INTERNATIONAL POLITICAL THEORY

" PHILOSOPHY AND
youncm ENGAGEMENT

#Reflecilon in the Public Sphere :

| EDITEDBY -
. ALLYN FIVES AND KEITH BREEN




International Political Theory

Series Editor

Gary Browning
Department of International Relations, Politics,
and Sociology
Oxtord Brookes University
Oxford, United Kingdom



The International Political Theory Series provides students and scholars
with cutting-edge scholarship that explores the ways in which we theorise
the international. Political theory has by tradition implicitly accepted the
bounds of the state, and this series of intellectually rigorous and innovative
monographs and edited volumes takes the discipline forward, reflecting
both the burgeoning of IR as a discipline and the concurrent interna-
tionalisation of traditional political theory issues and concepts. Offering
a wide-ranging examination of how International Politics is to be inter-
preted, the titles in the series thus bridge the IR-political theory divide.
The aim of the series is to explore international issues in analytic, historical
and radical ways that complement and extend common forms of conceiv-
ing international relations such as realism, liberalism and constructivism.

More information about this series at
http://www.springer.com /series /14842


http://www.springer.com/series/14842

Allyn Fives e Keith Breen
Editors

Philosophy and
Political Engagement

Reflection in the Public Sphere

palgrave
macmillan



Editors

Allyn Fives Keith Breen
National University of Ireland Queen’s University, Belfast
Galway, Republic of Ireland Northern Ireland

International Political Theory
ISBN 978-1-137-44586-5 ISBN 978-1-137-44587-2  (eBook)
DOI10.1057,/978-1-137-44587-2

Library of Congress Control Number: 2016938241

© The Editor(s) (if applicable) and The Author(s) 2016

The author(s) has/have asserted their right(s) to be identified as the author(s) of this work
in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

This work is subject to copyright. All rights are solely and exclusively licensed by the
Publisher, whether the whole or part of the material is concerned, specifically the rights of
translation, reprinting, reuse of illustrations, recitation, broadcasting, reproduction on
microfilms or in any other physical way, and transmission or information storage and retrieval,
electronic adaptation, computer software, or by similar or dissimilar methodology now
known or hereafter developed.

The use of general descriptive names, registered names, trademarks, service marks, etc. in this
publication does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are
exempt from the relevant protective laws and regulations and therefore free for general use.
The publisher, the authors and the editors are safe to assume that the advice and information
in this book are believed to be true and accurate at the date of publication. Neither the pub-
lisher nor the authors or the editors give a warranty, express or implied, with respect to the
material contained herein or for any errors or omissions that may have been made.

Cover illustration: © PAINTING / Alamy Stock Photo
Printed on acid-free paper

This Palgrave Macmillan imprint is published by Springer Nature
The registered company is Macmillan Publishers Ltd. London



This volume of essays is dedicated to Josepl Mahon, to mark his vetivement
Sfrom the National University of Ireland, Galway, where he taught
philosophy from 1968 to 2013.






ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

As editors, we would like to thank the people who have helped to make
this book possible. We would first like to acknowledge our shared debt
to the person to whom the book is dedicated, Joseph Mahon. As under-
graduate students of philosophy in the early 1990s in what was then
known as University College Galway, we had the immense good fortune
to participate in a number of Joseph’s highly engaging classes, ranging
from applied ethics, through metaethics and existentialism, to Marxism
and contemporary political theory. Like all our fellow students at that
time and many others before us, we were deeply impressed by Joseph as
a teacher of philosophy, as a thinker unafraid to address the thorniest of
moral problems, and as a man of subtle wit and clear decency. It is no
exaggeration to say that the example he set played an important role in
kindling and in subsequently maintaining our interest in ethics and politi-
cal philosophy.

We also want to thank various colleagues who kindly provided their
time and expertise in a variety of capacities. Our thanks here to Gary
Browning, David Carroll, Ruth Fletcher, Alan Kearns, Kelvin Knight,
Eve Célia Morisi, Ann V. Murphy, Paddy McQueen, Fabian Schuppert,
Jennifer Schweppe, Jeremy Watkins, and Tom Walker. We are grateful, as
well, to the authors in this volume for their commitment, creativity, and
patience.

We have benefitted from a very supportive relationship with the edito-
rial team at Palgrave. Our thanks, in particular, to Sara Crowley Vigneau,
Andrew Baird, Jemima Warren, and Imogen Gordon Clark.

vii



viii  ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

An carlier version of Chap. 7 appeared as Pettit, P. (2015) “Three
Mistakes about Democracy’, Kilikya Felsefe Dergisi, 2, 1-13. We would
like to thank the editors of Kilikya Felsefe Dergisi for their permission to
print that article in revised form.



