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The collection of five articles in this themed issue of the KEMANUSIAAN the Asian Journal of Humanities (KAJH) presents philosophical research revolving around the theme of solidarity. How to think this theme? We can understand it as referring to relations of mutuality. Now the two terms “relation” and “mutuality” already invoke and cluster together a complex network of concepts, logics, histories and etymologies, each requiring further theoretical, maybe rigorous, meditation. What happens when the terms are combined together? What is at stake and what is being questioned? What logos is being solidified and what aporias, in turn, leak out?

Certainly what is being proposed through this phrasal juxtaposition is a particular category of relation and, by extension, a particular category of relationality, a particular possibility of connection, connectivity and connectedness. There are many categories of relations, many types of relationships, but what is at stake in solidarity is mutuality, commonality, kinship. And perhaps we can go further, through that audacious speculative step that every philosopher knows too well, by asking whether every relation, be it between terms that are concrete, abstract, human or non-human, always refers to some mutuality because the actualisation of any relation necessarily requires beforehand some willingness to reciprocate, some open ground preparing for the possibility of bonding. As it has been said again and again, through a thematic thread as old as philosophical thinking itself, that negation is never negative enough. Perhaps there can never be complete non-mutuality in relationality, even for positions of complete negation, opposition or indifference. Every difference, every dilemma, every alterity, even every aporia, always becomes itself with respect to some common structure, some mutual category shared by each side. Yin always partly belongs to Yang, and vice-versa. Black and white, while different and opposed to one another, are both still colours. An opposition is always with respect to some explicitly or implicitly agreed issue. We are different with respect to features that we already share. So every relation is always already, in the background, one of mutuality. There is a redundancy in the phrase “relation of mutuality” because the second term is already semantically embedded in the first. To use the Kantian terminology, we are speaking of an analytic truth when we say that a relation is mutual.

Relation of mutuality: but the very possibility of a phrasal juxtaposition implies a necessary separateness and otherness with respect to the terms. The possibility of a relation, the condition for there to be relationality, assumes beforehand the possible failure of rapport. It makes no sense to connect two terms together without not only this presumption of separation but also the possible breakdown in rapport. It makes no sense to place “mutuality” alongside “relation” if each term was already completely semantically subservient to the other and if there did not already exist this risk of relational disappointment. Relationalities that are always already mutual and always succeed in their mutuality would have no meaning. With the possible formation of this phrasal juxtaposition, perhaps with the formation of any phrasal juxtaposition, some obscure dynamic is at play, one that at times seeks to collapse the two terms together into one and at other times seeks to repel them as far away as possible.

We can reiterate the problematic in another way. This strange dialectic between relationality and mutuality points to one of the essential aporias that makes, creates and regulates the philosophical question of solidarity. Much will be gained of our understanding of this question once we apprehend that what is at stake there is some irresolvable double bind between two opposing and ancient exigencies of ontology, each dating back to the pre-Socratic origins of philosophical thinking. On one hand, there is the demand for unity, for perceiving the unification of disparate constituent elements into some structured solidarity, some community, some universalism. We cannot conceive the question of solidarity without this will to oneness. On the other hand, there is the exigency to recognise the diversity of Being, for a solidarity can only be constructed out of fundamentally separated and solitary elements. On one hand, we have the united sphere of Being in all its closed security as conceived by Parmenides and, on the other hand, we have the ever-shifting vicissitudes of a free and sovereign alterity of becoming as conceived by Heraclitus.

How then to achieve some philosophical synthesis? How to think of the Many without reducing it merely to the One? How to think a plurality, any plurality, without transforming it into some substantial and exclusive identity? How to think solidarity without the firm solidity of some centre? It would not be too audacious to note that each of the five articles in this themed issue of KAJH seeks to grapple, either directly or indirectly, sometimes even unconsciously, with this essential question of solidarity. The article by Lok Chong Hoe, a philosopher based at Universiti Sains Malaysia, Penang, Malaysia, analyses and tries to move beyond attempts at defining art through essentialist, anti-essentialist and institutional theory philosophies. For Lok, the traditional approach of essentialist aesthetics fails to offer the necessary and sufficient properties of art because the given criteria always end up being too narrow and/or too broad. One alternative examined by Lok is the relationist aesthetics of institutional theory, which claims that the common characteristic of all art works—a characteristic that cannot just be extracted by examining the works themselves—is some kind of relationship awarded by certain institutions of society or by certain people acting on behalf of those institutions. According to Lok, this relationist aesthetics provides only the necessary but not the sufficient conditions for art—exceptions abound, and the theory fails to explain the failure of some institutional efforts at conferring the status of art onto certain artifacts. Moreover, since the beginning of the 20th century, there have been movements, like Dadaism, and works, such as the ready-mades of Marcel Duchamp and Andy Warhol, that challenged this majoritarian view of art. Lok partially agrees with the anti-essentialist aesthetics that understands art as similar to a game or an open concept capable of incorporating novel and different objects or activities. Since the expansion of the definition of art, as witnessed from the past one hundred years in history, might end up carrying indefinitely, then the task of essentialism is bound to fail. This idea of art as an open concept does not however immediately contradict the essentialist project. The existence of common features is still possible, hand in hand with the empirical observation of continuous innovation. Lok examines the possibility of taking political activism as works of art. He produces a novel consideration of the political activities of Umsonst in Berlin and Hamburg, and the Occupy movement all around the world. For those cases, the question is not just to view political activism from an aesthetic viewpoint but, more radically, to consider the activity itself as art, even when the participants do not see themselves as artists, even when the protests serve no properly aesthetic function, and even when the audience do not see the activism as some performance art piece. Lok argues that, without destroying the mental distinction between art and non-art, radical politics obliterates the physical separation between art and its environment and between artistic creation and every day happenings. Art thenceforth becomes an extension of daily life and enters into the everyday space of life where creativity is conventionally absent.

The contribution by Eda Lou Ochangco, a philosopher based at Far Eastern University in Manila, the Philippines, examines and compares Karl Marx and Amartya Sen’s philosophical analyses of freedom, particularly in relation to the role of political institutions and rights. Marx provides no systematic ideas on freedom in his works but Ochangco argues that strong positions and a philosophical framework on the issues can be teased out from his writings. A Marxian conception of freedom can be extracted via the philosopher’s explication of “species-being,” a universal being with free conscious activity and free of the alienated existence imposed by capitalist market system, private property, and the division of labour. As conceived by Ochangco’s reading of Marx, this free species-being stands in opposition to the slave class of workers who lack the positive freedom to, for example, hunt, fish and rear cattle. The only route towards true emancipation would be to abolish the powerful yet repressive capitalist institutions and the so-called rights that impede liberty, with the ultimate aim of establishing a communist society. The philosopher and Nobel laureate Amartya Sen understands freedom in terms of agency or, to be precise, in terms of functionings and capabilities to achieve things that the agents themselves value and would want to happen in their lives. What is crucial here is the notion of men and women as agents who can form objectives and have them realised. The agents should be able to influence the world via the communicative construction of social values and the positive empowerment of certain rights, which is enabled through the existence of desirable options and substantive opportunities and social arrangements understood in the language of rights and instrumental freedoms. Ochangco points out that both Marx and Sen’s conceptions of freedom are, among others, similar in that they see the success of life in terms of fulfilling the needed human undertakings in order to enhance species-being or functionings. They both see men and women as worthy of a certain level of free existence, which is the active and willing participation in life activities without coercion. However, Sen was more focused on the positive role of political institutions and public policy that safeguard rights. In the Marxian view, such institutions do not reject outright the probability of some non-communist political conception that is partial to the capitalist domination of private property, free market and the division of labour. Marx would see the imposition of such political rights not as emancipation but a reduction, for they are the rights desired by the egoist who is separated from other human beings. For Marx, it is not individual interest that should be safeguarded as many institutions can hamper freedom if their operations are left unchecked. A Marxian conception of freedom would like to see a limitation of specific rights, especially property rights so that each and every species-being shares and enjoys the commons.

The article by Peter Chong-Beng Gan, a philosopher based at Universiti Sains Malaysia, takes as its central thesis the existence of an objective, rational and evidence-based ethics that can form the foundation of solidarity within communities of various multiplicities, particularly within multi-religious polities. Such an ethics forms the sovereign and authoritative point of reference, above doctrinal religious edicts, on whether actions or beliefs are right or wrong. This does not mean that religion is always at odds with rational ethics when it comes to the moral appraisals. Gan notes that even though we should caution ourselves against any excesses in morally-perverse religious activities, faith-based beliefs and actions as such need not violate ethics. Gan turns to the thesis of moral evidentialism in order to explicate what he means by an objective rational ethics. This thesis, which links the morality of convictions with deliberatively-rational evidence for them, is often associated with a text by the English philosopher William Clifford. Since the moral truths of religious beliefs are amenable to evidential justification, then beliefs that lead to moral evil can never be evidentially supported. So ethically indefensible religious beliefs must be rejected. Nevertheless, ethical beliefs can originate from either religious or nonreligious sources. Gan agrees with Kant’s recognition of religion as filling a lack near the boundaries of moral reason by infusing final meaning to life as well as encouraging adherence to moral law. But since religion can also bring illusion, superstition and fanaticism, it should be tempered with self-caution as well as rational and evidence-based critiques. Between, on one hand, objective and universal principles of reason and, on the other hand, the devotional and subjective enterprise of religion, some equilibrium must be located. Solidarity within a multi-religious society can only be fostered by keeping the lines of dialogue open that, in turn, is only possible based on the principle, as noted in the title of Gan’s article, that ethics precedes religious beliefs.

The article by Wu Shiu-Ching, a philosopher based at the National Chung-Chen University in Chai-Yi, Taiwan, demonstrates a complementary relation and convergence between the fundamental ontology of authentic Mitsein given by Martin Heidegger and the normativity given in the recent field of care ethics. Even though Heidegger never provides any explicit systematic ethics in his book—what is more an ethics of care—he does conceive ethics as derived from ethos (a derivation whose circularity compares with the famous hermeneutic circle), which is the ontological abode of being wherein Dasein always-already dwells and encounters him/herself, the world and others. The concepts of Sorge (authentic care) and Fürsorge (concern for others) in Heidegger’s thinking underscore the primacy of an ontology of dependence over independence. This fundamental ontology challenges the dominance of the modern Cartesian subject-ego and replaces it with an alternative thinking of Dasein as primordially and always-already Mitsein, a Dasein engaged in being-in-the-world that is heedful and careful of things in order to serve others. The relationship of Mitsein, which is ontologically prior to other modes of relationships, is the ontological precondition for care—which connects with the field of care ethics. Both care ethics and Heidegger’s fundamental ontology criticise the modern doctrine of the Cartesian subject that prioritises individuals and autonomy at the expense of relationships and concern for the other. The main difference between care ethics and mainstream moral theories is that the former is based upon the caring relationship as its starting point whereas the latter prioritises moral subjects along with their individual intensions, motives, dispositions and virtues. Wu provides five major characteristics of care ethics and furthermore argues that the ontological encounter of Mitsein could have been inspired by an account of care ethics resulting from the engagement in taking care in the familiarity of everydayness, particularly in the ontic caring practice of oneself and of others in the abode of the everyday, starting from the home and family life. Empathy and social welfare is based on the relational ontological constitution of Dasein as Mitsein and care. Care ethicists can supplement their framework with Heidegger, and the various Heideggerian concepts of Sorge and Fürsorge can be enriched with the approach of care ethics. Wu provides extensive meditations on the Heideggerian difference between authentic and inauthentic care, and she relates this difference to the issue of the wrongful caring practices in the phenomena of spoiled children and helicopter parenting.

Through close readings of Edith Stein’s philosophy and a text by Benedict XVI, the contribution by Maybelle Marie O. Padua, a philosopher based at Far Eastern University in the Philippines, thinks through the question of community and its connection to solidarity. Underscored by both Stein and Benedict XVI is the essential relational character and natural connectedness of human beings, which is already there in the event of birth from the mother’s womb and continues with the family, the village, the tribe, and so on. We are not self-sufficient strangers in a random universe but subjects who live side by side with one another. For Stein, being is essentially being-with and Benedict XVI writes of the anthropological unification, motivated by charity and love, of all humans on a global scale into a single solidarity through a transcendent communion with God. From her readings of Stein and Benedict XVI, Padua offers a framework for approaching the structure of community and its relation to the individual persons forming it. What is crucial for Stein is the act of empathy that permits one individual to become inwardly aware of other subjects. The fundamental characteristic for community is the reciprocal openness of individuals to each other and the living experience of one in the other through solidarity. Stein likens a community to an individual person, with its own personality, character, development and genetic constitution. A community contains a lifepower that relates to the individual lifepowers of its constituents as well as those who stand outside that community. Strengthening that lifepower, solidarity unites a plurality of subjects, and the carrier of an individual life realises itself by means of other subjects within the community. This will to solidarity is important to counter the false understanding of social development that regards people as not fundamentally ordered to relation.

Again and again we encounter in these articles this essential question of solidarity and this theme of immanent closure versus open multiplicity. In Lok, we see it in the opposition between essentialism and anti-essentialism, and also in the thorny philosophical task of constructing some unified understanding of art amidst all the continuous innovation from the past century. In Ochangco, we see it in the difficulties and dilemmas of constructing a political and economic system that does not lead to oppression or impede human freedom. In Gan, we see it in his proposal of a rationalist and evidence-based ethics becoming a universalist solution to the task of making moral appraisals within a multi-religious community. In Wu, we see it the critique by Heidegger and by care ethicists of classical Cartesian metaphysics in favour of an ontological framework that begins first and foremost with the everyday care relations with the other. In Padua, we see it in the reconstruction of Stein and Benedict XVI’s analysis on the relation of solidarity that connects communities with their members, as well as the role of communal lifepower. The viewpoints addressed here by the authors—two from Malaysia, two from the Philippines, and one from Taiwan—range from ethical, political, aesthetic, epistemological, ontological, metaphysical and phenomenological. But I will resist the all-to-easy gesture of trying to directly relate the diversity of author backgrounds and methodologies here with the theme of this issue. Instead, let me end by relating this question of solidarity to one concrete and contemporary manifestation, which might not only entice further philosophical invocations but also counter the banal complaint about philosophy being too abstract for everyday use. Why does the real world need a deeper understanding of solidarity? Certainly it points to an arche-concept and episteme that is as old as thinking and living itself, as well as relates to a host of profound and tangible experiences that intersect with all manners of human thinking. On the micro-level, solidarity occurs when we fall in love, make a friend, or establish some mutual manner of human connection with another person or entity. On the macro-level, it takes place in and through every form of organisation and institution, such as the family, the city, the firm, the nation-state and so on. And even the university. We aim for solidarity with the formation of various supranational unions, such as the United Nations, the European Union, and the recently established ASEAN economic community. Solidarity happens when we identify with a particular race, ethnicity, religion, gender, class, sexuality, political ideology, or system of ethics—and it becomes an issue when such homophilic preferences lead to segregation.

So solidarity refers to something ontologically profound and primordial. But perhaps the very ontological coordinates for the possibility of mutual relationality has been changing recently due to various disruptions that have made themselves felt, which are too many to recount sufficiently here. Take for example the various technological advances in information and computational technology, and the related sociological, political, economic and possibly ontological aftershocks. We can ask ourselves whether some event has taken place in the nature of solidarity when, instead of establishing human connections the traditional way, we now resort to “friend” or “follow” some Facebook, Twitter, Weibo, Google+, WhatsApp, WeChat, LinkedIn, Line, Reddit, or Instagram account, even with the likelihood of that account being operated not by a human person but by some automated botnet. What does it mean to have 1,000 friends on Facebook, and how think of that grouping of friends and networked multiplicity of friendships and acquaintances? Are we speaking of a fundamentally different solidarity when we “like,” “favourite,” “♥,” “BFF” or “bae” someone or something on social media? What form of solidarity is a webbed cluster of independent agents compared to, for example, a village, a firm or a nation-state? And might not any agent be understood in itself as a webbed cluster? This ontological structure of relationality might have been overturned by more decentralised and networked forms of operational associations and tribal adherences, particularly with internet technologies that reduce transaction costs and thus, as an updated demonstration of Coase’s Theorem, break open group boundaries and necessitate the functioning of peer-to-peer networks of association and production, such as those that we see in social media; Wikipedia; Uber; blockchain systems; Airbnb; decentralised networks of drone and Internet-of-Things devices; Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs); and large-scale open source projects—with the latter two even threatening to render obsolete the current operational paradigm of the university and academia as we know it in both the arenas of teaching and research. To return to dichotomy I mentioned earlier, what is at stake here is not just the reality of mutual relationality itself, but also another kind of non-structured entity that lacks a centre and is located outside the spectrum of unity-versus-multiplicity, a new “relation without relation” that just might reconfigure our very understanding of being itself and, by extension, of philosophy itself as a mode of thought that constantly seeks to rethink itself. Here we have a possibility of diagonalising through the ancient One-versus-Many binary opposition that we have inherited from the pre-Socratics. A tantalising idea that invites further thought, but I will end here.

Let me express my gratitude to Penerbit Universiti Sains Malaysia (USM Press) and to the Editor-in-Chief of KAJH, Associate Professor Dr. Hajar Abdul Rahim, for all their guidance and help in preparing this issue. Three of the articles here had their origins as presentations in a colloquium between the School of Humanities, Universiti Sains Malaysia, and Far Eastern University, the Philippines in February 2013, and I would like thank all the participants. Most of all, I am grateful to the reviewers, all of them prominent academics and researchers from around the globe, for their constructive comments and contributions.
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Abstract. This paper investigates the major weaknesses in essentialist art theories including a transformed new version known as the institutional theory. Proponents of the institutional theory like Danto and Dickie believe that the essence of art is a relational (rather than physical) property, with Dickie arguing that the two common characteristics are: (i) the work must be an artefact; and (ii) there must be someone or institution that confers on it the status of object for appreciation. I will show that such institutional theories may describe a necessary property, but never the sufficient property of art. This means that like traditional essentialist theories, they (also) fail to identify the essence of art. I will then argue in support of Morris Weitz’s claim that art is an open concept, and its capacity for incorporating very novel and different objects or activities makes it impossible (and a waste of effort) to describe the necessary and sufficient conditions of art.

