stability because it makes its appeal to the reasonable, 

and not merely the rational agent.  For this reason, changing circumstances don’t affect 

the moral commitment that underlies political arrangements.  Even if it comes about 

that I can wipe you, my enemy, from the face of the earth, I won’t do it, because my 

desire is to ‘engage in fair cooperation as such,’ and not simply to abide by the terms of 

a modus vivendi while it is good for me to do so.  This is why for Rawls ‘.. the moral 

power that underlies the capacity to propose, or to endorse, and then to be moved to act 

from fair terms of cooperation for their own sake is an essential social virtue.’119   

 

But when we are ‘moved to act from fair terms of cooperation for their own sake’ what 

exactly are we moved by?  If Charles Larmore’s reading of Rawls is right, justice as 

fairness is ‘a conception we endorse, not for the different reasons we may each 

discover, and not simply for reasons we happen to share, but instead for reasons that 

count for us because we can affirm them together.’120  But if this is the case then it is 

slightly misleading to say that we are ‘moved to act from fair terms of cooperation for 

their own sake.’  It is not the fair terms that move us.  It is their being affirmed—or at 

least potentially affirmed—by others ‘as equals.’  And from where does this potential-

to-be-affirmed originate?  Not from the terms themselves, but from the willingness of 

others to affirm them.  When we are ‘moved to act from fair terms of cooperation for 

their own sake’ we are in fact moved by these ‘others’.  Behind the ‘fair terms of 

cooperation’ are other people, and if we are moved to act for their sake, then we are not 

moved to act from the terms of cooperation themselves.  If we act at all it is because we 

have, as Larmore puts it, reasons to act ‘that count for us because we can affirm them 

together.’ 

 

Rawls is careful to note that ‘the reasonable (with its idea of reciprocity) is not the 

altruistic (the impartial acting solely for the interests of others).’121  This is an important 

distinction because altruism, as Rawls defines it here, need not have anything to do with 

cooperation, and cooperation is needed for politics.  Nonetheless, on this reading of 

Rawls the recognition of the other—and the willingness to be moved morally by the 

other—is an essential feature of any stable political system. 
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But what does it mean to recognise the other?  The Kantian answer to this question is 

that to recognise the other is to recognise her as a rational nature: as another instance of 

the reflective capacity that also constitutes me.  This leads naturally to the thought that 

the fair terms of cooperation that we are seeking will be best determined through 

rational consensus, and it also leads to all the other apparatus of liberalism that I have 

been questioning in this chapter: official neutrality, public reasons, the bracketing of 

comprehensive worldviews in favour of a discourse limited to what can ‘reasonably’ be 

shared in a politically plural community, and so on. 

 

Earlier I asked whether there might be a version of what I have called the imperative 

political proposition that can avoid, on the one hand, grotesque and destructive 

understandings of the human, along with their political implications, and, on the other, a 

paralysing nihilism with respect to the human, leading to an arbitrary hypothetical 

political proposition backed up by force.  I then went on to critique rationalist versions 

of this imperative political proposition, while also resisting Gray’s turn to a radically 

morally plural form of modus vivendi. 

 

If it is not enough to recognise one another, for political purposes, as rational; if we 

cannot assume that our common rationality will lead us to the ‘right’ (ie. rational) 

political arrangements; but if at the same time we are not yet ready to resign ourselves 

to whatever modus vivendi we can manage to achieve in a morally plural world, then we 

need to find some other basis upon which we can recognise the other.  In what other 

way can I, politically speaking, recognise you across our different and conflicting 

conceptions of the good life such that I will be moved to engage with you on fair terms 

of cooperation? 

 

A starting point might be the recognition that a conception of the Good which differs 

from my own is nonetheless a conception of the Good.  Of course, if the Good is 

radically plural, as Gray argues, then this doesn’t help, because the Good that I 

recognise myself as pursuing may have nothing whatsoever to do with the Good that I 

recognise you as pursuing.  But in a morally non-plural world, the Good, whatever it is, 

is coherent—which is not the same as saying that my good is the same as yours.  To 

speak of a common Good in this sense (which is only tangentially, if at all, related to 
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the ‘Common Good’ as it is understood in Catholic social doctrine) is to speak of a 

reality which requires us to hold two things in tension: our obvious moral and political 

pluralities on the one hand, and what Iris Murdoch calls our ‘dreams of unity’ in 

relation to the Good on the other.  This conception of the Good is not teleological.  I am 

not claiming that we will all converge on an idea of the Good in the end; I am claiming 

that we are all seeking the Good from the start.  The idea that the Good is one may be a 

dream, but the recognition that we are all pursuing something called ‘the Good’ in 

different ways is not—it’s a perfectly ordinary empirical observation, and is one of the 

factors that gives rise to liberalism itself (as I noted earlier in this chapter). 

 

I have interpreted Rawls as claiming that a stable political system requires a 

commitment to fair terms of cooperation, and I have further argued that this 

commitment can only be a commitment to the people who stand behind these terms.  

This is what makes it a moral commitment.  I am now suggesting that we understand 

and approach these other people not just as ‘rational’ but as ‘good-seeking’—which 

gives rise, not to a hope of rational consensus but to a willingness to continue the 

dialogue that I have claimed is shut down by the assumption of radical moral pluralism.  

Our ‘common humanity,’ then, at least for political purposes, is not based on rationality 

but on desire.  This may help us to formulate two liberal concepts in a slightly different 

way: 

 

Justice as provisionality:  What makes our political arrangements just is not an 

abstract fairness, but a frank acknowledgement that no such arrangements are neutral 

and a commitment to continue the dialogue.  Our political arrangements are our current 

best attempt to create the circumstances in which a plural search for a common Good 

can continue.   

 

Tolerance as attention:  Traditionally I tolerate many of your behaviours in a liberal 

society either in the hope that you will tolerate mine, or in the recognition that the 

behaviours in question fall legitimately within the sphere of the ‘private’ and that I 

therefore have no ‘public’ reason to object.  Given the above, perhaps this liberal virtue 

of tolerance may be reconceived as attention: that is as an open, rather than an 

indifferent, stance towards difference. 
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In this chapter I have argued that morality is not internally plural.  In the next I will 

argue that value itself is not plural; that is, that not only should we assume the ultimate 

unity of moral goods, but we should also assume the ultimate unity of all goods.  
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Chapter Five—Is Value Plural? (2) 
 

I begin this chapter with a quote from the television program West Wing: 

 

President Bartlet:  It’s just wrong.  It’s absolutely wrong. 

Leo:  I know.  But you have to do it anyway. 

President Bartlet:  Why?   

Leo:  Because you won.122 

 

Raimond Gaita says:  ‘To think that the conflicting imperatives must be moral 

imperatives if they are truly answerable to a serious conception of responsibility, is to 

be in the grip, I think, of a moralistic conception of responsibility. And to think that if 

the political imperative is genuinely an expression of responsibility, then it can, and 

sometimes must, justify the actions of the politician, is to fail to see fully the tragic 

mismatch that can exist between the world and what can justify us and our deeds.’123 

 

I have argued that the realisation that ‘others matter, morally, to me’ underlies moral 

discourse; that this proposition is not the conclusion of any argument; and that 

knowledge of another human being that is not argued to is best described as 

encountered.  That is, morality starts from the fact that from time to time we encounter 

others as mattering, morally, to us.  I have discussed how this way of thinking about 

morality relates to the concept of love, and to the concept of God.  I have pointed to 

some familiar problems with political liberalism and argued against one proposed 

diagnosis of, and remedy for, these problems: that of radical moral pluralism, according 

to which moral value is fundamentally plural such that a genuine good can, from the 

standpoint of another genuine good, be an evil; and which seeks to organise liberalism 

around this claim. 

 

One of the concerns I expressed in the previous chapter was that if morality is internally 

divided, this could result in the arbitrary use of power in politics, because it is hard to 

see how power could be held accountable to ultimately conflicting moral truths.  In this 
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123 Gaita, ‘R.F. Holland’ p. 269 
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chapter my concern is different, though related: what results if moral value is ultimately 

unreconcilable with some other kind of value, in this case political value?  The reason 

this concern is related to previous one is because the potential end result is the same: 

that the ethical should prove incapable of holding political power to account.   I now 

turn, then, to what I have called value pluralism—the claim that whether moral value 

itself is plural or not, value itself is ultimately plural, such that moral value can be 

radically incompatible with another kind of genuine value, in this case political value. 

 

Moral theories that hold political value to be unproblematically commensurable with 

moral value—for example, utilitarianism—are likely to resist talk of morality being 

encountered rather than reasoned to.  Moral theories that do understand morality as 

something encountered tend to be sympathetic to the claims of value pluralism, 

especially regarding the relationship between moral and political value.  I want to argue 

both that we should understand morality as encountered, and that we should understand 

value as ultimately non-plural.  That is, we encounter others as mattering, morally, to 

us, and we should understand this mattering as underlying not just our morality, but our 

politics too. 

 

I will discuss two papers, one of which is a response to the other: ‘Absolute Ethics, 

Mathematics and the Impossibility of Politics’ by R.F. Holland, and ‘R.F. Holland’ by 

Raimond Gaita.  Both philosophers affirm the role of encounter in morality, and both 

claim that morality and politics are, at least to some extent, incompatible.  But first I 

want to examine why we might want to resist value pluralism when it comes to morality 

and politics. 

 

Why we are haunted 

 

Gaita says that ‘at least since the time of Plato Western political thought has been 

haunted by the belief—or fear—that morality and politics may be in deep and 

irreconcilable conflict, not because politics is too disreputable for a morally good person 

to take part in, but because at critical points moral and political conduct belong to 

incommensurable realms of value, both of which will claim the allegiance of any 
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serious person.  That does not mean, of course, that morality and politics are not in deep 

ways answerable to one another.’124 

 

Why are we haunted by the possibility that morality and politics may be 

incommensurable, rather than simply puzzled by it?  It is because the question is a 

practical one.  If it is possible, as Gaita suggests, that ‘a political leader might say, 

without confusion, that she must do what morally she must not do’125 then a preliminary 

concern is that we may not only be haunted by this thought—we may be tempted by it.  

Whether morality and politics are incommensurable or not, a politician will often be 

confronted with what seem to be good reasons to violate morality; in this situation, her 

life will be easier if she can believe she is a victim of metaphysical circumstance.   

 

For Gaita, to think that if something is really politically justified then it must also be 

morally justified is to ‘fail to see fully the tragic mismatch that can exist between the 

world and what can justify us and our deeds.’126  But there is a difference between 

accepting and tolerating an apparent mismatch.  Science, for example, refuses to accept 

mismatches, but does tolerate them for indefinitely long periods.  Moral philosophy is 

not science, but it is a search for the truth—at least according to Gaita and Holland.  The 

distinction between accepting and tolerating a seeming mismatch when searching for 

the truth matters because one side of the distinction tends towards the cessation of the 

struggle, while the other tends to a renewed effort.  This being the case, when we are 

faced with the possibility that ‘moral and political conduct belong to incommensurable 

realms of value, both of which will claim the allegiance of any serious person’ we ought 

to proceed on the basis that this is not the case, until we have good reason to think 

otherwise. 

 

But what would count as a good reason?  Both Holland and Gaita give examples of 

morality and politics apparently coming apart.  I will argue that these examples should 

not lead us to value pluralism.  But first I want to move beyond my practical burden of 

proof claim and examine two related ways in which value pluralism is theoretically 

problematic.   
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126 Gaita, ‘R.F. Holland’, p. 269 
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Both Gaita and Holland are struck by Socrates’s insight that ‘it is better to suffer evil 

than to do it.’  It is this that leads, in Holland, to the thought that politics is ‘impossible’ 

for a saint and, in Gaita, to the thought that moral and political conduct may belong to 

incommensurable realms of value.  Both are sympathetic to Max Weber’s warning that 

‘whoever wants to engage in politics at all, and especially in politics as a vocation, has 

to realise [certain] ethical paradoxes.  He must realise that he is responsible for what 

may become of himself under the impact of these paradoxes.’127 

 

At the same time, neither Gaita, Holland, or Weber is saying that politics should not be 

done (although Holland seems to come close).  On my very broad definition of politics 

as activity directed towards controlling or changing the organisational structure or 

organised activity of a group of people, it seems that it will be done whether we like it 

or not.  The problem, of course, for Weber, Holland and Gaita is that government 

(which on my definition is the sustained exercise of a supreme and comprehensive 

power to maintain political control and achieve political change) involves a level of 

responsibility, not just for the people in the group, but for the group itself.  A 

politician’s responsibility to the wellbeing of her political community may require her, 

at times, to do things that are morally terrible; that is, to fail badly in her moral 

responsibility to individual humans.   Where does that leave us?  If value pluralism is 

true then it is not merely the case that politicians are likely to fall morally short (because 

morality is hard at the best of times, and particularly hard when you get into politics); it 

is rather that they may at any time be called upon to do evil, and the responsibility they 

have assumed will require them to do it. 

 

Earlier I described as the ‘political proposition’ the reason, or set of reasons, given to 

members of a political community as to why they should participate in that political 

community.  But let’s look at a different kind of political proposition: the reason given 

by members of a political community as to why their political leaders should do what 

they require them to do.  Gaita says that sometimes a political leader might say, without 

confusion, that she must do what morally she must not do.  But how does this look 

when expressed as an imperative from a member of a political community to a political 
																																																								
127 Max Weber, ‘Politics as a Vocation’ in From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology, ed. H.H. Gerth and C. 
Wright Mills (Oxford: Routledge, 1991), p. 125 
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leader?  ‘Do what you morally must not do.’  By what right do I, as a morally serious 

human being, say this to another morally serious human being?  But if I cannot, then I 

must look for a morally unserious human being to give me the political leadership I 

need.  How is my position all that different from that of the medieval Christian who 

needs the Jew, unencumbered by laws about usury, to do his financial work (and ends 

up despising him for it)?  We must not do such things, says the Christian, but they can, 

and in fact we need them to do it.  The racism in the historical case is not present in 

value pluralism, but I would claim that to be committed to value pluralism is to be in 

danger of sorting the world into ‘saints’ and ‘others’—and saints must not do politics.  

Holland goes further: no-one with absolute moral conceptions can do politics.  For 

them, it’s ‘impossible’. 

 

But there is a problem here if the following argument is sound:  Either the saint is a 

member of a community or she is not.  Every community is a political community.  If a 

saint is a member of a political community, then she is a part of that entity for the sake 

of which the politician is required to compromise with (that is, to do) evil.  To willingly 

allow another to do evil for one’s own sake is evil.  Therefore what is impossible for the 

saint is not politics, but community.  However, if the content and character of a saint’s 

responsiveness to others is at least partly constitutive of her sainthood, then community 

would seem to be essential to sainthood.  Politics, which involves evil, is then a 

condition of the possibility of sainthood.  What is impossible then is not politics, but 

sainthood itself. 

 

Gaita does not go quite as far as Holland.  He does not say that politics is impossible.  

Rather, he suggests that what we should require of a politician is not that they never do 

anything morally terrible, nor that they renounce their political responsibilities, but that 

they see clearly the evil that they do.  There is room, Gaita suggests, for remorse in 

politics, even remorse for actions that the politician had no choice but to perform.  And 

remorse, we must remember, is more than mere regret.  The utilitarian politician may 

regret that she must hurt a minority in order to protect the majority; but the remorseful 

politician is painfully aware of the harm she has caused, and for remorse there is no 

compensating satisfaction in a political responsibility well-fulfilled.  A political good 

cannot compensate for a moral evil, because these are not the kinds of things that can be 

compared. 
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If value pluralism is correct, and if Gaita is right to reject Holland’s blanket ban on 

politics for the morally serious, then what we must hope for in our political leaders is 

that they are good people who, understanding the value-pluralistic nature of the world, 

are prepared to do evil.  Maybe then morality and politics can be, as Gaita believes they 

should be, ‘deeply answerable to one another,’ because such a person could presumably 

bring genuine moral concern to bear on political practice wherever that was possible.   

 

But there is a problem with ‘mutual answerability.’  Where does the imperative to be 

answerable come from?  It may be that internal to morality is an imperative to be 

answerable to political responsibilities, and that part of what it means to be politically 

responsible is to be answerable to the claims of morality.  That is, the imperative may 

be internal to both realms of value.  But if this is the case, then when moral and political 

requirements diverge (and this is the scenario we are interested in) then it seems we are 

faced with conflicting political requirements: the imperative to be answerable to 

morality, and the imperative to do whatever is now conflicting with morality.  The 

mutual answerablity of morality and politics is uninteresting as long as the two 

coincide; but if they diverge, then the interesting clash is not between morality and 

politics but rather internal to each.  Political responsibility tells me that I must bomb this 

village; moral responsibility tells me that I must not.  But political responsibility, on this 

picture, also tells me that I must, as a politician, be answerable to morality.  What could 

this mean?  Again, for Gaita, it means that I am required to see lucidly the evil I find I 

have to do.  Two questions about this.  Can I experience remorse for something I have 

not yet done?  And is it at all meaningful for me to say that I am making myself 

answerable to morality merely because I experience remorse about what I am doing, or 

what I am about to do, and not because I intend to do, or refrain from doing, what 

morality says I must or must not? 

 

I have sketched a few reasons why we might want to resist value pluralism when it 

comes to morality and politics.  I now want to briefly discuss the relationship between 

Holland’s ‘absolute goodness’ and my claim that morality is not argued to, but 

encountered. 

 

Absolute goodness and the mattering of others 
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Holland thinks that we sometimes encounter ‘absolute goodness’ in the world.  This 

informs, for him, a sense that there is such a thing as absolute ethical requirement: there 

are ethical limits that constitute, like the limits in geometry, ‘power without force.’  The 

ethical is not determined by us, but it makes demands on us.  For Holland, ‘in the 

absence of absolute conceptions there can be nothing profound in ethics.’128  There is 

profundity in ethics, and therefore there are absolute conceptions. 

 

I have claimed that there is a bit of propositional knowledge—that others matter, 

morally, to me—that is not the conclusion of any argument but rather is encountered in 

the world.  I now want to claim that, at least sometimes, the kind of ‘absolute goodness’ 

testified to by Holland is striking because it reveals the mattering of others.  This can 

perhaps be seen more clearly in the case of evil than in the case of good.  To witness, or 

even to hear about, for example, some gross violation of human rights—and to be 

moved to call it ‘evil’—just is to encounter the victim as mattering morally.  We are not 

struck by the evil of a harm done, but of a harm done to someone or other. Both 

perpetrator and victim are needed to make an evil, and when we identify an evil as an 

evil it is because we have identified the victim as a victim; that is, as someone who 

matters morally.  When we fail to identify an evil as an evil it is because, I suggest, we 

have failed to encounter the victim. 

 

I have referred in previous sections to Raimond Gaita’s reflections on the nun he 

witnessed caring for severely disabled patients in a psychiatric hospital.  Her behaviour, 

Gaita says, ‘was striking not for the virtues it expressed, or even for the good it 

achieved, but for its power to reveal the full humanity of those whose affliction had 

made their humanity invisible.’  When Gaita says ‘humanity’ he is of course speaking 

more than biologically.  But in what does this ‘more’ consist?  Whatever it consists in, 

surely part of what it means to reveal the full humanity of the patients is to reveal that 

they matter morally.  But in fact this thought was already available to Gaita.  He notes 

that there were staff in the hospital who understood the patients as possessing an 

inalienable dignity, and treated them accordingly.  What more did the nun reveal? 
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She revealed, I suggest, not that these are human beings and human beings matter 

morally, but rather that these human beings matter morally.  They matter, not as 

instances of a kind of thing that matters, but in themselves.  And it is this insight that I 

am claiming opens up the possibility that others as such matter, morally, to me.  If I 

encounter a dog doing a particular trick, then I have encountered the fact that some 

dogs, potentially, can do that trick.  I may also find myself open, perhaps for the first 

time, to the possibility that all dogs can do that trick: that maybe my dog could do it.  

We cannot encounter dogs as such doing any particular trick; similarly, it is the 

encounter with another human being as mattering that opens up the possibility that 

others as such matter, morally, to me.  It does not work the other way round.  The 

doctors at Gaita’s hospital are unlikely, I suspect, to have been convinced by reading 

Kant that their patients possessed an inalienable dignity; rather they were opened to the 

possibility that humans possess an inalienable dignity by an encounter with another as 

mattering, morally, to them; and if they went on to read Kant then they acquired a 

language and a conceptual system according to which they might better understand this 

possibility.  The mattering of others is encountered, not argued to, and it is encountered 

in its instances—even if the encounter has implications far beyond the individual.  

These implications, I will claim, extend to the political. 

 

This is all by way of saying that the ‘absolute goodness’ which matters so much to 

Holland points away from itself, and what it points to is the mattering of others, which I 

have claimed underlies moral discourse and practice.  Holland, it seems, is not a value 

pluralist according to the meta-ethical scheme I laid out in the previous chapter.  For 

Holland, there is absolute value; it is moral value; and politics, being impossible, is not 

a value. 

 

Gaita, on the other hand, says:  ‘I have found it useful to think of the ethical as a realm 

of value that includes morality and other values, some of which might conflict with 

morality.’129  He then goes on to confuse my schema a bit by noting that there can be 

conflicting moral imperatives, which means Gaita seems to endorse what I have called 

radical moral pluralism: ‘an action that we are morally required to do,’ he says, ‘may 
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nonetheless seriously wrong someone.’130  It’s not exactly clear whether he is referring 

here to a political obligation to do something morally terrible which then becomes, by 

virtue of being an obligation, a moral obligation; or whether there are non-political 

moral obligations which can conflict with other moral obligations.  But regardless of 

which is the correct interpretation, Gaita certainly does believe that a politician may be 

legitimately required to do what morally she must not do; and it is this claim that I 

intend to resist. 

 

Consequences in morality and politics 

 

One of Holland’s targets in ‘Absolute Ethics’ is the consequentialist.  Another is the 

non-consequentialist who plays the consequentialist’s game.  If I refuse to compromise 

my own moral integrity to bring about a great good, or avoid a great harm, then the 

consequentialist might accuse me of counting myself as more than one—and Holland 

might agree.  Holland wants to avoid the counting game entirely:  ‘When you see that in 

doing such-and-such a thing you will be harming someone you are brought up against a 

limit.  Evil is the unlimited range of points lying outside the circle of action drawn by 

the geometry of goodness.  But here there is no question of numbers, of counting.  For a 

Utilitarian on the other hand there is, and he counts himself one for a start.’131 

 

There is surely something right in the thought that my refusal to do a morally terrible 

thing is more a thought about the person I would be doing it to than it is about me, or 

my ‘integrity’.  But it is worth noting that there is a sense in which everyone is a 

consequentalist—not because everyone employs a utilitarian moral calculus, but in that 

everyone finds moral significance in consequences.  In this sense, everything that 

happens is a consequence.  Consequentialism in the traditional sense only becomes non-

trivial because a particular moral schema is introduced as to what counts as a 

consequence, what kinds of consequences matter, and how they matter.  ‘A man is 

tortured’ is a consequence.  ‘100 lives are lost’ is a consequence.  To judge that the 

latter is worse than the former is to beg the question, unless the judgement is 

accompanied by a number of other stipulations, including that there are no absolute 
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moral conceptions, or that if there are, that none of them impinge on the morality of 

torture.   

 

But if there are absolute moral conceptions, this does not mean that consequences are 

not to be taken into account, or even that possible future states of affairs are not to be 

compared as to their relative moral value.  After all, if torture, to stay with this example, 

is absolutely morally prohibited, this does not mean that we cannot compare the 

consequence ‘a man is tortured’ with ‘100 lives are lost’.  We can; and we find that the 

latter simply fails to outweigh the former.  I can hold the number infinity and the 

number 40 side by side; I can say that one is a greater number than the other; and I can 

further say that nothing added to 40 could bring the total anywhere near its comparator.  

But I am still making a comparison. 

 

The consequentialist is not wrong because he counts consequences.  He is wrong, if 

Holland is right, because he counts them wrongly.  If there are absolute moral 

conceptions then a philosopher who refuses to give a place to them is like a 

mathematician who refuses to countenance infinite numbers.  It might make 

mathematics easier in some ways, but it does not bring the mathematician any closer to 

the truth.  An ethics of absolute conceptions, then, need not refrain entirely from 

counting, any more than the concept of infinity stops mathematicians from counting.  

Politics cannot refrain from counting, but this may not mean that it is incompatible with 

an absolute ethics.  I will turn now to consider Holland’s, and then Gaita’s, papers in 

more detail. 

 

Saints and Indians 

 

In Bernard Williams’s paper ‘Moral Integrity’ a man (‘Jim’) is forced to decide whether 

to kill an innocent person (an ‘Indian’) in order to save a number more.  Holland says 

that ‘there is this significant point of contact between the position of a saint and the 

position of an ordinary person who has absolute conceptions if he is true to them.  

Neither could shoot the Indian.  The impossibility here is the impossibility of 
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politics.’132  If I understand Holland correctly, the ‘impossibility’ can be articulated as 

follows:  

 

1. If consequentialism is true, it is possible—perhaps probable—that Jim is morally 

obliged to kill the innocent person. 

 

2. A saint, or anyone with absolute conceptions, cannot kill an innocent person.  If ever 

there was an absolute prohibition, this is one. 

 

3. ‘Consequentialism is the ethics of politics’; which means that for any politician it is 

possible—perhaps probable—that she will be obliged, as a politician, to do something 

morally terrible, which a saint cannot do. 

 

4. Therefore the saint, or anyone with absolute conceptions, cannot do politics. 

 

The obvious premise to be tested here is the third.  One reason Holland offers as to why 

it might be true that consequentialism is the ethics of politics seems strange at first:  ‘An 

individual in politics has to have power if he is to do anything significant.  But then this 

is exactly the theoretical position in any context of an individual who tries to approach 

the ideal of doing what is morally right according to the utilitarian conception.’133  What 

does the fact that the politician needs power have to do with the fact that the 

consequentialist also needs power?  If Holland is not making a simple logical misstep 

here—on a level with ‘both humans and tigers eat meat, therefore humans have 

fangs’—then he must be saying something like this: 

 

1. Consequentialism is an ethics that takes as its starting point the fact that from time to 

time we have power to bring about changes in the world.   