1

CONTENTS

Introduction
Allyn Fives and Keith Breen

Part I Practical Ethics

2

3

4

5

The Role of Philosophy in Public Matters
Allyn Fives

On Philosophy’s Contribution to Public Matters: Charting
the Course of a Debate
Joseph Mahon

Abortion and the Right to Not Be Pregnant
James Edwin Mahon

Acts, Omissions, and Assisted Death: Some Reflections
on the Marie Fleming Case
Richard Hull and Annie McKeown O’Donovan

29

57

79

ix



X CONTENTS

Part II Ethical Commitment and Political Engagement 97

6 Writing as Social Disclosure: A Hundred Years Ago

and Now 99
Alasdair MacIntyre

7 Ethics, Markets, and Cultural Goods 117
Russell Keat

8 In Defence of Meaningful Work as a Public
Policy Concern 139
Keith Breen

9 Working from Both Ends: The Dual Role of Philosophy

in Research Ethics 163
Allyn Fives
Part III The Justification of Power and Resistance 185
10 Three Mistakes About Democracy 187

Philip Pettit

11 Karl Marx After a Century and a Half 201
Allen W. Wood

12 Neither Victims nor Executioners: Camus

as Public Intellectual 221
John Foley

13 Violence and Responsibility 245
Felix O Murchadha

Index 263



ABOUT THE AUTHORS

Keith Breen is Senior Lecturer in Political and Social Theory at Queen’s
University, Belfast, Northern Ireland. His general research areas are con-
temporary political and social theory, the current focus of his research
being questions of political ethics and philosophies of work and economic
organization. His other research interests include theories of modernity
and intersubjectivity, in particular the socio-political thought of Max
Weber, Hannah Arendt, Jirgen Habermas, and Alasdair MacIntyre. He
has published widely in peer-reviewed journals and is the author of Under
Weber’s Shadow: Modernity, Subjectivity and Politics in Habermas, Avendt
and MacIntyre (2012). He is also co-editor of After the Nation? Critical
Reflections on Nationalism and Postnationalism (2010) and of Freedom
and Domination: Exploving Republican Freedom (2016).

Allyn Fives is Lecturer in Political Theory in the School of Political
Science and Sociology at the National University of Ireland, Galway,
Republic of Ireland. He is the author of Political Reason: Morality and
the Public Sphere (2013) and Political and Philosophical Debates in Welfare
(2008). His newest book, on the topic of power and childhood, is forth-
coming with Manchester University Press in 2016. He has published in
peer-reviewed journals in the areas of political reason, welfare theory, the
political thought of Rawls and MacIntyre, and civic education. He is also
affiliated with the UNESCO Child and Family Research Centre and has
been involved in numerous social science studies. His social science pub-
lications have been in the areas of children’s reading self-beliefs and the
methodological and ethical questions raised by Randomized Controlled

xi



Xii ABOUT THE AUTHORS

Trials (RCTs). He teaches in the areas of political theory and research eth-
ics and is Chair of the University’s Research Ethics Committee.

John Foley is the author of From the Absurd to Revolt: The Coberence
of Camus’ Philosophical Thought (2008). He completed his PhD in
Philosophy at the National University of Ireland, Galway, in 2002, and
between 2004 and 2006 was the recipient of a post-doctoral fellowship
from the Irish Research Council for the Humanities and Social Sciences.
He has taught in Galway, Carbondale (Illinois), Aix-en-Provence, and
London. He lives in London.

Richard Hull is Lecturer in Philosophy at the National University of
Ireland, Galway, Republic of Ireland. He is the author of Deprivation
and Freedom (2007) and of numerous peer-reviewed journal articles on
freedom, disability, parental responsibility, and the doctrine of double
effect. He is Director of the Centre of Bioethical Research and Analysis
(COBRA), Ireland’s first bioethics centre, established in 2001 as part
of the Department of Philosophy, and is also a member of the National
Advisory Committee on Bioethics. He teaches in the areas of bioethics,
medical ethics, political theory, and applied philosophy.

Russell Keat is Emeritus Professor of Political Theory in the School of
Social and Political Studies at the University of Edinburgh, Scotland. His
research interests are in political theory and market economies, includ-
ing issues about the boundaries between market and non-market spheres,
consumer sovereignty and cultural goods, and the ethical implications of
market institutions and varieties of capitalism. Publications in this area
include Cultural Goods and the Limits of the Market (2000) and two col-
lections co-edited with Nick Abercrombie and Nigel Whiteley, Enterprise
Culture (1991) and The Authority of the Consumer (1994 ). Earlier research
included work on the philosophy of the social sciences (Social Theory as
Science, with John Urry, 1975/1982), Habermas’s critical theory (7he
Politics of Social Theory, 1981), and phenomenology (Understanding
Phenomenology, with Michael Hammond and Jane Howarth, 1991).