Keywords and phrases: essence, necessary and sufficient properties, essentialist definition, institutional theory of art, open concept

Traditional Essentialist Theories of Art

Aesthetic theories have in the past attempted to define art by a description of its necessary and sufficient properties. It was hoped that these essential properties will then enable us to differentiate art from other things or activities. Traditionally, essentialist theorists have adopted three possible strategies. Firstly, a theory could describe a particular feature or characteristic found in works of art, and then consider it as both the necessary and sufficient property of art (Collingwood’s theory of expression, and Bell’s theory of Significant Form, are good examples of this kind of theory). Secondly, a theory could list a set of characteristics—claiming each characteristic as necessary, and the entire set as sufficient, for something to be a work of art (Aristotle’s definition of tragedy, which can be extended into a full-blown theory of art, is the best example here). And thirdly, a theory could list a set of characteristics so that possessing any one of these characteristics is sufficient for something to be regarded as art (Plato’s theory, which I will describe below, is an example of this). I shall call these the traditional essentialist theories of art, to differentiate them from the institutional theory of art which does not focus on features or characteristics that are visible on works of art.

Now both Plato and Aristotle consider art as one form of mimesis (imitation)—and by describing the kind of mimesis that art is engaged in, we also describe the necessary and sufficient properties of art. In the case of Plato mimesis includes: (i) reproducing the speeches, tones and gestures of another person; (ii) making an accurate copy or likeness of the real thing; (iii) impersonating somebody; and (iv) representing men in action (see Plato, Republic X, 597e, 598 b–c, Republic II, 377e, and Republic III, 393a–b; see also Lok 2007, 120–122 ). This is supposed to be a list of the sufficient conditions of art, for any art form (or artwork) must fit at least one of these four kinds of mimesis. Aristotle (who started as one of Plato’s students) did not draw out an essentialist definition of art, but he did so for one form of art (i.e., tragedy) which some Aristotelians argue could be stretched or extended into a full-blown definition of art. Aristotle defines tragedy (one form of art) by the six elements of plot, character, thought, diction, melody and spectacle. But Eva Schaper (see Schaper 1968, 79–115; and Lok 2010, 124–145) has derived six essential features in art from Aristotle’s six elements of tragedy—plot was extended to theme (like plot in tragedy, theme allows us to see the various parts of an artwork as “hanging together” or forming a coherent whole), character to internal integrity (in tragedy character or settled disposition coordinates the actions of the dramatis personae, while in the other art forms components or parts are coordinated through internal integrity to form an intelligible whole), thought to artistic symbolism (in tragedy words and verbal expressions point beyond themselves to thoughts, while in the other arts certain features may evoke feelings and mental states—a process we consider as symbolism in the arts), diction to the means of articulation (in tragedy diction is employed as the means for making the plot evident to the audience, while in the other arts paint, marble, bronze, wood, sounds, etc., may be the means for articulating the work and making it evident to the spectators), melody to devices meant for separating the artwork from its surrounding environment (because melodic expression is strange and very different from daily discourse, it separates the tragic drama from its surroundings so that it is not seen as an extension of daily life—the other arts employ different devices to achieve the same aim, such as pedestals in sculptures, frames in paintings, musical timing in music, etc.), and spectacle is extended to the requirement of presentational immediacy (which spectacle stresses the requirement for the tragic play to be presented to the audience, other arts must also satisfy this requirement of being able to be presented to the senses of its audience). By extending Aristotle’s theory on tragedy to a theory on art, Aristotelians like Schaper are able to claim that Aristotle actually has a full-blown theory of art which describes the necessary and sufficient properties (of art).

But essentialism is not confined to those who consider art as a form of mimesis. Expression theorists can also be considered as proponents of essentialism in art. R. G. Collingwood believes that the artist will discover what his emotion is in the process of creating his artwork. In other words, the creation of the artist’s work and clarification (or self-discovery) of his emotions are one and the same process (see Collingwood 1958, 122–123). This is certainly an essentialist definition—for (according to Collingwood) any artwork must necessarily satisfy this condition, and anything that fulfills this condition is art. In fact works of craft cannot satisfy this condition, because the craftsman will try to employ the best means to attain an end which is already known to him—a carpenter knows how his chair would look like before applying the best means for producing it. There is therefore no expression, because expression entails that the artist does not know the end, and only the process of creating the artwork could bring the end to light (i.e., he then knows the nature of his emotion, or what his emotion actually is). And expression (the process of expressing oneself) is the necessary and sufficient condition of art. However, the clearest case of an essentialist definition is provided by Clive Bell (Bell 1958, 17–18) on art as Significant Form:


For either all works of visual art have some common quality, or when we speak of “works of art” we gibber. Everyone speaks of “art,” making a mental classification by which he distinguishes the class “works of art” from all other classes. What is the justification of this classification? What is the quality common and peculiar to all members of this class? Whatever it be, no doubt it is often found in company with other qualities; but they are adventitious—it is essential. There must be some one quality without which a work of art cannot exist; possessing which, in the least degree, no work is altogether worthless. What is this quality? What quality is shared by all objects that provoke our aesthetic emotion? What quality is common to Sta. Sophia and the windows at Chartres, Mexican sculpture, a Persian bowl, Chinese carpets, Giotto’s frescoes at Padua, and the masterpieces of Poussin, Piero della Francesca, and Cezanne? Only one answer seems possible—significant form. In each, lines and colors combined in a particular way, certain forms and relation of forms, stir our aesthetic emotion. These relations and combinations of lines and colors, these aesthetically moving forms, I call “Significant Form“; and “Significant Form” is the quality common to all works of visual art.



Bell has introduced his essentialist definition of art in a more lucid way than anyone else. “Significant Form” (or the combination and relation of certain lines, forms and colours) is the necessary and sufficient feature in every work of art—it will be found in combination with other features, but they are only accidental features which are not essential to artworks; while Significant Form is definitely essential and to be found in each and every work of art. And anything that has Significant Form must be a work of art (in other words it is also the sufficient condition of art-hood). Examples of such essentialist definitions (or theories) of art can be multiplied—but I have already mentioned a sufficient number of these theories, and describe more examples would be quite redundant.

Problems with Essentialist Theories of Art and “Family Resemblances”

The core problem in essentialist theories of art is they are either too narrow or too broad, or both. Clive Bell’s Significant Form probably cannot be extended to include some of the most important art pieces and art activities of the 20th and 21st centuries. It would be nonsensical to talk about Significant Form (that special combination and relationship of lines, shapes and colours) in Marcel Duchamp’s Fountain (1917) which was actually a urinal taken from a public toilet and signed R. Mutt. And if Bell insists that the Fountain or urinal has Significant Form, then he must say that all urinals that share that shape and form and colour (including those that were still used in American public toilets in 1917) are actually works of art. So either Bell’s definition is too narrow (and cannot include Duchamp’s masterpiece), or it is so broad that it must include all urinals of the same shape and colour in the public toilets. The other alternative would be for Bell to dismiss the Fountain as a work of art—but this may not work because most of the artworld (consisting of art museums, art critics, art theorists, art historians, published books on art, and art lovers in general) have accepted it as an important work of art that broke new ground and allowed for the entry of ready-mades (or manufactured and found objects) into the category of art. And so Bell’s theory is either too narrow (it cannot, for instance, include Duchamp’s ready-mades such as Fountain), or too broad (it may include Duchamp’s Fountain, but at the expense of including all urinals of the same shape and colour), or both. One could argue that most essentialist theories of art suffer a similar problem.


Perhaps the most notorious anti-essentialist aesthetician was Morris Weitz. Weitz considers the concept “art” to be similar to the word “games” in at least one respect. Ludwig Wittgenstein (Wittgenstein 1958, 65–67) claims that there is no single or set of characteristics common to all the activities and things we call “games.” Instead there are “family resemblances,” or an overlapping set of characteristics where none of them is common (or necessary) to all the things we consider as “games.” In family resemblances we do not see one common characteristic in all the members of the family—some members will have the same nose, some similar eyes, some similar hair and lips, some similar cheek bones, etc., without any of these characteristics being common to all the members. The same is true of games. Now Weitz extends this to the concept “art,” which likewise has family resemblances but not necessary and sufficient properties. But Weitz (1956, 29) goes further to argue that this was because “art” is an open concept:


New conditions (cases) have constantly arisen and will undoubtedly constantly arise; new art forms, new movements will emerge, which demand decisions on the part of the interested, usually professional critics, as to whether the concept should be extended or not. Aestheticians may lay down similarity conditions but never necessary and sufficient ones for the correct application of the concept. With art its conditions of application can never be exhaustively enumerated since new cases can always be envisaged or created by artists, or even nature, which would call for a decision on someone’s part to extend or to close the old or to invent a new concept… What I am arguing, then, is that the very expansive, adventurous character of art, its ever present changes and novel creations, makes it logically impossible to ensure any set of defining properties.



Art as an open concept means that there will not only be constant innovations, but innovations that continuously disrupt prior categories. One way this could happen is when emerging new cases do not possess prominent or important features that are found in the earlier (accepted) cases of art. One may consider Marcel Duchamp’s Fountain (1917) as a good example, for this urinal which was detached from a public toilet and signed R Mutt by Duchamp does not possess any of the significant features that are found in traditional paintings and carved or molded sculptures. “Art” is an open concept because such new cases will force us to decide whether or not they should be considered as works of art—and the decision will be based not on necessary and sufficient conditions (because such conditions do not exist) but whether they have sufficient similarities (family resemblances) to be accepted as art.


But Weitz’s position seems a little weak. If there is continuous innovation where new cases seem not to possess important features in traditional or accepted works of art, this does not imply that a common feature may not actually exist in art. There may still be a hidden common feature which none of artworks or different art movements chose to emphasise. In other words, Weitz has not explained why continuous innovations which emphasise new features must necessarily imply an absence of necessary and sufficient properties (after all the common and necessary property may never have been emphasised as an important feature of art by any accepted or new cases).

Maurice Mandelbaum (1965, 219ff) was probably aware of this weakness when he argues that the phrase “family resemblances” implies that there is at least one common property among the members that possess them—and this common characteristic is biological ties or relation. We may see similarities between many people (e.g., Adolf Hitler and Charlie Chaplin) but we do not consider these similarities as “family resemblances” simply because biological relationship (the common property) is missing. This, argues Mandelbaum, was probably what Wittgenstein had in mind when he employed the word “family resemblances” to refer to similarities between games (instead of simply “similarities”). The same can be said for the arts—if artworks have “family resemblances” (instead of mere similarities) then there must be some common characteristic between them. He then argues that this common property may not be something that is visible or physical—it is probably something that is relational (like biological relationship between people who possess “family resemblances”). The mistake of many earlier aestheticians was to describe visible or physical properties as the common characteristic in art.

Mandelbaum has clearly misrepresented Wittgenstein by saying there must be a common property in games since they (games) have “family resemblances.” I believe it is quite clear that Wittgenstein used “family resemblances” with an extended sense, and not with its usual meaning. It is true that “family resemblances” in its usual sense implies the presence of a common characteristic in the members who share them, i.e., biological relationship. But a common property has been ruled out when Wittgenstein (1958, 31–32) wrote:


Consider for example the proceedings that we call “games.” I mean board games, card games, ball games, Olympic games, and so on. What is common to them all?—Don’t say: “There must be something common, or they would not be called ‘games’“—but look and see whether there is anything common to all. For if you look at them you will not see something that is common to all, but similarities, relationships, and a whole series of them to that… And the result of this examination [i.e. observation] is: we see a complicated network of similarities overlapping and crisscrossing: sometimes overall similarities, sometimes similarities of detail. I can think of no better expression to characterize these similarities than “family resemblances“; for the various resemblances between members of a family: build, features, colour of eyes, gait, temperament, etc., etc., overlap and crisscross in the same way—And I shall say “games” form a family.



I admit to a certain degree that Wittgenstein may have chosen a better expression than “family resemblances” to describe these similarities in the activities we call games, simply because this phrase can be exploited by people like Mandelbaum to stress there is a common relational property (between members with family resemblances), i.e., biological ties. But it is clear that from the above quotation that when using the phrase “family resemblances,” Wittgenstein wanted to stress there is no common feature (or characteristic) in the activities we call “games” (and this is exactly the opposite of what Mandelbaum suggests he was trying to do). Wittgenstein was struggling to find the proper expression to describe this network of similarities, and he settled for some kind of extended notion of “family resemblances,” where not a single one of these resemblances is common to all the members of the group (i.e., the group of activities we call “games”).

Despite misrepresenting Wittgenstein, Mandelbaum’s claim that the common property in art must be a relational property and not something that is physical or directly observable (property) has quite an influence on the development of modern aesthetics. For example, some aestheticians in the 1960s developed the institutional theory of art—something is a work of art not because it has some directly observable property like Significant Form, but because it has some important relationship with society, or institutions in the society, which legitimises it as “art.” I will therefore focus now on the institutional theory, and see whether it successfully identifies the essential property of art.

Two Prominent Institutional Theories of Art

One theory that challenges the anti-essentialist position (of Weitz) is the institutional theory of art, introduced by Arthur Danto and George Dickie. They believe that essentialist theories have in the past made the mistake of focusing on directly observable characteristics—however, the common characteristic in all artworks is not something that can be extracted by looking at works of art. If there is a common characteristic, this can only be found in some kind of relationship that art has with certain institutions in society (or some kind of action by someone, which then allows us to see something as a work of art). Danto and Dickie therefore focused on this property which is not directly observable, rather than some characteristic which can be seen on (all) artworks.

Danto argues that we can distinguish art from non-art because there is “an atmosphere of artistic theory, a knowledge of the history of art” (Danto 2007, 214). In order to understand what Danto means, consider his discussion on Brillo cartons displayed by Pop artist Andy Warhol (see Danto 2007, 214–215). Now why are Brillo cartons displayed by Warhol considered as art, while similar cartons in a nearby supermarket are not? In order to see the distinction one requires knowledge of both theory and history of art. According to Danto (2007, 215):


What in the end makes a difference between a Brillo box and a work of art consisting of a Brillo Box is a certain theory of art. It is the theory that takes it up into the world of art, and keeps it from collapsing into the real object which it is (in a sense of is other than that of artistic identification). Of course, without the theory, one is unlikely to see it as art, and in order to see it as part of the artworld, one must have mastered a good deal of artistic theory as well as a considerable amount of the history of recent New York painting.



Notice that for Danto, the artworld consists principally of our knowledge of art theory (or theories) and art history. If one is to be able to see something as art, one must have adequate knowledge of art theory (theories) and art history. In order to see Marcel Duchamp’s urinal (a ready-made object entitled Fountain, 1917) as art, we must know something about the relevant art theory (an ordinary object, including one normally placed in a toilet, may be viewed aesthetically, in the same way that usual art objects like paintings and sculptures are viewed aesthetically), as well as art history (in western art, there is the tradition of challenging established aesthetic values and beliefs, which Duchamp is doing by exhibiting ready-mades in an art museum). If the knowledge of the relevant theory and history were taken away, Duchamp’s urinal would just be an ordinary urinal which rightfully belongs in a men’s toilet. As editor Wartenberg (2007, 206) elegantly wrote while explaining Danto’s notion of “artworld,” “to be an artwork requires that the object occupy a place in the history of art, something that it does in virtue of the presence of a theory (or interpretation). Without a prior understanding of art history and theory—in short, of the artworld—a viewer could not see an object as a work of art.” Any art object (or art activity) has a proper location within the history of art—as new art theories are developed and introduced and accepted in this environment of art history. Duchamp’s urinal will probably be rejected as art in the Renaissance Period (for no theory existing at that time could ever accommodate it as art); it can only be accepted as art from the early 20th century onwards—for it was only then that new theories have been developed that enable us to perceive art in new ways, and extend the concept (of art) to include radically new things like ready-mades. Theory and history are therefore the necessary conditions for anything to be accepted as art.

Dickie seems to use the concept “artworld” with a broader meaning. He considers the artworld as an institution, which means that it has certain established practices—established practices governing the display and presentation of artworks, reactions of the audience, and acceptance of something as a work of art. According to Dickie (2007, 221):


This institutional behavior [in theater] occurs on both sides of the “floodlights“: both the players and the audience are involved and go to make up the institution of the theater. The roles of the actors and the audience are defined by the traditions of the theater. What the author, management, and players present is art, and it is art because it is presented within the theatre-world framework. Plays are written to have a place in the theater system and they exist as plays, that is, as art, within that system.



Dickie’s notion of artworld consists not only of art theories and art history (as in Danto’s case), but also conventions (or established practices) governing the presentation of artworks, the management of artworks (e.g., they are often kept in art museums), our reactions to artworks (e.g., what the audience of a theatre could or could not do while a play is being staged), etc. But this artworld is only a part of his much broader definition of art. In Dickie’s (2007, 223) definition, a work of art “in the classificatory sense is (1) an artefact; (2) a set of the aspects of which has had conferred upon it the status of candidate for appreciation by some person or persons acting on behalf of a certain social institution (the artworld)”. “Artefact” suggests that artworks are man-made and not naturally present, but it must be capable of incorporating a natural landscape or rock which someone (e.g., the artist) has proclaimed as a work of art—in this way it is better to describe “artefact” as something which is the product of human conception, so that the description can include something that occurs naturally but given the status of an artwork by the artist or critic. In doing so we get into Dickie’s second condition—i.e., certain individuals representing or acting on behalf of the artworld have the capacity to confer the status of art on new or novel cases that are being introduced from time to time. Dickie (2007, 224) argues that this conferring of status for appreciation (or art) is usually carried out by the artist:


In one sense a number of persons are required but in another sense only one person is required: a number of persons are required to make up the social institution of the artworld, but only one person is required to act on behalf of the artworld and confer the status of candidate for appreciation. In fact, many works of art are seen only by one person—the one who creates them—but they are still art. The status in question may be acquired by a single person’s acting on behalf of the artworld and treating an artifact as a candidate for appreciation. Of course, nothing prevents a group of persons from conferring the status, but it is usually conferred by a single person, the artist who creates the artifact (italics are from the original text).