 

2. Recognition of this fact raises the question of how we should use this power, and 

consequentialism is the only answer available from this starting point. 
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3. There are other, better starting points available to ethics, such as the encounter with 

absolute goodness. 

 

4. There are no other starting points available to politics—it just is the exercise of power 

to bring about changes in the world.  

 

5. Therefore, if politics has an ethics, it must be consequentialism—and 

consequentialism is a bad ethics. 

 

This interpretation of Holland’s point is reinforced by his conception of what an 

absolute ethics involves:  ‘Absolute ethics is the ethics of foregoing, and politics 

belongs for over-determined reasons to the pursuits that have to be foregone.’134  If it is 

better to suffer evil than to do it, then it may be that we must forgo a lot of things: 

revenge, easily achievable domination of others, perhaps even self-defense.  (It depends, 

of course, on whether and which of these things involve the doing of evil.)  But the 

premise I would like to question in the above argument is (2).  Holland’s point seems to 

be that if we ask how we should use power then we are already ruling out the possibility 

of an absolute ethics, because at the heart of an absolute ethics lies the possibility that 

we must not use power at all, but rather renounce it.  The question at the centre of 

consequentialism, then, and of politics, does not allow an absolute ethics to get off the 

ground. 

 

But this conclusion is false if either of the following statements is true: 

 

1. Politics can renounce power, or 

 

2. The operation of power and the respect of absolute value are compatible. 

 

The analogies of these possibilities in Bernard Williams’s ‘Jim and the Indians’ 

scenario are: 
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1. That Jim’s responsibility for the group may nevertheless require him to refuse to kill 

one member of it, or 

 

2. That a saint could kill the Indian. 

 

These are incompatible possibilities, but if either is true then it is not necessarily the 

case that an absolute ethics makes politics impossible.  I will argue that there is a case to 

be made for both.  This may seem odd, but a case can be made for incompatible claims 

when the situation they are applied to is ambiguous. 

 

Which leads me to begin by registering a small protest against Holland’s use of Bernard 

Williams’s story.  He states bluntly that ‘I do not find much plausibility in the 

example’;135 but then goes on to assert categorically what a saint could or couldn’t do 

within it.  There seems to be a problem here.  Unless Holland is appealing to a kind of 

categorical imperative or universal moral rule—and this is not Holland’s approach 

generally—it is hard to see how he can make pronouncements about the behaviour of 

saints in implausible scenarios.  He is also perhaps being a little unfair to Williams, 

whose intention in the ‘Jim’ story is to show that there is something wrong with the fact 

that for the utilitarian it is ‘obvious’ what Jim would do.  Whether or not we agree with 

Williams that it is wrong because it violates moral integrity is another matter; but 

Holland agrees with Williams that it ought not be obvious. 

 

However, Holland is right to point out the general unhelpfulness of this kind of thought 

experiment, and to complain about a blandness of expression that, while presumably 

intended to clarify the salient moral features of the situation, ends up masking them.  

But if Holland goes too far in using an inadequate scenario to make a philosophical 

point, I don’t believe I’m in danger of doing the same thing, because all I need to show 

is that the two possibilities I have raised—that politics can renounce power or that it can 

operate alongside absolute value—are conceivable, in order to cast doubt on Holland’s 

claim about the impossibility of politics.  If we can conceive of Jim refusing to kill the 

Indian, without violating his responsibility to the welfare of the group; or of the saint, 

under some conceivable set of circumstances, deciding that he must kill the Indian, then 
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politics may be possible after all.  My answer to the question ‘are either of these really 

possible?’ is no more than ‘maybe’—but for my purposes that is enough. 

 

1. Can politics renounce power? 

 

Jim is not a politician, and has no political responsibility to the group of Indians in the 

way that Raimond Gaita understands this term.  But he has found himself with a very 

important decision to make about the welfare of a group of people, and of the 

individuals within that group.  In this way he is no different to a political leader, and 

although Bernard Williams is not thinking about political responsibility as such in his 

use of the story, Holland certainly is.  The welfare of the group as a group, then, is a 

factor, and both Williams and Holland are right to agree that it is obvious for the 

utilitarian what Jim should do. 

 

But is consequentialism the only perspective from which one can consider the welfare 

of the group as a group?  And do other available perspectives necessarily lead to the 

same conclusion about what Jim should do?  Williams’s story has the villagers, 

intensely frightened, begging Jim to take up the offer to kill the one of them in order to 

save the rest.  But let’s imagine another development.  What if a member of the group, 

managing for a moment to rise above his fear, stood to address the others, and asked 

them whether they, as a community, really wanted this sadistic game to be the price of 

their survival?  To have this innocent man kill one of us, he might say, would destroy 

who we are.  Let us instead insist that he not do it, and die as we have always lived—

with honour and integrity. 

 

Now, I’m not arguing that this is a likely scenario.  Fear can be very powerful.  But if 

the thought that this leader expresses is a real possibility—that is, the thought that the 

good of the group is not served by the murder of the one for the many, but rather the 

reverse—then perhaps we may extrapolate from this the broader claim that there may be 

absolute political goods, and that mere survival may not be one of them.  To achieve the 

greatest good for the greatest number is not equivalent to achieving the most goods for 

the greatest number. 
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If this is the case then part of what political responsibility must involve is to be 

prepared, under certain circumstances, to renounce power.  But it is one thing to 

imagine the villagers agreeing with their leader that Jim must refuse to kill the one to 

save the many.  It is another to imagine Jim making this decision on their behalf.  In the 

face of their begging him to act, for Jim to say ‘I refuse, for your own good’ looks 

presumptuous, to say the least. 

 

And this is the crux of the worry about morality and politics: can a political leader, 

without abdicating her political responsibility, compromise the good of her community 

by allowing it to be weakened or lost as a political community?  But even stating the 

problem in this way begs the question at hand.  What counts as the good of the 

community will depend upon what is understood by ‘the good’.  A rival leader might be 

imagined in the ‘Jim’ scenario, who claims that of course Jim should kill the one for the 

many.  The argument between two putative leaders here, one of whom advocates the 

killing of one for many and the other who doesn’t, is not an argument between someone 

who believes Jim should act for the good of the community and someone else who 

believes that the good of the community should be renounced.  It is an argument 

between two views as to what the good of the community really is.  And so if the 

second leader prevails we should not assume that the good of the community has been 

put above what is morally right.  This may be the case; or it may be that the true good 

of the community has been missed.   

 

The uncomfortable implications of this line of thinking are clear: it may be that Jim, 

holding a particular conception of what the good of the group of Indians really is, finds 

himself in the position of acting for the sake of that good (which in this case means not 

acting, and refusing to kill the one for the many) against the wishes of the group, who 

may understandably have a different conception of their good.  I do not claim that this is 

not a terrible position to be in; I do claim that there is no contradiction in it, and that 

there is, analogously, no contradiction in the idea of a politics of the renunciation of 

power, filled in by a particular conception of the good. 

 

2. Can power respect absolute value? 
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There is another way of looking at Jim and the Indians.  One thing Holland has in 

common with Gaita (and, as will become relevant in a moment, with Iris Murdoch) is 

that they tend to shift the emphasis of moral language from doing to seeing.  The 

experience of absolute goodness, says Holland, is more like an encounter than a 

judgement—that is, it is something experienced rather than something done.  The nun’s 

behaviour, says Gaita, reveals something about her patients.  The politician ought to see 

lucidly what she has done. 

 

Iris Murdoch also uses the language of seeing, but occasionally shifts to speaking about 

looking:  ‘Should a retarded child be kept at home or sent to an institution?  Should an 

elderly relation who is a trouble-maker be cared for or asked to go away?  Should an 

unhappy marriage be continued for the sake of the children?  Should I leave my family 

in order to do political work?  Should I neglect them in order to practice my art?  The 

love which brings the right answer is an exercise of justice and realism and really 

looking.’136 

 

Of course ‘seeing’ and ‘looking’ are related terms, especially as the former is used by 

Gaita.  The nun in the psychiatric hospital helps Gaita to see something, but this does 

not mean that another person standing next to Gaita would have seen the same thing.  

Morally significant seeing is about more than what happens to cross one’s line of 

vision.  There is, however, a distinction to be made between seeing and looking.  Seeing 

happens to one; looking is done by one.  It may be the case that you have to be looking 

in order to see; and it may equally be the case that without having first seen, in Gaita’s 

sense, one would not bother to look, in Murdoch’s.  But it is hard to imagine Gaita’s 

behaviour towards the patients remaining unaffected after the nun’s visit.  And if it did 

not, then the next step must have involved the kind of ‘exercise of justice and realism 

and really looking’ that Murdoch describes.  And if Gaita had not been a young man at 

his first job but rather the director of the institution, then this ‘looking’ might even have 

involved the revising and reforming of policies and procedures. 

 

As pragmatic and contextual, then, looking can also be understood as pre-political.  In 

fact, if looking is seeing plus context, then absent some limitation on what is 
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contextually relevant, looking must necessarily extend to the political arrangements of 

the community within which what is seen is seen.  If seeing is the beginning of morality 

and looking is its application, then politics will be its furthest reach, and it may not be 

the case that, as Gaita puts it, ‘moral and political conduct belong to incommensurable 

realms of value.’ 

 

But what has this to do with Jim and the Indians?  We have seen that for Holland 

‘among the many aspects of the relation between politics and compromise, the 

significant one for ethics is that you have to compromise with evil.’137  There is of 

course a difference between compromising with a person who is doing evil and 

compromising with evil, but Holland makes it clear that ‘I am concerned with the fact 

that you cannot avoid doing evil yourself.’  Why is this so?  Again it comes back to 

Holland’s insistance that ‘consequentialism is the ethics of politics.’  He notes that 

‘consequentialism is an ethics that sanctions the doing of evil: it lets in propositions like 

‘This is an evil thing to do but I am justified’ and ‘It is evil but I must do it’.138  This 

seems to me an odd way of characterising the consequentialist’s position.  Surely the 

consequentialist is more likely to say something like ‘because I am justified, this is not 

an evil thing to do’ or ‘I must do it, therefore it is not evil.’  That is, the consequentialist 

has no room for absolute moral conceptions; if it must be done, it cannot be wrong.  It is 

worth asking whether this thought is available to someone other than the 

consequentialist—in particular, whether it is available to someone with absolute 

conceptions.  I have already raised the possibility that consequentialism is not the only 

ethics compatible with politics.  I am now asking whether someone with absolute 

conceptions (the saint) may on occasion use power to bring about something morally 

terrible (that is, may kill the Indian). 

 

Jim, a saint, full of love, knows that ‘the love which brings the right answer is an 

exercise of justice and realism and really looking.’  Is it conceivable that, upon really 

‘looking’ at the situation he faces, he could conclude that what he must do is kill the 

Indian?  Holland thinks not:  ‘.. although it goes against the grain to try to suggest what 

a saint in such a circumstance might say or do, I suppose that maybe he would manage 

somehow to take the place of the one Indian; or if he could not get himself shot instead 
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of him, perhaps he would make sure that he was shot along with him or else as the first 

of the twenty.’139  Of course a saint might do any or all of those things; but the point of 

the story, implausible though it may be, is that no other options are available.  Jim must 

either kill the one or allow the others to die.  In this case there is a real question about 

who is doing what.  If Jim is truly bound in this way—if none of Holland’s suggested 

saintly alternatives are in fact possible—then may we see Jim as not an actor but a 

victim?  Jim is being used by the captain.  He is powerless to avoid it.  He has a choice 

as to what he will be used for—for the killing of one or (as an excuse for) the killing of 

many.  But he has no more substantial choice about his role in the situation than the 

villagers themselves.  A great evil is to be done, but it is not to be done by Jim.  I am 

doing no more here than raising the possibility that the saint, having really looked at the 

situation in the way Murdoch describes, might reach this conclusion.  It’s not plausible, 

but neither is the story within which we are imagining it happening.  It is, I suggest, 

conceivable; or at least not inconceivable.  And once again there is a political analogy. 

 

Could a saint kill a man who is on a rampage with a gun?  We must again assume there 

are no alternatives.  The difference between this scenario and that of Jim and the Indians 

is the guilt or innocence of the person killed.  But, granting that this makes some 

difference, what kind of a difference does it make?  Assume the gunman has not yet 

killed anyone.  If he himself is killed before he can put his plans into action, has not a 

morally terrible thing still occurred?  The gunman’s evil intentions do not mitigate the 

terribleness; they simply make him the one who has brought it about.  By putting others 

in the position where they must either kill him or allow innocent people to die, he has 

done a terrible thing: to his killer, to his community, to himself.  But he has done it. 
 

Of course the consequentialist may agree that a morally bad thing has occurred in this 

scenario, and that the gunman is responsible for it.  But how does the consequentialist 

come to this conclusion?  He compares what happened with what could have happened.  

The gunman could have been left to kill many others.  That is worse that what actually 

happened.  Alternatively, the gunman could have refrained from following his impulse 

to kill in the first place.  That would have been better.  The consequentialist can 

therefore conclude that the gunman acted badly in failing to bring about the greatest 
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good for the greatest number; and, given the situation the gunman brought about, that 

his killer acted well.  But I am raising the possibility that the person of absolute 

conceptions can register the evil of the taking of the gunman’s life without attributing 

that evil to the person who took it.  The consequentialist cannot do this: at the time of 

the taking of the gunman’s life, no morally bad thing is occurring. 

 

If a saint, or a person with absolute moral conceptions, can kill a gunman in a situation 

like this (without thereby being a consequentialist in the traditional sense) then we can 

see how politics might be able to make room for absolute conceptions.  A political 

leader decides she must kill in war.  This will be morally terrible.  But again, questions 

about who is doing what apply.  Perhaps a neighbouring state is invading a yet smaller 

neighbour, with the intention of killing every inhabitant of a particular race.  If the only 

way they can be stopped involves the killing of some of their soldiers, then it is not 

necessarily the case that we have to choose between, on the one hand, viewing those 

soldiers’ deaths as morally terrible and insisting our leader refrain from bringing them 

about, or, on the other, supporting our leader and viewing the soldiers’ deaths as 

morally obligatory.  There is a third possibility: the leader of the neighbouring state has 

put our leader in a position where she is forced to bring about the soldiers’ deaths.  

Something morally terrible has been done, but not by her. 

 

Of course it may be difficult, or even impossible, to tell in any given situation which 

way of viewing it is correct.  Holland agrees that absolute conceptions do not bring 

about the certainty we crave:  ‘That belief in absolutes is not the same as, and so does 

not have to go along with, surety that one is right in particular cases was recognised by 

Plato and provided for in his epistemology.’140  And it is this which brings about moral 

tragedy.  On this view, moral tragedy occurs, not because there is no ‘right’ answer, but 

because we can’t always see what the right answer is.  We must look—‘the love which 

brings the right answer is an exercise of justice and realism and really looking’—but 

there is no guarantee that we will see perfectly every time.  The tragedy when we get it 

wrong is not because we couldn’t possibly have gotten it right; it’s because we could. 

 

Saints and torture 
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In his response to Holland’s paper, Gaita insists that ‘consequentialism distorts politics 

as much as it does morality.’141  The first thing to notice about this claim is that it 

assumes value pluralism (as I have defined it).  That is, it assumes that morality and 

politics are different, but also that there is such a thing as political value (because if 

there were not there would be nothing to distort).  Holland, I suspect, would question 

the latter part of this claim.  

 

The second thing to notice is how Gaita thinks consequentialism distorts politics.  A 

consequentialist politics would have to be open in principle to the possibility that a 

political community may be required to torture someone (even if a consequentialist 

calculation could show that this would never, in fact, be justified).  But Gaita can 

imagine a politician, as politician, recognising that ‘torturing, or in other ways seriously 

violating the human rights of those who would wish terrible evil upon us, cannot be a 

means towards achieving the common good, because it is essential to his conception of 

that good that we do not even consider such things.’142 

 

If a politician can think such a thing then consequentialism is not the only ethics 

available to politics, because while this thought is not a consequentialist thought, it is a 

political thought.  That is, it is a thought emerging from a sense of political, as distinct 

from moral, value.  ‘It is political values to which the person appeals when he rejects 

torture as a means to saving his life, the life of his loved ones and the lives of his fellow 

citizens.’143   

 

But Gaita immediately complicates this claim.  He notes that the politician has a 

responsibility, not just to the individuals in the group, and not just to the group itself, 

but also to maintaining ‘the conditions of political life.’  Under certain circumstances—

such as, for example, the constant, and constantly realised, threat of terror attacks—

these conditions can be eaten away.  And when this happens, says Gaita, ‘for the 
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defence of community, politicians will always do evil if they judge it to be 

necessary.’144 

 

It is hard to know how to interpret the ‘will’ in this sentence.  Is Gaita observing or 

endorsing the fact that in the defence of community, politicians will always do evil if 

they judge it to be necessary?  It seems, given the thrust of his argument, to be a little of 

both.  For Gaita, there are certainly moral reasons not to torture.  And there are ‘political 

values to which [a] person appeals when he rejects torture as a means to saving his life, 

the life of his loved ones and the lives of his fellow citizens.’  But it seems that Gaita is 

nonetheless open to the possibility that the political reasons not to torture only go so 

far—that is, they go up to the point where the conditions of political life are threatened.  

The political values to which a person appeals in rejecting torture, then, are not absolute 

values.  And so while Gaita objects to Holland’s claim that consequentialism is the 

ethics of politics, he seems to support Holland’s conclusion that for a saint, or someone 

with absolute conceptions, politics is impossible: 

 

‘The paradoxical conclusion then is that only a saint could fully understand the evil he 

does when he tortures someone. But a saint, we know, could not do it.  Does that mean 

that torture should never be committed?  Not if Max Weber was right to say in his 

classic essay, ‘Politics as a Vocation,’ that we must ensure, under pain of 

irresponsibility, that saints stay out of politics.  Holland agrees.  For over-determined 

reasons, saints cannot be prime ministers or presidents, and presidents and prime 

ministers cannot be saints.  Weber called absolute ethics an ‘ethics of absolute ends,’ 

which he contrasted with ‘the ethics of responsibility,’ the ethics of politics. As I read 

him, a politician, rising to the responsibilities of his vocation, will sometimes need to 

say that he must do what morally he must not do.’145 

 

Gaita acknowledges that there is an alternative way of viewing the relationship between 

morality and politics—that is, in my terms, a non-value pluralist way.  But he dismisses 

it:  ‘Another part of our tradition, also longstanding and powerful [...] assumes that the 

conflict that is portrayed as being between morality and politics is really a conflict 
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within morality, and one, moreover, that can always be resolved by the creative 

adaptation of morality to political circumstances.’146 

 

This is too quick.  Why must the resolution be in that direction?  Why could a conflict 

between morality and politics, understood as really being a conflict within morality, not 

be resolved by the submission of politics to an absolute moral demand?  Above I 

sketched two ways of understanding morality and politics as other than radically plural.  

The first involved an approach to political problems that combines what I have called 

‘really looking,’ in Iris Murdoch’s sense, with a particular view of agency: the view that 

my being used to bring about something morally terrible is not the same thing as my 

doing something morally terrible, even if I have, in some sense, consented to being used 

to bring about the morally terrible thing (because the alternative was to be used to bring 

about a morally worse thing).  

 

A thought experiment in which this could apply to my torturing another human being 

would have to be very far-fetched.  Gaita notes that a consequentialist position that 

affirmed a requirement to torture would also see the value of training torturers to 

overcome their moral revulsion to the task.  For Gaita, this operates as a reductio ad 

absurdum of the consequentialist position.  But it is also a very clear indicator that, on 

my view, no ‘exercise of justice and realism and really looking,’ of the kind that 

Murdoch says is characteristic of ‘the love which brings the right answer,’ is going to 

lead to the conclusion that torture is required.  Even in a situation in which the 

conditions of political life are threatened, this does not mean that the non-value pluralist 

is forced to attempt ‘the creative adaptation of morality to political circumstances,’ and 

must somehow bring herself to justify torture.  That is only one non-pluralist solution, 

and a very bad one.  The other is to imagine a politics with room for absolute 

conceptions: one that rules out torture, and perhaps certain other things, from the 

beginning.  This is the other possibility I sketched out in the previous section: the 

renunciation, by politics, of power. 

 

If this seems a contradiction in terms, we should consider whether there are any real life 

examples.  I think there are.  There are two aspects of morality that, while unimportant 
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or even incoherent when considered from the standpoint of certain moral theories, are of 

the highest importance to the kind of ‘ethics of renunciation’ which both Gaita and 

Holland advocate.  The first is the phenomenon of good being returned for evil; and the 

second is the spirit in which an act is done, as distinct from the results of the act.  I 

would like to conclude this section by suggesting that there are political analogies of 

both. 

 

In a previous chapter I mentioned Gaita’s reflections on the trial of Adolf Eichmann.  

Pressure was applied to the Eichmann's Israeli judge, Moshe Landau, to make the trial a 

show trial.  Gaita interprets Landau’s refusal as a recognition that ‘if justice were to be 

done to Eichmann’s victims then justice had to be done to Eichmann because it was 

owed to him.  The court could not act against Eichmann in a way that would be 

expressive of what was owed his victims without such action also being expressive of 

what Eichmann was owed as a human being.’  The political power of the State of Israel 

had Eichmann right where it wanted him.  The inhumanity of his acts—that particular 

species of inhumanity for which the State of Israel was established, in part, to prevent 

from ever happening again—could be allowed to define Eichmann without remainder.  

He could then be wiped from the face of the earth without any fuss.  But Landau—the 

judicial face of state power at that moment—chose, by recognising Eichmann’s 

humanity, to renounce that power.  Landau’s actions said: ‘those who tried to destroy us 

are fully our equals.’  This is dangerous talk; it is a concession to those who would erase 

the conditions of political life for Landau’s people and (by this point) his nation.  

Power, as power, would not allow such an admission.  Landau’s is a politics of 

renunciation.  But so is every fair trial of an obviously guilty and dangerous offender.  

On this understanding, good is returned for evil in courtrooms every day. 

 

Nor is concern for the ‘spirit’ in which power is exercised foreign to political discourse.  

At the time of writing, many Australians have found themselves shocked and dismayed 

by images of juvenile offenders in the Northern Territory being hooded and shackled 

and otherwise badly treated.  It is worth noting exactly what Australians are reacting 

against.  Few are suggesting that violent young offenders should not be punished.  Few 

are suggesting that when a young offender threatens to harm himself or others he should 

not be in some way restrained.  What has shocked Australians is the manner—and it is 

not too much to say the ‘spirit’—in which this has been done. 
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I have argued that when faced with a tension between morality and politics our choice is 

not a three-fold one between (a) renouncing politics, as Holland urges, (b) remaining 

answerable to a divided set of moral and political values, as Gaita describes, or (c) 

adapting morality to political circumstances, as Gaita thinks we must if we view 

conflicts between morality and politics as really being conflicts within morality.  There 

is a fourth option: politics may on occasion renounce power in the name of morality.  In 

fact, I have suggested, this happens more frequently than we might notice at first.  And 

when a political leader does not do this, it is not necessarily the case that she is doing 

what morally she must not do.  It is no doubt the case that politics as a vocation risks 

moral integrity; but this is different from saying that moral evil is integral to politics 

(just as, for example, every police officer risks physical harm; but not every one is 

physically harmed). 
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Chapter Six—Humans as Persons 
 

I have argued that morality is not internally divided, and that the moral and the political 

need not be seen as belonging to separate realms of value.  If this is right, then we are in 

need of a way of thinking about the human being as both an object of moral value and a 

legitimate subject of political practice. 

 

I now want to outline a way of doing this that draws on a distinction made by Jacques 

Maritain in his Integral Humanism.  This will not be a systematic exploration of 

Maritain’s thought.  I merely want to borrow one central insight: that a human being 

may be understood as both an ‘individual’ and as a ‘person’.  I will claim that a 

‘secular’ translation of this theologically-informed idea may provide a useful 

framework for understanding the relationship between political practice and the 

recognition of moral value.  This way of thinking about the human need not be held or 

committed to by every member of a political community.  Rather, it is one way of 

reflecting on how a political community is managing to accommodate (or not) two 

aspects of our human existence. 

 

The individual/person distinction also maps onto, and helps us to think differently 

about, the community/freedom dilemma.  As individuals we require community.  As 

persons we are owed freedom.  As will be seen, our individuality and our personality 

are not competing entities but rather two aspects of our one being.  If this is the case, 

and if these are the source of our need for both community and freedom, then we may 

hope for a way of reconciling these two basic needs. 

 

Further, the individual/person distinction also maps onto, and helps us to think 

differently about, the political/ethical distinction.  When we talk about politics we are 

often talking about humans as individuals belonging to a group.  When we talk about 

ethics we are often talking about humans as persons—that is, as transcending their 

material finitude.  But just as the individual/person distinction is a distinction in thought 

and for certain purposes, and not a distinction in reality, so the political/ethical 

distinction ought not to be thought of as naming two separate worlds, or realms of 
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value, but rather two aspects of what it means to encounter, and to respond to, others as 

fully mattering. 

 

Politics and ‘humans’ 

 

As discussed in the previous chapter, in his paper ‘Absolute Ethics, Mathematics and 

the Impossibility of Politics’, R. F. Holland concludes that because ‘consequentialism is 

the ethics of politics’ it is impossible for a saint to participate in politics.  This might be 

understood as a claim that the kind of thinking about morally significant questions that a 

politician does is the same, in relevant ways, as the kind of thinking about morally 

significant questions that a consequentialist does.  But it might also be understood as a 

claim about the way in which human beings tend to be understood and treated for the 

purposes of politics.   

 

I want to suggest that political discourse and action relies upon what I will call a 

‘political conception of the human’.  Here is my definition of this term: 

 

A political conception of the human is that set of assumptions about human beings 

as such, that is accepted, for the purposes of politics, by a critical mass of members 

of a political community. 

 

Some parts of this definition require elucidation. 

 

‘set of assumptions’  Although political discourse and political actions do not always 

proceed from explicitly stated theoretical premises, nonetheless every political action 

relies for its legitimacy upon certain claims about human beings (and perhaps certain 

other claims, though these are not my primary concern here) being true.  For example, a 

decision to take a nation to war precludes the possibility that certain claims—such as, 

for example, the claim that human beings must not under any circumstances do 

violence—are true.  This means, of course, that such a decision relies (in a certain sense 

which I will discuss below) on the negation of these claims being true.  It’s not the case 

that claims such as the example I have given must in fact be false if humans do in fact 

go to war; but it is the case that if the claim that human beings must not under any 
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circumstances do violence is true, then the political act of taking a nation to war 

becomes, in some sense, illegitimate. 