Alasdair MaclIntyre is the Rev. John A. O’Brien Senior Research
Professor of Philosophy at the University of Notre Dame, USA. He is
also a senior research fellow at the Centre for Contemporary Aristotelian
Studies in Ethics and Politics, London Metropolitan University. His major



ABOUT THE AUTHORS  xiii

publications include Edith Stein: A Philosophical Prologue, 1913-22(20006),
two volumes of his selected essays, The Tasks of Philosophy and Ethics and
Politics (2006), Dependent Rational Animals (1999), Three Rival Versions
of Moral Enquiry (1990), Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (1988), After
Virtue (1981), and A Short History of Ethics (1967). He has taught at a
number of universities, including Oxford, Manchester, Essex, Princeton,
Brandeis, Boston, Vanderbilt, Duke, and the University of Notre Dame.

James Edwin Mahon is Professor of Philosophy and Chair of the
Department of Philosophy at CUNY-Lehman College, USA. He has
taught at Washington and Lee University, Duke, and Yale. He was a visit-
ing scholar in the Faculty of Philosophy at the University of Cambridge,
a visiting fellow in the Department of Philosophy at Princeton University,
and a visiting researcher at Yale Law School. His primary research interests
are in moral philosophy, especially the nature and scope of moral duties,
the history of moral philosophy, especially Kant, Mill, twentieth-century
metaethics, and the intersection of law and applied ethics. He is the author
of Motivational Internalism and the Authority of Morvality (2011) and
his essays have appeared in What Happened in and to Moval Philosophy
in the Twentieth Century? (2013), Contemporary Media Ethics (2013),
The Philosophy of Deception (2009), Researching and Applying Metaphor
(1999), and Metaphor and Rational Discourse (1997). His articles have
appeared in the Encyclopedin of Lying and Deception, Stanford Encyclopedin
of Philosophy, The Encyclopedin of Philosophy, The British Journal for the
History of Philosophy, Kantian Review, Philosophy, The Journal of Value
Inquiry, The International Journal of Applied Philosophy, and Studies in the
History of Ethics.

Joseph Mahon was Lecturer in Philosophy at the National University of
Ireland, Galway, Republic of Ireland, from 1968 to 2013. His research
and publications have concentrated on topics in Marxism, existential-
ism, feminism, applied ethics, and cultural policy. In addition to numer-
ous journal articles, critical notices, and reviews, he has published three
sole-authored books: Simone de Beauvoir and Her Catholicism (2002),
Existentialism, Feminism, and Simone de Beawvoir (1997), and An
Introduction to Practical Ethics (1984). His articles have appeared in
Jouwrnal of Moral Education, Understanding: A Journal of Ideas, Irish
Medical Times, Philosophical Studies, History of European Ideas, Journal of



Xiv  ABOUT THE AUTHORS

Medical Ethics, Philosophy in Review, and Politico. He was also founding
editor of Understanding: A Journal of Ideas (1972-75).

Felix O Murchadha is Professor of Philosophy at the National University
of Ireland, Galway, Republic of Ireland. His areas of research include phe-
nomenology (especially Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, Ricoeur, Levinas, and
Marion), philosophy of religion, and philosophy of time and of violence.
He is the author of A Phenomenology of Christian Life: Glory and Night
(2013), The Time of Revolution: Kairos and Chronos in Heidegger (2013),
Zeit des Handelns und Moglichkeit der Verwandlung: Kaivologie und
Chronologie bes Heidegger im Jabrzehnt nach Sein und Zeit’ (1999), and
editor of Violence, Victims, Justifications: Philosophical Approaches (20006).
He has also published numerous journal articles and book chapters on his
various research interests.

Annie McKeown O’Donovan is a researcher at the National University
of Ireland, Galway, Republic of Ireland, with trans-disciplinary research
interests in the broad area of applied philosophy. She has research experi-
ence from studying on MA in Philosophy: Ethics, Culture, and Global
Change in the National University of Ireland, Galway, and on the MSc
in Equality Studies at the School of Social Justice in University College
Dublin. Her research in those programmes was primarily concerned with
the influence of political philosophy on real world issues, such as mecha-
nisms of transitional justice and solidarity in nationalism and the welfare
state. She has publications forthcoming in 2016.