Dickie then goes on to argue that there is a difference between simply presenting an object for appreciation and actually conferring on it the status of object for appreciation (which, in this context, makes it an artwork). A plumber may display a urinal which he has repaired for our appreciation, but unlike Duchamp’s Fountain (1917), it will not be classified as art (Duchamp presented his urinal as a candidate for appreciation in 1917, and it has subsequently been accepted as art). The reason, according to Dickie (2007, 225), is that “Duchamp’s action took place within the institutional setting of the artworld and the plumbing salesman’s action took place outside of it.” The artworld (in Dickie’s scheme) consists principally of “established practice,” or a set of conventions and rituals pertaining to works of art—how an artwork is presented (e.g., it should be presented in an art museum or gallery or some space which has been declared as appropriate for presenting an art activity), the accepted or “institutionalised” behaviour of the spectators and actors, the roles of the management, actors, artists, and spectators, etc. In other words, Duchamp’s urinal (Fountain) was presented within this set of conventions, while the plumber’s urinal was outside of it—which was why the former is art while the latter is not. But surely Dickie’s artworld must also incorporate art history and theory (which were emphasised by Danto), for art conventions and rituals are certainly determined by history and theory. In fact one cannot overstate the role played by art theory in the inclusion of Duchamp’s Fountain as art, and the rejection of the plumber’s urinal into the category. It was the emergence of new theory (and new thinking about art) that enabled us to accept as art things that are readily available (or ready-mades) and not created by the physical skill of the artist.


Agents or Institutions which Confer the Status “Works of Art” on New Cases

Dickie (2007, 223), however, argues that although the artworld is made up of people with different functions and skills (“painters, composers, writers, producers, museum directors, museum-goers, theatre-goers, reporters for newspapers, critics for publications of all sorts, art historians, art theorists, philosophers of art, and others”), it is usually the artist, or creator of the artefact (and not the others who made up the artworld), who confers the status of “object for appreciation” on his work. He (Dickie 2007, 224) insists that although “nothing prevents a group of persons from conferring the status [of object for appreciation on an artifact]… it is usually conferred by a single person, the artist who creates the artifact.” There are at least two possible objections here. First, in conferring the status of “object for appreciation,” the roles played by some (if not all) of the other elements of the artworld are as important as that played by the artist. One must not ignore the important role played by the art critics, theorists, aestheticians, and art historians (as emphasised by Danto). It is true that Marcel Duchamp was responsible for placing a urinal in an art exhibition in 1917, and naming it Fountain, as well as signing on it. We can also say that Duchamp has proposed his ready-made as a work of art, or as an “object for appreciation.” However, it is not yet being conferred the status of art until all or most of the other elements of the artworld (especially the art theorists, critics, and art historians) accept it as art. Now, if all or the vast majority of art critics, art historians, theoreticians and spectators had rejected Duchamp’s work as art—and continue to reject it—the Fountain (1917) may not have ended up as a work of art today. It must be noted that not every attempt by an artist to confer the status of “object for appreciation” on his work is successful. A relatively unknown artist who tries to introduce something completely radical and new will probably not succeed. In 1974 a young artist named Redza Piyadasa returned from Hawaii and attempted to introduce conceptualism to Malaysia. His exhibition entitled Towards a Mystical Reality did not receive any attention from either the local or foreign press. The works in this exhibition were finally mentioned in a locally-published book on modern Malaysian artists, a book that was jointly written by the artist (Piyadasa) and his good friend Kanaga Sabapathy. After that, no one bothered to mention the exhibition or the works that were exhibited (newer books on modern Malaysian art completely ignored them), and the Malaysian artworld appears to have almost forgotten them. So the artist alone cannot sufficiently confer the status of object for appreciation on his work, and neither would the support of one or a few relatively unknown writers be sufficient. Duchamp’s Fountain (urinal) was able to enter the realm of art because of sustained support in the writings of well-known art critics and historians through many decades—a feat which Piyadasa’s works were not able to achieve. Second, some works may have been conferred the status of art even though their creators never intended them to be so—e.g., stoneware bowls, bronze lamps, porcelain flower pots, etc., which were in the past used as household utensils but have been elevated to “objects for appreciation” in art museums, etc. Such elevation of the status of ordinary household items from the past can only be achieved by a shift in aesthetic beliefs and tastes, and the publications of art critics and aestheticians may play a great role in changing beliefs to allow the conferring of the status of art on these objects. It is therefore not always necessary for the maker of the object to confer the status of “object for appreciation” on his artefact—sometimes the artefact could be elevated to this status without the effort or consent of its maker. We cannot say that the effort of the maker (artist) is more always important than the views of art critics and changes in art theory.

One must not forget that books or papers (in journals) that introduce or discuss new artworks or activities can be construed as attempts to legitimise these new “works” as art. While discussing radical art a little later in this paper, I will be referring to written sources, and especially Gavin Grindon’s (ed.) Aesthetics and Radical Politics. I will argue that this book can be seen as an attempt to confer the status of art (or art activity) on all those political and semi-political activities which it describes. After all, the artworld also contains art critics and aestheticians, and their published writings can play a vital role in conferring the status of art on certain radical political activities.

Problems in Danto’s Version of the Institutional Theory

I have so far directed my criticisms largely at Dickie’s version of the institutional theory, but Danto’s version has a similar weakness. Instead of stressing the role of institutions conferring the status of art, Danto emphasises knowledge of theory and history—in order to recognise and understand an object (or activity) as art, one needs knowledge of both art theory and history (only by knowing the relevant art theory may we know what place or position it occupies in the history of art). But this may not sufficiently explain why certain works that satisfy the twin criteria of theory and art history may yet fail to gain acceptance as art. Take again Piyadasa’s experiment with conceptualism in Malaysia in the 1970s. Like Warhol’s brillo box (Danto’s example to show that one needs knowledge of the relevant theory to see something as art), one needs at least some knowledge of the writings of the conceptualists to recognise Piyadasa’s wooden chair, human hair and hung iron bird cage as “art.” Furthermore, Piyadasa’s works can be said to occupy some sort of position in Malaysian art history—artists and scholars have been sent to Europe and America from the early 1960s and returned with challenging new ideas that altered and transformed traditional Malaysian art in various directions, and Piyadasa’s introduction of conceptual works may be seen as one of these influences that transform the rich landscape of Malaysian art in the 1970s. However, while many of these foreign influences have today been accepted and incorporated into the rich tapestry of Malaysian art, Piyadasa’s conceptual works appear to have been deliberately left out. Maybe it was local religious sentiment that excluded Piyadasa’s works (if he exhibits real chairs and human hair, may he not also exhibit real cats and humans which are the creations of God?). Whatever the reason, there are surely many artists around the world whose works fully satisfy the twin criteria of theory and art history but (for some reason) fail to get recognised as art. Danto’s theory (like Dickie’s) may have failed to describe the sufficient conditions of art (if those conditions really exist).

But I wish to return to Dickie’s theory so that I may focus on his claim of institution conferring the status of art (on certain artefacts). Firstly, I am not pretending there are no other criticisms thus far of the institutional theory—but my criticism may be the only one that directly shows its inability to describe the sufficient conditions of art (if such conditions really exist)—hence its inability to function as a proper essentialist theory. But there are other criticisms that are equally (or even more) destructive. For example, Alexander Erler points out that Dickie’s theory amounts to nothing more than a sociological report, and is therefore not a true art theory—this is because it only describes what society “dominantly considers to be art, rather than a statement of what art actually is, no matter what the prevailing view may be about it in the artworld” (see Erler 2006, 114). A proper art theory is normative in nature, and will offer good grounds for what art ought to be—now even if a particular theory acknowledges that the concept of art evolves from decisions made by powerful representatives of the artworld, such decisions must be supported by reasons that can conform with our intuitions of what is or is not art—and the theory must reveal or discuss these reasons (see Erler 2006, 114–115). To ignore the normative aspect makes Dickie’s theory completely inadequate as an art theory.

Erler may have a powerful criticism of Dickie’s theory, but I wish to return to a different weakness in the theory. I will employ examples to demonstrate that Dickie’s theory does not sufficiently describe the conditions for distinguishing art from non-art. To do this I will first discuss certain recent trends, especially activities which are called “radical politics.” I will then argue that even though these activities could fulfil Dickie’s two conditions, there is still a chance (or possibility) that they may not, in the long run, be accepted as art by society at large.

An Attempt to Confer the Status of “Art” on Radical Politics

Now, since the beginning of the 20th century we have encountered new or emerging art movements in the West that challenge aesthetic beliefs held by the majority of people in society—a good example is the Dadaist revolution (and particularly Marcel Duchamp’s ready-mades). Their challenges have often expanded the category of art to include a variety of new things and activities—perhaps most people within the art circle now expect this expansion of the concept of art to carry on indefinitely in the future—and this seems to support Weitz’s claim that “art” is an open concept. However, this situation does not imply that everything (or every activity) introduced by emerging art movements will necessarily be accepted into the category of “art.” In fact there are many instances of the so-called “new art” (or new art activities) that have not yet been fully legitimised by society at large, or even the artworld (I will henceforth use the term “artworld” in the same manner as George Dickie). And it is here that Dickie’s institutional theory reveals a glaring weakness—i.e., it is not able to explain why some attempts to confer the status of “object for appreciation” fail. In other words there can be new cases (introduced by the more creative artists) that satisfy all the conditions of art stated by Dickie, and yet fail be regarded as art—which means that Dickie’s theory has failed as an essentialist definition for not adequately describing all the sufficient conditions of art. I will support this point by referring to what has been labelled as “radical politics” or “radical art” by some writers.

I will discuss radical art by referring to a book on aesthetics (although it is more accurately considered as a collection of papers presented in a conference). Now, in Aesthetics and Radical Politics (Grindon 2008), scholars discussed what I believe are two different groups of activities—and both groups are lumped together as “radical politics,” which are considered here as aesthetic activities. The two groups are: (i) activities or works that have already been accepted by society or the artworld as art; and (ii) activities that are probably not accepted (or at least not yet accepted) as art activity by society or even the artworld. Examples of the former group include discussions on Trocchi’s Invisible Insurrection of a Million Minds (Gardiner 2008, 70–71) and Joseph Beuy’s actions, including one entitled How to Explain Pictures to a Dead Hare which was conducted in a New York gallery (Ekstrand and Wallmon 2008, 46); and examples of the latter group include the Berlin and Hamburg Umsonst activities (discussed by Kanngeiser 2008, 1–23), the soma exercises (conducted in the conference) which are classified as an anarchist experiment (Goia 2008, 56–62), and attempts at explaining anarchism (Gordon 2008, 104–125), etc. It is the second group that is problematic—and which we will focus on. But let me first say a few things about the first group. Alexander Trocchi’s Invisible Insurrection of a Million Minds is a collection of literary pieces compiled by A. M. Scott in 1991 (after Trocchi’s death in 1984). As a collection of fictional or literary pieces, Trocchi’s work will have no problem being accepted by the artworld as a literary work of art (no matter how rebellious Trocchi might be to established societal values; and no matter how lowly a skeptic might rate the quality of his literary pieces).


Joseph Beuy’s actions may challenge traditionally and commonly held notions on art (e.g., he proclaims that everyone is an artist, and art activities can function to dismantle our senile social welfare system—see Ekstrand and Wallmon 2008, 50), but they were about art and the role of art, and held in art galleries which were (and still are) regarded as proper platforms for displaying or channelling art to the public, etc. Most members of the artworld will not have problems accepting his actions as art-activity, given that they were performed in the proper context (the art gallery) and were concerned with issues relating to art (or what art should be). However, the second group (of activities) does not have these characteristics that can make them recognisable as art (or art activity). The artworld would probably be very reluctant to accept the activities of the Berlin and Hamburg Umsonst as art because: (i) the objective of these activities was social and economic in nature, i.e., to ensure that luxuries like swimming pools, art galleries, and exclusive supermarkets “should not be denied to those who cannot afford them and have an interest in them,” and the struggle to make them available for all “should be placed alongside the struggle for basic material necessities such as food and housing” (Grindon 2008, xiii); (ii) the participants do not think (nor were aware that) they were engaged in any activities related to art—they participated principally to achieve their goal of bringing greater fairness to society; and (iii) the environment in which they participated—they occupied swimming pools, exclusive supermarkets, etc.—were not then considered as part of the art context, in the same way exhibits displayed in an art museum or gallery can be said to have taken place within an art context (I will clarify the meaning of “art context” a little later). These points can also be made on the soma anarchist experiments conducted in the conference (Goia 2008, 56–62), as well as many of the other “works” described in this book.

At this stage one could ask why Aesthetics and Radical Politics has included discussions on this second group of works. There are two possibilities: (i) this book classifies all the works discussed in it as art (including those political activities which have not yet been accepted as art by the majority in the art circle); and (ii) this work only wants to show that all these activities it discusses can be viewed or appreciated from aesthetic perspective. Now, in order to get a clearer picture of its objective, I refer to an assertion made by the editor, Gavin Grindon, in his introduction (Grindon 2008, vii):


Within the realm of aesthetics, the situation is particularly that—as the case studies presented by the articles in this volume demonstrate—this movement [of critical young scholars] often seeks to aestheticise politics, or rather, to treat the aesthetic as a directly political terrain…




From Grindon’s claim (above) as well as papers in the book, it is still not clear how these young scholars seek to “aestheticise politics.” The confusion here lies in the difference between considering an activity as “art” or simply viewing it from the aesthetic perspective. Any object or activity can be approached from the aesthetic perspective, but this does not make it an art object or art activity. We can admire the aesthetic beauty of the Space Shuttle, or a football match, without at the same time treating these things as works of art in the strict sense. On the other hand, a clear-cut case of art (e.g., Michelangelo’s David, or an activity performed by a conceptual artist) will demand that we adopt an aesthetic approach when criticising or commenting on it—which we need not do in relation to the Space Shuttle or football match. As to those who “seek to aestheticise politics” (see quotation above) it is often unclear whether they choose only to approach such activities from the aesthetic perspective (in the same way that we can approach a gymnastics display from the aesthetic angle), or consider them as clear-cut cases of art (or art-activity).

If we treat all the activities described in Aesthetics and Radical Politics as art (or art activity), then we will face the problem that some of those activities (e.g., the Hamburg Umsonst activism described by Kanngeiser, or the Soma experiments described by Goia, or the discussion on anarchism in Gordon’s work, etc.) are either not art per se, or have yet to be accepted by the artworld as “art.” On the other hand, if we regard this book as simply employing the aesthetic approach to viewing and discussing certain socio-political activities, then it must explain why it employs this approach to both activities that are clearly not art as well as those which are clear-cut cases of art or art activity (e.g., novelist Alexander Trocchi’s “Invisible Insurrection of a Million Minds” (1991, 70–71), or even Joseph Beuy’s action How to Explain Pictures to a Dead Hare which at least was conducted in an art context, i.e., a gallery in New York, see p. 46)—or at least the artworld would have no difficulty accepting these as art. If the aim is to show that the aesthetic approach can be employed for viewing radical socio-political activities, then incorporating clear cases of art activity will serve no purpose, as they are meant to be appreciated from the aesthetic angle anyway.

However, I believe this book cannot be (simply) an attempt to view certain radical political activities from the aesthetic perspective. The fact that both clear cases of art (e.g., Trocchi’s works) as well as questionable cases (e.g., the Hamburg Umsonst activism) are packaged in the same book already suggests that they are (both) meant to be seen as belonging to the same category—the category of “art.” In other words, it may be argued that this book (Aesthetics and Radical Politics) wants be seen as one of the agents which, acting on behalf of the artworld, attempts to confer on those political activities (mentioned in the book) the status of candidates for artistic appreciation. In short, this book is an accepted agent (representing the artworld) for legitimising these activities as art (or art activities). We will discuss whether this and other such attempts to confer the art status on radical political activities can be successful.

Attempts to Confer the Status of Art on Certain Radical Political Activities May Not Necessarily be Successful

I have pointed out that Aesthetics and Radical Politics must be seen as an attempt to confer the status of art (or “activities for appreciation”) on those activities described in the book. Or it must at least be construed as a proposal to view those activities as art-activities.

But I have also asserted that this book (or the papers in it) describes both clear-cut cases of art as well as those which probably have not yet been accepted by the artworld. The question is: will this inclusion of clear cases of art (in the book) necessarily influence the reader into accepting the more contentious cases as art? Not necessarily, if the reader is a critical reader. Firstly, those who initiated the Berlin and Hamburg Umsonst protest activities do not see themselves as artists, nor do they see their campaigns as art (or art-activities). Kanngeiser has elegantly phrased their intention(s) in the following question: “why should we be denied ‘luxuries’ just because we don’t have the financial resources required to take part?” (6). The slogans of the Umsonst activists also make their intention clear—“everything for everyone,” and for free too (see pages 10 and 12). The intention of the participants is political, social, and economic in nature: to enable poorer segments of society an equal opportunity to enjoy expensive and exclusive facilities—swimming pools, exclusive supermarkets, and other such luxuries (see the introduction, xiii). Like the anti-capitalist “Occupy Wall Street” international movement in 2011, the Hamburg Umsonst activists never had intentions or goals that were aesthetic in nature. As stated earlier, this is unlike Joseph Beuys’ social sculptures, which were presented in art galleries as art performances (i.e., the artist intended for his works to be seen as art), and the audience who visited the gallery to see Beuys’ exhibition will expect to see some form of art or art performance. The same can be said for Marcel Duchamp—his ready-mades were intended to be seen as art (i.e., they were introduced in an art context). Furthermore the ready-mades were meant to challenge traditional views on art (which was why they were exhibited in art galleries)—and this implies that they were meant to play some sort of aesthetic function. Hence, the Hamburg and Berlin Umsonst protest activities are contentious because: (1) they are not intended by the organisers as art-activities; (2) their organisers and participants do not see themselves as artists; (3) the protest activities do not appear to have any aesthetic function; and (4) the audience, or those who witness the protests, do not expect to see an art performance (they probably saw them as political or social protests). These points can also apply to the soma anarchist therapy performed at the venue of the conference. The declared aim of soma anarchist therapy is to help participants develop skills for horizontal relationships, in order to resist vertical relationships based on domination by others in everyday life (58 and 61). Despite Goia’s insistence that soma is a form of “life art,” its aim is essentially social and political in nature; and the fact that it was carried out in the conference does not imply it operated within the art context (the conference is an arena for academic discussion and exchange of ideas). Hence, most elements in the artworld will be reluctant to call these exercises art activities.

One possible objection is to say that I am simply employing one form of essentialist notion of art to deny these activities the status of art. In order to explain this objection we must first restate the four conditions above in a positive manner, i.e., (1) the artist must intend to present his activity as art; (2) organisers of, and participants in, the activity should consider their performance as art; (3) the activity must have an aesthetic function; and (4) the spectators must consider the activity as art. The objection is that I have rejected the Umsonst activities and soma exercises as art simply because they failed to fulfil conditions (1) to (4). It can then be argued that my position is weak because (1) to (4) cannot be considered as the necessary and sufficient conditions of art; one can easily think of examples which do not satisfy one or some of these conditions (e.g., Ming porcelain bowls that have been elevated to the status of art and are now kept in art museums may not satisfy the first two conditions). Firstly, I want to stress that the characteristics listed in (1) to (4) above are not meant to be necessary and sufficient conditions, but rather as what Wittgenstein (1958, 32) calls “family resemblances” in his Philosophical Investigations. None of these is necessary to art, but if a work lacks too many of these family resemblances, we can legitimately doubt its status as art. However, I have yet to discuss the strongest reason for doubting these political protest activities as art (which I shall do in the conclusion).