 

In what sense?  Raimond Gaita has argued that it may sometimes be the case that a 

politician ‘must do what morally she must not do’.  If this is correct then perhaps a 

politician may say at the same time both ‘we must not do violence’ and ‘we must go to 

war’ without contradiction, because the word ‘must’ is being used in different ways. 

 

I have previously argued against this possibility, but for my purposes here it matters 

only that the statement ‘we must go to war’ relies upon some claim about humans being 

true—perhaps it relies upon the claim that what is morally significant to humans is such 

that, in Gaita’s words, ‘a tragic mismatch can exist between the world and what can 

justify us and our deeds’, and therefore although it cannot be the case that morally we 

can be justified in doing violence, it may nevertheless be the case that, for valid political 

reasons, ‘we must go to war’.  In this hypothetical example, the set of assumptions that 

constitutes the political conception of the human that lies behind the decision to go to 

war will include something like this assumption. 

 

‘accepted’  To ‘accept’ an assumption about humans as such is, for the purposes of this 

definition, merely not to resist it.  There is no suggestion that a critical mass of the 

members of a political community must in any sense embrace or even explicitly affirm 

a claim in order for it to form part of a working political conception of the human; the 

critical mass needs merely, for whatever reason, to refrain from opposing it.  Reasons 

for not opposing an assumption may include simply never having given a moment’s 

thought to the matter. 

 

‘for the purposes of politics’  A political conception of the human is not a 

comprehensive conception of the human—though it may, for reasons arising from 

certain comprehensive conceptions, map on to a comprehensive conception without 

remainder.  That is, one’s comprehensive conception of the human may entail that the 

purposes of politics are such that everything that is true about the human must be 

accepted by a critical mass for the purposes of politics.  But this need not be the case 

invariably.  A political conception of the human is that set of assumptions we 

‘officially’ make about one another (and officially accept others’ making about us) in 
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order to engage in political thinking, discourse and action.  Sometimes we know that a 

given assumption may not hold for every individual we meet.  ‘For the purposes of 

politics, we will assume that humans are rational actors.’  No-one who says such a thing 

thinks that every human being behaves rationally all of the time.  Nevertheless, political 

discourse and/or action can proceed from this assumption (whether it should or not is 

another question).   

 

Note, however, that there is no way of determining or defining the purposes of politics 

without relying on some conception or conceptions of the human which, though they 

need not themselves be necessarily comprehensive, must nonetheless be more extensive 

than the merely political conception which they generate.  It’s easy to see why.  If 

political action is not to be arbitrary or random it must have some end.  There are any 

number of ends to which politics may be directed.  The practice of politics cannot itself 

determine the end of politics, any more than the act of running can determine the 

location of the finish line.  The purposes of politics must be determined from without 

politics—and given this, in a pluralistic society the purposes of politics are likely to be 

contested.  One or more conceptions of the human that are more than merely political 

will therefore be needed to define the purposes of politics in any given community, and 

therefore to determine the political conception of the human that is needed in order for 

these purposes to be pursued.  Certain consequences follow from this, including that it 

is not the case that any particular aspect of the human can be, in advance, ‘bracketed’ 

for the purposes of politics.  The lines of demarcation between what about the human as 

such is relevant to defining the purposes of politics are themselves generated by 

conceptions of the human that go beyond the political. 

 

‘a critical mass’  Political power is held by those who enjoy the support of enough 

members of their political community to maintain them in a position of power.  This is 

as true for a dictator as it is for a democrat.  ‘Support’ must be understood here in a 

similar way as ‘accepted’ above; that is, as including mere acquiescence.  The dictator 

enjoys the ‘support’ of a critical mass of his political community, even if he maintains 

that support by threat of violence.  Just as a political leader must enjoy the support of a 

critical mass of the community, so the political conception of the human that is 

operative in that community must enjoy the same support.  Just what percentage of a 
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community constitutes a critical mass will depend upon the distribution of power among 

various individuals at any given time. 

 

* 

 

On the above definition of the political conception of the human, then, such conceptions 

will be as unstable as the makeup and imagination of the political community in which 

they emerge.  Shifts in the operative political conception of the human in any given 

political community will occur if the comprehensive conceptions held by individuals 

within that community change over time, or if demographic or sociological changes 

bring about a new alignment of comprehensive conceptions.  Political conceptions will 

be, in all likelihood, at all times contested, although the contest is unlikely to occur on 

the level of the political conception itself.  The debate in a number of democratic 

political communities about abortion is a clear example of a debate in which competing 

conceptions of the human play a role (though not the only role—it is possible to 

imagine two individuals who share a comprehensive conception of the human 

nonetheless disagreeing on the best political response to abortion).  Insofar as the debate 

about abortion is a debate about how we should understand the human being (in this 

case the human foetus) for the purposes of deciding what, if any, laws should apply to 

abortion, then it is, at bottom, a clash between competing political conceptions of the 

human. 

 

My claim is that the politics of every political community relies upon some political 

conception of the human, stable or otherwise.  The reason we can be confident of this 

has to do with the definition of ‘accepted’ I have given above.  If it is the case that 

certain claims about the human are incompatible with certain political actions—and 

again, I am not claiming that incompatible claims and actions do not ever coincide, but 

rather that the combination must at least potentially give rise to questions, if not crises, 

of legitimacy—then every politics relies upon certain claims about the human being 

true.  If a critical mass within a political community ‘accepts’, in the rather weak sense 

given above, a political status quo, then by implication they also ‘accept’ the political 

conception of the human on which that politics relies. 
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Now, Holland’s claim that ‘consequentialism is the ethics of politics’ seems to rely on 

an assumption that, in the terms I have laid out above, any possible political conception 

of the human will treat the human individual as a mere finite ‘one’.  This is certainly 

part of consequentialist conceptions of the human: in Holland’s words, the 

consequentialist counts everybody as one, starting with himself.  As finite entities 

humans can be compared, counted, sorted into groups; groups of humans achieve a 

numerical weight that can then be compared with other groups, and so on.  If humans 

are finite entities, then a room with two people in it contains more humanity than a 

room with one.  This worries Holland, and rightly so.  Politics seems to inescapably 

involve this kind of consequentialist calculation, and so a saint, whose understanding of 

the humans he or she encounters far transcends this kind of attitude, cannot be involved 

in politics.  But is the consequentialist conception of the human the only political 

conception of the human available to ‘us’? 

 

Humans as persons 

 

I want to be clear about what I am doing here.  The following is an attempt to articulate 

a political conception of the human that allows for individual humans to be understood, 

for the purposes of politics, as something more and other than mere single finite entities, 

countable as ‘one’.  I hope thereby to suggest a conception of the human that might 

support a politics that is more than simply consequentialist.  There have been many 

attempts to do this, of course—Kant’s is another.  Mine will build upon the 

understanding of the sources of morality described in earlier chapters.  The political 

conception of the human I describe here will exhibit all the instability of any political 

conception of the human: that is, it will be of its time and place, and subject to 

undermining by shifts in the makeup and imagination of political communities. 

 

It does, however, purport to be a political conception—that is, a conception of the 

human that can be accepted, for the purposes of politics, by a critical mass of members 

of a political community.  To be ‘political’ in this sense my conception will need to 

appeal to something that is common between rival comprehensive conceptions of the 

human; and as I have argued elsewhere, the a priori denial of metaphysics is but one -

comprehensive conception among others.  To privilege this conception politically is to 

mistake a comprehensive conception for a political one.  I will claim that my conception 
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is political because it attempts to appeal to aspects of human experience that are shared, 

even if they are understood in sometimes very different ways, by people holding various 

comprehensive conceptions of what it means to be human. 

 

It might be suggested that my insistence that a political conception of the human be 

shared tends to compromise something that is at least equally as desirable: that it be 

true.  To what extent is a political conception of the human merely a modus vivendi, 

with no claim to a basis in reality?  The answer is that while it is indeed a modus 

vivendi, it is not a ‘mere’ modus vivendi.  The concern about the modus vivendi in 

politics is that it forces a wedge between the deepest attachments and values of citizens 

on the one hand, and their political behaviour on the other.  This is a problem for 

anyone whose comprehensive conception of the human tells them that nothing in fact 

belongs to Caesar alone; that any bracketing of their deepest values for the purposes of 

politics is an unacceptable compromise. 

 

But I want to argue that it is not necessarily the case that a modus vivendi as such needs 

to stand apart from the deepest values held by members of even a highly pluralistic 

political community.  I do not claim that there is no comprehensive conception of the 

human that is incompatible with the kind of political conception I intend to sketch; I do 

claim that this political conception may be approached from a variety of directions and 

may therefore prove to be compatible, even if in a messy and contested way, with a 

number of world views that make up the pluralistic political communities that exist in 

the world (particularly the Western world) today.  To put it simply, I would hope that 

the compromise involved in a politics supported by such a political conception of the 

human might be understood not as a denial of one’s deepest attachments, but rather as 

mandated or at least supported by them.  How this works will, I hope, become more 

clear as I proceed. 

 

Jacques Maritain’s concern was to promote a humanism that was what he called 

‘integral’, by which he meant one that did not neglect any important aspect of what it 

means to be human (and of course the important aspect that Maritain thought was being 

neglected was the human’s relatedness to God).  In describing his ‘integral humanism’ 

Maritain distinguished between thinking about humans as individuals, and thinking 
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about humans as ‘persons’.147  It is important to be clear about the nature of this 

distinction.  It is a distinction in thought, not in being (as Maritain Thomistically puts 

it).  A human is both individual and person; there is no sense in which we are two things 

at once.  We can, however, distinguish these two aspects of ourselves, not in the way we 

can distinguish hydrogen from oxygen, but more like the way we can distinguish the 

water from the lake. 

 

Maritain’s distinction between the human as individual and the human as person relies 

upon the hylomorphic metaphysics to which, as a Thomist, he is committed.  Though I 

hope my ‘secular’ and political translation of the individual/person distinction does not 

similarly rely on metaphysical agreement among members of a political community, it 

is worth briefly summarising Maritain’s metaphysics here.  For Maritain, the 

individual/person distinction is itself an expression of the matter/form distinction.  Form 

informs.  Matter individuates.  A thing is the kind of thing it is because of its form; it is 

the thing that it is because it is this bit of matter.  As matter it is here and not there, 

informed in this particular way, resting in this particular place, distinguishable from 

other bits of matter around it, and distinguishable from other things of its kind.  Matter 

and form can be distinguished in thought but not in being; there is no unformed matter, 

or immaterial form.  The soul is the form of the body, which is material.  Humans are 

individuals in virtue of their material bodies, and persons in virtue of their immaterial 

souls—but again, these are not separate parts of the human being.  To put it another 

way, the human is individual by virtue of her material separateness from other humans, 

and person by virtue of her relation to God. 

 

Integral humanism is, on the terms I have outlined above, a comprehensive conception 

of the human: it reaches far beyond politics and is in fact grounded in a theistic, even 

specifically Christian (even perhaps specifically Catholic) philosophy.  But I hope to 

examine the potential for this one aspect of integral humanism—the individual/person 

distinction—to play a role in a political conception of the human that is not, as it cannot 

be in a pluralistic political community, grounded in one particular comprehensive 

conception. 

 

																																																								
147 Maritain, Integral Humanism 
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Why bother?  Because the distinction allows Maritain to do what I suggested at the 

beginning of this section needs to be done: to conceive of a politics that is more than 

simply consequentialist by articulating a political conception of the human that allows 

for human beings to be understood, for the purposes of politics, as something more and 

other than mere single finite entities, countable as ‘one’.  As individual, the human is 

one among many, countable and comparable to the individual human beings around her.  

As person—that is, as related to transcendent, infinite Being—she cannot be so counted.  

As individual, the human has certain obligations to the collective.  As person, she is not 

subject to the collective—rather, she transcends it by virtue of her relationship with the 

transcendent.  The collective, or society, or political community, is, on this picture, a 

‘whole of wholes’.  Holland worries that politics is impossible because humans may not 

be counted; on this picture, politics may be done, and humans as individuals may be 

counted for certain purposes, but personhood must not be violated. 

 

How this might play out in political practice remains to be seen.  But in a pluralistic 

society it may not play out at all unless a political conception of the human as both 

individual and person can somehow speak to people and communities beyond those 

centered around a theistic metaphysics. 

 

Transcendence 

 

Given pluralism, a direct appeal to ‘God’ will be problematic for any political 

conception of the human.  The question of whether the individual/person distinction can 

be made sense of outside a theistic context depends on what aspect of the relation of the 

human to God is thought, on the theistic view, to determine personhood.  I have, in 

previous chapters, used the language of ‘transcendence’.  To speak of ‘transcendence’ is 

by definition to speak in negative terms, as I will discuss further below.  I have also 

discussed the availability of an ‘apophatic’ approach to what is beyond human thought 

and power; to what, in theological terms, is God.  I want to explore here whether there 

is an available political conception of the human that is apophatic with regards to that 

aspect of the human that is related to what is encountered as transcendent.  I will retain 

the term ‘person’ to name this aspect of the human.  But before all else I had better 

more clearly define what I mean by ‘transcendence’: 
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The transcendent is that which is encountered as necessarily exceeding human 

thought and human power. 

 

Again some elucidation is needed: 

 

‘encountered’  By definition if x necessarily lies beyond human thought then x may not 

be known discursively or by cognition; x is either encountered or remains unknown.  A 

child, let’s imagine, knows that she is loved by her mother.  Assume that no process of 

deductive or inductive reasoning has led the child to the conclusion that she is loved by 

her mother.  This does not in itself mean that the mother’s love is, on my definition, 

transcendent.  What would mean that is if it is also the case that no effort of thought by 

the child, even were she to grow up and become a very powerful thinker, and no matter 

how far neuroscience or any other kind of science were to advance, could possibly 

capture or comprehend the mother’s love in its totality (and nor could any effort of 

thought by anyone else).  In other words, if it is the case that no effort of thought, in 

principle, can ‘grasp’ the mother’s love, then the mother’s love is, on my definition, 

transcendent.  It exceeds human thought and human power.  It is not the kind of thing 

that is amenable in its entirety to thought.  And yet the child knows that she is loved by 

her mother.  How does she know it?  Not by reason, but by encounter. 

 

Now, I have not yet argued that this is the case for the love of a mother or for anything 

else, or that this kind of thing could ever possibly be the case; but this is how my claim 

that the transcendent can only be encountered, and not captured in thought, should be 

understood.  Nor do I claim that the transcendent may not be thought about, or that 

thought may not, on occasion, point beyond itself to the conclusion that there is that 

which is transcendent of thought; but I do claim that if there is such a thing as the 

transcendent then thought must, if the transcendent is to be known, at some point give 

way to encounter. 

 

‘necessarily exceeding’  The ‘beyondness’ of the transcendent is not contingent.  The 

transcendent is not beyond us in the way that a complete understanding of quantum 

fluctuations is, at this point in time, beyond physics.  Human thought and power may 

well one day achieve complete scientific knowledge in relation to quantum fluctuations.  
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The transcendent, on the other hand, is beyond what human thought and power are for, 

or are capable of.  The transcendent is not even a potential object of human power. 

 

To deny that there is anything that is beyond human thought and power in this sense is, 

of course, to make an unverifiable claim, which is not in itself a reason not to make it.  I 

said earlier that it is possible to imagine a line of reasoning that points beyond itself to 

the transcendent; it is equally possible to imagine a line of reasoning leading to the 

conclusion that nothing could be, in principle, unamenable to human thought and 

power.  I would reject this suggestion, but on phenomenological grounds, as I will 

discuss below.  It suffices at this point to grant for the sake of argument that the denial 

of transcendence involves no obvious logical contradiction. 

 

‘human thought and human power’  Thought is a human power, and it is perhaps 

redundant to separate the two in this way.  But in talking about human thought and 

power I am trying to denote, not every aspect of human experience, but rather those 

things that human beings do, and by which we gain a kind of mastery over the world.  

To literally capture an object, or to capture an object in thought, both involve gaining a 

certain power over that object.  That which necessarily exceeds this kind of capturing, 

including in thought, is the transcendent.  To recognise something as transcending one’s 

thought and power is to encounter it as necessarily, not contingently, beyond one’s 

intellectual, imaginative, and physical grasp. 

 

* 

 

But is anything transcendent?  In previous sections I have tried to point to some of the 

sites of transcendence: places where phenomena are encountered as exceeding thought 

and power, and exceeding it necessarily.  Religious experience is perhaps the most 

obvious of these sites (though in contemporary Western political communities, also the 

most often denied).  Descriptions of religious experience, particularly those from 

mystical traditions, tend to note its ‘darkness’ and urge an apophatic approach.  

 

I have argued that when Iris Murdoch says that ‘the ‘there is more than this’, if it is not 

to be corrupted by some sort of quasi-theological finality, must remain a very tiny spark 

of insight, something with, as it were, a metaphysical position but no metaphysical 
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form,’148 she is not particularly far from what the great religious traditions tend to say 

about God.  If the religious believer and the Murdochian unbeliever can share elements 

of an apophatic approach to whatever the ‘more than this’ may be, then this approach 

may inform a political conception of the human that in turn can inform a politics that is 

more than consequentialist. 

 

Art is another site of the ‘more than this’.  Great art is encountered as inexhaustible, as 

saying what cannot be said, as containing more than can be itemised on a list.  The way 

we encounter art has implications for the way we encounter the world.  The ‘world 

which art takes for granted,’ says Rowan Williams in Grace and Necessity, ‘is one in 

which perception is always incomplete.’149  A merely consequentialist politics will not 

fit such a world, because consequentialism requires a calculus, and a calculus requires a 

finite set of data with which to calculate.  A world in which perception is always 

incomplete will not yield such a finite data set, except arbitrarily and by excluding those 

data of which ‘perception is always incomplete’.  If Iris Murdoch is right that ‘great art 

teaches us how real things can be looked at and loved without being seized and used, 

without being appropriated into the greedy organism of the self,’150 then it may also be 

the case that great art can inform a political conception of the human being as beyond 

the reach of power; beyond mere use.  That is, a political conception of the human as 

person. 

 

Murdoch also says that ‘aesthetic situations are not so much analogies of morals as 

cases of morals.’151  Morality is another site of the encounter with transcendence.  In a 

previous chapter I gave a number of examples of the kinds of encounters between 

human beings that reveal another as mattering in a particularly ‘moral’ way.  This 

included the situation described by Christopher Cordner in which an abusive husband is 

arrested by police after seriously assaulting his wife.  As he is led away the woman 

touches him on the arm.  ‘What was so moving in her response?’ asks Cordner.  ‘It was 

the revelatory power of her response: that this man could be revealed to have such a 

value, a value or worth not dependent on his character or other observable qualities.’152  

																																																								
148 Murdoch, The Sovereignty of Good, p. 73, my italics 
149 Williams, Grace and Necessity, p. 135 
150 Murdoch, The Sovereignty of Good, p. 65 
151 Murdoch, The Sovereignty of Good, p. 41 
152 Cordner, Ethical Encounter, p. 109 
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The value revealed here, not dependent on observable qualities, is transcendent in the 

sense described above.  This can be seen in Cordner’s analysis of what is going on in 

such encounters, for which he borrows Kant’s distinction between determinative and 

reflective judgement.  Determinative judgement leads, says Cordner, to the ‘familiar 

model of ‘objective’ knowledge, as mediated by an attitude of detachment, independent 

of feeling, and aiming at systematic or theoretical completeness.’153  But in reflective 

judgement ‘the very idea of systematic or theoretical completeness has no application’ 

because what is given goes on being given; the task of reflective judgement is endless.  

Cordner refers to the ‘excess of the individual over whatever determinant judgment 

might deliver.’  This ‘excess’ we may call transcendent. 

 

Finally, Cordner’s description of reflective judgement shows a link to another site of 

transcendence: love.  When determinant judgement has done its work the ‘excess of the 

individual’, says Cordner, can ‘only be answered to by a responsiveness that waits upon 

that always-undetermined excess. In this responsiveness, however, there is not the self-

sufficiency of the independent transcendent rational will, but the open-ended, open-

hearted, humble receptiveness that Murdoch calls love.’154  In a previous section I noted 

J. David Velleman’s acknowledgement that love involves a vulnerability before what is 

loved, but resisted his insistence that love is a ‘moral’ emotion, if by ‘moral’ we mean 

what Kant meant, which is that to be moral is to act in perfect accord with one’s rational 

nature.  I argued that if love is a response to the recognition of another instance of the 

kind of nature that constitutes me, then, even if this involves vulnerability before the 

beloved, it is not first and foremost about the beloved; it is grounded in the valuing of 

the self.  I resisted this analysis in favour of one that understands love as displacing the 

self, as self-sacrificing, as tending, ideally speaking, to an elevation of the beloved 

before the self.  Now, if this is right then part of what it entails is that love involves a 

relinquishing of the rational self’s power to ‘grasp’ the other in her entirety.  The 

beloved is encountered as beyond determination by the self; she is, in Cordner’s words, 

‘answered to by a responsiveness that waits upon [her] always-undetermined excess’.   

 

Love, then, is another site of the encounter with transcendence—and not just erotic 

love.  When Raimond Gaita says that the behaviour of a nun towards her severely 
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afflicted patients ‘was striking not for the virtues it expressed, or even for the good it 

achieved, but for its power to reveal the full humanity of those whose affliction had 

made their humanity invisible’, he does not mean that the patients’ ‘full humanity’ was 

revealed in the way that the complete solution to a mathematical problem may be 

revealed to a mathematician, or the full story about a crime may be revealed to a 

courtroom, or the way a physicist may one day come to fully understand the way 

quantum fluctuations work.  To recognise the full humanity of another is to recognise 

precisely that one has not, and cannot, ‘sum them up’ in the way that perhaps even the 

compassionate staff in Gaita’s story assumed that they had. 

 

This is why the response to the other that Murdoch calls, following Simone Weil, 

‘attention’ consists of the ‘little peering efforts of imagination’ without which we 

cannot see ‘objective reality’; the latter ‘understood, not in relation to ‘the world 

described by science’, but in relation to the progressing life of a person.’155  By 

definition, science deals with immanence.  If there is more to the world than ‘the world 

described by science’ then this ‘more’ is transcendent of the world as it is legitimately 

described by science.  And if Murdoch is right then the love that leads to attention—or 

perhaps simply is that attention—belongs to that ‘more’. 

 

Sites at which the recognition of transcendence occurs, then, include religion, but also 

art, morality and love.  Expressions of this recognition include the ‘there is more than 

this’ noted by Iris Murdoch, and also R. F. Holland’s distinction between ‘judgements 

that are of the highest significance for ethics and judgements that are not’, according to 

which ‘in the former case ... it is more a matter of registering an experience or marking 

an encounter, than passing a judgement.’  I will suggest in what follows that the denial 

of transcendence may lead, in certain situations, to political violence; or rather that the 

recognition of transcendence is a bulwark against such violence.  Rowan Williams 

outlines, as we have seen in a previous chapter, possible responses to ‘the world which 

art takes for granted’:  ‘There is an insanity in which hidden connections are everything, 

in which the excess of symbolism becomes the habitual climate of thought; but there is 

equally an insanity in which excess is denied and the world reduced to that series of 
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problems which my mind currently happens to engage.’156  In the terms of Maritain’s 

political philosophy, we may say that the first ‘insanity’ can lead to the denying of the 

individual in favour of the person, while the second ‘insanity’ favours the individual at 

the cost of the person. 

 

The tension in liberal politics is the tension between these two insanities.  A human 

being who is not, in the sense I will continue to outline below, a person, can become 

merely a problem with which the mind may engage.  ‘Explanation,’ says Williams, ‘is 

reduction; it is trying to contain another in your own identity.’157  For certain legitimate 

political purposes, human beings must be reduced: we must be counted, compared, 

organised.  The accompanying danger, if it is a danger, is that the bracketing of ‘excess’ 

may turn into its denial; in Maritain’s terms, the human as person may be denied in 

favour of the human as individual.  Given pluralism, of course, whatever is in ‘excess’ 

of the world known by science can not be defined in positive terms because this would 

risk excluding certain people or groups; but then, an apophatic approach suggests that 

excess should not be defined in positive terms in any case—in fact, its not being 

amenable to such definition is what makes it transcendent.  For this reason I intend to 

attempt an apophatic political conception of the human. 

 

An apophatic political conception of the human 

 

Every political conception of the human is hypothetical.  For political purposes, we treat 

humans as if they are such and such: as if, for example, they have certain ‘human 

rights’.  At any given time, any given member of a political community may or may not 

believe that human beings have any such rights; and members may understand the 

origin and nature of the rights very differently; but nevertheless the community agrees 

to proceed on the basis that the rights are ‘there’.  It may contingently be the case that 

every single member of the political community holds the belief that humans have 

rights, and holds it for the same reasons: there is in this case nothing hypothetical about 

the belief in the case of any individual member of the community, but still the political 

conception of the human, as a political or shared conception, is hypothetical, at least 

insofar as the community is pluralistic, or open to pluralism.  This is because there is 
																																																								
156 Williams, Grace and Necessity, p. 141 
157 ibid., 122 



	 157	

always the potential that a member may dissent from the claim; and if she does she will 

still be expected to proceed on the basis that it is true.   

 

When a critical mass of members of a political community agree to proceed on the basis 

of a hypothetical conception of the human there is a sense in which, for political 

purposes, what lies behind the hypothetical—that is, what makes the proposition true, if 

it is true—remains dark.  To the extent that a proposition is hypothetical, there is the 

possibility that the proposition is false.  Exclude that possibility, and the proposition is 

no longer hypothetical.  This is clearly the case for propositions held hypothetically by 

individuals; a political hypothetical is slightly more complicated.  Certain members of 

the community may hold the hypothetical to be certainly true, or certainly false.  But the 

collective understanding of the hypothetical, if it is to remain a hypothetical, must 

include both possibilities—that is, the collective understanding must mimic an 

individual mind that is holding a proposition hypothetically.  How this manifests itself 

will depend on the nature of the proposition involved, but at the very least it will mean 

that there can be no official insistence on conformity of belief in relation to the claim 

that is being made—merely conformity of behaviour.  A particular society enshrines 

human rights in its policies and laws; no member is forced to believe that such rights 

exist; but every member must act as if they do. 