Philip Pettit is Laurance S. Rockefeller University Professor of Politics
and Human Values at Princeton University, USA, and the Distinguished
Professor of Philosophy at the Australian National University, Canberra.
He works in moral and political theory and on background issues in the
philosophy of mind and metaphysics. His single-authored books include
The Robust Demands of the Good: Ethics with Attachment, Virtue, and
Respect (2015), Just Freedom: A Moral Compass for a Complex World
(2014), On the People’s Terms: A Republican Theory and Model of Democracy
(2012), Made with Words: Hobbes on Language, Mind, and Politics (2008),
Examen a Zapatero (2008), Penser en société (2004), Rules, Reasons, and
Norms (2002), A Theory of Freedom (2001), Republicanism (1997), and
The Common Mind (1996). His co-authored books include Group Agency
(with Christian List, 2011), A Political Philosophy in Public Life: Civic



ABOUT THE AUTHORS XV

Republicanism in Zapatero’s Spain (with José Marti, 2010), The Economy
of Esteem (with Geoffrey Brennan, 2004), and Mind, Morality, and
Explanation (with Frank Jackson and Michael Smith, 2004 ). He gave the
Tanner Lectures on Human Values at Berkeley in April 2015 under the
title The Birth of Ethics, which is currently in preparation for publication.

Allen W. Wood is Professor of Philosophy at Indiana University, USA. He
is the author of many articles and chapters in philosophical journals and
anthologies. His book-length publications include Immanuel Kant’s
Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals: A Commentary (with Dieter
Schonecker, 2015), The Free Development of Each: Studies in Reason,
Right, and Ethics in Classical German Philosophy (2014 ), Kantian Ethics
(2008), Kant (2004), Unsettling Obligations (2002), Kant’s Ethical
Thought (1999), Hegel’s Ethical Thought (1990), Karl Marx (1981, sec-
ond expanded edition 2004), Kant’s Rational Theology (1978, reissued
2009), and Kant’s Moral Religion (1970, reissued 2009). He is general
editor (with Paul Guyer) of the Cambridge Edition of Kant’s Writings
in English Translation, for which he has edited, translated, or otherwise
contributed to six volumes. Among the other books he has edited are
The Cambridge History of Philosophy in the Nineteenth Century (1790-
1870) (with Songsuk Susan Hahn, 2012), Fichte: Attempt at a Critique
of All Revelation (2010), Kant: Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals
(2002), Hegel: Elements of the Philosophy of Right (1991), and Self and
Nature in Kant’s Philosophy (1984). He is currently working on a book on
Fichte’s ethical thought.



CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Allyn Fives and Keith Breen

Do philosophers have a responsibility to their society that is distinct from
their responsibility to it as citizens? If so, what form does this responsibil-
ity take? It has been argued by many that philosophy has a specific contri-
bution to make to the discussion and resolution of public matters. Such
a philosophical enterprise concerns itself with issues that are of a public
rather than a purely private nature, or issues that have political rather than
simply intellectual or academic relevance. This was the conclusion of many
philosophers who began to engage in practical ethics in the 1960s and
1970s. At that time, Joseph Mahon argued that, as moral language is
used in appraising everyday practices—political, legal, religious, economic,
educational, and domestic—then philosophers should ‘concern them-
selves with these practices, and make that concern primary, pervasive and
lasting in their professional practice. It is good philosophical sense to do
so, and, ultimately, the only professional initiative that can be justified’
(Mahon 1975, pp. 10-11). The main objective of this edited volume is

A. Fives (P<)
School of Political Science and Sociology, UNESCO Child and Family Research
Centre, at the National University of Ireland, Galway, Republic of Ireland
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2 A.FIVES AND K. BREEN

to explore both what type of contribution philosophy can make to public
matters and what type of reasoning is appropriate when addressing public
matters now. These questions are addressed by leading international schol-
ars working in the fields of moral and political philosophy.

The essays in Part I of this book examine the role of philosophy in
practical ethics. It is the case that many believe philosophy is ill-equipped
to help address the fundamental challenges faced in contemporary dem-
ocratic politics. In his introductory chapter to Part I, Allyn Fives asks
whether we are caught on the horns of the following dilemma. On the
one hand, to successfully engage in critical, rational analysis one must
establish some distance with respect to the everyday world and its prevail-
ing presuppositions and practices. Does it follow that philosophers will
be too detached from political reality to have any appreciation of, and
impact on, public matters? On the other hand, if philosophers do become
engaged in practical matters, will they then lose the detachment necessary
for truly general and abstract philosophical work? In the following three
chapters, the role of philosophers in practical ethics is further explored.
Joseph Mahon investigates the contributions of philosophers to public
matters in the twentieth century and asks what this tells us about the
proper role of philosophy now. He charts the course of a debate, span-
ning more than a century, concerning the role of philosophy in practical
and applied issues, a debate marked by the prevailing influence of both
J.S. Mill and Karl Marx. James E. Mahon extends this exploration, analys-
ing the role of philosophers in debating the rights and wrongs of abortion.
In particular, he considers the impact on the field of practical ethics of
Judith Jarvis Thomson’s seminal 1971 essay on abortion and then analy-
ses the contrasting views of Thomson and Joseph Mahon on this impor-
tant and pressing topic. In their essay, Richard Hull and Annie McKeown
O’Donovan examine the case for assisted death in certain clearly defined
circumstances. Through an analysis of the distinction between acts and
omissions, they conclude that we should continue to question our tradi-
tional moral landscape and to encourage more action in the light of our
humanitarian convictions.