Eliminating the Distinction between Art and Its Surrounding Environment

I have so far taken an anti-essentialist line, labelling characteristics (1) to (4) above as “family resemblances” rather than necessary and sufficient conditions of art. There is however one condition which (at least at the present moment) is still necessary if not sufficient—i.e., we still make a distinction between art and non-art; or there is at least some way we demarcating art and non-art. This demarcation may not always be clear (some have argued that new movements and creations constantly blur the distinction), but this does not imply we no longer expect the demarcation to exist, or we do not make the distinction (between art and its environment) when we deal with new art forms. If this demarcation is ever obliterated, one wonders if art need continue to exist at all. I will now proceed by arguing that: (a) radical politics could have obliterated the physical separation (or line of demarcation) between art and its environment, but this does not by itself destroy the distinction between art and non-art (for we can still mentally maintain the distinction between the two categories); however (b) radical politics also obliterates our mental separation between art and non-art (which happens when the criteria of evaluation for the two activities completely overlap), and this will make the existence of art completely redundant.

Now, art traditionally employs devices or means to separate itself from its surrounding environment so that it is not viewed as an extension of daily life. The framing of pictures, the use of pedestals in sculptures, the employment of melody and elevated diction in drama, the utilisation of stage and props in opera, etc., are meant to delineate the artwork from the surrounding environment so that it is not seen as an extension of normal activities in daily life. This enables the artwork to be seen as an intelligible and coherent whole, without in any way connected to events in its surroundings.

But this separation has been challenged early in the 20th century when playwrights or actors invited members of the audience to perform in their drama (improvisation was needed as these invited spectators added their performances to the drama). Although this may erode the separation between actors and spectators (for spectators are taking over the role of the actors), it does not really affect the traditional separation between art and daily life. The spectator was simply acting when he took the stage to perform his piece (i.e., he temporarily entered the realm of art), but re-entered the realm of daily life once he steps from the stage after his “acting.” So technically there still is a separation between art and its surrounding environment.

Radical artists (radical politics) are working to eliminate this distinction by making art activity an extension of daily life. Let us consider the Berlin and Hamburg Umsonst protest activities as examples. Anja Kanngeiser (2008, 5) describes the Umsonst activities as “collective playful interventions and appropriations which focus on everyday realm as their contextual frame.” I will later discuss the employment of “collective interventions and appropriations” and focus first on (what is meant by) the “everyday realm.” Kanngeiser (2008, 5) refers to Alistair Bonnet’s description of everyday life as what was left in a day’s activities after discounting all “specialised activities.” She (Kanngeiser 2008, 5) then explains “specialised activities” with Bonnet’s claim that it refers to “those activities commonly held to be responsible for the innovative, imaginative qualities attributed to literature, buildings, paintings, films and so on.” In Bonnet’s view, “everyday space… is that space in which creativity is conventionally absent” (see Kanngeiser 2008, 5). So everyday space includes whatever activities one is engaged in, as long as it is not in production of the arts. It is not unreasonable to consider this “space” as the routines of daily life. How, then, does radical art break into this routine of daily life, hence destroying the traditional distinction between art (or art activity) and daily life? The Umsonst activists engaged in what they call “play” (or what Kanngeiser calls “collective playful interventions and appropriations”)—and it is this which allows us to see their activities as an extension of daily life. In other words the activists try to engage the spectators in fun, laughter and jokes, and also encourage them to participate in their activity. When invading Kreuzberg Badeschiff swimming pool in Berlin, the activists came in inflated boats. Kanngeiser (2008, 12) says that “the laughter provoked by the Bedeschiff action, the revelry inspired by the laughter of the activists and the reciprocity of laughter from the spectators, acts as a contagion for generating relationships. Laughter may act to prompt a feeling of reciprocity, of something shared. This spontaneous shared-ness can in turn invoke a certain sense of participation from within.” Activists sometimes ran rings around the police who came to restore order, provoking laughter and participation from the spectators (see Kanngeiser 2008, 10–11). The important thing here is there is no longer the need for suspension of disbelief. Now, we need to suspend disbelief while watching a drama, reading a novel, contemplating the action in the painting, etc. Suspension of disbelief is needed because these traditional art forms create their own space and time—we can only enter this created space and time zone if we suspend disbelief and follow the action (in a drama or novel or movie) as if it were real. Furthermore, it is our willingness to follow the events (or the action) as if it were real, that allows the relevant emotions to be aroused in us (the spectators). It is our suspension of disbelief that allows a tragic drama, such as Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex, to evoke pity and fear in us. If a spectator completely disbelieves the action in the drama, movie, or novel, the emotions which are expressed in the artwork will not be aroused at all. On the other hand, spectators in the Umsonst protests need not suspend disbelief largely because they did not create another space and time zone—the spectators and protestors interact in real time and space. The spectator need not suspend disbelief in order to be provoked to laughter, or feel togetherness and affinity with the protestors. It is in this way that radical art intrudes into daily life—as a spectator interacts with the protestors, this interaction becomes a part of his daily life (he is not acting, as in the case of the spectator who was called to stage to act his part). And this obliterates the traditional physical separation between art and its surrounding environment—with radical art we can no longer determine the boundary between art and non-art; we no longer know where it begins and where it ends.

But this obliteration of the physical boundary between art and its environment does not necessarily mean we can no longer distinguish between art and non-art. We can still mentally make the distinction between the two categories; even with the Umsonst activities (e.g., I can say that anyone who was in the crowd but does not believe in the motto “the luxuries of cultural and aesthetic life should be made available to the masses” is not part of the art; or anyone in the crowd who does not actively participate in the protest action is not part of the artwork, etc. Radical politics may have made it difficult to physically demarcate the “art activity” from its surroundings, but this does not stop us from constructing a mental distinction between the two. What can really obliterate our mental distinction is the overlapping of the criteria for assessing the activity as “art” and as political protest (i.e., “non-art”).

How Do We Evaluate Radical Politics from the Viewpoint of Aesthetics?

How do we judge the success or failure of radical politics as art (or as art activity)? In other words, what kind of value-conferring features do we look for when we wish to analyse it aesthetically? We certainly cannot employ criteria for assessing the more traditional art forms, like the presence of unity, harmony, balance, expression of certain emotional or mental states, representation of certain objects, etc. Neither can we employ criteria traditionally used for drama or the literary works, such as the presence of plot, revelation of character, employment of elevated diction including the use of metaphors, appropriateness of the chorus or background music, etc. These features are either absent or completely inappropriate when viewing a radical protest (one may say we could analyse the beauty of poems that were read to the protestors, or the expressiveness of songs sung in the protest. But these are only incidental parts of the entire protest, which could have proceeded without poems or songs. Besides, there are many purely political protests that contain poems and songs, but having these features does not make them works of art—for example the Thai redshirt protests of 2010. What we want are aesthetic features that are peculiar to radical politics). One may argue that we should look for entirely new criteria when evaluating radical protests (or radical politics) as art; after all it is supposedly a new art form. But what “new” criteria may emerge from this search? Ultimately we may be forced to conclude that the “new” criteria do not exist, or return to the objectives of the protest and view its success or failure in achieving them. We may then employ criteria which can be phrased in questions like: “how effective was this protest in gaining support from the general population?“; “how effective was this action in changing people’s views on inequality in society?“; “how successful was the Hamburg Umsonst protests in raising awareness that the working class is equally entitled to the luxuries of life?“; etc. In other words, the criteria employed for assessing a radical protest activity from the (so-called) aesthetic perspective will be completely similar to those we employ for viewing it from the angle of politics. In terms of criteria for evaluation, radical art is exactly the same as political activism (viewing it as art activity is no different from seeing it as political protest). From the angle of evaluation then, there is no reason to call these activities “art” (or even “aesthetic activities”), they might as well retain their status (or continue to be known) as political protests. Once art loses its distinctiveness in this way, it could become pretty redundant.

There is therefore a good possibility that the artworld may reject radical politics as art. Now I am not saying that the artworld will certainly reject radical politics, for there is no way to accurately predict what changes or transformation the artworld may undergo in the future. But given that we presently still make a distinction between criteria for aesthetic analysis and those which are not for aesthetic judgment (to talk about whether Michelangelo’s David can be effectively used as an infantry weapon in medieval warfare is not to judge it from the aesthetic perspective), there is a likelihood that radical politics may not enter the realm of the art despite attempts by certain quarters to confer upon them the status of “arthood.” And as long as that possibility exists, I can assert that Dickie’s definition may not have laid out the sufficient conditions of art—for something that is an artefact and which has had conferred upon it the status of candidate for artistic appreciation by someone acting on behalf of the artworld (e.g., a book like Aesthetics and Radical Politics) may still not qualify as art in the long run. The best examples are activities in the realm of radical politics (which have been discussed in this paper).

The major problem with the institutional theory of art (especially the one proposed by Dickie) is its inability to explain failures that have satisfied all the conditions described in its definition. Radical politics as art satisfies Dickie’s two conditions of artifactuality (they are certainly products of human conception or agency) and the presence of attempts to confer the status of art-hood on them—but they would probably end up being overlooked or ignored by the artworld for reasons that I have stated above. The institutional theory has failed as an essentialist definition because it has either not supplied the complete list of sufficient conditions of art, or has not identified the true essentialist features of art. Or perhaps the anti-essentialists are right, i.e., there are no necessary and sufficient conditions of art.

Conclusion and Solidarity

Perhaps the greatest difficulty is to fit this paper with the theme of solidarity. The question is with whom do I express solidarity? My paper expresses solidarity with Morris Weitz and his supporters, even though I pointed out earlier that Weitz has left himself open to criticism for not taking hidden or relational properties into account (and that continuous innovation that emphasises new features does not imply the absence of essential properties). But my criticism of the institutional theory has reinforced my earlier claim that essentialist definitions are either too narrow, too broad, or both. Theories that describe second-order physical features, such as Clive Bell’s Significant Form, tend to mention something that is neither the necessary nor the sufficient property of art (they tend to be both too narrow and too broad—too narrow because not all artworks have Significant Form, and too broad because certain things such as a beautiful landscape can also be viewed as having Significant Form). Theories that describe relational properties, such as the institutional theory, may not be so weak; but they still fail to identify the sufficient condition of art—this is because the definition gets too broad and includes attempts to confer the status of art which ended up as failures (the modern world may be filled with thousands of such cases). Based on such experience (essentialist definitions of art have been created for centuries beginning with Aristotle’s definition of tragedy), it is very likely that another attempt to define art by its essence will probably end with similar weaknesses. Like Weitz, I believe it is more fruitful for aestheticians to strike in a new direction rather than carry on a practice that would probably not attain its ultimate objective. After all, knowledge of the so-called essential properties of art (if they really existed) is neither necessary for distinguishing art from non-art; nor evaluating and judging artworks. Both practices are carried out successfully even though we do not have a universally agreeable set of necessary and sufficient properties of art. As long as we have an expanding set of important features (none of which are necessary or sufficient for something to be seen as art), we will have enough indicators for determining whether something is a work of art, and (for) evaluating its effectiveness and quality as a work of art. Many items in this list have already been supplied by the essentialist aestheticians (even though they are not really the necessary or sufficient properties of art); such as the expression of peculiar emotions or mental states (Collingwood), the evoking of emotions in the spectators (Leo Tolstoy’s notion of art as communication of emotion, and Aristotle’s concept of katharsis), unification of parts or features into a coherent whole (which can be gleaned from Aristotle’s definition of tragedy, and even Clive Bell’s Significant Form), iconography and the expression of certain art-ideas (Panofsky, and supporters of conceptualist art), etc. It would be more fruitful for aesthetics to focus on further examining and perhaps even expanding on this list of important features, rather than continue searching in vain for the “real” essential properties of art. It is true that unlike Weitz I never argued that continuous innovation must necessarily imply the absence of essential properties, but I stand in agreement (and solidarity) with him in believing that given the failures of all previous essentialist theories, one must say it is most likely quite fruitless to continue the search for the essence of art.

I also stand in solidarity with those who feel a moral responsibility or even duty to expose poor theorising—which is obviously the goal of criticisms in philosophy (and aesthetics in particular). I want to see this as related to Wittgenstein’s “therapeutic” conception of philosophy—i.e., eliminating “sickness” in philosophical misconceptions, which includes the belief that all concepts derive meaning from essential (or necessary and sufficient) properties. While most scientific terms like hydrogen, helium or sub-atomic particles derive their meanings from necessary and sufficient properties, many ordinary-language concepts do not function in the same manner—to think that all concepts including “art” must function in the same way (like most scientific concepts) is indeed a misconception. Eliminating such misconceptions would ensure that effort, time, and resources would be channelled towards “healthier” and more fruitful practices in the future.
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Abstract. This paper examines points of convergences between Karl Marx and Amartya Sen’s conception of freedom. It begins by providing a brief interpretation of Karl Marx’s ideas on freedom, and brings in some of these interpretations as complementary perspectives to Sen’s conception of freedom. While it can be said that Marx did not intentionally develop systematic ideas on freedom and rights, it is however arguable that Marx himself had a very strong position on these issues, and that his ideas and perspectives may be used to further enlighten critical reflections on Sen’s suggestions. One goal of this undertaking is to raise some theoretical ideas in the conceptualisation of solidarity specifically couched in Marx and Sen’s language of freedom and rights.
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Introduction

One way of understanding solidarity could be in terms of freedom and rights. Such an understanding may help provide theoretical tools which could be useful in the evaluation of political institutions, social policy and individual agency which, in turn, may increase opportunities for more meaningful relations among men and women, or in other words, more opportunities for solidarity. Mutual support among equals within societies (and even within a global community) could possibly take place more easily under conditions where institutions and social policy facilitate more freedoms and rights which then may strengthen individual agency. Persons who are empowered by certain rights and freedoms and could participate as active agents in the world are, arguably, in a better position to be in solidarity with the rest of mankind compared to those who are disenfranchised, poor and oppressed, or colonised citizens of hegemonic Western globalisation. It is in this vein of reasoning that examining Marx and Sen’s convergences on the discourses on freedom and institutions may be useful because, perhaps, as the effects of globalisation intensify (for better or worse), increasingly we realise a need not only for workers in a capitalist society but all of mankind to unite, generally. On the one hand, appreciating the more contemporary ideas of Sen on freedom, which was mainly in terms of capabilities and functionings, may already provide some useful notes for conceptualising solidarity. On the other hand, introducing and integrating the ideas of Sen on freedom with a rereading of some classic Marxian ideas may also prove to be fruitful not only for revolutionary “vocabularies” which undeniably expanded our consciousness of life and helped us deal with social realities (Brunkhorst 2007) but also for providing fresh but forceful insights needed for defining solidarity at present.

Some Interpretations of Marx on Freedom and their Relations to Sen’s Ideas

A close and sensitive reading of Marx would provide ample support for an interpretation of freedom from his texts (see Marx 1938; 1947; 1967; 1974). In the following paragraphs, I shall be arguing that Marx has strongly expressed ideas on agency and positive freedom which can, to some extent, provide support for some of Sen’s ideas on freedom.

Marx’s affirmative position on freedom, involving agency and positive freedom, can be derived from his conception of “species-being.” In this latter and very fundamental idea, which Marx takes as central in his discussions in his Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844, there seems to be a clear notion of freedom. The concept of a “species-being” is conceived by Marx as a “universal and free being” (1974, 327). Fundamental in the concept of a “species-being” is the idea that the nature of man’s life activity is “free conscious activity” (1974, 328). Man as a “species being” must have freedom, and this freedom should be in terms of conscious activity—that man has conscious will, and his participation in social activities must partake of this human consciousness and freedom. This conscious life activity is what differentiates man from “animal life activity” (1974, 328). Arguably, words such as “free conscious activity” are clear expressions of ideas on freedom that derive from Marx’s ideal conception of man.

Such ideas that relate to Marx’s conception of “species-being,” I would further argue, parallel and lend some support to Sen’s concept of agency. The “agency aspect” of persons, as Sen suggests this be understood, puts emphasis on valuing what persons would want to happen with their lives, and the abilities they have to form objectives and have them realised (1987, 59). And, as Sen further suggests, man should be seen as agents who can (and should) influence the world through the communicative construction of social values and positive empowerment of certain freedoms. For instance, in relation to women and reproduction, Sen speaks of participation in value formation and freedom realisation (2000). The idea and ideal of “species-being” in Marx, as earlier suggested, places emphasis on free conscious activity; thus, it could be seen that what Marx articulates as the ideal of free conscious activity among “species beings” resonates deeply in Sen’s construal of agency as the “freedom to choose lives that [people] have reason to value” (2000, 75).

Looking at the—arguably strong—parallelism between certain aspects of the conceptions of “species-being” and “agency,” it becomes apparent that both Sen and Marx value a situation where man has possession of certain conditions in life that enhance his/her being a “species being” or an “agent“: as in active willing or conscious participation in his/her life activities (and not one where he/she is merely forced into), and the presence of real opportunities and desirable options (functionings and capabilities). Arguably, both Marx and Sen conceive man to be worthy of a certain level of existence, and below such level, man ceases to be the species being or the free agent. For Marx, living below such level of existence forms part of man’s alienated existence under capitalism (this will be further explored in the following section). Such an existence, I would suggest, involves various kinds of unfreedoms that again find expression in Sen. To emphasise this point, I shall examine the idea of alienation by relating this to Sen’s concept of positive freedom.

Marx’s conception of alienation, as the opposite of man’s ideal existence as a “species being,” expresses in some way—maybe less in a theoretically perspicuous and direct way (as with Sen), though perhaps more dramatically—the basic importance of positive freedom. For as Marx strongly asserts his objections against alienation of man in the division of labour, he also consequently argues for the importance of certain conditions that will empower man in the face of coercive circumstances (imposed by the institutions of private property and the division of labour), and that will enable him/her to live the life of a “species being“; hence, his argument, in effect, for positive freedoms.