 

I want here to explore the relationship between this ‘darkness’—that is, the darkness 

that lies behind every political conception of the human—and the ‘darkness’ that is a 

mark of the transcendent.  I want to see whether the official ambiguity that a liberal 

political community requires of its metaphysics (and I have argued that there is no 

metaphysically neutral political discourse or set of political arrangements) can be 

informed by the ambiguity we encounter in our approach to the ‘always-undetermined 

excess’ of the other, or to the ‘world which art takes for granted ... in which perception 

is always incomplete.’  That there must be a certain ‘bracketing’ of comprehensive 

metaphysical conceptions of the world for the purposes of liberal politics is undeniable; 

the question is whether there is only one way to understand what we are doing when we 

are bracketing in this way.  Could this bracketing itself be an apophatic move? 

 

Here we may draw a lesson from ‘negative’ theology.  Negative theology starts from the 

position that we cannot say anything positive (and true) about God.  ‘If you understand 
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it,’ says St Augustine, ‘it is not God.’  Opinions vary as to whether anything can be said 

about God at all: on the analogical model, true statements can be made, but they are true 

by analogy only; and the dis-analogy between the language we use to talk about the 

world and the reality of God must be understood as being far greater than whatever it is 

that makes the analogy work.  What is agreed, however, is that there can be no 

determinative finality—no theoretical completeness—in talk, or for that matter thought, 

about God.  And yet it does not necessarily follow that thinking and talking about God 

must stop.  Wittgenstein’s ‘what we cannot speak about we must pass over in silence’ 

would, if taken literally, rule out not only theology but also talk about any of the sites of 

transcendence that I identified in the previous section (poetry would be in for a 

particularly hard time).  If religion, art, morality and love may be understood as kinds of 

silence—if they can perhaps be seen as expressions of a deeper silence—then 

Wittgenstein’s remark stands. 

 

Something like the insight of the negative theologians applies in other kinds of 

encounter with transcendence.  God is beyond human thought and power; but so, in its 

own way, is art; so, in in its own way, is the suffering human being; so, in her own way, 

is my beloved.  Negative theology is an attempt to find ways of responding as thinking, 

embodied humans, to what is encountered as lying beyond the grasp of thought and 

power; but so is art, and so is love.  Negative theology is, on this reading, one 

manifestation of the same impulse as lies behind the desire to experience or create a 

painting or a sculpture, or to honour the dignity of a fellow human being, or to allow 

sex to carry a meaning beyond the physical. 

 

Though pluralism, then, will rule out theology as a basis for a political conception of the 

human, it need not rule out the recognition of transcendence as such.  But how can 

transcendence form any kind of a basis for a political—that is, a shared—conception?  

If, by definition, transcendence exceeds human thought and human power, what of it 

could possibly be shared?  How can a phenomenon that is by its nature inarticulable 

inform a way of thinking about humans as such that may in its turn help to inform 

positive political arrangements, discourses, decisions, and laws? 

 

What is held in common about various encounters with transcendence is not their 

content but rather the response that they demand.  Though my responses to God, to a 
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work of art, to a suffering other, or to my beloved will differ from each other, and differ 

also from other people’s responses to the same kinds of things, there is a common 

factor, and that is hesitancy.  To attempt a definition: 

 

Hesitancy is a characteristic of an attitude and approach to another that involves 

ongoing receptiveness and revisability, and eschews finality.  It is not incompatible with 

action upon the other, or naming or categorisation of the other, but action and 

description is informed by the imperative to take seriously the ongoing independent, 

transcendent reality of the other. 

 

Negative theology is an expression of hesitancy: it is a recognition that one’s ordinary 

rational powers of naming, categorisation, counting and comparison are brought up 

short by what is, in theological language, beyond being.  Similarly, art must be given 

time to reveal itself: to glance at a painting and walk on by is not to encounter it, and to 

encounter it is to know that one has not exhausted it; that one must hesitate before 

proclaiming ‘this is what it is about’.  The nun whose demeanour towards her patients 

so moved Raimond Gaita is responding to them; not as patients, not as ‘cases’, but as 

human beings who like other human beings resist, despite appearances, final 

categorisation of this kind.  Similarly, to love another is to hesitate before them; to 

offer, in Cordner’s words, ‘a responsiveness that waits upon the always-undetermined 

excess’ of the beloved. 

 

Another manifestation of the hesitancy I am describing it is what Bernard Williams calls 

‘moral incapacity’, which I have discussed in a previous chapter.  This is the kind of 

incapacity that is expressed in statements like ‘I can’t betray my friend in that way’ or ‘I 

can’t support this war.’  Williams thinks, however, that moral incapacity is best 

understood as an internal rather than an external restraint.  He comes to this conclusion 

by reflecting on the fact that there are two related features of moral incapacity that serve 

to distinguish it from the physical kind.  The first is the absence of external 

constraints—we are not stopped by anything outside of ourselves when we find 

ourselves morally incapable of doing something—and the second is the incoherence, in 

this context, of the idea of effort.  ‘I can’t betray my friend’ is not a statement that can 

be meaningfully replied to with the exhortation ‘Of course you can—try harder.’  Moral 

incapacity knows of no external constraint, says Williams; there is nothing ‘out there’ to 
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try to overcome.  The incapacity to do the thing includes an incapacity to try to do the 

thing.   

 

For this reason Williams concludes that the ‘restraints’ involved in moral incapacity, 

our ‘reasons’ for not acting in certain ways, not being external, must be internal to the 

moral subject.  For Williams, inner reasons both emerge from, and are defining features 

of, the character of the person who is restrained by them.  They restrain just as 

powerfully as external reasons do because to act against an inner reason is to act against 

who one is.  On this account, then, it is hard to see moral incapacity as an example of 

hesitancy before that which exceeds human thought and human power; rather, it is a 

limit that the self has discovered within itself. 

 

As we have seen, Christopher Cordner objects to this account of moral incapacity by 

considering cases of ‘moral conversion’: a racist, for example, comes to see the error of 

his ways.  Internal to the experience of conversion is the convert’s realisation, not just 

that the objects of his previous racist attitudes were other than he saw them to be, but 

that he had, at the time, moral reasons to see them differently.  His internal, character-

generated reasons—the kind Bernard Williams takes to be the causes of moral 

incapacity—had in fact manifested in an incapacity of a very immoral kind, and the 

racist now sees that.  But the reasons that he now understands himself as having had for 

acting differently at the time were reasons external to himself: they were situated in the 

human reality of those he had previously dismissed as sub-human.   

 

If Cordner is right then moral incapacity too may be understood as a form of hesitation 

before the other: a hesitation that means that one cannot, for example, simply dismiss 

another human being on the grounds of their race, or gender, or any other category into 

which they may fall.  Moral incapacity is not positive knowledge; it too is a kind of 

negative theology, or rather anthropology, that restrains but does not prescribe.  The 

reformed racist (who in Cordner’s example is a white South African) has not come to 

know exactly how he should treat any black person who might happen to come his way 

in the future.  What he has come to know is precisely that he does not know how to treat 

any given black person; that he must respond to black people, not as black people, but 

as people.  That is, he must treat them as still-to-be-revealed, or in the terms I have 

outlined above, as exceeding in various important ways his thought and his power. 
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What is common or shared before the recognition of transcendence is hesitancy.  It is 

precisely not agreement on the content of that which exceeds human thought and human 

power.  Thus can a conception of the human as related to transcendence, which is a non-

positivistic conception, also be a political conception.  An apophatic humanism says 

that in relation to the human, no finality may be claimed.  To encounter another is to 

encounter one who as human is related to (or perhaps contains) that which exceeds 

human thought and human power—and this is the case before she is related to me.  I 

must therefore hesitate, both personally and politically, before treating her as a statistic, 

as a mere finite entity, countable as one and therefore dominable by the many.  

Knowledge is power: if I cannot know another fully, even in principle, then nor can I 

coherently exercise a total power over them (I may of course choose to try).  

 

An apophatic political conception of the human can acknowledge that there is a sense in 

which humans can be counted and compared: they are finite, limited biological entities.  

They are, in Maritain’s terms, individuals.  In this sense they are countable as one.  But 

there is another sense in which they are beyond counting and comparison, and this is the 

case insofar as they are considered as related to or containing what is transcendent.  

They are, to again borrow Maritain’s term, persons.  As individuals they are subject to 

the collective.  As persons they are beyond the reach of power. 

 

A politics based on this conception of the human will attempt to manage tensions 

between the imperative to understand humans as individuals, and the imperative to 

understand humans as persons.  To neglect either for the other will be to neglect an 

aspect of the human that, if the foregoing is correct, ought not to be simply bracketed 

for the purposes of politics.  I have already quoted Rowan Williams on two unhealthy 

responses to ‘the world which art takes for granted’:  ‘There is an insanity in which 

hidden connections are everything, in which the excess of symbolism becomes the 

habitual climate of thought; but there is equally an insanity in which excess is denied 

and the world reduced to that series of problems which my mind currently happens to 

engage.’  The political analog of this pair of equal and opposite ‘insanities’ is the 

treating of humans as mere individuals, on the one hand, and as mere persons on the 

other. 
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The first error is that of the consequentialist.  The human as merely one individual 

within a collective is, ultimately, subject to the violence of the collective.  This is how 

the denial of transcendence may lead, in certain situations, to political violence.  The 

recognition of transcendence—of the human as person—may be a bulwark against such 

violence if the collective recognises itself as being restrained from the finality of 

judgement that makes violence possible.  The second error, however—the ‘insanity’ of 

treating humans as persons only—is, I would claim, Holland’s error.  As we have seen, 

Holland concludes that because ‘consequentialism is the ethics of politics’ it is 

impossible for a saint to participate in politics.  In the terminology I have been 

developing, Holland is neglecting that aspect of the human according to which she is 

subject to the collective; that is, her status as a limited, finite individual.  Of course, this 

prompts a very obvious question: how do we know when or in what respect a human is 

to be treated as an individual, and when as a person? 

 

Maritain, from whom I have borrowed the distinction, will say that we owe certain 

things to the collective, and certain things to God.  To the collective we owe, for 

example, our service in its defence, because it has sustained and provided for us in ways 

that only a collective could do.  To God we owe worship, and one obvious resulting 

political implication of this is that freedom of religion must be honoured by the 

collective at all times.  Given pluralism, this line of demarcation will be problematic to 

say the least.  But that we cannot, as a pluralistic political community, draw the 

distinction perfectly does not mean that there is nothing to be gained from recognising 

there is a distinction to be drawn.  In a liberal democracy, most things are contested for 

much of the time.  The question as to when and in what respect a human is to be treated 

as an individual or as a person will need to be answered situationally, and the answer 

will be contested; but how we go about answering it will depend, first and foremost, on 

whether we acknowledge the distinction at all.  To deny one side of the distinction does 

not help the problem of not knowing exactly where the distinction lies—it simply 

makes it worse.   

 

This kind of tension is familiar to liberal political communities.  It plays out, for 

example, in human rights discourse.  As humans, we have certain rights.  Some of these 

rights are absolute—rooted in our dignity as human beings, however we may 

understand this to work.  The right not to be tortured is one example of this sort of 
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absolute right.  We also have rights that are considered to be very important but not 

absolute in all circumstances and these can come into tension with other rights, 

including the rights of others.  The right to freedom of expression is one such right.  The 

tensions could easily be resolved by simply denying one of the rights involved; this 

would not, however, constitute progress. 

 

An apophatic political conception of the human, then, will muddy the political waters.  

It will limit power, demanding that it hesitates before treating humans as mere finite 

entities (even if politics rightly insists that we are also that).  It resists the merely 

consequentialist approach.  It asks that political arrangements, discourses, decisions, 

and laws be examined in the light of their effect on humans who, in various ways, tend 

to reach beyond what can be observed, measured and categorised.  
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Chapter Seven—Making Space 
 

Having described a way of thinking about morality, and having explored how this way 

of understanding morality might inform a political conception of the human, I now want 

to see how this political conception might inform two other concepts that are central to 

the liberal political tradition: freedom and human rights.  In this chapter I will focus on 

freedom.  In looking for a political conception of the human I suggested that 

distinguishing between the human being in their aspect as an ‘individual’ and the human 

being in their aspect as a ‘person’ might be a useful framework for understanding the 

relationship between political practice and the recognition of moral value.  I also 

suggested that this individual/person distinction can map onto, and help us to think 

differently about, the community/freedom dilemma.  As individuals we require 

community, while as persons we are owed freedom.   

 

Common to the varieties of political liberalism is a commitment to freedom as an 

important, perhaps the most important, political value.  Any political community called 

‘liberal’ will hold, in some official way, that freedom is valuable, and political 

arrangements will be designed to protect and promote this value.  Of course, freedom 

can be conceived in more than one way, and the way it is conceived will shape the way 

it is protected and promoted in any given political community. 

 

In this chapter I want to further explore this central liberal value.  I will claim that 

freedom may be understood, not only according to the negative/positive distinction 

described by Isaiah Berlin, but also as a product or result of the above-described ethical 

approach to the other.  I will come at this claim by way of an examination of what I will 

call the second-personal experience of freedom: not what it is like to experience 

freedom, nor what it is like to observe the freedom of another, but rather what it is like 

to grant that freedom. 

 

Freedom 

 

If freedom is good, it is good for humans.  Something about us makes us value freedom.  

Isaiah Berlin says that ‘we must preserve a minimum area of personal freedom if we are 
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not to ‘degrade or deny our nature.’’158  But what is it about our nature that demands 

this minimum of freedom?  More specifically, in what ways are the questions ... 

 

(1) ‘what does it mean for a human to be free?’  

 

and: 

 

(2) ‘what does it mean to be human?’  

 

.. related? 

 

Immediately we run into a familiar prima facie paradox:  The answer to (1) would seem 

to be determined, at least in part, by the answer to (2); but a liberal politics will likely 

insist that part of the answer to (1) is that to be free means to be free to determine one’s 

own answer to (2).  This need not entail a commitment to the claim that there is no true 

or objective answer to question (2), but it is, at bare minimum, a claim that the 

individual should to some extent be allowed to find the answer for themselves.  Berlin 

notes the close relationship between the two questions:  ‘Enough manipulation with the 

definition of man, and freedom can be made to mean whatever the manipulator 

wishes.’159  But of course to claim that any particular definition of man is a 

‘manipulation’ is to beg question (2), as it assumes that there is some other, more 

legitimate definition that is being manipulated.  It is also important to note that Berlin’s 

claim is equally true if the words ‘man’ and ‘freedom’ are reversed.  That is, if we 

manipulate the definition of freedom, we can change the definition of man.  Claims 

about human freedom just are claims about what it means to be human.  Is this true of 

every claim about freedom?  One familiar potential solution is to divorce question (1) 

from question (2) by answering (1) in the negative: 

 

*A human is free if and only if she is not constrained. 

 

Of course, we will need a very narrow definition of ‘constraint’ if this has any chance of 

working.  That is, ‘constraint’ will need to be defined independently of any positive 
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definition of ‘freedom.’  If, for example, a lack of education can be called a ‘constraint’, 

then we have not got very far in finding a definition of freedom that does not assume at 

least part of an answer to the question of what it means to be human.  Let’s assume that 

we can somehow say what we mean by ‘constraint’ without having first said what we 

mean by ‘freedom.’  There is still another question to be asked about the negative 

definition of freedom, and it concerns whether that definition is intended to be 

comprehensive or merely political.  If it is comprehensive, it means: 

 

*All it means for a human to be free is that she is not constrained. 

 

If it is political, it means: 

 

*For political purposes, a human may be considered free if she is not constrained. 

 

If the negative definition of freedom is a comprehensive definition then it is not, as an 

answer to (1), in fact divorced from (2), because it implies that no answer to (2) may 

involve any claim that a human, as human, requires anything other than to be free of 

constraints in order to be free simpliciter.  This is a substantial claim to make in relation 

to question (2), and it remains open to the challenge I have adapted from Berlin’s 

warning above: enough manipulation with the definition of freedom, and ‘man’ can be 

made to mean whatever the manipulator wishes.  But can the negative definition of 

freedom be a merely political definition?  If it is a political definition, it is either a 

stipulation for political purposes or a claim about political value.  If it is a stipulation, it 

means: 

 

*For political purposes, understand ‘freedom’ as meaning nothing more than ‘lack of 

constraint.’ 

 

This is a perfectly coherent stipulation, but one with no justification whatsoever.  If it is 

justified on the grounds that, for example, ‘a lack of constraint on people wherever 

possible is a good thing for political purposes’ then it is well on the way to being a 

substantial claim about question (2), because as soon as we ask what might be the 

purposes of politics we are likely to run into the question of what it means to be a 
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subject of politics, that is, a human.  As a merely political definition, the negative 

definition of freedom is either arbitrary or question-begging of (2). 

 

Another solution may be to admit that no answer to (1) is without implication for (2), 

but to try to minimise the impact of (1) on (2) as far as possible.  That is, we might say 

that for political purposes we will not, in any official sense, attempt to answer question 

(2), except insofar as we want to say, in answer to question (1), that part of what it 

means to be free is to be, as far as possible, unconstrained; and that we are therefore 

prepared to be officially committed to this part of the answer to question (2): that to be 

as unconstrained as possible is a genuine human good.  But this solution is far from 

satisfactory.  We may ask what justifies us in offering this particular part of the answer 

to question (2), and not some other part.  If we attempt to justify it on the grounds that 

we need this claim about freedom to be part of the answer to question (2) in order to get 

the answer we want to question (1), then we would seem to be getting the order of 

explanation the wrong way round.  It is not generally considered to be a valid move 

within liberalism to manipulate the definition of the human for political purposes; and 

yet this is exactly what we would seem to be doing if we commit ourselves to the claim 

that a lack of constraint is a genuine human good merely in order to get the political 

question—the question of what it means for a human to be free—to come out the way 

we want it. 

 

Berlin resists any definition of freedom but the negative:  ‘Everything is what it is: 

liberty is liberty, not equality or fairness or justice or culture, or human happiness or a 

quiet conscience [...] it is a confusion of values to say that although my ‘liberal’, 

individual freedom may go by the board, some other kind of freedom—‘social’ or 

‘economic’ is increased.’160  But given the above, negative freedom as a solution to the 

apparent need to answer question (1) without impinging too greatly on the individual’s 

freedom to ask and answer question (2) for themselves, will not entirely do.  It is worth 

asking at this point whether freedom’s traditional definitional dichotomy—negative and 

positive—is the best starting place for an inquiry into the nature of freedom. 

 

The experience of freedom  
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I would like to suggest a different approach.  The way we experience freedom can be 

divided three ways: as first-, second- and third-personal.  The first-personal experience 

of freedom is ‘what it is like’ to know oneself as free or not free.  If I am tied to a chair I 

do not perceive of myself as, in that respect, free.  But that I cannot compete in the next 

Olympic Games does not make me feel unfree; it only makes me feel unfit.  Negative 

freedom, as described by Berlin, makes most sense when considered from the first-

personal perspective: I am free so long as I do not perceive myself as externally 

constrained. 

 

The third-personal experience of freedom is the experience of perceiving the freedom of 

others.  A man tied to a chair does not seem to me to be free; but nor, in a different 

sense, does a child born into slavery, no matter how she may perceive her situation; and 

nor, for that matter, does a child with no prospect of a formal education.  Third-

personally—and politically speaking—I perceive the citizens of Germany as more free 

than those of North Korea (again, regardless of their own perception of their situation).  

Roughly, talk of ‘positive’ freedom has its background in this third-personal 

perspective.  This is in fact Berlin’s concern about so-called positive freedom: if I am 

allowed to judge you as unfree, despite your perception of yourself as free, then I would 

seem to be one small step away from judging myself as qualified to make you free. 

 

My concern here is to draw attention to the often neglected second-personal perspective 

of freedom.  This is the perspective of one who gives, or allows, freedom to another.  In 

unthinking ways we do this constantly.  Consider the fact that I have never told another 

person that they shouldn’t wear what they are wearing; still less have I tried to stop 

them wearing it.  This is only partly because I care little about other people’s clothing.  

It is also because I would not generally regard it as legitimate to dictate to others in this 

way.  But it is worth pausing to consider the fact that I could, if I chose, make an effort 

in this direction: I could attempt, through various means, to limit the sartorial freedom 

of others.  This may be a somewhat trivial example (in a ‘Western’ context—it becomes 

less trivial in other contexts) but it draws attention to the fact that freedom does not 

simply attach to the individual in such a way as leaves nothing more to be said.  

Freedom must be, in various ways, granted by those around the individual.  It may be 

objected that far from granting sartorial freedom to others I am merely respecting a 
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freedom that they somehow intrinsically possess.  I think this begs certain questions 

about the nature of freedom, but even if we allow the objection it nevertheless remains 

true that in order for you to enjoy your pre-existing, individually-held freedom, I must 

allow you to do so (even if I must be forced to allow you to do so).  In this sense, at 

least, your exercise of your freedom is in my gift. 

 

How should we understand this offering of freedom to another?  Insofar as the second-

personal perspective on freedom is considered, it is usually considered in the context of 

questions about motivation, and it is often explained as the fulfilling of one side of a 

kind of ‘contract’.  Roughly, I allow freedom to you in the hope and expectation that 

you will allow freedom to me.  Grant that talk of a ‘contract’ will be an important part 

of any account of what is going on when one member of a political community allows 

freedom to another.  Is contract talk alone sufficient in accounting for this? 

 

The idea of a contract has one characteristic which is both its strength and its weakness, 

and that is that it requires no goodness from anyone.  I allow freedom to you, not 

because I have any warmth or affection or even good will towards you, but because I 

am ‘contracted’ to do so.  Perhaps a contract requires a certain minimum of goodness—

a willingness by the parties to abide by the terms of the contract, at least for the most 

part, even where they could avoid doing so with impunity—but it is at least an attempt 

to mitigate the possibility of such avoidance.  Insofar as I am in a contract with you, I 

am bound by its terms.  This is a strength, because people are not always good.  It is a 

weakness, because people are sometimes good, and it seems that a purely contract-

based political community must relegate goodness to the ‘private’ sphere, leading to the 

kind of schizophrenia that it has been my burden to avoid.  But there is another reason 

why contract talk alone, while a necessary part of the explanation of the second-

personal experience of freedom, cannot be sufficient. 

 

Talk of a social contract is of course no more than a metaphor for an obligation thought 

to exist by virtue of my belonging to a political community.  There seems to be a basic 

consistency in the idea that my demand for freedom from you creates an obligation to 

allow freedom to you, but on closer examination this relies on the assumption that your 

interests are of equal importance to mine, which itself either escapes the need for 

justification through avoiding the burden of proof or requires something more to be 
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said.  If it avoids the burden of proof then it turns out that I must recognise your 

equality on pain of inconsistency.  To break the ‘contract’ is a betrayal, not only of you, 

but of my own rational capacities—my ability to see two things that are obviously equal 

as equal.  In fact, you fade into the background; what I have done ‘wrong’ in breaking 

the social contract—a contract I never signed up for but am assumed to have entered by 

virtue of the obligation imposed upon me upon membership of my political 

community—is the same kind of thing that I do wrong when I count my loose change 

incorrectly.  That is, it is a mistake; in this case, the mistake of treating two equal 

things—you and I—as if they were unequal.  The stability of a liberal political 

community, on this view, relies upon the rational performance of its members.  If this is 

a somewhat precarious basis for the mutual recognition of the political equality of 

others and the respecting of freedom, then it is to be hoped that further reflection on the 

second-personal experience of freedom—the giving of freedom one to another—may 

supplement a purely contract-based account, and I will discuss this in the next section.  

If, on the other hand, the assumption that your interests are equal to mine does not 

escape the burden of proof after all, then something more will need to be said.  I will 

now attempt to say something more about how and why we give freedom to one 

another. 

 

Freedom as gift 

 

I began this chapter by asking how we might answer, for political purposes, the question 

‘what does it mean for a human to be free?’ without foreclosing on what, according to 

liberalism, is one of the most important of freedoms; that is, the freedom to answer the 

question ‘what does it mean to be human?’ for oneself.  In an earlier chapter I quoted 

Christopher Cordner on the idea that love ‘waits upon the excess of the individual’.  

This phrase already suggests that love involves the giving of a certain amount of 

freedom—to wait upon another is to give the other ‘room’ to be who she is, to refrain 

from determinative judgement, and to resist categorisation or final definition.  It is to 

the relationship between love and freedom that I now wish to turn. 

 

Isaiah Berlin insists that freedom is one thing:  ‘Everything is what it is: liberty is 

liberty, not equality or fairness or justice or culture, or human happiness or a quiet 

conscience [...] it is a confusion of values to say that although my ‘liberal’, individual 
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freedom may go by the board, some other kind of freedom—‘social’ or ‘economic’ is 

increased.’161  As we have seen, the desire for a stable definition of freedom leads 

Berlin to a negative definition.  But along with the negative definition of freedom goes 

the idea of the priority of freedom.  If freedom is what you get when external restraints 

are removed, then freedom must be somehow prior to the imposition of such restraints.  

If this is right, then to question the priority of freedom is at the same time to question 

the sufficiency of the negative definition of freedom. 

 

In his paper ‘God’, Herbert McCabe claims that ‘nothing, empty space, is not what we 

start from, we cannot take it for granted as though it would be there anyway.  Nothing is 

very precious and is created by persons for each other, it is the prerequisite of 

freedom.’162  What could this mean?  To explain how and in what sense people can 

‘make space’ for one another, McCabe employs a metaphor from physics (the 

effectiveness of which does not rely on its scientific accuracy): 

 

‘.. we are all familiar with the idea that molecularly speaking, solids are mostly empty 

space and, conversely, there is presumably a macroscopic view from which our galaxies 

constitute the particles of a solid.  Space then is a merely relative concept referring to 

the obviousness or relative unobviousness of the contact between things [...]  So far as 

our impersonal context is concerned we are hemmed in by things.  What provides us 

with space, real free space, is other people, the love we receive from others.’163 

 

For McCabe, merely being in ‘empty’ physical space does not liberate us from that 

aspect of ourselves that we want, or need, to transcend:  ‘It is a mysterious fact about 

human beings that even to conform to the law of our own being is to be restricted.  We 

naturally tend beyond ourselves.’164  This is not to deny or traduce our physicality; 

rather, it is to insist that what we share with the physical world is not all that we are.  