The essays in Part II address the issues of ethical commitment and
political engagement. Are philosophers entitled to let their ethical con-
victions influence their philosophical analyses of contemporary political
issues? Indeed, is philosophy a barren and meaningless endeavour without
such ethical commitment to provide its starting point and its parameters?
Alasdair Maclntyre takes up this theme in his analysis of the works of
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George Bernard Shaw and G.K. Chesterton and their public interventions
on the social evil of poverty. MacIntyre asks what does it matter for society
as a whole if philosophers—and, indeed, non-philosophers—no longer
presuppose answers to fundamental philosophical questions, answers pro-
vided in part by Aristotelian and Thomist accounts of the human good? It
is argued by many, in particular by liberals, that in our contemporary plu-
ralist and individualist age, citizens are entitled to disagree about the bigger
ethical questions that these philosophical accounts and traditions claim to
answer. However, in their respective essays, Russell Keat and Keith Breen
argue that ethical commitment to some account of the human good—or,
more precisely, of a plurality of human goods—is unavoidable and that
such ethical commitment is valuable when reflecting on the policy issues
of meaningful work and the state’s support for cultural goods. Returning
again to the observation that we will encounter a plurality of such ethical
commitments, Allyn Fives examines the role of philosophical analysis in
situations where ethical principles come into conflict, focusing in particu-
lar on the longstanding debates about research ethics and the institutional
review of research in universities. He argues that philosophy has a dual
role, combining the abstract and general reasoning involved in theoretical
analysis, on the one hand, with the practical reasoning required to work
through moral conflicts, on the other.

Finally, we turn to the justification of power, as well as resistance, in
Part III. What role can philosophy play in the normative justification
of power relations, distinguishing legitimate from illegitimate power?
Philip Pettit puts forward the case for a republican model of democracy.
Pettit’s argument is that such a regime is legitimate because it rests
on power relations that preserve rather than hinder individual freedom,
that is, relations of non-domination. However, throughout the modern
period many philosophers, including Marx and his followers, have ques-
tioned the very possibility of making a distinction between legitimate
and illegitimate power relations in societies structured in line with capi-
talist imperatives. In his essay, Allen W. Wood re-examines Karl Marx’s
writings on capitalism, ethics, and revolutionary activity and argues that
these writings remain necessary reading for those who hope, however
forlornly, for future human progress. In his contribution, John Foley
adds to this theme by revisiting the debate between Albert Camus
and his critics on the left, in particular Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone
de Beauvoir, over whether there can ever be a justification for political
violence. Exploring the phenomenon and lived experience of violence
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further, Felix O Murchadha then questions the very possibility of a phil-
osophical examination of violence that is not itself implicated in the very
violence it seeks to examine.

The themes and issues considered here are assuredly varied, highlight-
ing different societal problems and concerns. But while varied, these high-
lighted problems and concerns are linked insofar as they are faced by all
of us in our various roles, including our roles as (ideally) reflective persons
and responsible citizens. We therefore hope that taken together the essays
in this volume, in throwing light on what is required of us as reflective
persons and responsible citizens, illustrate the continued relevance of phi-
losophy as a discipline and of philosophical thought generally to everyday
life and practice.

REFERENCE

Mabhon, J. (1975). Philosophy and public matters. Understanding, 5, 5-11.
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CHAPTER 2

The Role of Philosophy in Public Matters

Allyn Fives

This book explores the role of philosophy in public matters and poses the
following question: does philosophical reflection have a public or political
role and, if so, what is it? In posing this question, there are good reasons
to believe we are, or appear to be, caught on the horns of a dilemma. The
appearance of dilemma arises in the following way. On the one hand, the
understanding that is ‘distinctively philosophical’ is ‘general and abstract,
rationally reflective, and concerned with what can be known through difter-
ent kinds of inquiry’ (Williams 1985, p. 1). So as to successfully engage in
such critical rational analysis, one must establish some distance with respect
to the everyday world and its prevailing presuppositions and practices. While
there are various methodological approaches taken in philosophical reflec-
tion, common to them all is a process of disengaging from the everyday
world so as to better pursue a critical rational analysis of what is taken for
granted. However, to the extent that philosophy is disengaged, will it also
be ill-suited to play a public or political role? Will philosophy be uninformed
about practical matters or too distant from those who need to be convinced
by philosophical argument, or will it lack credibility among those who are
making decisions and implementing their programmes in the public sphere?