We can argue with Marx: There is a violation of positive freedom in the division of labour because it limits the worker into a way of life where he/she is compelled to produce, and to work, because otherwise, he will die. “Estranged labour turns his species-life into a means for his individual life” (1974, 328) and “makes man’s species-life a means for his physical existence” (1974, 329). The lack of freedom is evident in the worker who is “enslaved” by a capitalist system that forces him to produce/work in order to live. In Marx’s view, property is a dominating force over the worker: that the worker becomes a slave of his product by virtue of which the capitalist ensures his means of subsistence. Marx speaks of private property, for example, as compelling the workers to work “under the rule and yoke of another man” and in the process, turns their lives into machine-like type of enslavement (1974, 330). Alienation occurs because the worker is enslaved by the object of his work. Alienation, then, in some of its forms, may be interpreted as a state of unfreedom, and this may be seen in the situation of a worker who is left without a choice but to hire out his labour, in circumstances not of his own choosing, in order to live.

Moreover, the division of labour coerces man in certain spheres of activity that warps his humanity, and thus does not provide him/her the real freedom to pursue activities/lives of his/her own choice (what he has “reason to value,” to use Sen’s phraseology). Alienation in the division of labour can then be viewed as a violation of species freedom—as positive freedom—in that the worker is deprived, in a very real sense, of the freedom to pursue activities that would fulfil his humanity—his “species being“; for he is merely forced into an exclusive activity of production—activities that do not fulfil his “species being“—his potentiality for a true human existence. These conditions of alienation can be understood as violations of positive freedom.

The preceding interpretations of Marx’s ideas as involving conceptions of freedom relate to and complement Sen’s ideas on and arguments for positive freedom. Sen (who goes beyond Hayek’s negative conception of freedom—the constraint-based approach) argues that freedom can and should also be conceived positively: in terms of the availability of real and substantive opportunities, out of which people are expected to be able to actually lead the lives they value (see Hayek 1978; Ibasco 2008). To briefly recall: Sen argues that freedom should be seen in terms of persons’ functionings and capabilities to achieve things that they can and do value (2002). In an earlier work, he specifically emphasised that:


Functionings represent parts of the state of a person—in particular the various things that he or she manages to do or be in leading a life. The capability of a person reflects the alternative combinations of functionings the person can achieve, and from which he or she can choose one collection. The approach is based on a view of living as a combination of various ‘doings’ and ‘beings,’ with quality of life to be assessed in terms of the capability to achieve valuable functionings (Sen 1993, 31).




Freedom, therefore, has to do with ability to lead different types of life as reflected in the person’s capability set but which also “depends on a variety of factors, including personal characteristics and social arrangements” (1993, 33). Sen thereby argued that these functionings and capabilities be necessarily appreciated in the language of certain rights and instrumental freedoms (2000).

Our interpretation of Marx’s affirmative position on the issue of positive freedom can be further seen with sensitive insights at various points. For example, he explores in passionate and often colourful detail in his “Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts” the different ways in which the worker is deprived and how he can be empowered positively. In this work, Marx critically notes the stark contrast between the life of a human being and the life of the “slave class of workers” (1974, 28). Marx must have had a conception of what supposedly would be the ideal life of a human being: one in which a person has options or opportunities to live not as an enslaved worker but as a human being—one who can freely choose to engage in what Marx calls “free conscious activity,” and one in which he is not forced into and cannot escape from an exclusive sphere of activity, as well as become accomplished in any branch he wishes. Arguably, “positive freedom” must be one of Marx’s basic underlying considerations for having spoken about the possibility “to hunt in the morning, fish in the afternoon, rear cattle in the evening, criticize after dinner” (Marx and Engels 1947, 53). (This, again, clearly resonates with Sen’s idea of “different lifestyles“/lives that people have reason to value.) However, Marx observes that the worker in a capitalist society, far from being accomplished in any branch he wishes, and “far from being in a position to buy everything, must sell himself, and his humanity” in order for him to exist (1974, 287).

By critically pointing out the various inhuman conditions that beset the workers in capitalist systems, including their being poor and wretched, alienated and commodified, reduced to machines, etc.—it could be argued that Marx must have had in mind “having greater freedom (including having real opportunities) to do the things one has reason to value and… to have valuable outcomes” (Sen 2000, 18). Arguably, Marx envisioned that the end to such an unfree and inhuman existence is in “…a higher phase of communist society, after the enslaving subordination of the individual to the division of labor, and therewith also the antithesis between mental and physical labor, has vanished” (1938, 11). Similarly, an implicit advocacy for “valuable” livings, of beings and doings, can be found in Marx when he expressed his criticisms on how he who lives from one-sided, abstract labour is doomed to be nothing more than a worker, a commodity, not a human being—i.e., a man living his species-life, who has the power or the freedom to exercise his will and consciousness in his species-activities (1974). He argues that “after labor has become not only a means of life but life’s prime want; after the productive forces have also increased with the all-around development of the individual, and all the springs of co-operative wealth flow more abundantly—only then can the narrow horizon of bourgeois right be crossed in its entirety and society inscribe on its banners: From each according to his ability, to each according to his needs!” (1938, 11). Such passage from Marx suggests his strong concern for a certain conception of freedom—an ideal life of freedom in a society that fosters well-rounded human flourishing after the eradication of oppressive economic and cultural arrangements (in a capitalist society and even in the early phase of communist society) had been realised.

Furthermore (clearly supportive of, or at least coherent with, Sen’s idea of positive freedom), Marx also speaks in explicit terms of rights and real opportunities for workers. For example, in his “Critique of the Gotha Programme” Marx speaks of the worker’s right to receive the proceeds of his/her labour “according to his work” (1938, 13), at least in the earlier phase of what he calls a socialist society (a “bourgeois right” to be replaced by a system based on needs in a more advanced form of Communism, to which Sen agreed, admitting that “a system based on needs would seem to have a greater use for the complex idea we call humanity” (1972, 104–105). Moreover, the state (in a socialist society) should make allowance for: reserve or insurance funds against accidents, dislocations caused by natural calamities, etc.; and also for that which is intended for the common satisfaction of needs, such as schools, health services, etc. Also, funds must be provided for those who are unable to work, etc., in short, for what is included under so-called official poor relief. Such allowances, clearly, anticipate way in advance circumstances that are beyond control, prevent the worker from being reduced to ill health and abject misery in case of sickness, disability, or old age, etc. Education must also be provided for, at least up to a point. The preceding ideas, therefore, could be seen in some way as expressing complementary practical considerations (in terms of rights to social safety nets, right to health care, right to education, etc.), very much coherent with—indeed supportive of Sen’s conception of positive freedom. Marx may have had in mind the importance of basic conditions (or what Sen calls as “real opportunities”) to provide the workers freedom from the threat of beggary or starvation, ill health, etc.

Marx also speaks in his 1844 manuscripts of how, in the division of labour, the worker “denies himself, feels miserable and not happy, does not develop free mental and physical energy, but mortifies his flesh and ruins his mind” (1974, 326). It can be inferred from this that Marx is, in effect, pushing for the right to intellectual exercise and recreation among the workers. Arguably, intellectual exercise and recreation may be viewed as part of the many valuable functionings or capabilities that Sen speaks of. Furthermore, Marx also speaks in a way of the right/opportunity to participate in the life of the community when he speaks of how man’s existence is a social existence and man is a social being whose vital expression and confirmation should be conceived in association with other men (1974), connected ideas which, again, resonate with Sen’s idea of the importance of certain political and social freedoms (such as opportunity for open discussions, public scrutiny, electoral politics, etc.) (2000). For Marx, man as a “species-being” implies that man by nature must not be estranged from others, but must in fact be related and connected to others in order to have a meaningful human life.

Freedom, Its Meanings and Institutional Contexts: Some Old Fashioned Marxian Issues for Amartya Sen

The above interpretive readings of Marx’s understanding of freedom clearly cannot be separated from his critique of the division of labour and private property. Marx’s arguments against the division of labour, the market system, and private property are in effect arguments against powerful yet repressive and coercive institutions that somehow strongly impede freedom, and that Marx’s conception of a communist society of the future (which includes the abolition of the division of labour and private property) is, in a fundamental way, a strong advocacy of freedom. Hence, it is reasonable to suppose that various dimensions in Marx’s thought that connect his understandings of freedom with various institutional contexts may in fact be fruitfully explored in a larger Marxist discourse on freedom. In this context, it shall be suggested that Marx’s ideas on the division of labour, private property and Communism involve important freedom-relevant institutional considerations that Sen seems to disagree with, or, at least, somehow to have overlooked (for instance, it can be argued that Sen is, to a certain extent, quite enthusiastic of the powers of the market mechanism, quite unlike Marx). But without extensively pursuing all the issues that could relate Marx and Sen (certainly beyond the scope of this brief investigations), I shall now begin with a brief account that reiterates Marx’s arguments against the division of labour and private property, followed by his account on Communism. Then I shall highlight a few critical issues where Marx’s ideas—or the questions that such ideas pose or raise—might be contributive to Sen’s attempt to build a framework for evaluation, specifically with respect to the realisation of appropriate institutional values, such as that of freedom.

As has been indicated earlier, Marx in very passionate terms criticises the division of labour and private property, particularly in connection to how they diminish (rather than contribute to) freedoms. Against the system of the division of labour and private property, Marx is, I believe, strongly expressing his stand on freedom: that, in fact, under these systems/institutions, there is no freedom, but only enslavement, as well as mental and physical degradation for the workers. The division of labour reduces man into a machine. Marx’s trenchant protestations against the division of labour and capitalist private property, which require the subservience of the workers, can be interpreted to mean as expressions of his strong objections to a certain type of unfreedom. Marx had come to regard very critically the division of labour and private property as something like “disguised theory of slavery” (1974, 293), clearly a freedom-related concern.

Marx thereby insists that the only way to abolish such unfreedoms is to abolish the division of labour and private property and strongly argues for “Communism“—an argument that in turn strongly supports freedom. Marx vividly speaks of true human emancipation through his conception of Communism, as “the positive supersession of private property as human self-estrangement, and hence the true appropriation of the human essence through and for man; it is the complete restoration of man to himself as a social being, i.e., human being, a restoration which has become conscious” (1974, 348).

Man in a Communist society—as the latter is theoretically and normatively understood by Marx—is someone who has freed himself from the domination of property and alienation from the division of labour. Arguably, through his idea of Communism, Marx could be interpreted to have conceived freedom as a form of life where man does not become powerless in the face of a certain restrictive form of existence—imposed by private property and the division of labour—and where the worker does not become merely subservient to the oppressive and inhuman labour process and does not lose his humanity in what Marx refers to, in many places, as “alienation.” Marx in his work “The Poverty of Philosophy” reiterates a critique of the division of labour—“that cramping of the faculties, that narrowing of the mind, that stunting of the frame” (1955, 95)—that is reminiscent of Adam Smith’s own contentions against the matter, where the “…great body of people, comes to be confined to a very few simply operations… [thereby becoming] as stupid and ignorant as it is possible for a human creature to become” (as cited in Rosenberg 1965, 127). Freedom is a life emancipated from the division of labour’s emphasis on the“…most irksome and spirit-wasting uniformity” (1955, 95) to one where labour is life’s prime want, an expression of agency (1938, 11).

Furthermore, Marx’s words can be taken to suggest that the workers’ freedom is curtailed by a world that is fraught with all the degrading trappings of excessive emphasis on production and profit. Marx’s advocacy of Communism can and should be seen as his conception of freedom—freedom in the sense that it conceives a state of affairs that uplifts the severely restricted workers by the labour process under capitalist system, where private property and the division of labour have become “external” powers dominating over the workers and dictating on them what they ought to do with their lives, instead of them deciding these for themselves.

Now, Sen clearly recognises that what institutions are in place, and how they function, are important; he writes:


Our opportunities and prospects depend crucially on what institutions exist and how they function. Not only do institutions contribute to our freedoms, their roles can be sensibly evaluated in the light of their contributions to our freedom (2000, 142).



Elsewhere, Sen admits that “a person’s ability to achieve various valuable functionings may be greatly enhanced by public action and policy… there is a very real sense in which the freedom to live the way one would like is greatly enhanced by public policy…” (1993, 44). In view of such, Marx’s ideas in effect raise some very hard questions (for Sen and, of course, for economic, social, and political philosophy in general): what sorts of, or which, institutions could contribute to which freedoms that may be considered valuable? And in what way(s) do these contribute to these freedoms? One critical point related to policy and institutions for instance was what Sen discussed in connection to the issue of poverty (surely a very important functioning in its own right). Here Sen raised the important role of public policy in determining important measurement standards related to the evaluation and identification of poverty and inequality (Sen 1981). He took pains to emphasise that not becoming critical of traditional measurement standards (and their arbitrariness) will do little justice in the pursuit of a life relatively free from deprivation. For instance, making the important distinction between distributive from aggregative consequences, how do we assess, then, on these two different (though related) considerations, which policy measures effectively and in a morally desirable way contribute to human freedom? Related to these thus is the question: which freedoms and whose freedoms matter? For instance, should freedom from poverty take precedence over freedom from discrimination, freedom from oppression? Moreover, should the freedom of women or children supersede the freedoms of men, the freedom of the long-oppressed over the recently condemned?

These are difficult questions which I cannot, at this stage, pretend to answer myself. But in relation to all the above concerns, it can be argued, at this point, that Sen’s conception of freedom and its possible realisation might well be enriched by paying attention to some of the issues raised by Marx’s framework of thought, especially in connection with issues that relate to freedom and relevant institutions; how institutions—such as, for instance, the division of labour and private property—promote or hamper human freedoms. With Sen’s justified concern with the plurality and interconnections of freedom, it might also be necessary for him to consider the interconnections and consequences of freedoms for various arrangements/institutions, including (if necessary) some conception of property, of the division of labour, of the market, and so on. Sen seems to have assumed that these institutions—which Marx vehemently attacked—can, in large measure, be taken for granted as contributing to freedoms. I do not think however that it is obvious that this is the case. But clearly, these are not easy questions to address; but I believe they need to be confronted.

Some Issues and Difficulties: Sen’s Freedom vs. Marx’s “Human Emancipation”

Interpreting Marx, it should be emphasised, can be quite a complex undertaking fraught with problems. The complexity of his ideas (and possible contradictions within) can give rise to difficult hermeneutical issues and lend them different interpretations. For instance, Marx’s ideas in his work “On the Jewish Question” seems to express very strong reservations to conceptions of “political freedom” or what he calls “political emancipation,” reservations which make an account of freedom (particularly positive freedom) in his name in some respects philosophically problematic (1967). An interpretation of his conception of positive freedom (as discussed above) in terms of rights and liberties would seem, within this context, questionable and would appear contradictory to (at least some of) Sen’s account, contrary to our earlier reading.

Marx speaks of how, in the context of political emancipation, certain rights to equality, liberty, security and property actually limit man’s freedom, instead of being a realisation of freedom. He argues that the political rights that come with political emancipation are rights of the “egoistic man” who is separated from other men and from the community; liberty is “a right of man [that] is not based on the association of man with man but rather on the separation from man” (1967, 235). For Marx, “political emancipation” is not “complete” “human emancipation” and that, in fact, political emancipation is a reduction of man to an egoistic individual (1967, 241).

For instance, in the right of private property (as an application of right of liberty), Marx explains that such a right is nothing but the right of self-interest because it is but “the right to enjoy and dispose of one’s possession as one wills, without regard for other men and independently of society” and the right “to enjoy and dispose of his goods, his revenues, the fruits of his labor and of his industry as he wills” (1967, 236). Hence, the right to private property, as one exercise of the right of liberty, “lets every man find in other men not the realization but rather the limitation of his own freedom” (1967, 236). On the right to security, Marx argues that it is but “the guarantee of egoism,” where security is defined as “the protection accorded to society to each of its members for the preservation of his person, his rights and his property” (1967, 236). Marx is critical of how such right further supports the man who is, as he puts it, simply “withdrawn into himself and his private choice, separated from the community as a member of civil society” (1967, 237).

Hence, instead of political emancipation (together with its right to liberty, property, equality, and security), Marx speaks of some form of “human emancipation” as a desirable ideal, to be realised in his ideal of a communist or co-operative society of the future. In such social arrangement, one can draw the inference that since Marx conceives of a situation where the means of production and the proceeds of labour are already for common-ownership (1938, 14–15), rights (in the way they are defined above) are no longer necessary and hence have to be abandoned. This would be so since Marx conceives of the ideal communal life as one where men are not separated by their selfish interests but rather, are actually united together by virtue of mutual interdependence among them and where, instead of individual interests, communal interests reign. Since everything is already communally owned (and where the “springs of co-operative wealth flow more abundantly”), rights that protect property and assign what to whom seem no longer necessary. One can understand how Marx could, with his idea of communism and of the real human emancipation he seems to associate with it, eventually abandon the concept of rights—even attack its historical conceptual and social limitations—something he seems to have initially used and presupposed in light of his critical concerns on the plight of workers in a capitalist system. Certainly of course, such conceptual and hermeneutical issues can perhaps be clarified by understanding the different contexts within which Marx and Sen can be seen to situate their conceptions of freedoms. Sen, especially in his book “Development as Freedom,” speaks of the importance of freedom, characterised by capabilities, rights, and instrumental freedoms, in a context of poverty, scarcity, and widespread deprivation; hence, there is the most pressing need to “empower” people through certain freedoms, rights and capabilities in order to survive, and live as “human beings” (2000). By contrast, Marx speaks of the limitations of the concepts of rights in a context where “all the springs of co-operative wealth flow more abundantly” (1938, 17), where men, as “species-beings,” share and enjoy communal interests (and therefore, not in a state of scarcity).

Thus far, looking closer at such considerations, it might also be argued that while Marx’s ideal communal society appears to be desirable (and to some extent, to even enlighten Sen’s own approach to freedom, as argued above), perhaps it cannot totally do away with rights and other liberties, as Marx himself seems to argue in “On The Jewish Question.” The reality of our times reflects a situation that Sen describes as a time of utter scarcity and deprivation, hence, the need to recognise the important use of the complementary concepts of rights/capabilities/liberties. These concepts still have, I believe, very important works to do. While Marx’s description of the wealthy communal society maybe enchanting, the world today still has much to learn from Sen’ strong and passionate advocacy of certain rights and capabilities. More than half of the world is trapped in the quagmire of poverty and destitution; it is faced with the urgency of addressing issues that are matters of life and death. In this case, conceptualising rights and capabilities and their appropriate institutionalisation, I believe, may prove to be crucial for the betterment of men’s condition, and not one where we do away with it. In the context of scarcity or poor developing economies, using the language of rights and capabilities may still prove to be important in providing answers to serious matters of just distribution and the right allocation of resources. Wealth and stability in a society can be attainable and sustainable only in a situation where human beings are continually empowered by certain rights and liberties. Rights, together with capabilities or real opportunities, in the language of Sen, are like the oil that starts and keeps the engine of life running, so to speak, and without these, no genuine human activity is ever possible in societies marked by some degree of pluralism (see also Nussbaum 1999; Ochangco 2009).