Again, this is not a scientific claim.  It may be compatible with various forms of 

scientific materialism.  But to think we can increase our freedom simply by removing 

physical constraints is, on this view, a kind of category error. 
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What evidence do we have that we ‘naturally tend beyond ourselves’?  The evidence at 

hand is the same as that for the ‘excess’ or the ‘more than this’ that in previous chapters 

I have suggested is encountered in love, art, religion and morality; that is, not scientific 

evidence, but rather the evidence of first-personal human experience.  The claim is that 

what is encountered in art, religion, etc, is something about us that, while remaining by 

its very nature indefinable, must nevertheless be taken into account when we ask the 

kinds of questions with which I began this chapter: ‘What does it mean to be human?’ 

and ‘What does it mean for a human to be free?’  My further claim is that we are not 

absolved from the need to take this aspect of human experience into account even when 

we are asking these questions merely for ‘political purposes’. 

 

That which can make us free in the fullest sense, says McCabe, is that which also 

participates in our ‘tendency beyond ourselves’; that is, other people.  But again, to see 

the gift of the freedom that people can give to one another as belonging on the physical 

plane—where it makes sense to talk about adding or subtracting, and where if I give 

you something then I no longer have it—is a mistake:  ‘Every gift we give to others 

(apart from the gift of ourselves) imposes something upon them—they have about them 

something of ours, if it is only a new tie or a drink.  But love, which is the gift of 

ourselves, does not add anything to them from outside, it is the gift of the space in 

which they can be themselves.’165  The result of the kind of love McCabe describes is a 

kind of freedom; it is even a kind of negative freedom, in that it involves the making of 

space around a person, and the removal of what, for McCabe, are pre-existing 

constraints.  But it is a negative freedom that does not simply consist in being left alone.  

It is not negative freedom as indifference.  It is negative freedom as gift. 

 

From the second-personal perspective—that is, the perspective of someone making or 

allowing another to be free—freedom as gift and freedom as indifference look very 

different.  One is motivated by something like love, the other by its lack.  The difference 

can be exemplified by considering the same sentence spoken with different emphases:  

‘I don’t care what you do’ versus ‘I don’t care what you do.’  The first is a second-

personal expression of gift-freedom: it is an expression of attention towards the person 

it addresses, which does not falter no matter what the person does.  The second is a 
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second-personal expression of indifference-freedom; it is, in the saying, already a 

turning away. 

 

In one sense gift-freedom and indifference-freedom look the same from the first-

personal perspective—that is, the perspective of the one receiving it.  Two children 

allowed to play in the street enjoy exactly the same amount of negative freedom in 

Berlin’s sense.  That the freedom of one is gift-freedom (her parents think it is time she 

is allowed some responsibility for herself and her own safety) and the freedom of the 

other is indifference-freedom (her parents don’t know or care where she is) does not 

alter the measure of strictly negative freedom each enjoys.  But the children’s 

experiences of their freedom to play in the street, lived in the context of entire lives that 

are defined by the quality of the freedom second-personally bestowed by their parents, 

is likely to be quite different. 

 

McCabe’s reflections on freedom resonate in interesting ways with what Lars Hertzberg 

has to say about trust and knowledge in his paper ‘On the Attitude of Trust’.  Hertzberg 

wants to ‘understand the nature of trust as a primitive reaction’,166 that is, as prior to the 

emergence of ‘the solitary subject of traditional epistemology.’167  If Hertzberg can 

show that ‘only in a context constituted by trust [...] do truth and the making of 

statements have a place’168 then we are already some way towards understanding one 

traditional mark of human power and autonomy—our rationality—as in some sense 

given to us by others; and if this is the case then freedom, too, which is so often 

understood in terms of the exercise of rational autonomy, may be understood as 

posterior to the presence and gift of the other. 

 

For Hertzberg, the primacy of trust can be understood if we properly note the contrast 

between trust and reliance.  When I rely on someone for something, I am using that 

person to meet a particular need that I have.  Hertzberg: ‘.. my relying on someone is 

conceptually independent of whatever attitude I take to him in other respects.’169  Trust, 

on the other hand, is an attitude to a person.  When I rely on an electrician for advice 

about the wiring of my house, I have no particular interest in his thoughts on the state of 
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my marriage.  When I trust my friend, who may happen to be an electrician, to remain 

at my side should my marriage fail, an entirely different grammar of human relations is 

at work. 

 

But even if we grant that trust and reliance are different things, why should we think 

that trust is the more primitive reaction?  Because, according to Hertzberg, the very 

capacity to exercise reliance—that is, to assess reasons for relying on A in relation to x 

or y—is acquired, and can only be acquired, through an initial act, or acts, of trust.  

Hertzberg quotes Wittgenstein’s On Certainty:  ‘The child learns by believing the adult.  

Doubt comes after belief.’170  Hertzberg adds: ‘the idea of something speaking in favour 

of an action can only acquire meaning for a child through someone’s speaking in its 

favour.  In this way, coming to have an understanding of good and bad, of things 

mattering, presupposes a fundamental dependence on other people.’171  Reliance is what 

the rational autonomous human being can choose to exercise from time to time, if and 

when she has the right reasons for doing so:  ‘In relying on someone I as it were look 

down on him from above.  I exercise my command of the world.  I remain the judge of 

his actions.’  But trust is what brings us to a position from which we can assess these 

reasons, and trust is a different posture entirely:  ‘In trusting someone I look up from 

below.’172 

 

This has at least two ethical, and by extension political, implications.  One is that we are 

not singularly responsible for ourselves.  We are made into rational, responsible beings 

through our prior trust in others.  And the other implication is that we are not merely 

responsible for ourselves.  We will, from time to time, be the objects of trust; and for 

Hertzberg ‘the grammar of trust involves a perspective of justice: trust can only concern 

that which one person can rightfully demand of another.’173  Reliance is different:  ‘If I 

was wrong in relying on someone, this was a failure in my judgement: it would have 

been better had I been more astute.  When someone’s trust has been misplaced, 

however, it is always, I want to say, a misunderstanding to regard that as a shortcoming 

on his part.  The responsibility rests with the person who failed the trust.’174 
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If rational autonomy is a mark of freedom; and if the ability to know what counts as a 

good reason is gained in initial acts of trust in others; then McCabe’s point is further 

reinforced: freedom is not an initial state, but a gift.  And to be untrustworthy is, in this 

context, to compromise the freedom of another. 

 

Love, freedom and the good 

 

How might any of this inform a political conception of freedom?  More specifically, 

how might it help us come up with an answer to (1) that does not foreclose on the 

individual’s freedom to answer (2) for themselves?  I have said that the danger posed to 

(2) by certain kinds of answer to question (1) is that answers to (1) would seem to need 

to presuppose certain claims about what it means to be human—more specifically, 

about what is good for humans.  If this is right, then the question of whether there is an 

answer to (1) that does not limit freedom in relation to (2) may depend on whether there 

is an available conception of the human good that can lead to an opening up, rather than 

a shutting down, of the possibility of an individual discovering her good for herself. 

 

The problem, of course, is that to propose a human ‘good’ would seem to generate a 

certain necessity in the face of that good.  If the good for humans is x, then humans 

would seem to be unfree to find x not good, or to find ~x good.  Jacques Maritain claims 

that Thomas Aquinas offers a conception of freedom and its relation to the good in 

which freedom is generated, rather than denied, by a commitment to the reality of an 

ultimate human good.  In this section I will outline Maritain’s (theistic) claim, and then 

ask whether it may be adapted in such a way as to support a political conception of 

freedom that can be shared in a pluralistic political community. 

 

In ‘The Thomist Idea of Freedom’ Maritain says that Thomas Aquinas sets out to 

‘deduce freedom from necessity.’  He begins by acknowledging that the human will is 

indeed determined—in fact, it is determined with remainder: ‘what the will necessarily 

desires by reason of what it is, is a good which satisfies every desire, a good which suits 
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in every respect all human aspirations: in short, beatitude.’175  So far it looks as if there 

is very little freedom in this picture at all; we are not free to will anything but our 

ultimate good.  But, says Maritain, it is precisely this that makes us free.  That the 

human will is determined by an ultimate good means that it is not determined by 

anything that is not this ultimate good:  ‘toward every good which is not this absolute 

good, the will of man is naturally undetermined, is without natural and necessary 

propensity.  If that which necessarily determines my will is a limitless good, an absolute 

good which completely satiates all my capacities of desire, it is evident that whatever is 

not this limitless, absolute good, cannot determine my will necessarily.’176  What kind 

of thing can determine my will?  In short, no thing, that is, nothing.  Because the Good 

is transcendent, the human will is free with respect to everything that is immanent:  

‘Because the will is internally and naturally necessitated to absolutely satisfying 

happiness, it is free with respect to everything else; that is to say, with respect to 

everything it can desire here on earth—for where on earth is this perfect happiness, this 

complete satiety of desire?’177 

 

We can begin to see some political implications of this way of understanding freedom.  

A religious believer who held something like this metaphysical view could not 

consistently also hold that any utopian or totalitarian authority could legitimately 

demand her absolute allegiance, because no immanent authority could offer or represent 

the only thing that is able to ‘determine her will necessarily’; that is, the transcendent 

good.  There is a hint here of why various religious communities have been, and are, 

considered political threats to certain regimes; also perhaps a warning of the danger 

posed by political leaders who can convince enough people that they do in fact 

represent the transcendent good. 

 

According to Maritain, in Aquinas we have an account of human freedom which does 

not pretend to agnosticism about human value.  It claims that there is a human good, 

and that humans are, in one sense, unfree in relation to it.  But it also claims that the 

inexhaustibility of this good makes us free in relation to any of its particular instances.  

It is an answer to question (1)—what does it mean to be free—that is based entirely 
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upon an answer to question (2)—what does it mean to be human—but the 

philosophical/anthropological claim it relies upon serves to widen, rather than 

foreshorten, the meaning of human freedom.   

 

But is it true?  This is clearly an important philosophical question, but there is a more 

pressing and obvious political one.  To what extent might a critical mass of members of 

a liberal, pluralistic political community accept enough of ‘the Thomist idea of 

freedom’ for it to meaningfully inform that community’s political arrangements?  Any 

account of human freedom that can inform a liberal politics will need to be one that 

does not rely on theological premises (even if it has theological implications).  It is too 

much to suggest that there may be an easily achievable ‘secular’ formulation of the 

Thomist idea of freedom, but it may just be possible to find a way of expressing 

Aquinas’s central insight—that a conception of an ultimate ‘human good’ need not lead 

to a denial of freedom if that good is transcendent of its particular instances—in terms 

that can speak to a critical mass within a pluralistic political community. 

 

To help me do this I need to turn back to my critique in Chapter Two of J. David 

Velleman’s account of ‘Love as a Moral Emotion’.  There I was concerned to resist 

Velleman’s claim that ‘love is essentially an attitude toward the beloved himself but not 

toward any result at all.’178  I said that love does in fact aim at a result, and that result is 

the good of the beloved.  I said that Velleman was almost right; but that where he said 

love does not aim ‘toward any result at all’ he should have said ‘toward any particular 

result at all’.  I said that while Velleman was correct to point out that ‘someone whose 

love was a bundle of these urges [to benefit the beloved] ... would be an interfering, 

ingratiating nightmare’,179 nevertheless a lack of knowledge about how x might be 

achieved was not the same thing as a desire that x might be achieved.  That is, love 

desires, not to do the good for the beloved, but that the good be done.  Often the lover 

will be in a position to play a role in achieving this good, in which case desire motivates 

action; and love goes wrong in the ways Velleman describes when the lover mistakenly 

thinks he is in a position to contribute to the good of the beloved, and acts accordingly. 
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If this is correct, then not only does love aim at the ‘good’ of the beloved, but it tells us 

two things about that good: first that it is real, and second that it is indeterminate.  The 

first is a phenomenological claim, and is basically the same claim as that expressed by 

Raimond Gaita when he says that love reveals the beloved as ‘someone who may be 

harmed, which is not something she can be simply as my beloved.’180   If she can be 

harmed, she has a good, and if she can really be harmed (and not simply as my beloved) 

then she has a real good.  The second observation—that the good revealed by love is 

indeterminate—simply follows from my claim that if love is to avoid being the 

‘interfering, ingratiating nightmare’ that Velleman describes, then the lover must be 

aware of his own limitations, including the limitations of his knowledge, before the 

good his love reveals. 

 

This good, then, is transcendent—of my power, including my power to know, and of 

my purposes, or indeed any immanent purposes.  A transcendent good of this kind, I 

want to suggest, can, like Aquinas’ beatitude, generate freedom with respect to 

immanent goods.  If my love reveals my beloved as oriented towards a good that is 

beyond my knowledge, power and purposes, then I must grant her freedom in pursuit of 

that good, and know that no good (including no good that I can provide her) can exhaust 

this transcendent orientation.  In this way, then, I claim that question (2)—‘what does it 

mean to be human?’—can be answered in such a way as to generate an answer to 

question (1), ‘what does it mean for a human to be free?’ that is compatible with a 

liberalism worthy of the name—that is, a liberalism in which freedom is valued very 

highly.  The answers to our original questions then are as follows: 

 

(1) To be free means to have the capacity to pursue one’s transcendent good. 

 

(2) To be human means to be oriented towards a transcendent good. 

 

Political freedom—both contract and gift 

 

What then are the political implications of freedom as gift?  In political terms questions 

about the second-personal dimension of freedom are questions about the motivation of 

																																																								
180 Gaita, Good and Evil, p. 155 



	 179	

members of a political community to accept and respect the political freedom of others.  

But what are we asking about when we are asking about motivation?  We may be 

asking for an explanation of an existing motivation, or we may be asking for the 

motivation itself—that is, for a reason or justification for accepting and respecting the 

political freedom of others.  Or we may be asking for both—given that an explanation 

of why we find ourselves to be motivated in certain ways may play a role in justifying 

that motivation. 

 

Contract-theory is at least a partial explanation of why we think we should respect the 

political freedom of others, and insofar as we think of political freedom in these terms it 

is also a partial motivation.  Recognition of a contract-like obligation to respect the 

freedom of others is a powerful reason to do so.  But is this a complete or exhaustive 

explanation (or, for that matter, a sufficient motivation)?  Above I have suggested that 

the insight that others are oriented towards a transcendent good is also an explanation, 

and justification, for the motivation to respect the freedom of others.  Three things can 

then follow from this in relation to our thinking about political freedom. 

 

First, it allows us to move beyond the negative/positive dichotomy.  An apophatic 

attitude towards the good of others will indeed mandate the removal of constraints 

where possible, because the imposition of a restraint would seem to imply a determinate 

knowledge of the good of the one on whom the restraint is placed (unless the restraint is 

made for a reason other than their good, which is problematic for liberalism).  In this 

way negative freedom, as traditionally conceived, will be an important (though 

defeasible) principle in a politics based on the insight that others are oriented towards a 

transcendent good.  At the same time, a recognition that freedom means the freedom to 

pursue a transcendent good will mandate a certain amount of capacity-building for 

members of the political community.  Insofar as the pursuit of a transcendent good is 

thought to require particular skills, virtues or knowledge, negative freedom alone will 

not achieve freedom conceived in this way.  Positive freedom, then, remains in the 

picture.  But there is a sense in which the recognition that others are oriented towards a 

transcendent good shapes a conception of freedom which goes beyond both negative 

and positive freedoms as traditionally conceived.  It does this by taking seriously the 

recognition, described above, that my freedom is entirely bound up with yours, not only 

because my freedom must be granted to me by you, but also because the ‘real space’ 
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described by McCabe, in which I can be free to pursue my transcendent good, must in 

fact be made by you, or at least by people other than myself.  This is even true, if 

Hertzberg is right, of my freedom to be rational. 

 

The second thing that follows from the insight that others are oriented towards a 

transcendent good is that political freedom is, in Locke’s terms, liberty rather than mere 

licence.  This is the case because an apophatic attitude to the good of the other is not a 

denial that there is such a thing as the good of the other; any more than negative 

theology involves denying the existence of God.  An apophatic attitude does not mean 

that the good may not be meaningfully talked about; it does not licence quietism with 

respect to the good.  Nor does it mean that a political community may not demand 

justification of behaviour in the light of its understanding of the good.  An apophatic 

attitude to the good does not mean that ‘anything goes’, but rather that freedom is 

necessary because the good directing our wills is, immanently speaking, inexhaustible. 

 

This leads me to a third consequence for political freedom of understanding humans as 

oriented towards a transcendent good.  Hesitancy is demanded towards claims about 

that good—including from governments towards their own claims.  The form this 

hesitancy takes may vary.  It will involve ongoing attention: that is, a careful listening 

to people about their conception of their good.  It will also involve ongoing 

reviewability of laws and decisions.  If the good is transcendent then no knowledge of 

it, and therefore no law or decision made in its name, may be considered final.  

Contestability will, in a political community that recognises the transcendence of the 

good, be ongoing. 
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Chapter eight—Human Rights 
 

Freedom is a value common to liberalisms, and I have attempted to describe how a 

particular political conception of the human, informed by a particular way of thinking 

about morality, might help us to think about this value.  I now turn to another concept 

that is active (or at least officially attested-to) in most liberal democratic, and in many 

other, political communities: that of human rights.  I want to suggest in what follows 

that human rights may be understood as a problematic but actually-existing way to 

capture in law and discourse—and to talk across cultures—about what it means to treat 

others as both individuals and persons.  Rights talk does, I will suggest, need to be 

grounded in something common to us all.  I claim that the recognition that others 

matter, in a particularly moral way, to me, which leads to an apophatic ethical response 

and the individual/personal distinction in politics, might play this role. 

 

Rights and humans 

 

In the 70 years since the promulgation of the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights, ‘rights talk’ has become commonplace.  But there are three related questions 

which may be asked about such talk: first, is the language of rights the best language we 

have to do whatever it is rights language is supposed to help us do; second, if so, do 

‘rights’ require philosophical justification; and third, if so, why do they require 

philosophical justification? 

 

The first question is born of a worry that rights language does not really add anything to 

more basic moral language, and that it may in fact even weaken the moral responses 

which the ordinary language of morality suffices to induce.  Consider the following 

argument, which I have seen at work in a human rights document: 

 

Premise 1:  Corporal punishment harms children. 

Premise 2:  Children have a right not to be harmed. 

Conclusion:  Therefore, corporal punishment of children should be proscribed. 

 

What precisely is the second premise adding here?  Were it removed, would we not be 

left with a perfectly valid argument (whether it is sound is another question)?  Perhaps it 
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is the case that while not every harm ought to be proscribed, every violation of a right 

should.  Rights talk, then, simply clarifies the legal status of certain harms.  But most 

rights advocates want rights to do a bit more than that. 

 

Likewise, consider Amartya Sen’s analysis of ‘a real-life case that occurred in Queens, 

New York, in 1964, when a woman, Kitty Genovese, was fatally assaulted in full view 

of many others watching the event from their apartments, who did nothing to help her.’  

‘It is plausible,’ Sen goes on to say, ‘to argue that three terrible things happened here, 

which are distinct but interrelated: 

 

(1) The woman’s freedom—and right—not to be assaulted and killed was violated (this 

is clearly the principle nastiness in this case); 

(2) The murderer violated the immunity that anyone should have against assault and 

killing (a violation of a ‘perfect obligation’); and 

(3) The others who did nothing whatever to help the victim also transgressed their 

general—and ‘imperfect’—obligation to seriously consider providing the help which 

they could reasonably be expected to provide.’181 

 

Sen’s first ‘terrible thing’ is oddly characterised.  We might agree that the ‘principle 

nastiness’ does indeed have something to do with the violation of the woman (though 

‘nasty’ surely falls short in doing justice to the terribleness of what was done); but how 

does it help to say that what was violated was her ‘freedom’ or, worse still, her ‘right 

not to be assaulted and killed’?  What was violated was not her ‘right’, but her.  And if 

saying that her ‘right’ was violated is simply another way of saying that she was 

violated, then what does the ‘right’ word add?  It may in fact do the opposite: it is worth 

reflecting on the distancing that occurs between Sen’s initial description of the 

incident—‘a woman was fatally assaulted and others did nothing to help her’—and his 

subsequent analysis of it.  

 

I happen to think that rights language does have an important role, and it will be my 

task in this chapter to say why.  But even if I am right about this there is still another 

‘why’ question to be asked, and that is why we should think that there are such things as 
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rights at all.  In the lead up to the signing of the UN Declaration Jacques Maritain, who 

was tasked with leading a philosophical dialogue on the matter, noted that ‘at one of the 

meetings of a UNESCO National Commission where human rights were being 

discussed, someone expressed astonishment that certain champions of violently opposed 

ideologies had agreed on a list of those rights.  ‘Yes,’ they said, ‘we agree about the 

rights but on condition that no-one asks why.’  Sen also notes that ‘the central idea of 

human rights as something that people have, and have even without any specific 

legislation, is seen by many as foundationally dubious and lacking in cogency.  A 

recurrent question is, Where do these rights come from? [...] the conceptual doubts must 

be satisfactorily addressed, if the idea of human rights is to command reasoned loyalty 

and to establish a secure intellectual standing.  It is critically important to see the 

relationship between the force and appeal of human rights, on the one hand, and their 

reasoned justification and scrutinised use, on the other.’182 

 

Assuming rights do need some kind of ‘reasoned justification’ there is a third question 

to be asked, and that is why do they need such justification?  There are at least two 

possible reasons.  The first is because we are rational beings who want to have good 

reasons for our concepts.  But the second is that rights discourse is meant to motivate 

action.  The kind of reasoned justification we need, then, must not only be rationally 

secure but also motivationally powerful.  It must address not only the question raised 

above about what the ‘rights’ premise adds to an argument, but also the concern that 

such a premise may in fact play a de-motivating role, of the kind I gestured towards in 

Sen’s description and analysis of the murder of Kitty Genovese. 

 

I want to address these questions through the prism of the foregoing reflections about 

morality and politics.  A recurrent theme in this work has been to insist that the 

philosophical-anthropological task is prior to the political one.  That is, we cannot make 

prescriptive claims about politics until we know what we mean by ‘human being’.  We 

cannot entirely abstract from this question ‘for the purposes of politics’ because our 

understanding of what it means to be human will help to determine what the purposes of 

politics are, and conversely any meaningful claim about the purposes of politics will 

presuppose at least some minimal understanding of what a human being is.  A similar 
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thought is at work in what follows.  Satisfactorily addressing conceptual doubts about 

‘human rights’, as Sen urges us to do, will require some understanding of what we mean 

by the first part of the term—that is, ‘human’.  If we are to ask why ‘certain champions 

of violently opposed ideologies’ could agree on a list of rights in 1948 then we will 

need to ask about the nature and good of human beings.  This is the case even if we go, 

as Maritain would certainly have us go, via questions about God. 

 

I will begin by drawing a distinction between two broad ways (or perhaps families of 

ways) of thinking about rights.  The first sees rights as means to an end; the second sees 

rights as in some sense ends in themselves, or at least as naming something that is an 

end in itself.  In a chapter on human rights in his book Faith in the Public Square 

Rowan Williams insists that ‘rights have to be more than pure assertion or, as some 

would now have it, necessary fictions to secure a maximal degree of social harmony.’183  

‘Fictions’ may be a bit strong; rights could perhaps be coherently thought of as 

shorthand descriptors of series of more complex statements about how each member of 

a society must be understood and treated if the desired end (in Williams’ example, 

social harmony) is to be achieved.  But what unites this family of ways of understanding 

rights is that they see rights as ways in which we want humans to be treated in order that 

something else may occur.  Human rights secure outcomes extrinsic to the human 

beings to which they are being applied.  The alternative family of ways of 

understanding human rights sees rights talk as capturing something about what human 

beings really are; humans, as humans, possess some feature or other that others are 

obliged to respond to in some particular way.  On this view, rights must be respected for 

their own sake, and not for social harmony or political advantage or anything else.   

 

Rowan Williams notes:  ‘If the language of rights is indeed the only generally 

intelligible way in modern political ethics of decisively challenging the positive 

authority of the state to do what it pleases, the only way of expressing how the state is 

itself under law, then this language needs to be as robust as it can be.’184  Not only must 

the language be robust, but the concept itself must attach to something that is not simply 

to be equated with the ‘positive authority of the state to do what it pleases’, or with 

anything else extrinsic to the rights themselves; that is, rights must be empowered to 
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judge ends; they must not merely be means to ends themselves.  In what follows I will 

favour, and attempt to support, the view that rights name something about the human, 

and that they are ends in themselves, and that the concept of ‘right’ is in various ways 

dependent upon the concept of ‘human’.  What, then, do rights look like in the light of 

the philosophical anthropology I sketched in previous chapters? 

 

I drew upon Jacques Maritain’s conception of humans as both individuals and persons 

in order to capture that about us which is finite, limited, and merely a characteristic of 

one entity among many (the individual), and that about us which is encountered by 

others (and which we encounter in others) as transcending our finitude; that about us 

which is incommensurable against however many other finite entities, and which is 

made manifest in art, religion and the love of saints, secular and religious—and possibly 

in many other places as well (the person).  I insisted, along with Maritain, that these 

aspects of the human are not separable from one another except in thought, and that 

thinking about humans in this way might help us to reconcile the need for politics with 

the ethical ‘impossibility’ of politics as described by R.F. Holland.  The saint cannot do 

politics, says Holland, because she cannot count human beings as if they were numbers; 

sometimes a politician must ‘morally do what morally she must not do’, says Gaita, 

because she is responsible for the conditions which make viable the continuation of her 

political community.  I have expressed a hope that by understanding humans in their 

individuality and their personality we might at least have a fruitful way of thinking 

about some of these problems, even if we are not offered easy answers. 

 

If we apply this framework to the question of human rights, we can see that as 

individuals we are nothing more than individual members of a collective, and that as 

members of a collective any ‘rights’ that we have must cede to the requirements of the 

collective.  As mere individuals (as the term is understood above) we are subject to the 

laws of mathematics, and ‘more than one’ is, well, more than one.  Any ‘right’ that 

attaches to an individual as one individual is automatically outweighed on this 

understanding by the ‘rights’ attaching to two individuals.  Considered purely as finite 

entities our place and potential is determined either by our contingent power (in which 

case our ‘rights’ are irrelevant—what is owed to us is what we can get) or by our 

countability as ‘one’, in which case, though we have the right to be treated as no less 

than one, nothing about us can transcend the collective—or even a majority of the 
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collective.  In this case, too, rights become irrelevant, at least insofar as rights have 

generally been understood as a way of protecting against the power of a majority. 