A. Fives
School of Political Science and Sociology and UNESCO Child and Family
Research Centre at the National University of Ireland, Galway, Republic of Ireland
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On the other hand, some philosophers have called for a direct engage-
ment in public matters, if philosophy is ever to be successful in attempts
to persuade or actively collaborate with those who hold office, fill pub-
lic roles, or agitate for public reform (Wolff 2011). However, again this
seems problematic, for such direct public involvement, it can be argued,
is antithetical to the philosophical disengagement required for critical
rational analysis in general and also, specifically, for the impartial and dis-
passionate analysis of social mores and social injustices, as well as for the
critique of ideology and its distorting effects on human consciousness.
Can we remove ourselves from the horns of this dilemma? Is it possible to
combine philosophical reflection with political engagement? Can the type
of philosophical disengagement required for critical reflection somehow
be made compatible with active involvement in public matters?

The contributors to this volume endeavour to answer questions of this
sort, and each attempts to demonstrate how philosophy can engage with
public matters. In doing so, the contributors are continuing a tradition
of philosophical engagement with public matters that is, in one sense, as
old as philosophy itself. It is a tradition that can be traced from classical
Athens right up to revolutionary and reformist writers of the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries and beyond. However, we can only undertake
politically engaged philosophy if we take into consideration why many
philosophers rejected such a project during the last century. It was argued
that while philosophical reflection can help improve the concepts used in
public debate, it is singularly ill-suited to play any role in resolving the sub-
stantive issues raised in such debates. What is more, it was argued, when
philosophers stray beyond these limits, they are prone to make meaning-
less statements (philosophical nonsense) and also to promote a political
environment hostile to critical rational enquiry.

In this chapter, I will first outline the reasons why many philosophers
argued that they had only a restricted role in public matters. I will then look
at subsequent efforts to expand that role. First, many philosophers began
to make substantive normative arguments, promoting a particular type of
society or a particular resolution to one of society’s problems. And, second,
some philosophers left the campus behind, entered the public arena, and
tried to sway and influence people and events, whether as public commen-
tators or as members of committees. Two themes will be central to this
discussion. Because of the diversity of philosophical doctrines, there is no
one distinctively philosophical approach to public matters, and philosophers
employ different and perhaps incompatible methodological approaches.
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Second, there is a diversity of moral considerations appropriate to public
matters, and it is possible for these to come into conflict in any one instance.
Given the diversity of methods and the possibility for moral conflict, how
can philosophers engage in public matters in a way that is meaningful?

1 Pamn.osoray AS CONCEPTUAL IMPROVEMENT

As we have seen already, for one school of thought philosophy should
play only a limited role in public matters. I want to draw attention to
two versions of this argument. The first, and perhaps the more extreme,
derives from the work of Ludwig Wittgenstein and A.J. Ayer. They make a
distinction between ethics, on the one hand, and science and philosophy,
on the other. In his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (1921), Wittgenstein
concluded by stating that ‘What we cannot speak about we must pass over
in silence’ (1921, § 7, p. 89). While the propositions of mathematics and
the empirical sciences can convey definite cognitive information, ethical
and moral statements cannot. Therefore, ‘it is clear that ethics cannot be
put into words’ (1921, § 6.42, p. 86).

A similar distinction is made in A.J. Ayer’s Language, Truth and Logic
(1946). It was an overriding aim of that book to identify and reject what
Ayer referred to as ‘metaphysical nonsense’:

For we shall maintain that no statement which refers to a ‘reality’ tran-
scending the limits of all sense-experience can possibly have any literal sig-
nificance; from which it must follow that the labours of those who have
striven to describe such a reality have all been devoted to the production of
nonsense (Ayer 1946, p. 34).

Ayer argued that a proposition is meaningful, if and only if, it can be
empirically verified, whether directly through observations or indirectly
based in part on observations and also analytic statements (Ayer 1946,
p. 13). In contrast, many statements made about moral and ethical issues
cannot be empirically verified and therefore, he believed, are nonsense.
There are good reasons to question the assumptions of Ayer and
other logical positivists, in particular the view that meaningful statements
are those that can be empirically verified. For example, Karl Popper
attempted to show that empirical science does not progress through
efforts to verify statements, but rather through efforts to show that a null
hypothesis can be falsified or refuted (Popper 1963, p. 51). Indeed, by
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1959 Ayer conceded it was no longer possible to maintain his distinction
between meaningful statements and metaphysical nonsense (Ayer 1959,
pp. 15-16).