Moreover, conflict of interest, which may not necessarily be in terms of material considerations, may still be a central problem in the hypothetical communal society where wealth is already flowing abundantly. For instance, people, who have different conceptions of the good—a real possibility one always has to consider—would still need “rights” to protect them from those others who, without the virtue of tolerance, might want to impose their own conceptions of the good. Wealth and abundance do not necessarily presuppose a monist conception of the good. Hence, people would still have the need for rights to pursue activities and lifestyles of their own choice. Rights in such manner may indeed, to some extent, be perceived as “egoistical” as Marx fears of certain rights. But such rights may be practically necessary to respect man’s choices and decisions, and ultimately, to respect man’s dignity in choosing, for instance, to live the life he has reason to value.


Concluding Reflections

As concluding remarks, I further put forward the following related considerations that somehow suggest other aspects that may further enrich our conceptualisation of freedom and their appropriate institutional contexts:

a) In a communal society, Marx has expressed emphasis on man’s freedom to exist as a thinking being, to appropriate one’s integral essence in an integral way, as a total man (1974, 351). The idea of a thinking being somehow resonates with Sen’s idea of valuations. But Marx’s idea of a thinking being presupposes the presence of what might be called “species-beingconsciousness” and the institutional conditions for their flourishing, and therefore, also the absence of enslaving and alienating institutions that threaten such consciousness from without. Such ideas are important because they define freedom in a larger institutional context of choice and valuation—freedom in the sense that one is conscious that one’s valuations and rationality are not threatened and warped by institutional conditions (such as, for Marx, private property and the division of labour). Freedom here means that the total integral man is able to express and develop himself fully, aware that he/she is not threatened by certain historically limiting institutional conditions; that s/he can be a total and integral human being, and choose to be accomplished in any branch he/she wishes by virtue of the absence of certain institutions that limits him/her into an exclusive sphere of activity, and the presence of enabling institutions that provide genuine choice of life. In more limited real world contexts that are less than ideal, institutions that would ensure rights and capabilities that relate to education and information, leisure and other opportunities and conditions for human development are particularly relevant here.

b) In the context of Communism, the idea of man as a social being (in real association with other men) puts emphasis on a certain type of freedom: a type of freedom that is expressive of human essence—where man’s “existence for others and their existence for him [is] the vital element of human reality” and species-consciousness—“the affirmation of himself/herself as a social being” (1974, 349–350). Such type of freedom, though quite similar to Sen’s idea of political and social freedoms (e.g., freedom to participate in political discussions and in the life of the community, freedom/right to vote, freedom of the press, etc.), should not be overlooked for it directs critical attention to how certain institutions possibly hamper freedom, especially if they are left unchecked or unregulated (i.e., the institution of markets/division of labour/private property/capitalism). In this respect, man must have the freedom to live with others and to be a social being, but the realisation of such freedom requires that the negative effects of certain institutions (in particular, the institutions that were the objects of Marx’s criticisms) must not remain unexamined. The harshness of the conditions of work and the stifling character of the division of labour under capitalism, the lack of (or severely inadequate) workers’ power and control within the domain of capitalist private property—these (and related concerns), following Marx, could affect human flourishing in general, and his capability for genuine human association in particular. Freedom must mean that man has to be equipped with certain political and social rights and capabilities; it must also mean the absence—or the eventual and progressive extirpation—of certain repressive/oppressive institutions that limit (if they do not totally negate) those freedoms and capabilities.

c) Through Communism, Marx seeks to abolish private property and the division of labour because they make the workers “the slave of other men who have made themselves the owners of the objective conditions of labour” (1936, 9); hence, the freedom to live independently and not one where existence is owed to another (1974). Without necessarily advocating Communism (as this was theoretically and normatively understood), I believe that there is wisdom in the words of Marx when he emphasised the value of such independence in various ways. Here, the freedom to live independently may be taken to suggest very strongly a kind of life that has the space to live, think, feel and pursue meaningful activities outside the dominating institution of private property in the means of production and its expressions. It means the freedom to conceive of, design and create one’s life in accordance with one’s enlightened choices/preferences, and not where one is unduly influenced or exploited by, say the power of money, in its various expressions, under the system of private property. I believe this point is important; but unfortunately Sen’s conception of freedom does not address issues that relate to this drive of property to produce, sell and make profit, with their ramifications on culture and people’s lives. Arguably, Sen, through his concept of ‘capabilities,’ could be taken as speaking of a related concern, for the freedom to live “independently” when he argued for the importance to pursue different “lifestyles” or lives that people have reason to value (2000, 75). But this might miss what seems to be a crucial issue raised by Marx: “Under the system of private property…each person speculates on creating a new need in the other, with the aim of forcing him to make a new sacrifice, placing him in a new dependence and seducing him into a new kind of enjoyment and hence into economic ruin” (1974, 358). Under such system, one’s freedom/independence is constantly threatened because, “Each attempts to establish over the other an alien power, in the hope of thereby achieving satisfaction of his/her own selfish needs” (1974, 358). Under such system, one may always be at the disposal of his neighbour’s most depraved fancies, who panders to his needs, excites unhealthy appetites in him, and pounces on every weakness, so that that neighbour can demand money for “his labour of love” (1974, 359). In other words, the pursuance of Sen’s valued/preferred lives/lifestyles might still be highly vulnerable to what today are the strong clutches of capitalist/consumerist culture, true to the words of Marx one and half century ago. The evils of the division of labour might not be as intense now compared to how it was during the time of Marx; however, something still remains so true today, that “…for private property… its idealism is fantasy, caprice and infatuation” (1974, 359). Such issues direct our attention back to certain questions about autonomy, related capabilities and their development by appropriate institutions: For instance, are our developed capabilities that have been, to some degree at least, shaped/distorted by consumerist/capitalist values desirable? Are lifestyles/“doings” and “beings” immersed in the excesses and exploits of capitalist practices to be considered worth pursuing just because they are the reflections of men’s choices? What institutional mechanisms could help us with capabilities to make more genuine and independent choices? (Would the regulation of markets, for instance, those aspects related to advertising, help in this regard?)

d) Marx’s conception of Communism emphasises some freedom from state coercion, as implicitly expressed here: “Freedom consists in converting the state from an organ standing above society into one completely subordinate to it” (1938, 26). While Marx’s (“complete”) communist “anarchy” might not really be a tenable idea after all, it might be useful to re-examine the role of the state in the provision of freedoms. Sen had strongly expressed his confidence on the role of governments (especially democracies) in the provisions and arrangements of different freedoms (though he places his reliance on a broader set of forces). In this connection, it is also important to consider how governments may not actually help furnish freedoms but may in fact be the very threats to freedom (even in Sen’s “democracies”). Marx’s ideas and perspectives on the effects of unequal social and class structures on institutional—including political—arrangements could help us re-consider and be sensitive to how governments and “democracies” (despite plural voting and freedom of expression and other rights) may, not infrequently, only serve—or predominantly serve—the interests of the more powerful or wealthier classes in the society at the expense of other marginalised and less-privileged classes. Sen’s enthusiasm for democratic system of governments might have been duly justified, especially with the presence of certain political rights and freedoms; however, such freedoms/rights might still prove to be insufficient weapons in the face of circumstances where so-called democracies are also at the mercy of giant capitalists and other powerful social and economic interests. These considerations seem to suggest that distributive issues of power, freedom and capability—towards a more egalitarian state of affairs—need to be addressed adequately, as opposed to merely efficiency and aggregative issues, even when couched in the “metric” of freedom. Institutional mechanisms towards such a more egalitarian distribution of power and capabilities need to be addressed in tandem.

References

Brunkhorst, H. 2007. Globalizing solidarity: The destiny of democratic solidarity in the times of global capitalism, global religion, and the global public. Journal of Social Philosophy 38(1): 93–111.

Hayek, F. V. 1978. The Constitution of liberty. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Ibasco, E. L. 2008. Amartya Sen’s plural conception of freedom (its impact on institutions, policy and individual agency. Department of Humanities and Social Sciences Research Journal, Far Eastern University Colloquium 2, 123–144.

Marx, K. 1844/1974. The economic and philosophical manuscripts of 1844. Harmondsworth: Penguin.

______. 1847/1955. The poverty of philosophy. Paris: Progress Publishers.

______. 1875/1938. Critique of the Gotha programme, English translation. New York: International Publishers.

______. 1967. On the Jewish question. Reprinted in Writings of the young Marx in philosophy and society, eds. Easton, L. D. and Guddat, K., 216–248. New York: Doubleday.

Marx, K. and Engels, F. (1845–1846/1947). The German ideology, English translation. New York: International Publishers.

Nussbaum, M. 1999. Women and human development: The capabilities approach. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Ochangco, E. L. I. 2009. On human development and freedom: Critical considerations on Nussbaum’s contributions to the capabilities approach. Department of Humanities and Social Sciences Research Journal, Far Eastern University Colloquium 3, 157–177.

Rosenberg, N. 1965. Adam Smith on the division of labour: Two views or one? Economica 32(126): 127–139.

Sen, A. K. 1972. On economic equality. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

______. 1981. Poverty and famines: An essay on entitlement and deprivation. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

______. 1987. On ethics and economics. Oxford: Blackwell.

______. 1993. Capability and well-being. In The quality of life, eds. Nussbaum, M. and Sen, A. K., 30–53. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

______. 2000. Development as freedom. New York: Random House.

______. 2002. Rationality and freedom. Harvard: Harvard University Press.





Ethics Precedes Religious Beliefs: The Basis of Solidarity

PETER CHONG-BENG GAN

School of Humanities, Universiti Sains Malaysia,
11800 USM Pulau Pinang, Malaysia

petergan@usm.my

© Penerbit Universiti Sains Malaysia, 2016


Published online: 15 October 2016

To cite this article: Gan, P. C-B. 2016. Ethics precedes religious beliefs: The basis of solidarity. KEMANUSIAAN the Asian Journal of Humanities 23(2): 51–69, http://dx.doi.org/10.21315/kajh2016.23.2.4

To link to this article: http://dx.doi.org/10.21315/kajh2016.23.2.4



Abstract. In this paper, I attempt to engage with the evidentialist principle of William Clifford in conjunction with the normative that the doctrinal and practical correlates of religious beliefs ought not to endorse any serious moral violations. This in turn facilitates the articulation of a structure for the basis of solidarity amongst people of different faiths. With the help of Kant’s reflections on the concept of faith and on religion, I argue that ethics ought to have priority over religious beliefs, and this is essential in establishing a foundation for fostering an integrative existence amongst members of a multi-religious polity.
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The main ideas that I intend to engage with in this paper are “the ethics of belief,” “beliefs with ethics,” and “solidarity.” These three ideas are directed at supporting the central thesis that ethics precedes religious beliefs, especially with respect to the authoritative force of epistemic and moral norms. I am not saying that ethics is logically prior to religious beliefs, whereby it is logically impossible to have religious beliefs without ethics. Rather, my contention is that while the considerations of ethics, including the moral responsibility to hold true beliefs, may override religious beliefs, the reverse is not the case. Also, from this central thesis a theoretical basis for inter-religious solidarity can be formed. In section one (after this introduction), I shall first resurrect the debate revolving around the possibility of our beliefs coming under moral scrutiny. The chief participants in this debate are Blaise Pascal, William Clifford, and William James. My contention is that religious beliefs are a contributing factor to our actions that can be judged as morally right or wrong, and hence, cannot be exempted from a moral evaluation predicated on the evidential sufficiency, or lack thereof, in support of such beliefs. I plan to work out a particular rendition of Clifford’s evidentialist principle to help strengthen its applicatory value. Section two constitutes an attempt to bring some relevant discussions to conclude that religious beliefs ought not to violate the rational precepts of ethics, and that ethics functions as the ultimate authoritative force cautioning against any excesses of faith-sourced activities that are morally perverse. This conclusion will also serve as a presupposition for interpreting Clifford’s principle. Additionally, I maintain that revelation should not supersede the ethical imperative. The last section of this paper delineates the role that the religious discourse, a discourse that is principally dialectical in form, and a foundation of religion as firmly entrenched in ethics, plays in facilitating social cohesion in plural societies. Immanuel Kant will join the three thinkers mentioned above to form the main line-up of writers whom I shall rely upon for putting forth my ideas and arguments in this paper.

The Ethics of Belief

William Clifford’s essay in response to Blaise Pascal’s suggestion that it is sounder to bet on faith than on unbelief is titled “The Ethics of Belief” (Clifford 1877, 177–211). Pascal tells us that even if we can never rationally support either the existence or non-existence of God, it would be prudent to wager on the belief that there is a God for we have nothing to lose but everything to gain (Pascal 1910, 1669, section III: 233, 83–87). Clifford, on the other hand, views any holding of beliefs on insufficient evidence to be immoral. His standpoint is embedded in the following excerpt from “The ethics of belief“:


[I]t is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone, to believe anything upon insufficient evidence. If a man, holding a belief which he was taught in childhood or persuaded of afterwards, keeps down and pushes away any doubts which arise about it in his mind, purposely avoids the reading of books and the company of men that call in question or discuss it, and regards as impious those questions which cannot easily be asked without disturbing it—the life of that man is one long sin against mankind (Clifford 1877, 186–187).



Clifford assumes an unrelenting moral position in his interpretation of the evidentialist principle. In “evidentialism,” an epistemological principle, the only epistemic justification for a person X believing a proposition p at time t is the evidence X has at t for supporting p being true (Mittag n.d.). There is an extensive and valuable debate revolving around this definition of evidentialism, but due to space constraints, I cannot fully engage with it in this paper. It appears that a strong case exists for evidentialism even though the content of this case may be unraveled somewhat differently by different philosophers.1 I submit that beliefs are governed by the norm orientated towards objective truths. I may, however, have beliefs directed to subjective truths, as for instance, I believe that I find spicy food terrible. Nevertheless, the norm orientated to objective truths still applies in this instance because I also realise that it is objectively true that my aversion is purely subjective. However, when considering religious beliefs, the issue of the sufficiency of evidence has to be examined and adjusted to accommodate this type of beliefs. Although evidentialism will not be comprehensively discussed, its version as espoused by Clifford’s “ethics of belief” forms the basis of this paper’s analysis. Clifford’s ethical perspective on the evidentialist principle will be examined in tandem with the epistemological aspect of this principle.

A careful examination of Clifford’s statements above indicates that the moral obligation leagued with belief has more to do with the procedures that relate to the belief—voluntary efforts undertaken to gather and assess all information relevant to the belief, and the willingness to consider countervailing evidence. It is these elements that determine the moral value of our beliefs. Elsewhere, Clifford argues that even if our beliefs, formed without sufficient evidence, were later vindicated through confirming events, this later vindication does not absolve the subject of the earlier immorality of holding the said beliefs (Clifford 1877, 178). For example, without responsibly collecting sufficient data relevant to a decision to undertake a major and high-risk business venture I decide in favour of that venture. When later, profits begin to pour in as a result of the success of this business I assume (wrongly) that I was not morally culpable for my reckless violation of the evidentialist principle. Conversely, despite my careful consideration of all relevant information that contributed to my belief in the prospective success of a business venture, the outcome in reality later proved to be just the opposite, I did indeed fulfil my obligation of endeavouring to secure a belief backed by adequate evidence and maintaining an open mind towards any emerging countervailing evidence.

Now, surely, one might protest saying that it is impossible for a person to be fully furnished with all necessary evidence to warrant embracing a belief that satisfies the evidentialist principle. If this were the case then the only sort of beliefs that we are justified in holding would be trivial ones or beliefs that have little consequence to us; for instance, I believe I am presently seated at my desk and typing out an article on my computer. For, if strict adherence to Clifford’s maxim is to be expected, then I am certain that many of my students would not be able to make up their minds on the best major to pursue in their university education. If I had to make sure that I gather enough evidence to believe that so and so is the correct person to be my spouse, I probably would take forever to decide whether I should marry that so and so person!


It may also be objected by saying that beliefs, which lie in the domain of a person’s internal thoughts and attitudes, are not liable to moral appraisals because only external actions have moral significance. Virtue ethicists such as Aristotle would disagree that internal dispositions are devoid of moral value. Aristotle’s notion of moral virtues as internal dispositions to behave morally, which are cultivated through voluntary, habitual actions, can be used to support the idea that beliefs adopted by a person are liable to moral appraisals (Aristotle 1976, 4th cent. BCE, 1103 a14–b25 and 1144 a3–24, 91–92 and 222). Correspondingly, a person can cultivate a habit of discerningly evaluating relevant data to form sufficiently supported beliefs, and these beliefs have moral worth because they also have an impact upon their holder’s future actions.

The evidentialist principle cannot be easily dismissed. Imagine if you were diagnosed with a serious illness that is treatable, but necessitates a risky surgery. Now, imagine that your primary doctor who will also perform the surgery, without careful consideration of your particular medical condition and without measuring the cost-benefit situation of the surgery, very cavalierly believes that you should undergo the prescribed risky treatment. Should you not regard this belief of his to be resting on insufficient evidence, and that if you were to submit to his counsel you would be staking your life on this same unreliable belief? Clifford’s ethics of belief, I am sure you would agree, bears heavily on this situation. In this regard too, beliefs, though internal, conduce to morally significant consequences, and hence, are themselves morally assessable.

Let me attempt to connect the ethics of belief to religion. Someone might comment that when comparing a major surgery with the considerations of fundamental orientations of religion, the former has a lot at stake while matters of religion are quite dispensable. The contention here is that while the ethics of belief applies to the former, religious beliefs are exempted from the moral obligation to garner sufficient evidence because such beliefs have minimal moral consequence either to self or to society. But, this argument lacks force. Commitment to a religious faith makes serious demands upon us and far from it having minimal moral consequence, for a number of people, their respective religious beliefs permeate practically their whole lives. William James is convinced that religious propositions pertaining to questions regarding the existence of God, afterlife, meaningful human existence, and the issue of salvation embody options that are living, momentous, and unavoidable (James 1897/1912, 3–6). These options matter to us, they have a significant impact on us, and not to choose to believe the propositions is to choose against them. Moreover, apart from the fact that ethics figure prominently in the teachings of major living religions (see Singer 1991/1993, 43ff.), the ultimate concerns that preoccupy these religions serve as motivating forces for religious believers’ moral actions. In essence, one cannot exempt religious beliefs from compliance with the evidentialist principle on the misperceived grounds that they have little moral consequence.