 

The concept of ‘person’ I have outlined is, among other things, an attempt to capture the 

idea that there is something about a human that transcends any majority.  This idea can 

be religiously expressed:  ‘Grasping that the body cannot be an item of property,’ says 

Rowan Williams in reference to slavery, ‘is one of the things that is established by the 

Christian doctrine of communion in, and shared obedience to, Christ.  The doctrine 

affirms that the body of every other individual is related to its maker and saviour before 

it is related to any human system of power.’185  But a related idea is also present in the 

kinds of encounter between human beings that I have described as leading to the central 

moral insight that ‘others matter, in a particularly moral way, to me’.  What is revealed 

about the other in this kind of encounter is revealed as not merely beyond, but infinitely 

beyond, my power and purposes.  If rights are an attempt to capture and codify 

something about this aspect of the human, then purely as such no right can be limited in 

any way whatsoever.  As persons, transcending the collective, our rights will be 

absolute.  And in fact, the tension that is often present in the application of the concept 

of human rights to political problems itself testifies to what I have attempted to name 

with the help of the individual/person distinction.  That tension often takes the form of a 

need to ‘balance’ one person’s rights against another’s.  The tension only exists because 

we recognise, on some level, the individual/person distinction, even if we do not 

generally use that language.  As individuals, our rights are limited by the requirements 

of the collective.  As persons, our rights are absolute.  If we limit our understanding of 

the human to one of these aspects only, then there will be no tension in our thinking 

about how to balance respective human rights.  If we are individuals, collective need 

will trump rights every time.  If we are persons, no right may be compromised in any 

way—and politics will once again be, as per Holland, impossible. 

 

Rights and bodies 

 

We are thinking, at this point, about two aspects of the human, individuality and 

personality.  But there is another aspect that will be important in understanding what 
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rights are, and, especially, how they attach to humans, and that is the body.  The body 

is, after all, that which is first encountered of a human being, and it is the site of 

whatever other aspects of the human we may adduce.  An emphasis on the body as 

being the site of a human being’s rights, says Rowan Williams, ‘takes us away from the 

more unhelpful aspects of those rights theories that stress the grounding of rights in 

human dignity, but then associate human dignity with a particular set of capacities.’186 

 

In an earlier chapter I took issue with Velleman’s claim that love is grounded in Kantian 

respect; that love is respect combined with the vulnerability that comes with offering 

oneself to another.  I offered reasons for thinking that in fact the relationship is the other 

way round: that a general respect for humanity is a result of the recognition of the value 

of a single other, a recognition that is often first achieved in love.  The language of 

respect, informed by Kant, is of course closely related to the language of human rights.  

If, as I have argued, love and related phenomena ground respect rather than the other 

way around, then this might help us find a way around the temptation to ‘associate 

human dignity with a particular set of capacities’ and instead look for what it is that is 

loved when a human being is loved; that is, perhaps among other things, the body.   

 

If the body is the site of belovedness, and if love is a basis of respect, then we cannot 

afford, in our thinking about the human rights that are supposed to capture what it 

means to respect human dignity, to locate rights in a particular set of capacities that are 

somehow abstracted from the body to whom they belong.  Says Williams:  ‘The 

recognition of a body as a human body is, in this framework, the foundation of 

recognising the rights of another; and to recognise a body as a human body is to 

recognise that is is a vehicle of communication.’187  But ‘communication’ here clearly 

includes non-discursive communication.  As the writer and medical doctor Karen 

Hitchcock writes in her essay about how we treat the elderly, ‘we communicate in a 

multitude of ways: with our eyes and hands and bodies and heart rate, as well as with 

words we may or may not mean.’188  The traditional human respect for dead bodies, 

however it may be expressed in various cultural contexts, is further evidence for a view 

of the body as a vehicle of communication.  The body has meaning, even when it is 
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dead.  For all these reasons, the body would seem to have a strong claim for 

consideration as the bearer of human rights.   

 

The subject of a right is a human being; to respect a right is, then, to respect something 

about a body, an individual and a person.  But what about them?  So far I have spoken 

about rights as claims, as belonging to political discourse, as something to be 

respected—and as either means to an end or as ends in themselves.  In the next section I 

will discuss the ethical character of rights. 

 

Rights and the ethical 

 

Simone Weil points to a concern similar to the one I voiced at the beginning of this 

chapter: that rights language, far from adding anything to more basic moral language, 

may in fact weaken the moral responses awoken by ordinary moral language:  ‘If 

someone trys to browbeat a farmer to sell his eggs at a moderate price, the farmer can 

say ‘I have the right to keep my eggs if I don’t get a good enough price.’  But if a young 

girl is being forced into a brothel she will not talk about her rights.  In such a situation 

the word would sound ludicrously inadequate.’  For this reason, says Raimond Gaita, 

‘talk of human rights needs to be embedded in, to draw upon, to be richly mindful of, 

and always take us back to a richer vocabulary that reveals what it means ethically for a 

person’s human rights to have been seriously violated.  If we rely on the concept of 

rights to do much of the ethical work alone, we will uproot it from its source and find 

ourselves ethically illiterate in the characterisation of the terrible wrongs people suffer 

...’189 

 

It is worth asking why Weil’s girl ‘will not talk about her rights’.  Weil says the word 

would sound inadequate, but inadequate to what?  We can distinguish two ways in 

which rights language might be inadequate here.  It may be that talk about rights would 

fail to adequately express what is being done to the girl, or it may be that talk about 

rights would fail to move the person who heard her cry.  Of course these things, being 

clearly related, may both be true.  Sarah Bachelard says that ‘the question Simone Weil 
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poses for us is whether the language of rights is capable of keeping alive and present to 

us a sense of the wonder and extraordinariness of the revelation of human preciousness’ 

and that ‘if the language of rights is to do the work we want of it, then it must be 

capable of revealing the depth of what is at stake and it must be capable of moving 

us.’190  Bachelard, then, would seem to support a both/and answer to the question of 

why Weil’s girl would not talk about rights: they don’t capture the depth of what has 

happened, and they don’t move the listener.  Interestingly, in claiming that rights 

language must be capable of moving us, she notes that ‘this is not because, without 

being moved, we fail to act: it is because, without being moved, we fail to fully 

understand.’191  But surely the failure to act should not be dismissed as unimportant; it 

is rather that the understanding in question must include action—to understand is to be 

moved to act. 

 

In fact, some of Weil’s dissatisfaction with the concept of human rights seems to come 

from their inability, taken alone, to make anything happen:  ‘A right is not effectual by 

itself, but only in relation to the obligation to which it corresponds, the effective 

exercise of a right springing not from the individual who possesses it, but from other 

men who consider themselves as being under a certain obligation towards him ...  A 

right which goes unrecognised by anybody is not worth very much.’  Weil sees rights as 

something people turn to when they have given up believing in the possibility of 

transcendence.  ‘If [obligation] is founded on something, that something, whatever it is, 

does not form part of our world.  In our world, it is not founded on anything at all.’  

Obligations, says Weil, ‘belong to a realm situated above all conditions, because it is 

situated above this world ...  The men of 1789 [that is, the French revolutionaries] did 

not recognise the existence of such a realm.  All they recognised was the one on the 

human plane.  That is why they started off with the idea of rights.’ 

 

One understanding of why Weil’s girl ‘would not talk about her rights’, and why ‘the 

word would sound ludicrously inadequate’, is that the girl’s call, according to Weil, 

needs to awaken obligation, which is prior to ‘right’ and which is transcendentally 

sourced.  She does not thereby deny that rights have a meaning; she merely insists that 

they are no more than a description of the fulfillment of a matching transcendent 
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obligation.  And this brings us back once more to the question raised at the beginning of 

this chapter: what does rights talk add?  A right without its corresponding sense of 

obligation is useless; and once the sense of obligation is awoken (for example, once it is 

realised that corporal punishment harms children, or that Kitty is about to be murdered) 

talk of rights is ethically redundant, as a response is already mandated. 

 

But it is worth noting at this point that while obligation may be prior to right, there is 

something that is prior even to obligation, and that is attention.  Weil says that ‘nobody 

is of the opinion that any man is innocent if, possessing food himself in abundance and 

finding someone on his doorstep three parts dead from hunger, he brushes past without 

giving him anything ... So it is an eternal obligation towards the human being not to let 

him suffer from hunger when one has the chance of coming to his assistance.’192  In this 

example the dying man lies on the doorstep of the well-off man.  Attention here is 

seized rather than given, but it remains true that the obligation is created when the dying 

man is encountered, when attention is, however reluctantly, given, and not before.  

Attention creates obligation, which is why it is risky.  In my earlier critique of Velleman 

I said that respect, like love, involves vulnerability, and that therefore vulnerability 

cannot be the thing that distinguishes love from respect.  Reflecting on what it means to 

pay attention to those in need helps to illustrate this.  In Death of a Salesman, when 

Willy Loman’s wife says of her husband that ‘attention must be paid to such a man’, 

she is saying that something is owed to Willy, that there is an obligation at work (and 

given Arthur Miller’s political views, we can take it that it is an obligation upon 

society).  She knows that this obligation will not be awakened unless attention is paid.  

But if attention is prior to obligation, what is going on when attention is refused?  I can 

shut myself off from suffering; I can even, it seems, walk past the dying man on my 

doorstep if I make enough of an effort not to see him.  If I pay no attention to a serious 

need, does that mean I am under no obligation to do anything about it? 

 

I will come back to this question, because it touches on what I will have to say about the 

universality of rights, but for now I will simply say that if a person has never paid the 

kind of attention to another that reveals obligation, and therefore has never recognised 

that another can matter, in a particularly moral way, to me, then it may indeed be the 
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case that such a person’s moral sensibility is so damaged or under-developed that it 

makes no sense to describe her as being under any moral obligation at all.  There 

remains the question of selective attention: even a morally competent or morally good 

person may turn away from need and refuse to engage with it; but again, I will return to 

this question when I come to consider the universality of rights. 

 

If we agree with Weil that rights make little sense without their corresponding 

obligations, and that obligations are in some sense prior to rights, and if we add that 

attention is required in order to awaken obligation in the first place, could we not then 

say that rights are what attention reveals?  And if we say this are we not giving rights 

ultimate priority over obligation after all?  I want to suggest that it works the other way 

round.  The girl forced into a brothel, says Weil, would not talk about her rights, and I 

have suggested that one reason she would not do so is because this is not the kind of 

talk that can do what she needs it to do; that is, awaken a sense of obligation in the 

hearer.  Assume now that this sense of obligation has been awakened.  What is its 

object?  In other words, what is moving the person who is moved by the plight of the 

girl in the brothel?   

 

In my first chapter I described the experience of attending a vigil marking the execution 

of a young man, Van Nguyen, in Singapore.  I noted that I knew a few scant details 

about his life, but I claimed that none of them could account for my sense of the 

wrongness of his execution—not the fact that he had a mother and brother, or that he 

went to the primary school which happened to be next to the church where the vigil was 

held, or the fact that he was an Australian citizen, or any other fact about him.  Were 

any of those facts, or any combination of those facts, to be changed, there could be no 

corresponding change in the moral reality of what was about to happen.  Those facts, 

however, did serve a purpose: they pointed my attention to him.  The reason we should 

not say that when attention is given to a person, it is given to that person’s rights, is 

related to the reason I could not point to any detail of Van’s life that made his 

impending execution wrong.  Weil’s ‘eternal obligation towards the human being not to 

let him suffer from hunger when one has the chance of coming to his assistance’, or any 

other obligation, is an obligation ‘towards the human being’ and not to any attribute of 

the human being.  Attributes, as I mentioned in the first chapter, may help to determine 

the shape of moral response to any particular human being, but they cannot determine 
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the existence of the obligation itself; if we change any of the attributes, the obligation 

remains.  Rights are a peculiar kind of attribute—they are attributes held, if the concept 

is to do any useful work whatsoever, universally—but they cannot be what attention is 

called to when obligation is awakened, for the simple reason that obligation can be 

awakened before the concept of rights is known or has any content, just as my 

obligation to Van was awakened despite the paucity of known attributes on which I 

could ‘get a grip’. 

 

Weil’s claim that the girl forced into a brothel would not talk about her rights, then, 

draws our attention to the first- and second-personal aspects of a rights claim: first-

personally, that the girl could not express the horror of what was done to her in such 

language; second-personally, that the hearer could not be moved by such language to 

respond.  But what about the third-personal aspect of a rights claim?  The girl ‘will not 

talk about her rights,’ says Weil; but others might, and in fact others do talk, and talk a 

lot, about the rights of children and women forced into brothels.  In Australia as I write 

there is discussion about the need for a Modern Slavery Act which would seek to 

oppose not only sexual but also other forms of slavery.  The language of human rights 

permeates this discussion.  What is going on when one person makes a rights claim on 

behalf of another? 

 

In my first chapter I discussed the third-personal implications of the kind of encounter 

that reveals another person as mattering, in a particularly moral way, to me.  I noted 

Raimond Gaita’s observation that a person encountered in love, for example, is 

‘revealed as someone who may be harmed, which is not something she can be simply as 

my beloved.’  I also pointed out that in the church that morning I had ‘encountered’ Van 

Nguyen in a way that I did not encounter any of the other inmates similarly hidden 

behind prison walls on death row.  It is clear, however, that my encountering Van as 

someone who mattered, in a particularly moral way, to me, had and has implications for 

my attitude towards all of the other inmates, and towards all of the people who are in 

that prison, or any prison, now.  My experience with Van demonstrates that a person 

does not need to be encountered physically to be encountered in a morally meaningful 

sense.  Similarly, no girl forced into a brothel needs to be physically encountered by me 

in order to morally move me; but something must draw my attention to her.  Under 

international human rights law, she has a right not to be enslaved.  Human rights bodies, 
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using the language of human rights, call our attention to the fact that this particular right 

of hers is being violated; in this case, the ‘right’ not to be enslaved functions as a link 

between the girl and the outside world.  It is a way (not the only way) for two or more 

people to talk about a hidden third. 

 

But what of Weil’s warning that this language is ‘ludicrously inadequate’?  It depends 

on what the language is being used for.  All language draws the hearer’s attention to 

something or other.  Human rights language calls our attention to the law, but it risks 

alienating the hearer unless it also calls attention to the girl.  If it fails to do this then it 

interposes itself between the girl and the hearer; it becomes a premise in an argument 

that risks leading us to the right conclusion but in the wrong way: not, in Bachelard’s 

words, ‘because, without being moved, we fail to act: [but] because, without being 

moved, we fail to fully understand.’  When Sen calls the violation of Kitty’s right not to 

be murdered the ‘principle nastiness’ in the case, he too risks placing a ‘right’ between 

ourselves and Kitty; it is enough, or should be enough, that she is murdered.  But an 

insistence in international law on the universal right not to be murdered offers the 

possibility of our attention being drawn to hidden places in which murder happens with 

impunity and as a matter of course: similarly, international human rights law can call 

our attention to places where there is slavery, for example, or where women’s rights 

(including even the right not to be murdered) are routinely ignored.  ‘The girl will not 

talk about her rights,’ says Weil; but if others talk about her rights it must be as a way of 

beginning to talk about her.  It must not be divorced from the language and experience 

of encounter. 

 

At one point in the long-running debate about same sex marriage in Australia, Raimond 

Gaita made the point on television that to oppose same sex marriage may be to deny 

that the love between a same sex couple could go as deep as the love between a couple 

of two different sexes.  This is a powerful argument in favour of same sex marriage.  It 

invites the (heterosexual) hearer to empathise with her fellow human beings who love 

someone of their own sex, and in this way to encounter them in their full humanity.  It is 

an argument that, at first glance, seems to have little to do with human rights claims.  It 

is couched in the language of love and of relationship.  It appeals to empathy rather than 

to equality.  It does what Bachelard says the language of rights must do: it reveals ‘the 

depth of what is at stake’ in a way that is ‘capable of moving us’.  But it is worth noting 
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that this argument would never have been made were it not for the long history of 

political agitation in favour of same sex rights, including same sex marriage, and much 

of this agitation was done within a framework of human rights discourse and human 

rights law.  In this way, human rights language functioned as a call to attention: it 

attracted the attention of a philosopher, Raimond Gaita, who applied his insight to the 

question in order to also draw the attention of those who heard him speak on television. 

 

Understanding rights as a call to attention might also help to explain a feature of the 

history of international human rights law, and that is the fact that human rights laws 

guide before they bind.  They begin as aspirations—countries sign on to non-binding 

agreements, sometimes long before the laws achieve any binding force.  In these cases 

the laws are nothing more than calls to attention.  The history of international human 

rights law can be seen, through this lens, as a shared movement towards a voluntary 

boundedness.  A human rights law is, in fact, an acknowledgement of a prior, non-legal 

kind of binding: a recognition of a moral reality that we agree to affirm.  We are 

morally bound before we are legally bound, and this boundedness is recognised rather 

than instituted by what is a non-legally binding instrument.  We agree to pay attention.   

 

A rights claim, then, is an ethical claim—a call to a certain kind of attention—before it 

is a legal claim.  In Sen’s words ‘proclamations of human rights are to be seen as 

articulations of ethical demands.’193  He adds that ‘an ethical understanding of human 

rights goes not only against seeing them as legal demands (and against taking them to 

be, as in Bentham’s view, legal pretensions), but also differs from a law-centered 

approach to human rights that sees them as if they are basically grounds for law, almost 

‘laws in waiting’.’194  What is wrong with rights claims being seen as ‘almost laws in 

waiting’?  Later I will discuss further the relationship between the impersonal law and 

the kind of attention that gives rise to the insight that others matter, morally, to me.  For 

now I simply note that the danger haunting human rights discourse, pointed out by Weil 

and further articulated by Bachelard—that such discourse may not be ‘capable of 

keeping alive and present to us a sense of the wonder and extraordinariness of the 

revelation of human preciousness’ or of ‘revealing the depth of what is at stake and [...] 

moving us’—simply is the danger of the attention-gaining function of human rights 
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discourse falling away in favour of the legally binding function.  Insofar as a human 

rights principle fails to call attention to the human reality of its object it risks being 

perceived as no more than an arbitrary exercise of power, especially as it achieves 

binding force.  Sen is not of course saying that human rights claims may not form the 

basis for law, but his insistence on their ethical character reflects the same concern 

expressed by Weil and Bachelard: that our legal reality should not become abstracted 

from our ethical reality.  The question is whether one can, rather, emerge from the other. 

 

Of course, laws must be universal and apply impersonally.  If human rights laws are to 

emerge from the insights achieved in a certain kind of encounter, these insights must, in 

theory at least, also apply universally.  Attaching rights to this or that feature of the 

human might help: if rights emerge from rationality, then we can see how they apply to 

each and every rational being; but I have already indicated my intention, following 

Rowan Williams, to move ‘away from the more unhelpful aspects of those rights 

theories that stress the grounding of rights in human dignity, but then associate human 

dignity with a particular set of capacities.’  But if we are to associate human dignity 

with what is recognised in certain kinds of encounter with other human beings rather 

than with a particular set of capacities, how might we conceptualise the universality of 

the rights that emerge from this understanding of human dignity? 

 

Rights as universal 

 

Rowan Williams claims that ‘the language of the Universal Declaration is unthinkable 

without the kind of moral universalism that religious ethics safeguards.’195  For 

Williams, this makes ‘the gap between religion and the discourse of rights worrying.’  I 

have dealt in various places in this work with the question as to whether and to what 

extent theological and/or metaphysical backing is needed to make sense of what I have 

claimed is our pre-cognitive moral experience.  Williams does not say that only 

religious ethics may safeguard moral universalism.  I will attempt here to suggest a way 

of talking about such universalism that can speak to common ethical experience.  I 

make no claim one way or the other as to whether theology is needed to adequately 
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account for such experience; I merely claim that certain things follow from such 

experience. 

 

If we want to know the relationship between the kind of attention I have been describing 

and the universality of the ethical, and by extension the universality of human rights, we 

can start by paying attention to attention.  I want to return here to the insight expressed 

by Raimond Gaita when he said that to love another person is to understand her as 

‘someone who may be harmed’, and that ‘this is not something she can be merely as my 

beloved.’  This insight might form the basis of an argument along the following lines: 

 

First premise:  My beloved may be harmed (‘harm’ here understood as having an 

irreducibly moral dimension, as opposed to, for example, mere injury). 

Second premise:  Her susceptibility to harm is independent of my subjectivity. 

First conclusion:  Therefore, the capacity for others to be harmed is, at least in part, 

independent of my subjectivity. 

Second conclusion:  Therefore, what matters morally is, at least in part, independent of 

my subjectivity. 

 

If this argument is sound then we can already see how the kind of attention that I have 

claimed can lead to the kind of insight that might be captured, or at least safeguarded, in 

rights talk, can open up into a moral perspective that reveals something about the world 

beyond the particular experience being described.  In other words, if the argument is 

sound then an irreducibly subjective experience can lead to an objective moral claim; a 

subjective ‘is’ can become a moral ‘ought’. 

 

Of course, the argument laid out above does not lead to a positive universal claim, but it 

does lead to the imperative of hesitancy that I described in Chapter Six.  I spoke there of 

what I called an apophatic political conception of the human: I said that recognition of 

the ‘more than this’ (as Iris Murdoch described it) in a work of art, or in a suffering or 

beloved other, necessitated a kind of hesitancy in our approach to these things.  I said 

that this kind of apophatic humanism will limit power, demanding that politics hesitates 

before treating humans as mere finite entities (even if politics rightly insists that we are 

also that, and that our interests must be balanced against those of others).  While we 

may not be able to universalise the particular insight gained in a particular encounter—
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for example, the insight that my beloved can be harmed—we can universalise one of its 

implications; in this case the implication that we may not legitimately assume that 

another human being—any human being—is not a human being who can be harmed.  

And this leads directly to a further implication that no other human being can 

legitimately be made subject to my power and purposes.  If the argument laid out above 

is sound then to encounter the transcendent dimension of another human being is to be 

faced with the imperative to hesitate before all other human beings; and one way this 

hesitancy may be captured is in the universal recognition of human rights. 

 

But is the argument sound?  The two premises are inescapably phenomenological.  

They are not the conclusions of arguments; they are attempts to capture what it is like to 

encounter another human being in a particular way.  They cannot, therefore, be argued 

towards; they can only be appealed to as descriptions of a purported common 

experience, and must be accepted or rejected on that basis.  My suggestion here, 

however, is that human rights discourse may be defended at least in part by precisely 

this kind of appeal, and that this may be one answer to ‘the question Simone Weil poses 

for us [of] whether the language of rights is capable of keeping alive and present to us a 

sense of the wonder and extraordinariness of the revelation of human preciousness.’196  

I am suggesting that the appeal to the third-personal implications of encounters that are 

possible when attention is paid may be a way of making human rights discourse 

‘capable of revealing the depth of what is at stake and [...] of moving us’. 

 

On this picture attention is both gift and debt.  The mattering of the other to me is not 

equivalent to her mattering because of me.  Her mattering, in fact, is prior to her 

mattering to me.  What revealed her mattering to me, however, was the attention I paid 

to her.  My attention, once given, is revealed as always-already demanded by its 

object—a bit like when I turn my attention to the mail sitting on my table and discover 

that I owe a bill.  My turning to the mail did not create the debt, but if I refused to pay 

attention I would never have discovered it.  What is owed, in a moral sense, to another 

human being is of course very different from a financial debt—a different kind of 

vulnerability is involved.  The vulnerability that is involved in attention lies in the fact 

that I risk forfeiting my ability to turn away.  This has an important and complicating 
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implication for my efforts here to conceptualise human rights as a way of capturing the 

moral reality that is revealed in encounter.  If there is vulnerability involved in attention, 

and if what is revealed in attention is what gives rise to the impulse to protect human 

dignity in human rights law, then human rights law must in some way involve 

vulnerability.  And this complicates our understanding of human rights, because law is 

often considered a way of avoiding the kind of emotional vulnerability with which 

much human interaction is bound up.  That is, I am supposed to recognise your rights 

whether or not I feel like doing so; whether or not I am moved by your plight.  If the 

recognition of human rights involves the need for vulnerability, one of the important 

advantages of capturing the ethical in law seems to be given up. 

 

But that rights discourse does involve vulnerability can be seen even in a cursory glance 

at the way international human rights law operates.  The moment a country signs up to a 

human rights treaty, for example, they are already vulnerable to a kind of critique to 

which they were not vulnerable before: they may now be held accountable to a standard 

to which they themselves agreed.  Is there any relationship between this kind of legal 

vulnerability and the vulnerability involved in the kind of encounter that reveals the 

mattering, to me, of another human being?  What is common between the two is 

renunciation.  In encounter I renounce my independence, my emotional protection, my 

autonomy—in short, my power.  In acknowledging the importance and inviolability of 

human rights before the international community a political community also renounces 

power.  There is no relevant difference between the kinds of power that are renounced 

in each case.  One does not have to be a Kantian to recognise the law-likeness of the 

obligation that emerges in the encounter with another human being (in Kant’s terms, 

another rational nature).  The obligation is external to my thoughts and wishes: though 

revealed by my attention, it is, like law, impervious to my changing moods or desires.  

It is encountered as undetermined by my engaging with it.  My claim here is that to 

subject oneself to the law of ethical obligation and to subject one’s nation to 

international law each involve a relevantly similar kind of vulnerability.  It is a 

vulnerability with no ‘stopping rule’.  When I recognise my beloved as ‘someone who 

may be harmed’, and thereby open myself to the possibility that others are morally 

significant in the way she has been revealed to be, I find that there is no place to draw 

the line: while it may not be the case that the shape of my moral responsibility to the 
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random stranger is the same as the shape of my moral responsibility to my beloved, 

there is no way to say that the moral significance of the stranger is any less.   

 

If this is right then human rights talk can be seen as a way of attempting to capture the 

recognition that there is no stopping rule when it comes to the recognition of moral 

significance.  My child, who matters deeply, is not special, though he may be special to 

me.  Note that this is not a mere restatement of the utilitarian insight that ‘everyone 

counts for one’.  The recognition of moral value here radiates outwards from the 

particular encounter; it is not the mathematical concept of equality imposed from above.  