Others who are broadly sympathetic with the idea that philosophy
should play a minor role in public matters do not rest this argument on
an account of metaphysical nonsense. They believe philosophy can play
a role in our reflection on ethical matters, although this is the limited
role of conceptual improvement. This argument is based on a metaethi-
cal account of what we are doing when we make moral judgements. It is
argued, the improvement of concepts is pursued ‘in the interests of clarity
and coherence ... Coherence means either consistency or, more strongly,
positive logical connection; and clarity is an aid to understanding and to
the avoidance of intellectual confusion’ (Raphael 1970, p. 20). Philosophy
cannot and therefore should not attempt to go on to play the further
role of ‘critical evaluation of beliefs’; that is, ‘the attempt to give ratio-
nal grounds for accepting or rejecting beliefs which we normally take for
granted’ (Raphael 1970, p. 4). Thus, philosophy can play a negative role
with respect to our moral beliefs, as conceptual analysis can show if beliefs
are based on logical incoherence and/or lack of clarity; but philosophy
cannot go on to play a positive role and identify what moral beliefs are valid
or should be accepted.

It is assumed that philosophy cannot play this second, broader, role
because of a particular metaethical view of moral judgement. For emotiv-
ists, when we use moral language, we express attitudes (Stevenson 1944;
Hudson 1983 [1970]). For instance, when people conclude that poverty
is an injustice, they are expressing their disapproval of poverty and the
social, economic, and political contexts in which it arises. Those who, in
contrast, believe that poverty is unfortunate, but that its presence is not
sufficient evidence of injustice, are also expressing an attitude. Because
competing views in public debates are based in large part on different and
incompatible attitudes, philosophy cannot tell us which of the compet-
ing ethical views is correct. Philosophy can tell us if a moral judgement is
based on conceptual confusion, because this is a matter of philosophical
analysis, but it cannot tell us if the attitudes expressed in a moral judge-
ment are correct, because attitudes cannot be either correct or incorrect.

What are the considerations motivating this approach to philosophy?
This approach goes back to David Hume’s distinction between the two
sources of knowledge, what is now referred to as ‘Hume’s fork” (Hudson
1983 [1970]). For Hume, we can have knowledge through empirical
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observation and experience and also through logical analysis, but we can-
not have knowledge of what is, morally speaking, right and wrong, as this
instead is a matter of the passions. In moral matters, reason does play a
role, but it is a secondary, supportive role to the passions: ‘Reason is and
ought only to be the slave of the passions’ (Hume 1969 [1739-1740],
Book 2, Part I11, § 3, p. 462). Morality does not consist merely in a matter
of fact or in rational principles (Hume 1969 [1739-1740], Book 3, Part I,
§1, p. 521). Rather, it is a matter of sentiment, disapprobation or approba-
tion, and it is an object of feeling, not an object of thought.

What we have said so far about emotivists is based on a distinction
between different facets of moral judgements, namely, the parts that are
and are not susceptible to rational analysis. On the basis of this distinc-
tion, emotivists do not contend that normative judgements fall outside the
category of statements that are meaningful, unlike Ayer and Wittgenstein.
Rather, they argue that in making moral judgements there is some non-
rational remainder, that is, the expression of an attitude that cannot itself
be given a rational justification. We can rationally analyse the logical con-
sistency of a judgement and we can rationally analyse the beliefs a per-
son has about a state of affairs, but a person’s attitudes cannot be either
rational or irrational (Stevenson 1944). Many may agree there is a non-
rational remainder in moral judgement, but the real issue here is where
that line should be drawn. While some conclude that only a narrow sphere
of moral judgement is susceptible to rational analysis, others conclude that
the sphere of reason is broader, and the majority of the contributors to this
volume take the latter view.

Ayer’s distinction between meaningful statements and metaphysical
nonsense is unhelpful now, as it simply categorizes normative judgements
as meaningless. Nonetheless, rational argumentation presupposes a dis-
tinction between statements that can and cannot be rationally justified,
and in practice, some normative judgements will fall on the wrong side
of this dividing line. What we can say is that the statements of philosophy
should be meaningful, including philosophical statements about substan-
tive normative issues, and that philosophy is a rational enterprise, whatever
way we construe the term rational. Therefore, in principle, it must be
possible to offer rational considerations in support of philosophical state-
ments, as well as rational considerations that could cast doubt on philo-
sophical statements. If we accept these basic assumptions, then we can say
that statements are not meaningful when no rational considerations can be
offered to support or to cast doubt on them. We will return to this below.