However, can religious beliefs be spared the moral obligation of evidentialism for a different reason—they are not susceptible of proof via sufficient evidence (as we ordinarily conceive of what counts as evidence: can be reasonably verified; or able to appeal to some universal consensus; or having some foundation in facts)? Based on the fact that I presently have absolutely negligible knowledge of Pascal programming, I have sufficient evidence to make me believe that if I were to sit for an exam on this subject this very evening, I would surely fail it. But, can anyone shore up adequate proof that there is life after death or that there is a supreme being who is sincerely concerned about our welfare here on earth? It appears that religious beliefs can never be adequately supported by evidence. Perhaps, Immanuel Kant can help throw some light on the concept of faith or religious belief.

To understand better Kant’s general concept of faith, we have to examine how he distinguishes between opinion, knowledge, and faith (Kant 1787/1991, 465– 469).2 Putting it briefly, while I may have an opinion of, say, the beautiful vistas of Patagonia in South America (based on its description relayed to me by someone else), and knowledge of myself feeling anxious at this moment, or “1 + 1 = 2“, faith relates to judgments based on speculative reason. Faith cannot make a claim to knowledge, but Kant thinks that its subjective conviction goes beyond opinion. It can be said that once certainty sets in, faith disappears. In ordinary language, we say “I have faith that there is a God” and not “I have faith that 1 + 1 = 2.” Unlike opinion (that has the possibility of either arriving at knowledge, or being refuted), faith is beyond refutation and confirmation by knowledge. An important type of faith is what Kant calls doctrinal faith as having belief in the existence of God that guarantees the ultimate coincidence between virtue and happiness, and thereby providing the impetus to lead a moral life (Kant 1787/1991, 468–469). Doctrinal faith cannot venture to make judgments speculating the nature of its object of belief. Instead, since it has little theoretical content in terms of true knowledge, its relevance is in reference to its capacity to evoke moral action. Judgments that are said to be true in the frame of faith are held to be such only in terms of their necessity in realising the objectives of certain actions. Doctrines of faith are perpetually open to interrogation at many levels: the authenticity of the original revelation and the historical dissemination of that message, and even the existence of the revered ultimate principle.

Given the epistemic nature of doctrinal faith, when comparing between rational ethics and religious beliefs, it is ethics that is firmly rooted in moral reason that should be accorded the priority in governing the way we live. Moral reason entails the submission of deliberations on moral issues and theories to the rigours of inductive and deductive reasoning and formulation of sound judgments and inferences; and this confers a relatively higher degree of epistemic security upon ethics. However, it does not mean that religious devotion has absolutely no role to play in our lives. Kant considers religious devotion as having the potential to supplement moral life. In fact, for Kant, the postulates of God’s existence and the immortality of the soul underwrite morality (Kant 1817/1978, 110–111). It would seem “irrational” if at the end of all our sacrifices for being moral, there is no proportioning of happiness to virtue. The existence of God and the immortality of the soul are conditions of possibility for such a just culmination (more on this later). It appears that Kant shares with James a similar position on religious beliefs—their value is more pragmatic than epistemic. To roughly illustrate the difference between the two: one may know the limits of knowledge (epistemic) about the existence of God, but one may still live and behave as if God exists (pragmatic) because of the usefulness of such a way of living and behaving.

Regarding the above point on religious beliefs’ exemption from the evidentialist principle because such beliefs intrinsically lack evidence, one is pushed to ask: is it really the case that religious beliefs categorically cannot be supported by sufficient evidence? James argues that it is ridiculous to abstain from adopting a religious belief until sufficient evidence is in one’s hand because, for James, the value of religious faith resides in its usefulness to the believer (James 1897/1912, 10–11). Many have attested to the consolation and strength that religious beliefs bestow upon them (see Schopenhauer 1851/1897, 98).3 But, should we not exercise caution here, for, holding beliefs because it is useful to do so is distinct from the truth or falsity of the content of these beliefs? The truth of the content of our faith is not positively correlated to the magnitude and usefulness of our faith. No matter how much we have faith in God’s existence—assuming that the concept “God” is not entirely equated with our subjectively enacted experience of a subjectively conceived notion of God—this does not increase the probability that God really exists. Such an existence is said to be either objectively true or objectively false. The same applies to beliefs about the afterlife. Even if a person finds life manageable and fulfilling by believing that there is a loving God and eternal happiness in the next life, these belief statements are not rendered true simply by believing in them. Note that it is an entirely different matter in a situation in which a less than healthy individual actually attains perfect health largely due to believing that he or she is already healthy. In this type of situation, believing x helps to make x true.

I should be careful when justifying faith in religious doctrines by appealing to the consolation and other positive feelings obtainable from having such faith. Good feelings alone cannot be used as a barometer to measure the goodness of a course of action. Unscrupulous individuals who violate serious moral precepts without a flinch of guilt have felt good about themselves, but this positive feeling does not render their actions morally right.

I would conclude that there is no persuasive reason to exclude religious beliefs from Clifford’s evidentialist principle. If we are beings committed to truth and honesty, then we have to take seriously the evidence of our beliefs. The crucial question then is: what constitutes sufficient evidence? For sure, there is a spectrum of sorts of evidence required for different sorts of propositions. Propositions that are amenable to empirical verification ought to be subjected to it. If I claim to see a line of people sitting in front of me I should at least be able to approach them and touch them to make sure that I am not hallucinating, or that I can check with the person next to me to corroborate what I see. On the other hand, metaphysical claims of religious doctrines belong to a different category. Virtually all of their claims are not directly verifiable by our physical senses. They are, however, somewhat amenable to the types of epistemic justification that pertain to inferential reasoning from indirectly related empirical data. There are individuals such as mystics who claim to have a direct experience of God. Notwithstanding the structural differences between experiencing God and experiencing a physical object, as well as a different manner in which some consensus of this God-experience can be reached amongst experiencing subjects, one cannot deny that these special experiences can legitimately contribute to forming religious beliefs.4 Nevertheless, it can still be maintained that religious beliefs have a lesser capacity for objective verification as compared with other types of belief. In view of the ethics of belief’s basis in the procedure and attitude connected to holding beliefs, and the obscurity of determining what fulfils the evidential sufficiency requirement for religious beliefs, as long as one maintains a critical posture towards one’s held religious beliefs, this evidential principle is adhered to. In addition, Clifford’s principle functions as a cautionary procedure, by which religious beliefs that possess a high probability of expressing themselves in actions contravening moral reason are liable to be judged as insufficiently backed by evidence and accordingly, in violation of the said principle.

It is worth noting that even if one were to believe a proposition simply because it is useful to do so there is in here an implicit belief in an assumed objective truth in the pragmatic justification for some beliefs. In other words, a truth-oriented epistemic justification for beliefs underpins the pragmatic justification. In the presence of clear evidence that contravenes a belief held on pragmatic grounds, the subject will be compelled to assent to the contrary belief supported by evidence. As Richard Foley illustrates: even though it makes pragmatic sense to believe that the earth is flat if someone promises me a million dollars to do so, it would be virtually impossible for me to sincerely assent to such a belief, simply because existing evidence convinces me otherwise (as mentioned in Shah 2006, 482). Furthermore, given the nature of religious beliefs as outlined above, an awareness of the lower degree of certainty such beliefs possess as compared with more certain items of knowledge, in itself constitutes an accompanying belief, which reflects the truth-orientating norm that compellingly governs our belief formation. To a degree, a religious belief is analogous to a hypothesis (offering a yet-to-be proven explanation) for a phenomenon. They are both accompanied by a belief in the tentativeness of their truth-claims. In essence, believing on account of evidence is foundational, and it has priority over believing for practical purposes. Incidentally, I should mention that the required sufficiency of evidence for a belief is also a function of the moral consequence of that belief. In my earlier example on the irresponsible surgeon, it seems obvious that his violation of Clifford’s principle is more serious as compared with, for instance, my flippant belief that my favourite television programme comes on at 4:00 p.m. tomorrow. On account of the greater moral consequence of the involved belief in the former case, a much greater requirement for sufficiency of evidence is expected to fulfil the evidentialist criteria.

When it comes to beliefs produced by revelation there is always the problematic issue of verifying the authenticity of a recipient’s revelation. Moreover, appealing to historical tradition as a means to assess the authenticity of a revelation does not really help. A number of revered originators of major religions who are well-sanctioned by their respective traditions have pronounced distinct creedal statements of their own, purportedly based on revelation. The problem though is that some of the revealed truths of different religions by these well-respected and creditable individuals are quite inconsistent, one with the other. For example, the doctrine of the serial transmigration of the soul may be incompatible with the doctrine of a singular entrance into purgatory, heaven, or hell upon death. While for some religions the mystery of divine incarnation constitutes a core faith tenet, for others, the very idea of God becoming human is abhorrent. Therefore, the appeal to revelation as evidence for doctrinal beliefs is fraught with problems. It may be pointed out that reason has its limitations and problems as well, but I would contend that the limitations within reason are relatively less than that assailing revelation. Also, controversial issues in ethics can be debated upon by appealing to rational justifications. A dispute between contending claims of revealed truths would be invalidly resolved solely by appealing to one revelation as supposedly more “authentic” than the others, and outside of any discussion founded on reason. Rather, disputing parties have to resort to rationally persuasive arguments. Unless a piece of revelation is capable of appealing to some consensus of universal reason, it cannot command the same degree of assent from a population consisting of people from diverse belief systems, as a rationally supported moral precept can.


A key premise of this paper’s thesis is that moral objectivism—which states that there exist moral judgments that are objectively true or false, independently of the appraisals of individuals or societies—reflects the true setting of the realm of moral values.5 Deliberations on moral issues can rely upon established systems of normative ethics such as utilitarianism, deontology, and virtue ethics, which possess rationally sound and coherent internal structures. A version of divine command theory of ethics in which an action or state of affairs is deemed moral solely because it is plainly interpreted as being the will of God should not form the basis of moral deliberations. Undoubtedly, the evidentialist principle anchors beliefs upon truths, regardless of whether these truths are religious or moral. However, religious beliefs are comparatively more vulnerable to the problems of verification (as outlined above) than rational ethics are. Since moral beliefs founded on reason and objectivism are less problematic than religious beliefs when it comes to verification, ethics then should guide us in ensuring that we do not hold false religious beliefs.

If the definition of the term “evidence” is given enough amplitude to accommodate different forms and different degrees of justification, then it would be possible for religious beliefs to have evidential validation. Religion should not be perceived as an institution sullied by superstition and irrationality. For religion to regain whatever credibility it may have lost in this contemporary era, it has to be rooted in reason, especially moral reason. Intriguingly, even partisans of extremist and fundamentalist religious sects sometimes feel the need to present ethical justifications (although misguided ones) in support of their extreme standpoints and measures (Atran 2006, 136–137). It appears that the moral imperative is very much part and parcel of our human condition.

In sum, believing in a dogma of faith, and at the same time, believing in the tentativeness and the limited epistemic security of this dogma, satisfy Clifford’s evidentialist principle. However, Clifford’s principle is absolute in its moral stand—“It is wrong always to…” This absolute stand itself cannot be defended by sufficient evidence. I reject the absoluteness of this principle, and suggest that ethics serve as a regulatory measure whereby while we can never be certain that it is always wrong to hold beliefs without sufficient evidence, we can be certain that it is wrong to hold religious beliefs that are ethically indefensible.

Beliefs with Ethics

Believers do point to the moral good, to oneself and to others, that issue from believing in articles of faith. Basically, the point put forward is that religion makes one a better person and is responsible for the development of a caring and virtuous world (Putnam and Campbell 2010, 476). Indeed, religion has been the initiating and sustaining force in cultivating a moral society, but lest we forget, quite a number of the most heinous crimes against humanity were committed in the name of religion. Incidentally, many non-believers and atheists consider it repugnant when believers assume that without religion, atheists are predisposed to a morally dissolute life and are also constantly in despair. According to atheists, you need not have a religious faith in order to be endowed with a fulfilling, virtuous, and happy life (Myers 2013, 137ff). Many atheists are in fact committed contributors to human flourishing (Kurtz and Craig 2009, 26–27). Interestingly, it is worth asking whether there is sufficient evidence to maintain the belief that those with weakly supported religious beliefs are indeed better off, in all aspects of human existence, than those, say, agnostics, who perhaps, have a relatively stronger evidential support for their stand.6 Is there empirical evidence showing that, as Pascal and James suggest, one is better off having a religious belief than not having one?

Let me clarify a couple of things. On account of their profound religious convictions, there are people who have positively transformed their lives and the lives of many others, selflessly made sacrifices, and contributed tremendously to the service of humanity. Does this mean that their morally virtuous deeds all rest on religious beliefs that, by the nature of such beliefs, lack sufficient evidential support, and thereby are unethical by Clifford’s evidentialist standards? No. Firstly, as discussed, religious beliefs are amenable to evidential support, even by Clifford’s criteria. And, secondly, religious beliefs not tainted by breaches of ethics, are consistent with this paper’s thesis. The thesis “ethics precedes religious beliefs” implies that moral virtues may originate from religious as well as nonreligious (or atheistic) convictions, but religious beliefs leading to moral evil can never have evidential support.

I do not think that a belief in God is a necessary condition for an ethical life. The standard of what is morally good or bad is independent of God’s command. One can raise the question as to why God considers a particular action to be moral in order to probe towards a justification beyond simply a capricious decision of God. Moreover, the theorem that ethics requires a foundation in God in order to preserve its rationality as well as serve as impetus for moral action (as advanced by Kant), is controvertible.7 Philosophical naturalism and humanistic secularism can just as well support the necessity of ethics for the benefit of humanity and the world without positing a supernatural being that is supposed to provide a foundation for ethics. For the humanist, one has a moral obligation to improve oneself and the world in this temporal realm, without presupposing that eternal justice and happiness will always be granted by a supreme being (Kurtz 2001, 145). Propositions on moral matters, which are assumed to be divinely ordained, have to be justified by moral reason.


There is, however, at least one writer who argues that God, as the originator of ethics, transcends moral reason. This transcendence is represented in the biblical narrative of Abraham’s obedience to God’s shockingly immoral command to sacrifice Abraham’s innocent son, Isaac (Genesis 22, 1–19).8 Contrary to Kant’s subordination of religious faith to ethics, Søren Kierkegaard’s principal assertion in his Fear and Trembling is that Abraham exemplifies the “knight of faith” who takes a leapt into the absurdity of faith in God, which transcends the rationality of ethics (Kierkegaard 1843/1994, xv–xvi, 61ff.). It would seem that in this context, faith precedes ethics. There are some points that require our consideration. The fact that God’s command to Abraham not only places Abraham in a dilemma, but it also troubles him tremendously, and that attempts have arisen amongst biblical commentators to reconcile such violation of ethics with faith in God, clearly indicate the kind of authoritative force ethics wields. It is as if something is not quite right in this narrative, which demands a rational explanation. One explanation would be that God transcends rational dictates of what is right and wrong. Although I do not wish to enter into a debate on the nature of God, let me just state here that if God is infinite, then perhaps God should incorporate rational ethics, rather than have a part of his divine nature antithetical to it. In other words, God includes ethics, and is not unethical. Moreover, an unethical edict is still within the category of ethics. That which is amoral is beyond ethics, and God’s order to sacrifice Isaac is far from being amoral. Any endorsement of assumed to be authentic command of God to execute an egregiously evil act is indeed dangerous. Not only would this endorsement be inconsistent with the claim of God’s goodness and compassion, it would also be vulnerable to challenges to its object’s assumed authenticity. I maintain that divine commands should not transgress the principles of moral reason.

For Kant, ideas conceived and deliberated upon by speculative reason are so far removed from verification by sense intuition that he labels them as residing within the purview of the transcendental dialectic (Kant 1787/1991, 208–212).9 His philosophical enterprise prides itself in faithfully maintaining a critical attitude in inquiry and practice. The critical attitude strives to steer away from the unhelpful stances of dogmatism, excessive scepticism, and indifferentism (Kant 1787/1991, 1–3). Indifference to metaphysical matters forfeits the opportunity to constructively grapple with ideas that Kant says would be difficult to ignore. Radical or absolute scepticism would ill-serve the intentions of contributing positively to human wellbeing, development, and social solidarity because it dampens confidence and trust in oneself and in the other. Moreover, this type of scepticism is self-refuting (see Huemer 2001, 27).


Since matters pertaining to God, free will, and immortality of the soul, are so far removed from verification, there is no justification for adopting the dogmatic stance. The ideal attitude would be the critical approach to religious (which is largely metaphysical) matters. Such a critical posture safeguards us against any religious hegemony enacted via, for instance, unjustified inclusions of confessional doctrines in state policies and laws. Discourse that revolves around metaphysical matters may not be susceptible of empirical and mathematical proofs, but a high premium is placed upon them. These beliefs define us as who we are; as beings who are not reducible to the mechanical determinations of nature. Kant is fully aware of the significance of the discourse of metaphysics, both in its intellectual capacity as well as its relevance for practical life. An interesting feature of his approach to religion is his attempt to purify religion of revealed decrees that are largely contextual and devoid of universal consensus tied to moral reason (Kant 1798/1979, 61). However, despite the possibility of reducing Kantian religion to ethics, Kant does recognise ethics’ need for works of grace, miracles, mysteries, and means of grace (Kant 1793/1960, 47–49).10 He says that these elements fill a lack within ethics, and considering that they come under the purview of metaphysics, Kant relegates them to the fringes of his religion that is confined within the bounds of reason. They form what Kant labels as parerga or the frames, which enhance the work of art (Kant 1790/2000, 76).11 Religion supplements ethics through infusing final meaning in, encouraging, inspiring, and even mysteriously assisting through grace, people’s adherence to the moral law. These frames or borders are not inside the realm of possible verification through theoretical reason; rather, they reside in the province of transcendent metaphysics and are accessed through speculative reason. The religious parerga fills a lack in ethics but at the same time they have the potential to infect religion with fanaticism, illusion, and superstition. Hence, they have to be tempered by reflective or critical faith—faith that adopts a critical self-checking practice and is aware of the justifiable conditions of cognition (Kant 1793/1960, 48).12

It is this critical posture towards religion which aligns Kant’s conception of faith with Clifford’s insistence that religious beliefs must welcome opposing views and be open to re-examination. In light of the above discussion with regard to the inconsistencies between some attributes of divinity and any supposedly evil commands of God, and Kant’s dialectical nature of religious beliefs, aside from viewing Clifford’s principle as exacting a critical posture towards religion, it is also reasonable to interpret this principle as a cautioning procedure whereby religious beliefs that have a high probability of expressing themselves in saliently immoral actions should be considered as wanting in justifiable evidence.