It thus avoids, I claim, some of the problems for utilitarian thought about particular 

moral relationships.  It is the attention I give to my child that reveals moral value to me; 

I cannot then respond to that revelation by denying the special act of attention itself. 

 

So to give my attention to another is to recognise that my attention is not entirely in my 

gift.  It is also demanded, though I could have avoided knowing this by refusing to give 

my attention in the first place.  Once given, attention tells us something, not just about 

its recipient, but about our moral world.  The universality of human rights can be seen 

as an (imperfect) attempt to structure our legal world in accordance with the moral 

world experienced in particular encounters.  It is to the relationship between the 

mattering of others known in encounter, and humans rights as law, that I now turn. 

 

Rights as law 

 

I began this chapter with Maritain’s comment that ‘champions of violently opposed 

ideologies had agreed on a list of rights on condition that no-one asks why.’  I have 

argued that rights are not best understood as mere legal fictions; if this were the case 

then rights would merely serve some extrinsic end, which is fine as long as the ends are 

good, but rights, like morality itself, are supposed to be a way of judging the means we 

use as a political community to achieve our ends.  Rights cannot play this role if they 

are merely means themselves; they must capture something that is non-negotiable, that 

cannot be made subject to political ends. 

 

Assume that our reflection on the insight that others matter, in a particularly moral way, 

to me, which is achieved in particular encounters, can lead to support for human rights 
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laws.  What then is the relationship between those laws and the moral lives of the 

individuals who are subject to them?  Sarah Bachelard draws attention to Raimond 

Gaita’s story of the nun whose love for her patients had a profound impact on his own 

moral development.  She notes that ‘the nun’s love in this story is not ‘mere’ feeling.  It 

does not strike me as an uncertain basis for justice: in fact, it strikes me as more solid 

and more real than anything else.’197  But what is the ongoing relationship between this 

‘basis’ for justice and the official processes of justice?  Does the basis fall away once it 

has, so to speak, ‘got justice going’? 

 

The kind of attention I have been describing is, as Pieper says about love, ‘the opposite 

of aloof, purely ‘theoretical’ neutrality ... Loving is [...] a mode of willing.’198  Is there a 

contradiction here?  Can we use, as a basis for law, something that is the opposite of 

neutral, that demands a kind of passion and even partiality?  In fact there is no 

contradiction, if we consider the role of neutrality in the law. The law must be neutral in 

its application; that is, it must apply to everyone equally.  This does not mean that it 

must be neutral in its appeal, that it must not be calculated to command respect of a kind 

that brings along the moral sensibilities of citizens, that even carries emotional content.  

That the law must not rely on the positive feelings of every individual citizen at every 

point in time does not mean that it may remain wholly indifferent to the moral 

commitment of its subjects.  This goes doubly for human rights laws, which sometimes 

have a non-binding quality, and which often come into play at times of civic tension.  

While rights are neutral in relation to the individuals to whom they attach, they cannot 

be affectively neutral in relation to those they call upon to respond.  The right not to be 

enslaved belongs to every girl in any brothel, but it must awaken a sense of obligation in 

this particular politician, or potential activist.  If rights claims are best understood as a 

call to attention, then talk of rights must itself demand and receive a certain kind of 

attention; that is, rights must be part of a discourse that can move us. 

 

Why, then, have laws at all?  If it all comes down to individual responses, why not work 

towards eliciting the needed responses and give up the idea of bringing about a just 

human rights framework in law at all?  In a previous chapter I discussed Holland’s 

claim that politics is impossible for the saint because consequentialism is the ethics of 
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politics and no politician can respond adequately to every member of a political 

community.  For one thing, people’s genuine interests conflict (their rights conflict 

too—we should not expect to solve political problems simply by deploying a rights 

framework).  I resisted Holland’s claim on the grounds that in fact every member of a 

political community is, in this respect, in exactly the same position as the politician: 

political responsibility may not be delegated to leaders.  On this view, human rights 

laws may be seen as a (very imperfect) way of attempting to do that impossible thing: to 

respond adequately to all other members of the political community.  If our ethical 

responses to others were perfect and our capacities endless there would be no need for 

laws; we could live out the third-personal implications of our first- and second-personal 

encounters—such as the implication that others matter morally—without limitations of 

time, resources, energy, and moral will.  Instead, we construct human rights laws to 

extend our ethical reach beyond our ethical capacities. 

 

Human rights discourse is, on this view, a way (not the only way) of speaking about 

what it means that others matter, in a particularly moral way, to me.  It is not a way of 

saying that they matter; it is a way of saying what it means that they matter.  It assumes 

this mattering; it assumes a moral reality.  For this reason, and given that I have argued 

that moral reality is closely connected with our experiences of love, Bachelard is right 

to warn that ‘the language of rights disconnected from the language and experience of 

love cannot reveal the full reality of another human being, and so cannot take us to the 

respect for other human beings which is its sincere hope.’199  Law is, however, required 

to give strength to our often fleeting recognition of the full reality of others.  Insofar as 

it restricts itself to the language of law and sanction human rights discourse risks losing 

its power to move the individual, and so risks being rendered ineffective; but insofar as 

it eschews the language of law and sanction it risks collapsing into mere ethical 

admonition and likewise risks ineffectiveness. 

 

Human rights discourse must, then, oscillate between the poles of encounter and law.  It 

must avail itself of language that connects its legal concepts and precepts to the 

revelation that ‘others matter, in a particularly moral way, to me.’  Our recognition of 

this mattering means that we will not be moved by laws alone, but our ethical 
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limitations—and indeed our recognition of our own ethical limitations—mean that there 

is value in capturing and codifying our understandings of what it means that others 

matter.  Human rights are not, in Sen’s words, ‘laws in waiting’; they are descriptions of 

our attempts to understand what attention to another as mattering reveals. 
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Chapter Nine—The Elderly Among Us 
 

The aim of this chapter is to think philosophically about how a political community 

might respond, as a political community, to its elderly members.  It is an attempt to 

apply to a live political question some of the claims that have been made in previous 

chapters: that there is an approach to thinking about morality that understands it as 

emerging from encounters that reveal that ‘others matter, in a particularly moral way, to 

me’; that love, art and religion—and what they reveal about human beings—have a role 

in moral experience; that political thought can and should make a place for the 

recognition of transcendence; that human beings can be understood as both individuals 

and persons; and that the central liberal value of freedom, and the legal-political concept 

of human rights, might take on distinctive meanings in the light of all of the above.  But 

there is a question prior to the question of what philosophy can tell us about how we 

should treat the elderly, and that is the question of what the phenomenon of the elderly 

among us can tell us about philosophy.   

 

I have drawn in previous chapters on Christopher Cordner’s description of ‘reflective’ 

as opposed to ‘determinative’ judgement: the latter being the ‘familiar model of 

‘objective’ knowledge, as mediated by an attitude of detachment, independent of 

feeling, and aiming at systematic or theoretical completeness’, and involving the 

applications of pre-existing concepts and categories to phenomena.  In reflective 

judgement, on the other hand, ‘the very idea of systematic or theoretical completeness 

has no application’ and ‘the judger is placed or modified by the object as much as she 

judges it.’200  The example of reflective judgement offered by Cordner is the task of 

‘getting to know someone [...] where the task involves you emotionally, indeed 

summons the whole of you in response; where your sense of yourself is at stake in a 

developing relationship with the other.’  My question here is: can philosophy be 

similarly ‘placed or modified by’ its object?  (And we might further ask—can politics?)  

Can philosophy’s ‘sense of itself’ be put at stake by the particular question it is asking?   

 

In Dependent Rational Animals Alasdair MacIntyre notes moral philosophy’s tendency 

to assume a certain picture of the human:  ‘In most moral philosophy the starting point 
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is one that already presupposes the existence of mature independent practical reasoners 

whose social relationships are the relationships of the adult world.  Childhood, if 

noticed at all, is a topic that receives only brief and incidental attention.’201  For 

‘childhood’ we might substitute ‘old age’.  MacIntyre asks:  ‘What difference to moral 

philosophy would it make, if we were to treat the facts of vulnerability and affliction 

and the related facts of dependence as central to the human condition?’202  I will begin 

this chapter by suggesting that thinking about the elderly among us might lead us to 

question and revise certain philosophical assumptions.  It might do this by reminding us 

of three sometimes overlooked features of human experience: dependence, animality 

and the narrative structure of a human life. 

 

Dependence 

 

Karen Hitchcock is a writer and also a doctor in an acute care ward in a hospital in 

Melbourne.  In her essay Dear Life: On Caring for the Elderly she writes that ‘almost 

every day an elderly patient will tell me—with shame—that they are a burden or a 

nuisance, that they’re taking up a hospital bed someone else needs.’203  Hitchcock’s 

patients are not, I think, merely complaining about the unpleasantness of being 

dependent upon another person.  To burden another person; to be a nuisance; to take up 

a hospital bed someone else needs; these are morally inflected ways of speaking, even if 

the patients are not necessarily ascribing moral culpability to themselves.  These ways 

of speaking imply that things really should be otherwise, that no other person should be 

thus burdened by me, that I should not in fact be the burden.   

 

‘Burden’ is, of course, a physical metaphor—and a pejorative one—for the at times 

almost comprehensive dependence of the old upon the young.  Hitchcock’s patients 

speak ‘with shame’.  Why?  One reason is surely the belief that their current, dependent 

state is inferior to or less than their former, less dependent, state; that it represents a 

‘falling away’. But from what?  My falling away from a condition I happen to value is 

not in itself a cause for shame, even if it is a cause for grief, disappointment, or despair.  

The falling away in question must, if it is to give rise to shame, be a falling away from 
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an ideal that includes an aspect of obligation to others, even if it is a negative obligation 

such as the obligation not to be a burden.  If we take the patients’ shame seriously (as 

genuine shame and not, say, mere embarrassment or annoyance) then their unhappiness 

has a moral tinge; what they are falling away from is a way humans are supposed to be.  

By growing old I am, in some way, letting others down.  The ideal in question looks, I 

suggest, very like the one embodied by MacIntyre’s ‘mature independent practical 

reasoners whose social relationships are the relationships of the adult world.’ 

 

Let’s assume that the patients’ shame is somehow misplaced, and that they—as we 

would surely like to tell them—do not need to feel ashamed.  There is more than one 

way to resist the claim that reality x falls short of ideal y.  One can question whether x 

really does fall short of y; or one can question whether y is really the ideal against which 

x should be measured.  Hitchcock reassures her patients that they have every right to be 

in the hospital, and to take up a bed.  It is not a bed ‘someone else needs’; they need it.  

Sometimes she reminds them that they have ‘paid their taxes.’  It’s a very kind response 

(and described in a very wonderful essay), but it is interesting to note that the mention 

of taxes comes close to being an affirmation of the ideal I have just described.  A 

mature independent practical reasoner whose social relationships are the relationships of 

the adult world—who has paid her taxes—has a right to care.  She is entitled.  She is 

being paid what she is owed.  She is not an object of charity.  By (in this case) paying 

her taxes she has fulfilled her responsibilities as a mature independent practical 

reasoner; she is now reaping the benefits. 

 

All of this may be true.  But an alternative response is to question the ideal.  This 

alternative may not be available to a particular doctor dealing with a particular patient 

under a prevailing set of social and political assumptions; but it is available to political 

philosophy.  The presence of the dependent elderly among us might, if we let it, lead us 

to reconsider the assumption that independence and autonomy deserve the priority they 

are given in our political community, and in the moral philosophy MacIntyre describes.  

Philosophy is supposed to question ideals.  If the reality of human dependence, made 

visible by the presence of the elderly among us, encourages us to reconsider this 

particular ideal, then it is doing to philosophy what Cordner suggests the object of 

reflective judgement does to the person making the judgement: ‘the judger is placed or 

modified by the object as much as she judges it.’ 
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Later I will discuss the phenomenon of dementia.  Like old age in general, it involves 

increasing dependence, and not just physical dependence.  If philosophy insists on 

prioritising the rational then it will bring a certain set of assumptions to questions about 

dementia and how we as a political community ought to respond to it.  Those suffering 

from dementia will be seen as having fallen from a height; to be pitied, perhaps, but 

fallen nonetheless.  But if we begin, rather, by allowing the phenomenon of dementia to 

shape our philosophical approach then we may need to find a starting point other than 

that of ‘the existence of mature independent practical reasoners whose social 

relationships are the relationships of the adult world’. 

 

Animality 

 

MacIntyre also says that ‘[some philosophers] have underestimated the importance of 

the fact that our bodies are animal bodies with the identity and continuities of animal 

bodies, and they have failed to recognise adequately that in this present life it is true of 

us that we do not merely have, but are our bodies.’204  Philosophical attention to the 

elderly can help remedy this under-valuing of the body.  The philosophical equivalent 

of being ‘placed or modified’ by the elderly involves confronting the human being, not 

just as mature independent practical reasoner, but as body, and in particular as body-

breaking-down.  In a sense, health and youth hide the body.  A tool that is working well 

is invisible to its user.  A blunt knife, on the other hand, draws attention, and a faulty car 

distracts from the road.  In a similar way, ageing and decrepitude remind us that we are 

bodies, and that our being is defined by our being bodily.  Ageing makes the body 

visible.  This does not mean that philosophy must consider decrepitude and decay as 

human goods, but reflection on ageing may invite us to consider why and in what ways 

they are not good.  In this way a number of ideals—beauty, strength and health, for 

example—may be examined from a new angle.  The body-breaking-down is also a 

reminder of our solidarity with the material: with the animal and plant kingdoms, and 

with matter itself.  Like them, we break down; we decay.  The mature independent 

practical reasoner is a flower in full bloom, but flowers do not last forever; and they are 

still flowers as they wilt. 
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MacIntyre says ‘we do not merely have, but are our bodies.’  A Cartesian prioritising of 

the capacity for thought as the beginning of knowledge and mark of the distinctly 

human will result in a certain kind of analysis of what is going on when a body gets old: 

the mind will be trapped inside a machine that is no longer responsive to its needs.  But 

if we allow the ageing process to remind us of the centrality of the body then we may 

give the body a more prominent role in, for example, epistemology and philosophy of 

mind. 

 

Narrative 

 

Not every metaphysical tradition lends itself to seeing life as a narrative with a 

beginning, a middle and an end.  But the three act dramatic structure described by 

Aristotle lies behind our tendency to see old age as an ending, as a final act, perhaps 

even as a summing up.  Rowan Willams says that ‘if you have a picture of human life as 

a story that needs pondering, retelling, organising, a story that is open to the judgement 

and mercy of God, it will be natural to hope for time to do this work, the making of the 

soul.  It will be natural to ask how the life of older people can be relieved of anxiety, 

and how the essentially creative work of reflection can be helped.’205  One way this 

aspect of ageing might inform philosophy is by counter-acting our tendency to see 

moral judgements as applying primarily to discrete actions.  In an essay on ageing John 

Cottingham asks how we might think about ‘the appalling residue of what may be 

called overwhelming suffering—the kind that, as in the case of much senile mental 

degeneration, swamps entirely a person’s capacity for resistance or redemptive moral 

agency, or even eradicates the very capacity for such agency.’206  He concludes that 

‘even if the degenerations of age are such as to undermine entirely the continued 

capacity for moral action or sensibility, then, to be sure, the sufferers may be pitied, and 

may need the care and compassion of others, but they will not, in virtue of that 

condition, have turned away from the good and blighted their lives, as Cain did.’207   
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This moral judgement—that a person has not turned away from the good and blighted 

her life—is only possible if moral judgements can legitimately apply to persons-as-

stories, and not merely to discrete actions.  If a person whose ‘capacity for resistance or 

redemptive moral agency’ has been entirely eradicated can nevertheless be viewed as a 

saint—or for that matter, a moral monster—this can only be because her life has been 

oriented in a certain direction, either towards, or away from, the good.  Even if we 

refuse to apply moral categories to such a person’s current actions, precisely on the 

grounds that their capacity for resistance or redemptive moral agency has been 

eradicated, we may still want to make a judgement on their lives (though their 

decrepitude might also encourage a measure of compassion on our part).  If we entirely 

refuse the narrative approach to understanding a human being then we must view, for 

example, the bloodthirsty ex-dictator in his nursing home as no more an object of moral 

judgement than a newborn baby.  Reflection on the elderly, then, may have implications 

not only for moral philosophy but for action theory and questions of personal identity. 

 

* 

 

The first step in asking how philosophy might approach the phenomenon of the elderly 

among us is to ask how attention to the presence of the elderly might inform the way we 

do philosophy.  I have suggested that this presence should encourage a foregrounding, 

in various ways, of our dependence, our animality, the narrative structure of our lives 

and the narrative context of our actions.  What is the second step?  In previous chapters 

I have advocated an ethical attitude that takes seriously the ‘darkness’ involved in 

encounters between human beings.  I have suggested that certain kinds of encounter 

reveal the other as ‘beyond’ my power, including my power to know.  I can’t ‘sum up’ 

the other person I encounter in this way, and moreover I know that this limit on my 

knowledge and my will is not a contingent limit—not an incapacity which could, in 

theory at least, be overcome with effort, even superhuman effort.  Rather, it is 

phenomenologically known as a necessary limit.  The other transcends my power and 

purposes, she does not merely surpass them.  The ‘apophatic’ ethical attitude I have 

attempted to describe is one that waits upon this darkness.  It allows the other to reveal 

herself, it does not try to sum her up or to dominate. 
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The ‘darkness’ of the other becomes even more profound in the case of the elderly.  A 

very old person may be easier to dominate in a physical sense, but she is harder to 

know.  The waiting that is required in response to this darkness is similarly profound.  

In what follows I will attempt to describe three ways in which darkness is present in the 

encounter between young and old, and suggest what ‘waiting’ upon this darkness might 

look like.  One of the ‘darknesses’ I will examine comes from the epistemological 

assymetry between young and old; another is the gathering darkness of dementia; and 

the third is the darkness of death. 

 

An epistemological assymetry 

 

Orson Welles sang:  ‘I know what it is to be young, but you don’t know what it is to be 

old.’  There is of course some commonality between myself and a significantly older 

person.  I recognise her as a fellow human being.  I recognise her stage in life as a 

(future) stage in my own (barring something unforeseen and terrible though entirely 

possible).  The presence of the elderly among us could not play the narrative role that I 

suggested it does if we did not recognise the elderly as in some sense ‘later versions of 

us’.  But the Orson Welles song captures a very real assymetry between the significantly 

older person’s experience and my own.  I don’t know what it is to grow old in the way 

that my elderly interlocuter does, but she does know what it is to be young.  This 

assymetry may or may not be significant or important.  But the point is that I can’t know 

whether or not it is significant or important.  I don’t know what kind of knowledge may 

come with another several decades of experience on earth.  I have a vague, at least 

partially culturally-determined sense that there may be such a thing as the ‘wisdom of 

the elderly’; but the experience of growing very old is simply unavailable to me at this 

time.   

 

This is not quite as stark an assymetry as the assymetry between my knowledge of my 

own past and my knowledge of my own future, but it is of this order.  In responding to a 

significantly older person I am forced to wait upon her.  I am not the teacher in this 

scenario, but the student.  Epistemologically, the expert is the one I am responding to.  I 

must remain open to the possibility that she has something to teach me as elderly, not 

simply in spite of her age or in a way unconnected with it.  I ought to hear her for 

reasons similar to the reasons why a child ought to hear me, particularly if I am warning 
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them against, for example, running across a road without looking first.  My years on this 

earth have taught me that running across roads in this way can be dangerous; similarly, 

the very old may be alive to dangers, and also opportunities, that I am simply not in a 

position to identify.  This recognition should, at the very least, lead to a base level of 

political respect for the elderly.  By political respect I mean an official assumption 

within political systems and discourses that the elderly are to be heard—which means 

finding ways to access a cohort of members of the political community that are neither 

visible nor powerful. 

 

Dementia 

 

Dementia, too, is a darkness.  I have said that every other human being is in a certain 

sense dark to me; that the other necessarily transcends my power to know.  But there 

are, for most ‘mature independent practical reasoners whose social relationships are the 

relationships of the adult world’, means of communication available that allow 

relationship to deepen despite the always-present darkness—chief among them being 

the capacity for rational discourse.  When this fades the darkness grows.  What are we 

to do with this fading, and how are we to understand it? 

 

This is a political problem.  Rowan Williams asks:  ‘Are we truly committed to giving 

place and respect to those who can return nothing (as it seems)?’208  But before it is a 

political problem it is an ethical problem.  At this point the philosophical understanding 

of the human that we bring to the question will be crucial.  An ethical approach that 

privileges or at least makes room for not knowing will lead us in one direction; one that 

privileges the rational will lead us in another.  Cottingham notes that while Aristotle 

manages to conclude that ‘the condition of old age will turn out to be a prima facie or 

provisional good, in so far as there is continued scope for the characteristic activities of 

our species to be carried on’,209 nevertheless ‘in choosing to highlight as our defining 

human characteristic the power of independent reasoning, Aristotle seems, wittingly or 

not, to have set the stage for a picture in which human flourishing depends on the 

maximum degree of self-sufficient intellectual activity.’210 

																																																								
208 Williams, Faith in the Public Square, p. 249 
209 Cottingham, ‘The Question of Ageing’, p. 377 
210 ibid., p. 384 



	 211	

 

If self-sufficient intellectual activity is the aspect of the human which above all others 

determines flourishing, then it follows that the person who is badly affected by 

dementia is beyond hope of true flourishing.  This belief will shape the way we respond 

to such a person.  It does not mean, of course, that we will treat the person badly; but it 

does mean that we will treat her as having fallen away from full personhood.  And 

indeed we do hear from time to time expressions in relation to the dementia-affected 

elderly along the lines of ‘she’s no longer the Mary that once existed’ or ‘he’s not the 

father I knew’. 

 

An ethical approach of the kind I am advocating will resist the privileging of one 

particular aspect of the human (self-sufficient intellectual activity) in favour of waiting 

upon what this particular human might have to give at this particular point in her 

narrative.  Waiting upon a dementia-affected person will be harder in various ways than 

waiting upon the same person when she is an intellectually self-sufficient, 

communicative human being: but this hardness necessitates turning towards, rather than 

away from, the person.  Rowan Williams says:  ‘One of my own most vivid and indeed 

painful recollections of my mother’s condition in the last months of her life is of the 

feeling that she was still struggling to communicate, to make some sort of sense; I 

couldn’t understand or help, but I knew that at the very least I owed her my presence 

and my efforts to listen.’211 

 

Williams found that he owed his mother something that he did not owe her when she 

could communicate in the ordinary way: the time, patience, and effort demanded of him 

would not have been necessary had she been able to communicate her meaning 

straightforwardly in words.  But nor would he find he owed her these things if he 

marked her personhood down in proportion with her fading abilities.  We engage with 

persons in a particular way.  We engage with non-persons in other ways.  If we take the 

attitude that dementia, as compromising rationality, is a falling away from personhood, 

then we will pity the sufferers (or the persons the sufferers once were), and we may 

indeed celebrate who they were, and we will try to make sure they are as comfortable 

and as happy as possible, but we can no longer approach them as equals, for they are 
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not.  An apophatic response will look similar in many ways to this approach.  Certainly 

comfort and happiness will be worthy goals.  The difference here, if there is one, will be 

of the order of the difference between the care provided by the nun observed by Gaita, 

and the care provided by the other professionals at the hospital where he worked.  The 

professionals’ care was very good care.  But the nun’s care had a revelatory power not 

available to someone who viewed the patients as ex- or non-rational, and therefore as 

having fallen away from, or perhaps never having achieved, personhood in any 

recognisable sense. 

 

What are the political implications of understanding the darkness of dementia in the 

light—so to speak—of the darkness I have claimed is ever-present in relations between 

human beings who are always-already, in some sense, transcendent of my power and 

purposes?  Williams found that he owed his mother time and attention that would not 

have been necessary had she been in her right mind.  As I will discuss below, the 

recognition of the human as person, especially when it comes to humans with dementia, 

will be in tension with the recognition of the human as one individual among many 

others, all demanding their share of limited resources.  Recognising the human as 

person does not tell us how to resolve this tension, but it does mitigate the tendency to 

resolve it by dropping one side of the tension out of the equation altogether.    

 

Death 

 

Karen Hitchcock says:  ‘It is difficult for us to think about our own death, except as a 

kind of puppet show, with ourselves watching as a spectator.  To fear and abhor it is 

rational. We only die once; there’s no scope to practise: it is the abyss.  

Recommendations that we accept death, bring it into life, see it as natural, discuss it 

openly and frequently—these are easily uttered platitudes that ignore what it is to be 

human.  In some ways, they too are a denial: of the enormity of death.’212  The tendency 

that Hitchcock mentions to ‘bring death into life’ and to ‘see it as natural’ can be 

understood as related to the tendency to try to approach other people through the 

‘familiar model of ‘objective’ knowledge, as mediated by an attitude of detachment, 

independent of feeling, and aiming at systematic or theoretical completeness.’  That is, 
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efforts to ‘accept death’ can be an attempt to bring into the light what is properly 

shrouded in darkness; to subsume what is encountered as transcendent under familiar 

categories; to make ‘natural’ something that is beyond nature.  Of course death is a 

natural part of the world (or a part of the natural world).  But our own death, when we 

approach it reflectively rather than trying to subdue it under determinative judgement 

(the latter is, if Hitchcock is right, an illegitimate move in relation to death), proves not 

to be amenable to categories and concepts that serve us well in our positive, day to day 

dealings with the natural world.  

 

I am trying to describe how the ‘darkness’ between humans that I have claimed has an 

important role in ethics deepens in various ways in relation to the elderly.  But when it 

comes to the reality of death, the ‘darkness’ is positioned slightly differently.  It is not 

between myself and the elderly person; it is before us both.  In relation to death, we are 

both in exactly the same epistemological position.  The proximity of the elderly to 

death, combined with its universality and inevitability, is perhaps a contributing factor 

to society’s sometime neglect of the elderly.  We turn away from what is an 

uncomfortable reminder.  But turning away is not the only possible response to a 

common threat.  There is also solidarity.  The ‘waiting on’ that I have claimed is an 

important part of ethical response can, when it comes to the very old, also take the form 

of a ‘waiting with’.  But solidarity is undermined when the reality before which we 

band together is denied or downplayed.  Our responses as individuals and as a 

community to those who are approaching death (which, to take a long term view, we all 

are) should again consist of waiting, and not of attempts to resolve the mystery by 

denying all language but the natural, the medical and the scientific. 