12 A FIVES

2 PoriticaL LEGITIMACY

I turn now from the question of the proper limits of philosophy to the
question of political legitimacy. I will not be able to address the very
important question of what makes power legitimate, a question addressed
in particular by republican theorists such as Philip Pettit (see Chap. 10).
Instead, I want to explore whether there is a connection—and, if so, what
type of connection—between the type of philosophical engagement in
public matters, on the one hand, and the type of political regime in exis-
tence, on the other. The implication of what we have said so far is that
some of the statements made by philosophers about moral issues may not
be meaningful, and also that philosophers may be unaware that what they
have stated cannot be supported by or called into question by rational
considerations. Is there some necessary connection between such mean-
ingless engagement by philosophers and a politics that suppresses, rather
than fosters, critical engagement in public matters?

We could proceed here by way of examples, both that of Nazi Germany
and the Soviet Union. Firstly, Jonathan Glover has drawn a connection
between Martin Heidegger’s approach to philosophical reflection and the
totalitarian politics of the regime he gave support to. Heidegger’s real
crime, Glover concludes,

is about undermining philosophy’s role in developing a climate of critical
thought. His books are an embodiment of the idea that philosophy is an
impenetrable fog, in which ideas not clearly understood have to be taken
on trust ... Deference is encouraged by having to take it on trust that the
obscure means something important (Glover 2001, pp. 375-3706).

Glover quotes a long segment from Heidegger’s Being and Time that,
Glover argues, represents Heidegger’s trademark ‘inarticulate complexity’
and ‘blurred’ thinking. Glover also believes that Heidegger’s approach
to philosophy had a parallel in the political statements he made. Just as
Heidegger believed we should defer to tradition in our thought, in politics
he called for deference to authority, rather than a rational justification of
the authority of the state: ‘Let not propositions and “ideas” be the rules of
your Being. The Fuhrer alone is the present and the future German reality
and its law’ (Heidegger, quoted in Glover 2001, p. 369).

However, there is another way to interpret the example of Heidegger.
His was an effort to rehabilitate prejudice, that is, to reject the supremacy
of reason in Enlightenment thought and instead to affirm the supremacy
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of presuppositions that are not themselves justified by reason (Gadamer
1989 [1975]). In addition, his work can be seen as a radical or extreme
form of scepticism and as an alternative to both totalitarian and liberal-
democratic politics. While the Nazis were guilty of a form of violence that
led to an aestheticization or eroticization of violence, violence as an end
in itself, liberal democrats are guilty of a different type of violence, one
that forces reality to conform to a universal conceptual system. What lies
between these two extremes is a type of philosophical engagement, one
derived from the work of Heidegger and others, including Derrida, ‘in
which boundaries are destroyed’, as suggested by O Murchadha, ‘in order
to interrupt and suspend norms, set aside boundaries, and release self and
other to the vulnerability of their own being’ (see Chap. 13).

A second example is the justifications offered for various forms of
Marxist communism. In many instances, they were not meaningful, in
the sense I have used here, as no rational considerations could be offered
to support or to cast doubt on them. For example, G.A. Cohen had once
believed that Marxist communism was justified by any and all moral con-
siderations, and therefore objections to socialism must be based on an
undisclosed class interest of those making the objections (Cohen 1995,
pp. 5-6). Although Cohen came to realize that he had been mistaken
to take this view, his original position was that it was unnecessary and
pointless to offer rational justifications for the Marxist view of commu-
nism. What are the political implications of such an approach to phi-
losophy? One possible implication is a regime that forbids and crushes
dissent because, it is claimed, all such dissent is based on overt or covert
class interest. For instance, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn was imprisoned in a
labour camp (Gulay) for the reason that his private letters were found
to contain statements critical of Stalin’s rule. Although later, during the
Khrushchev era, Solzhenitsyn did publish an account of his time in the
Gulag in the November 1961 issue of Novy Mir, he was prevented from
publishing further accounts of his experiences, in the Gulag and internal
exile, and was forced into exile abroad as a dissident (Solzhenitsyn 1973;
Thomas 1999).

Solzhenitsyn is rightly seen as an individual possessing many of the vir-
tues required of a public intellectual, not least, commitment to disclos-
ing the wrongs done on behalf of a regime. But the example leaves many
questions unanswered. First, it does not establish definitively that revo-
lutionary regimes lack legitimacy or that philosophers should not sup-
port revolutionary movements. Although Albert Camus, among others,
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