 

* 

 

‘Objective’ judgement is ‘mediated by an attitude of detachment, independent of 

feeling, and aims at systematic or theoretical completeness.’  It is certainly possible to 

think about the elderly among us on this model, and for political purposes we cannot 

help doing this to some degree.  But a reflective stance will frustrate the objective 

model in various ways: objectivity is not capable of recognising an epistemological 

assymetry between itself and its object; it cannot understand dementia except as a 

falling away from its own standards; and nor can it come to grips with death, except in a 
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narrowly biological sense.  If politics is to engage with the elderly as persons, then this 

will be a necessary frustration. 

 

An apophatic gerontology 

 

So far I have been discussing what an ethical approach to the elderly might look like.  

But the aim of this chapter is to think philosophically about the place of the elderly in a 

political community.  I have argued previously that all political thought and action relies 

upon, or assumes, some political-philosophical anthropology—that is, a way of 

understanding humans for the purposes of politics—and that Maritain’s distinction 

between the human as individual and the human as person offers a way to capture the 

position of humans as on the one hand members of political communities, beholden to 

those communities (the human as individual) and on the other the encountered reality of 

humans as transcending the power and purposes of their communities (the human as 

person). 

 

How might this distinction help us to think about the place of the elderly in their 

political community?  I will now discuss what it might mean politically to recognise the 

elderly as persons, and along the way also consider the elderly in their aspect as 

individual members of the political community—individuals who must be counted for 

various purposes, and whose interests must be weighed alongside those of other 

members.  I will consider three related imperatives that could be seen as arising from 

considering the elderly as persons: the need to wait upon, rather than to place, the 

elderly in their political community; the need to actively make, not passively grant, 

space for the very old; and the need for bodily presence. 

 

Waiting, not placing 

 

Karen Hitchcock says:  ‘At every morning handover in every hospital in Australia, a 

registrar will report admitting an elderly patient—perhaps a 92-year-old who fell taking 

out the garbage—and say, ‘He’s so cute’ or ‘She’s so adorable.’ As if the patient were a 

baby or a kitten. If you are old and in hospital, you can be one of three things: cute, 
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difficult or mute.’213  In the first chapter I asked how it was that I could be deeply 

moved by the plight of a young man, Van Nguyen, who was executed for drug offences 

in Singapore, while many others who were similarly informed about the details of his 

situation remained unmoved.  I pointed not only to the contrast between my attitude and 

theirs, but also to that between my own attitude to Van and my attitude to the faceless 

and nameless others on death row at the same time.  I suggested that this in itself was an 

example of the contrast between determinative and reflective judgement: that the 

unmoved observer was able to place Van in a number of different categories: young, 

man, criminal, and so on; and that my own knowledge of other death row inmates 

consisted in having successfully placed them in the only category I then could—that of 

‘death row inmate’. 

 

Waiting is the opposite of placing.  Waiting can take a number of forms, some not even 

involving bodily presence.  I and others ‘waited’ upon Van in a church in another 

country.  What might waiting look like as expressed in policy towards the elderly 

among us?  I will suggest three themes that might inform policy: taking time, telling 

stories and promoting the amateur. 

 

Taking time 

 

‘Waiting’ is a temporal concept.  By definition, it takes time.  In the professional world 

of medical and personal care, time is a limited resource with a specific monetary value.  

Categorisation is an efficiency measure—both financial and emotional.  Individual x 

and individual y demand responses particular to each—unless they can be subsumed 

under a third category, z.  There is a financial imperative to categorise in this way, and it 

is valid.  The elderly are individuals, counting for no more than one, and the doctor’s 

time must be appropriately distributed.  To view humans as both individuals and 

persons allows for a recognition of the individual as relatively unimportant.  But 

applying this lense also mitigates the possibility of dropping the person out of the 

picture.  It maintains a claim against the claims of physical and economic efficiency, 

and although it is a claim emerging from transcendence (the recognition that there is 

something about the human that transcends the merely biological and is beyond the 
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reach of power, including the power to know) it makes itself felt precisely in the 

immediate and the material: the claim for the human as person is a claim for the 

resources that can buy time. 

 

One advantage of this imperative is that it can be measured and mandated.  Love and its 

related attitudes, of course, cannot.  While medical professionals can be trained in the 

basic outlines of respect for their patients, there is only one variable in their response 

that can easily be manipulated from outside, and that is the time they have available.  

Aside from financial imperatives, the kind of categorisation Karen Hitchcock tells us is 

common in every hospital in Australia—the placing of elderly patients as cute, difficult 

or mute—is an understandable emotional efficiency measure employed by professionals 

under strain.  But it is also a way of not waiting; of not encountering the person behind 

the cliche.  Time eases the pressure, and allows for what may be just a few extra 

seconds of waiting, of watching, of listening, or of mere presence—and of course it also 

allows for the necessary emotional processing of an encounter that is more than just 

routine. 

 

Telling stories 

 

Above I quoted Rowan Williams’ observation that ‘if you have a picture of human life 

as a story that needs pondering, retelling, organising, a story that is open to the 

judgement and mercy of God, it will be natural to hope for time to do this work, the 

making of the soul.  It will be natural to ask how the life of older people can be relieved 

of anxiety, and how the essentially creative work of reflection can be helped.’ 214  

Another aspect of waiting upon a very old person is to acknowledge that she is more 

than just her present condition, more than the effects of age have made her.  To respond 

to her as a person means to allow her to bring her entire life history to the process of 

ageing and, eventually, of dying.  It also means that what is happening now is also part 

of a larger story, and a story that is not over yet.  In short, policy must allow the past to 

inform the present, and the present to inform the future. 
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Oral history projects, efforts to understand patients’ histories and cultural contexts, and 

efforts to facilitate the sharing of the past between the very old and the very young, are 

all ways of acknowledging that a person’s story is important.  But policy must also 

make room for the recognition that the ageing process, and the medical and caring 

inputs into that process, are no less parts of the story than the patient’s childhood, or 

marriage, or service in war, or unemployment, poverty or disease.  These inputs at the 

end of life matter in ways different to the way that it matters, for example, that medical 

care is of the highest possible quality.  When a nurse adjusts a pillow beneath a patient’s 

head, or a doctor hears the story of a fall in the night, the manner in which these tasks 

are done contributes to the quality of the patient’s life-story; the medical professional is, 

in fact, a new character in that story.  To care for the individual is to care for the 

biological entity; to care for the person is to care for the leading character in a narrative 

stretching backwards and forwards in time.  

 

Recognition of this may inform decision-making processes when it comes to choices 

about a patient’s care.  The provision of chaplains in hospitals is itself a small 

acknowledgement that there are dimensions to a patient’s journey beyond the strictly 

biological.  A recognition of the patient as person will lead hospitals to consider 

carefully what other inputs may help a person make the decisions that will inform the 

remaining chapters in their story. 

 

Promoting the amateur 

 

Karen Hitchcock again:  ‘Public institutions can’t hire someone to talk to each patient 

for a couple of hours a day even if it does prevent delirium and deterioration; at present 

they barely have the funds to provide basic care. And perhaps such acts are better for 

both giver and receiver if they arise from the community, rather than an institution.’215  

The word ‘amateur’ is etymologically related to the word ‘lover’.  The caring 

professions—nursing being the perfect example—have become steadily more 

professionalised.  We do not need to deny the many positive benefits of this process to 

sound a small note of caution about the potential for loss.  Loss of what?  Of attention to 

the person as I have been using the term: that aspect of the human which defies 
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measurement, which transcends the understanding of the physical sciences, attention to 

which professional training cannot facilitate. 

 

The nun described by Raimond Gaita may have been an extremely professional 

operator; but the revelation that her behaviour induced, the realisation that her patients 

are fully our equals, the showing up of the behaviour of the other, utterly professional 

and perfectly caring staff, could not be adequately described by Gaita without recourse 

to the word ‘love’.  She was, in this sense, an amateur; and it is of course to be hoped 

that all professionals in the caring professions will at the same time be amateurs to some 

degree.  But is there a way of facilitating the encounter between the elderly and the 

amateur?  That is, can policy be directed towards this kind of encounter?  What is 

needed is contact with people who, on the person/individual framework, are concerned 

solely, or at least chiefly, with the person.  They do not need to view the human in front 

of them as a mere one among others; they do not need to allocate scarce resources, or 

weigh the needs of the person in front of them against the equal needs of others—or at 

least not to any significant degree.  Their agenda is entirely devoted to that aspect of the 

person which cannnot be so weighed.  They are true amateurs.  They are probably 

volunteers. 

 

Policy cannot guarantee this, but it can make it more likely to occur.  This begins with a 

recognition of the need for devoted ministry to the person; which is not in any sense a 

detraction from the work of professionals, and nor does it involve any claim that 

professionals are not devoted to the person.  What is undeniable is that medical 

professionals are not solely devoted to the person.  They must be conscious of, and 

accountable for, the way they are using scarce resources.  But just as nurse-to-patient 

ratios are designed to ensure an acceptable level of nursing care in hospitals, so a 

recognition of the needs of the person might lead to a similar requirement, or at least 

aspiration, for adequate provision of time with amateurs.  This will be a significant 

amount of time, if we are to take seriously Hitchcock’s plea for someone to ‘talk to each 

patient for a couple of hours a day [to] prevent delirium and deterioration’. 

 

Making space 
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Waiting upon the elderly, rather than placing them in easily manipulable categories, is 

the first of three related imperatives that can be seen as arising from considering the 

elderly as persons, and not simply as individuals.  I have suggested that this waiting 

might take the form of taking time, telling stories and promoting the amateur.  The next 

imperative I want to mention is the need to actively make, rather than passively grant, 

space for the very old.  A liberal political community values freedom, and holds that, as 

far as possible, every citizen should be maximally free.  But as I tried to argue in 

Chapter Seven, freedom is not one thing.  I drew upon Herbert McCabe’s insight that 

space is made, not merely granted:  ‘So far as our impersonal context is concerned we 

are hemmed in by things.  What provides us with space, real free space, is other people, 

the love we receive from others.’216 

 

The parable of the Good Samaritan, which is a parable about love and purports to offer 

an example of love, also presents an example of love’s ‘making free’.  The victim who 

is assisted by the Good Samaritan is in fact, pre-assistance, perfectly negatively free.  

Nothing external prevents him from moving around, making choices, acting 

autonomously.  But his injuries severely restrict the range of choices available to him.  

He is surrounded by space, but the space is inaccessible by him.  The Samaritan who, in 

love, binds the victim’s wounds, carries him to an inn, and pays for his care, is restoring 

freedom.  He is making the ‘real free space’ that McCabe describes, and he is doing so 

in love.   

 

The lack of freedom affecting the victim helped by the Good Samaritan is the same kind 

of lack of freedom that threatens the very old.  Age does not impinge upon negative 

freedom, but it does render the space of negative freedom inaccessible.  In the case of 

the victim helped by the Good Samaritan, autonomy is restored, and the help given aims 

at this restoration.  But what if autonomy is permanently compromised—what might the 

kind of loving assistance provided by the Good Samaritan look like in these cases?  

Must the liberal aim of maximising freedom be abandoned insofar as autonomy is 

irretrievably lost?  The answer depends on whether maximising freedom is identical 

with maximising autonomy.  I have argued that it is not; that in fact freedom can also be 

conceived as gift, and that my gift of freedom to another might involve more than 
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merely not interfering.  Autonomy is one aspect of the human.  The restoration of 

autonomy, therefore, is one thing that the making of space by one human for another 

might include.  But the question of what it means to make space for the very old is the 

question of how to work towards fullness in their particular cases. 

 

McCabe says that ‘every gift we give to others (apart from the gift of ourselves) 

imposes something upon them—they have about them something of ours, if it is only a 

new tie or a drink.  But love, which is the gift of ourselves, does not add anything to 

them from outside, it is the gift of the space in which they can be themselves.’217  Karen 

Hitchcock says:  ‘People do not need distractions and entertainments to lead a good 

life—they need meaning: love and work.’218  Perhaps the most important principle 

behind any effort to decide how freedom might be given in the case of the very old is to 

make this effort with the person whose freedom is in question.  Karen Hitchcock again:  

‘Elderly patients are complex and time is needed to offer them the care they need, to 

talk to them about their wishes, listen to their experiences of their illnesses, and together 

forge ways to make their lives bearable. Patients need properly trained nursing staff, 

quiet rooms with clocks and familiar items, family friendly visiting hours, assistance 

with eating, and soothing touch. To do well, patients need to eat, move and remain 

mentally active in hospital—three things the hospital environment specifically 

hinders.’219 

 

The presence of the body 

 

The third imperative that arises from considering the elderly among us as persons, and 

not simply individuals, is an emphasis on the presence of the body.  In the previous 

chapter I quoted Rowan Williams to the effect that an emphasis on the body as the site 

of a human being’s rights ‘takes us away from the more unhelpful aspects of those 

rights theories that stress the grounding of rights in human dignity, but then associate 

human dignity with a particular set of capacities’;220 and earlier in this chapter I noted 

Alasdair MacIntyre’s reminder that ‘our bodies are animal bodies with the identity and 
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continuities of animal bodies [...] in this present life it is true of us that we do not 

merely have, but are our bodies.’221 

 

If old age’s gift is to remind us that we are bodies, then old age’s need is for attention 

expressed physically, especially if the rational capacities, which I have insisted should 

not be seen as alone constituting human dignity, are diminished.  Addressing this need 

is fraught with danger, and the imperative to prevent abuse of the elderly is a very 

strong one.  But if it is the case that the only way to prevent abuse is to deny physical 

contact beyond what is medically necessary, then the cost of protection will be paid by 

the person protected, and it may be a very high cost indeed. 

 

Hitchcock asks ‘how many unvisited nursing home residents feel love?’222 and she 

insists they need ‘soothing touch’.  The elderly considered as mere individuals, whose 

needs must be balanced against those of many others, may not justify the resources 

required to ensure appropriate and safe ways are found to maintain a level of physical 

contact.  Once again, the personal aspect of the human being is not the only 

consideration, but nor must it be dropped in favour of the individual perspective alone. 

 

* 

 

One concern throughout this work has been to insist that no political term, including no 

economic term, is ‘neutral’ in relation to value claims.  Karen Hitchcock again:  ‘The 

disastrous scenarios projected as a result of our ageing population are heavily promoted 

in many quarters, as they support certain ideological beliefs which can then be 

presented as empirical facts: chief among these facts is that the public medical system is 

‘unsustainable.’223   

 

Terms including ‘sustainable’ and ‘burden’, used in relation to the elderly, are informed 

by some philosophical gerontology or other—some way of understanding what it means 

to be very old—and these in turn are informed by some philosophical anthropology: 

some way of understanding what it means to be human.  Another such value-laden term 
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is ‘contribution’.  Considered merely as individuals, the elderly owe something to, and 

are owed something by, the broader community.  But even considered in their aspect as 

individuals, it begs certain questions to assume that what the elderly, as individuals, 

owe to the political community has already been paid, and that their contribution is 

therefore over.  Considered as persons, the language of ‘owing’ takes on a different 

meaning: what is owed is not determined by what has been paid.  An apophatic 

gerontology, then, will require a re-thinking of the meaning of ‘contribution’, ‘burden’ 

and ‘sustainable’, and this re-thinking will involve waiting, time and the paying of 

careful and sustained attention. 
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Conclusion 
 

In the introduction I said that the aim of this work was to examine how a certain way of 

thinking about morality might inform our thinking about politics.  I said that a 

theoretical background that can make sense to a critical mass of a political community’s 

members is needed in order to secure loyalty to political institutions, processes and 

decisions.  This is, of course, a particular challenge in a pluralistic political community.  

I argued that the hope that mere ‘reason’ will prove to be the common ground on which 

members from a plurality of traditions can meet, is misplaced. 

 

I pointed to two necessary conditions of a liberal political community: that it be 

liberal—that is, that it place a high value on freedom—and that it be a community, as 

opposed to a mere agglomeration of individuals, which is vulnerable to war or paralysis.  

I said that questions raised by the prima facie tensions between the values of freedom 

and community in liberal political thought, and in actually existing liberal political 

communities, are inescapably ethical questions. 

 

I said that one ethical approach that might inform a liberal politics starts from the 

observation that the mattering of others is encountered, not concluded, and that 

therefore morality is more like love than it is like enlightened self-interest.  The 

mattering of others is, like God, finally transcendent of human power and purposes, 

including the power of knowledge, and should therefore be approached apophatically.  I 

said that two negative claims can be made about morality: one, that it is not internally 

divided, and two, that it is not sui generis—a claim which brought me into the realm of 

politics, as it forced me to deny the possibility of a fundamental conflict between moral 

and political claims. 

 

I then offered an adaptation of Maritain’s individual/person framework as a way of 

thinking about the need for politics to treat its subjects as, on the one hand, discrete, 

finite objects, countable and accountable to a community (individuals), and on the other 

hand as transcending biological finitude, encountered by one another as exceeding 

measurement, categorisation and domination.  I went on to apply this framework to two 

central liberal political concepts: freedom, which I conceived as being like a gift from 
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other people, and therefore not in contradiction to community but rather indebted to it, 

and human rights, which I described as an imperfect but workable way of naming 

certain important aspects of the human and of holding ourselves accountable to those 

aspects.  Finally I discussed how the above-described framework might help us think 

about how, as a political community, we respond to our elderly members. 

 

In conclusion I want to briefly raise three questions, touched on but not fully developed 

in the body of this work, to which this approach to morality and politics might be 

applied. 

 

Human limitation and the hope of mastery 

 

What limitations on human progress should we recognise?  The broadly liberal 

democratic, ‘Western’, secular context from which I write values a kind of knowledge 

that offers a kind of mastery of the world, including the world of human beings.  But the 

ethical approach I have advocated insists on human limitation before what is 

encountered as transcending or necessarily exceeding our power, including our power to 

know.  Is there a contradiction between mastery and limitation? 

 

The recognition of human limitation could motivate political conservatism.  Simply put, 

if a thing can’t be understood then it shouldn’t be manipulated, in case there are 

unforeseen consequences.  If other humans are beyond my powers of knowledge then I 

should not act upon them for the sake of ‘progress’, even if that progress is intended to 

be in their interests.  But a conservative politics of this kind would in fact be starting 

from the same point as a progressive politics that considered itself licenced by the 

denial of transcendence.  That is, the conservative who opposes progress because 

humans are beyond knowledge, and the progressive who pursues progress because 

humans can be known in the relevant ways, are both assuming that modern ‘scientific’ 

knowledge is the only correct basis for action. 

 

The recognition that others matter, morally, to me, and that their mattering is 

transcendentally sourced, licences neither disengagement nor domination, but rather 

attention.  I must not dominate my beloved; I must not seek to control her; but nor may 

I refrain from seeking her good.  I must not assume that I know what her good is, but 
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nor may I deny its possibility.  The loving response is to listen; the moral response is to 

wait; the political response is to resist foreclosing on the possibility of growth and 

change for any member, or class of members, of the political community. 

 

On the approach I have outlined human knowledge is never potentially complete, but 

the incompleteness in question is on a different plane to the contingent incompleteness 

of current scientific knowledge (whenever ‘current’ might be).  The recognition of the 

transcendent value of the other will spur rather than hinder progress—scientific, 

political, ethical—but it will also shape the criteria on which progress is assessed. 

 

The human limitation involved in the revelation that others matter morally is two-fold: 

it is a limitation on my knowledge and power in respect of the other, but it is also a 

limitation in the sense of my boundedness—ligare—that is, my obligation to the other.  

The one kind of limitation may act, at times, as a brake on progress, but the other (my 

obligation to the other) will impel progress, particularly where the other is suffering or 

victimised.  Simone Weil illustrates the nature of obligation by asking who could walk 

past a man dying of hunger and thirst without helping.  But to help the man is to bring 

change, to alter the conditions in which he exists, to achieve progress with him and for 

him.  The challenge posed by the approach I have outlined above is to reconcile this 

pursuit of progress with ongoing attention—that is, to improve the man’s condition 

without taking one’s eyes off the man.  

 

My approach contains, then, a principle of political progress.  But there is more thinking 

to be done about the shape of human mastery, scientific and otherwise, where 

transcendent value is taken into account. 

 

The knave principle and human goodness 

 

Should we assume humans are good or bad?  The ‘knave principle’ says that political 

systems should be so designed as to work tolerably well despite human wickedness.  

That is, they should not be premised on human goodness.  One way to achieve this aim 

is to attempt to design the system in a way that appeals to members of the political 

community on the grounds of rational self-interest, rather than on the grounds of 

‘goodness’.  A successful system of this kind will not require good citizens; merely 
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rational ones.  Goodness, if it is present at all, will be a bonus, not an essential 

ingredient.  One advantage of this approach is that it offers the hope of a theoretical 

background that can make sense to a critical mass of the political community’s 

members, without needing to appeal to contestable moral claims.  Another is that it 

seems to fulfill the knave principle: the system will not be undermined by human 

wickedness (whatever that may be; this too will be contestable) so long as a critical 

mass of the community remain rationally self-interested. 

 

I argued that appeals to reason will not be enough, either for morality or politics.  Does 

this mean that goodness is required after all?  Political republicanism comes somewhere 

near this claim, but is more likely to express it in terms of the need for ‘good citizens’, 

which may itself be interpreted along rationalistic lines.  My approach would seem to 

require that a critical mass of members of a political community be shaped by the 

recognition that others matter, in a particularly moral way, to them.  What then becomes 

of the knave principle? 

 

The answer will lie somewhere in the propensity for humans to want to hold themselves 

to a standard that they have recognised, even when it eludes their immediate attention.  

On this view the ‘knave’ in the knave principle is not another, but ourselves.  It is the 

name of our discovered inability to remain faithful to what we have encountered in 

other human beings; it is our sure knowledge that we will not always be able to keep the 

good in sight.  Sarah Bachelard says of Raimond Gaita’s experience in the hospital: ‘the 

nun’s love in this story is not ‘mere’ feeling.  It does not strike me as an uncertain basis 

for justice: in fact, it strikes me as more solid and more real than anything else.’224  It 

may be the basis for justice, but it will not always be the direct motivation.  Sometimes 

the direct motivation will be a moral principle; sometimes it will be a positive law.  

Sometimes it will be the fear of punishment.  But our broader allegiance to a system of 

laws can, I claim, be at least partly motivated by a desire to keep ourselves to a standard 

that we recognise, in our better moments, as just—that is, as capturing, however 

imperfectly, what is owed to others. 

 

																																																								
224 Bachelard, ‘Rights as Industry’, p. 4 
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It seems likely that the way the knave principle is understood will shape how it is 

applied to political systems, but more work would need to be done to see how this 

might work.  

 

Truth in politics 

 

Why should political leaders tell the truth?  It is not obvious that they always should.  

But leaving aside matters of national security, or other situations in which it may be 

arguable that the truth must be withheld—why should politicians not lie as a matter of 

course if it is in their political interests to do so? 

 

I have outlined a way of understanding humans as both individuals and persons.  If this 

understanding is to inform political thought then there is a path from the recognition of 

personhood to the recognition that truth is one of the things that is owed to persons.  As 

we have seen, love is one of the sites at which personhood, being that aspect of the 

human which transcends other humans’ power and purposes, is recognised.  Joseph 

Pieper presents love as a form of willing: a willing of that which already is the case.  

Love, then, on Pieper’s view, depends on truth: to love someone as something that they 

are not is not to love them.  Instead, this kind of ‘love’ would be a different kind of 

willing; it would be a wish that the other was otherwise.  To allow love to inform our 

understanding of what it means that others matter is to place a high value on truth—

although as Iris Murdoch says, the ‘little peering efforts of imagination’ without which 

we cannot see ‘objective reality’ are to be ‘understood, not in relation to ‘the world 

described by science’, but in relation to the progressing life of a person.’225 

 

The other sites of transcendence that I have mentioned—art and religion—are similarly 

connected to the value of truth.  ‘Good art, unlike bad art,’ says Murdoch, ‘is something 

pre-eminently outside us and resistant to our consciousness.’226  That is, it tells the truth.  

At the centre of morality as I have described it is the recognition that others matter, in a 

particularly moral way, to me, and this recognition is closely bound up with the truth of 

those others, the ‘objective reality of their progressing lives as persons’.  The question 

then becomes about the relationship between the value of truth as it is involved in the 
																																																								
225 Murdoch, The Sovereignty of Good, p. 26 
226 ibid., p. 88 
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ethical life, and the value of truth as it is involved in the conduct of a political leader.  A 

politician shaped by her recognition of the mattering of others will no more betray that 

recognition by lying than will a lover lie to her beloved, or a good artist paint what is 

‘false’: that is, she may, but in doing so she will not be acting as a lover, or an artist, or 

a good leader. 

 

More work remains to be done on the question of truth insofar as it relates to what is 

encountered in art, religion, science and love; and also on how, in a practical sense, this 

might be brought to bear on politics. 

 

* 

 

There are other questions too.  One is the about the position of governments in relation 

to the sites of transcendence.  A slogan in public policy says that what is measured, 

matters—that if a thing can’t be quantified then it is hard to make it count in a public 

policy context.  But surely one of the burdens of this work has been to insist that some 

things that are important cannot be measured—in fact what makes them important is 

precisely that they cannot be measured; that they transcend the kind of knowledge that 

categorises and counts.  Important questions need to be asked about how governments 

can ‘ring fence’ the sites of transcendence (art, religion, morality, and so on) and give 

them the space to be what they are without having to justify themselves in terms of 

measurable outcomes. 

 

There are also questions to be asked about the way the approach to morality and politics 

I have outlined might inform our attitudes and approaches to the environment.  It is to 

be hoped that the attitude of waiting, of encounter, can inform our relationship with the 

non-human, but this claim would require substantial development. 

 

I hope I have gestured at how an understanding of morality that sees the mattering of 

others as encountered and not concluded, might inform a political conception of the 

human as both individual and person, according to which freedom is a gift, and human 

rights hold us accountable to persons who are beyond the reach of political power, and 

community is a condition of freedom, rationality and autonomy, rather than the other 

way round.  This might, I hope, form part of a theoretical background that can make 
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sense to a critical mass of the members of a broadly liberal, broadly democratic political 

community. 
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