Permit me to introduce a case that I reckon will stimulate questions to think about; questions that revolve around the “ethics of belief” and “beliefs with ethics.” This case is retold by Emmett Barcalow, but there is no reference source for it (Barcalow 2001, 287). However, even if the story is fictional it can still serve as a useful instrument for our reflection. Several decades ago, a society residing in a Polynesian island practiced parricide—when parents are still relatively healthy and just before they begin their descent into decrepitude, their children are morally obligated to kill them. As appalling as this practice sounds, in order to have some idea as to why this is done we need to understand the belief that engenders this practice. People in this community believe that when you die you spend eternity in the condition you were in before you died. If you were blind before you died you will be forever blind in the afterlife. Hence, while your parents are still able-bodied it would be considerate of you to kill them. Some questions to think about:


	I call this belief religious because it concerns the afterlife. These belief and practice cannot principally be placed under the category of ethics by arguing that this community is actually fulfilling its moral responsibility of ensuring the eternal happiness of its deceased members. Thinking along this line provides a dangerous justification for mass suicides, suicide bombings, heretic-torturings, and witch-burnings; one that is anchored in the “moral” intention of attaining for oneself and/or others eternal salvation and happiness in the next life. There is no ethical support for sacrificing existing human life or wellbeing, for an assumed wellbeing in the afterlife. Indeed, the above belief and practice are religious rather than ethical in character. If this belief and its concomitant practice of parricide are inbuilt within the fabric of that society whereby they are handed down from generation to generation via the socialisation process, and anyone who raises doubts about them will be quickly punished, do you think it would be easy for this community to even assess the moral rationality of these belief and practice?

	Keep in mind that sons and daughters would be killing their parents out of obligation, but more so, out of love. And, most importantly, the children will not be doing it against the will of their “victims”. In fact, very likely, their parents would willingly submit to this killing because the prospect of spending eternity in poor physical condition is terrifying. As an outsider, should we adopt the position of a moral relativist and be tolerant and understanding of these belief and practice? Moreover, what happens if the shaman or religious specialist claims that this belief originates from a revelation received by a revered shaman in time past who had contacted the spirits of his deceased fellow community members who told him that they were glad that they could spend eternity in a healthy state of body and mind; can we regard this revelation as evidence? By what means would you convince this community that in the afterlife the deceased will not spend eternity in the physical condition he or she was in close to death?


I admit that there are no easy answers to the above questions. Nevertheless, it appears that some serious violation of ethics is happening on a regular basis in this Polynesian community. This case illustrates the relevance of the evidentialist principle in our adoption of and commitment to our revered beliefs. Perhaps, if a crucial adjustment to the community’s collective belief in the afterlife were made, then the practice of parricide might be viewed as immoral and its abolishment deemed necessary.

Solidarity

I think that one of the necessary requirements for forging healthy integration amongst peoples of diverse faiths and fundamental orientations is to keep the lines of conversation open. And to do this ethics must precede religious beliefs. Not only do our intimately held beliefs require submission to the moral obligation of the evidentialist principle, they also need to be firmly grounded in moral reason. Considering the relatively greater epistemic security of propositions in ethics founded on principles of sound reasoning, as compared with the propositions of religious doctrines, ethics then is more amenable towards constituting a shared bond and responsibility amongst members of a religiously plural society.

The ability to engage in inter-religious dialogue with an open mind and heart is an essential step towards fostering transformative relationships among the adherents of different faiths in a country. Although some knowledge of the systems of beliefs and practices of religions cannot be neglected, of greater importance would be the enlightened knowledge of the nature of religion in general. The diverse discourses on meta-religion will help the members of a plural society to understand religion as a human phenomenon and especially the structural makeup of religion with its different epistemic statuses for beliefs and practices. Unravelling the conditions for epistemic justification for religious statements is indispensable in the interface of religion and politics. For Georg W. F. Hegel, the concept of the state being embedded within the category of objective spirit, by necessity, subjects the state to rational principles of organisation, which have relevance in the objective realm (Hegel 1971, 1830, 20–22).13 These rational principles reflect pragmatic concerns, especially in matters of ethics—of rights, duties, and justice. Undoubtedly, most revealed truths may coincide with rational—moral precepts. However, in the event of a tussle between revelation and reason, justifications of political decisions, actions, measures, policies, and so forth ought only to appeal to reason. States where revealed truths are interpreted by religious authorities are not impervious to several points of contention, namely, method of authenticating the authority figure, verification of the veracity of the revelations, and the accuracy of their interpretations. Moreover, non-believers may not assent to the revelations of a particular religious tradition provided these doctrines can be incorporated into their personal worldviews. Reason supersedes revelation, not just in praxis, but also when it comes to forming a common meeting space wherein enriching dialogues can take place. Dogmatic adherence to specific doctrines strictly sourced to information said to be derived through revelation alone is, I think, inimical to inter-religious dialogue. It is reason that serves as a shared language enabling people from diverse faith backgrounds to converse with one another.

Kant’s confinement of religion within the boundaries of moral reason anticipates Hegel’s caution against allowing religion an influential role in state administration (Hegel 1821/1967, 165–168). The Kantian critical attitude, which avoids the extremes of dogmatism and scepticism, contributes to the delineation of the limits of possible knowledge. When it comes to examining the relation between religion and political organisation, the critical attitude operates by dividing between the sphere of objective and universally binding principles of state rule, and the sphere of the devotional and subjective enterprise of religion.

The nature of religious truths being relegated to the Kantian domain of speculative reason subverts any religious tradition’s claim to superiority. I would also add that the critical attitude operates to exclude any imposition of religious doctrines on political matters that can clearly threaten the harmonious integration of the various confessional groups within a state. On account of the doctrinal principles’ inherent metaphysicality, it would be difficult to countenance any proposed justification of admitting such doctrines into politics on the grounds of a democratic appeal. Permitting religious doctrines that cannot stand up to the test of moral reason to influence political governance simply because of agreement by the majority, places the political integrity of the state at risk through the likelihood of discrimination against minority groups. Moreover, an understanding of the meaning of faith and its distinction from opinion and knowledge, clarifies our perception and appreciation of each religious tradition’s efforts at articulating that which is regarded as spiritual. Discourses on faith rely largely upon the method of dialectics rather than the strictly deductive method of logic and that of empirical inference in science. Faith discourses revolve around the elements of revelation, reason, scriptural interpretation, authoritative succession, and principles of organisation for a social institution. They generally attempt to strive for coherence of discourse, either within each of the above categories or intersections of more than one of those categories. There is in this type of discourse an opportunity for a genuine acknowledgement of the diversity of the various faiths because of their distinct historical trajectories with their correspondingly unique beliefs and practices, and at the same time, an opportunity to keep open a critical eye towards any claim of knowledge of absolute truths.14 The realisation of the open-endedness of dialectical discourses in religion can be a means to carve pathways for meaningful conversations amongst people of different faiths (including those whose faith is apathetic or opposed to religion), as well as encourage a sincere willingness to learn from and be transformed by the other’s beliefs. This is a situation that far exceeds one in which people of different faiths merely tolerate one another.

Conclusion

Clifford’s evidentialist principle is worth applying to religious beliefs, despite its difficulties. Our beliefs inform our actions. If our religious beliefs play a key role in the generation of actions with moral significance, then we are morally responsible for ensuring, as best as possible, the marshalling of adequate evidence for our adoption of and commitment to particular religious beliefs. In attempting to make a case for the thesis that ethics precedes religious beliefs, I resort to an application of the evidentialist principle, which dictates that maintaining a critical attitude towards adopted religious beliefs honours the evidentialist principle, whereas adopting religious beliefs perceived as highly relevant in moral practical life and which violates moral reason infringes this principle. When it comes to the translation of religious beliefs to concrete actions, the precepts of ethics must serve as the sovereign authoritative point of reference. Finally, I argue that it is within a context where ethics precedes religious beliefs and where secularity governs a state, which best fosters social solidarity amongst members of a plural society.15

Notes

1.      See, for instance, Nishi Shah’s “A New Argument for Evidentialism” (Shah 2006) in which the author argues that the norm of truth-seeking is part and parcel of the concept of belief, irrespective of the believer’s practical intentions for believing a proposition. Neil Sinhababu accepts evidentialism, but denies that the norm of truth-seeking is necessary and sufficient for the concept of belief, and thereby rejects Shah’s position (Sinhababu 2013, 155). From another viewpoint, Kevin McCain (2014, 1–2) states that evidentialism concerns epistemic justification; which implies that outside of evidentialism, one can have practical justification for believing something. For instance, while a person, informed of the gravity of his illness, may not have epistemic justification to believe that he will recover, he may have practical justification to believe so because he feels that having a positive attitude may help him cope with the disease. Furthermore, McCain echoes the understanding of evidentialism by Feldman and Conee (1985, 15), i.e., evidentialism concerns the epistemic justification for one’s doxastic attitude to a proposition p—either to believe p, not to belief p, or withhold judgment on p.

2.      Here, “faith” refers to beliefs that cover metaphysical propositions not amenable to conclusive proofs via direct physical observation or mathematical deductions.

3.      Schopenhauer, commonly assumed to be a pessimist, speaks about religion serving a function to the masses by providing comfort in times of suffering.

4.      William Alston’s (1991/1993) Perceiving God: The Epistemology of Religious Experience explores the means by which direct experiences of God can count as valid grounds for having certain religious beliefs. In his The Elusive God: Reorienting Religious Epistemology, Paul Moser (2008) speaks about religious epistemology from the perspective of “authoritative evidence” that springs from a voluntary and morally transformative human-divine relationship. While Moser’s view about authoritative evidence for God’s existence, as anchored in one’s awakened conscience and transformed life, is open to criticism, his placement of ethics in a vital position in his epistemological system does not conflict with my paper’s main thesis.

5.      I do not think it necessary here for me to sketch out a case favouring moral objectivism over subjectivism and relativism.

6.      Allen Wood raises this pertinent question (Wood 2008, 15).

7.      For an informative discussion on the issue of whether ethics depends on the existence of God see Garcia and King (2009).

8.      It may be the case that one should interpret this story purely allegorically, with its focus centred on loving and trusting God, and not on the highly questionable morality of God’s demand of Abraham.

9.      The fascinating thing about Kant’s view of dialectic is that, while it is a method of reasoning that employs conceptions way beyond empirical justification, this form of reasoning is unavoidable (6). Kant describes the transcendental dialectic as the “logic of illusory appearance” (208–209). We are predisposed to inquire into matters that exceed the boundaries of possible experience: matters that touch upon the existence of God, the immortality of the soul, the possibility of free will and morality, and the infinitude or finitude of the universe. The purpose of Kant’s searching investigation into the transcendental dialectic is to unravel this susceptibility to illusion and delineate the parameters of sound thinking thereby mitigating this illusion by cautioning the dialectician against making dogmatic pronouncements.

10.    “Works of grace” refer to internal mystical experiences, “miracles” to external supernatural events, “mysteries” to special insights into supernatural realities, and “means of grace” to accessing abilities in performing miracles.

11.    Kant devotes a short paragraph to this concept that is part of his elaboration on the judgment of beauty.

12.    For instance, we may reasonably propose that grace is required to supplement our natural self-effort to be moral, but we cannot claim to be able to identify and divide between grace and nature, nor claim to have access to methods that necessarily activate the operation of grace (162).


13.    In Hegelian philosophy, objective spirit represents the category of the absolute (or universal reason) moving out of itself into the historical and socio-political realm (see also Inwood 1992, s.v. “spirit,” 275).

14.    Richard Kearney (2010, xiv) encapsulates this point most trenchantly when he says: “If divinity is unknowable, humanity must imagine it in many ways. The absolute requires pluralism to avoid absolutism.”

15.    I am grateful to the reviewers of this paper for their helpful comments and suggestions.
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Abstract. This paper aims to propose that Heidegger’s Being and Time, in particular Heidegger’s conceptions of Sorge (care) and Fürsorge (concern for others), and the ethics of care can be complementary. As I argue, insofar as Heidegger’s fundamental ontology can be shown to deepen theoretical and ontological grounds for the ethics of care, the normativity of care, developed by care ethicists, that is founded upon the ontology of relationships is related to Heidegger’s conception of authentic care, solicitude (Fürsorge). The complementary contributions of Heidegger’s fundamental ontology and the ethics of care, in my argument, are essential to the success of each tradition of care. In addition, the complementary view is understood as co-disclosures of Mitsein between the ontological structure of Mitsein and the caring practices within the ontic home of everydayness. Insofar as the pursuit of one’s well-being could include the well-being of others, we are heading for a shared political solidarity where Mitsein will always be an issue for the caring citizens.
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Although the Heideggerian conception of care (Sorge) and feminist care ethics are the two main traditions that tackle care concepts, these traditions are, theoretically speaking, as far apart from each other as Heidegger’s distinction between the ontological and the ontic (Heidegger 1996; Paley 2000). Sorge (care) is Heidegger’s technical term for the ontological structure of our Being-in-the-world, whereas care is used by care ethicists in its everyday sense of caring for oneself and others. Nonetheless, despite the ontological-ontic divide between the two conceptions of care, there have been attempts to develop aspects of Heidegger’s fundamental ontology for application in either nursing care or ethics per se. Benner and Wrubel (1989) attempt to ground the primacy of caring upon Heidegger’s fundamental ontology. Guignon (1993) suggests connecting Heidegger’s concept of the authentic form of existence with a form of moral commitment (cited in Paley 2000). Olafson (1998), according to Paley, “concedes that an amplification of Heidegger’s account of Mitsein seems to be required if it is not to prove ethically vacuous” (2000, 70). Hatab argues that “Heidegger’s manner of thinking is well suited to moral philosophy” in terms of taking moral philosophy to be “an engaged, interpretive, contextual, addressive discourse for the sake of disclosing ethical bearings in life” (author’s italics) (2000, 4).

Following previous attempts to derive an ethics from Heidegger’s Being and Time (1927, translated in 1996), this paper, contra Paley (2000), aims to propose that Heidegger’s Being and Time and an ethics of care can be complementary. The ethics of care needs Heidegger’s “notion of authentic Mitsein (being-with),” along with Heidegger’s critique of the Cartesian Subject, to lend credibility to its claim of the primacy of dependence over independence. The primacy of dependent relationships, for care ethicists, is not composed solely of phenomenological descriptions of the vulnerable human conditions. Rather, the primacy of interdependence, as depicted through the concept of authentic Mitsein, reveals its ontological underpinning on the variant human relationships.

Given that, as Paley (2000) rightly notes, Heidegger’s Being and Time does not entail an ethics per se, nor an ethics of care in particular, Heidegger’s concept of authentic Mitsein could have been inspired by an account of care resulting from the engagement in taking care in the familiarity of everydayness. Normative care consists of being attentive to the well-being of both oneself and the others in nested dependent relationships. I argue that this normative care is related to Heidegger’s concepts of authentic care, solicitude (Fürsorge), and empathy, both of which remain individualistic and solipsistic in Heidegger’s manner of thinking, even given his interest “in extraordinary dimensions of thought and experience covered by everyday life” (Hatab 2000, xii).

This paper is structured as follows: In the first section, I will explain briefly the features of Heidegger’s fundamental ontology and the ethics of care, followed by elaborating on how and to what extent both theories can be complementary, despite their different conceptions of care. From that grounding, I will move on to the second section, which is divided into two parts. In the first part, I will elaborate on how Heidegger’s fundamental ontology can be the ontological ground for the ethics of care. In the second part of this section, I will argue how the normativity of care, developed through caring practices, could be seen as providing substantial content for Heidegger’s conception of authentic solicitude (Fürsorge). Finally, in the third section, I will demonstrate the theoretical advantage of the complementary view set forth in this paper, via responding to the weakness in each tradition of care.

As a result, the complementary view will be understood as co-disclosures of Mitsein between the ontological structure of Mitsein and the caring practices within the ontic home of everydayness. Insofar as the pursuit of one’s well-being could include the well-being of others, we are heading for a shared political solidarity where Mitsein will always be an issue for the caring citizens.

I. Two Distinctive Traditions of Care: Heidegger’s Care (Sorge) and the Ethics of Care

I.I Heidegger’s conception of care (Sorge) as Being-in-the-World

According to Heidegger’s fundamental ontology, the theoretical distinctions of subject/object, self/other, and mind/world in modern philosophy are only derivatives of that which is more primordial, the totality of Being. Being is constituted as being-in, being-with, and being-with-others, and already existed before the “thrownness” of Dasein (Heidegger 1996, 40). Dasein (being-there) is “thrown” into the openness of Being and is claimed by Being to “care for” the truth of Being. The essence of wo/man, in opposition to Plato’s concept of Idea, is to be understood as ek-sistent (standing out), by which Heidegger means “an immersion in the ‘there’ of being that characterizes Dasein’s prereflective involvement in the world” (Hatab 2000, 11). Thus understood, the ek-sistence of wo/man, for Heidegger, is claimed by the totality of Being, and Dasein’s “essence” is its “existence,” as a “coming-to-be in the way something unfolds” (Hatab 2000, 11.). Dasein’s existence as Being-in-the-World is more original than the modern constitution of wo/man as subject, as ego, or as substance.

Despite the ontological primacy of Dasein as Mitsein (being-with), Dasein’s existence is understood through his/her concrete living environments and tasks. Dasein encounters the world through his/her everyday dealings with things at hand from which “others are ‘also encountered’ for whom the ‘work’ is to be done” (Heidegger 1996, 111). According to Heidegger, Dasein is thrown into our everyday, familiar world that is full of usable things nearest to us and which cannot be discovered by a Dasein who simply looks at them as if they are merely objects present out there. Instead, by taking care of these handy, useful things in order to perform services and to help make things, Dasein encounters others who are not “added on in thought to an initially merely objectively present thing” (Heidegger 1996, 112) but are also like one’s own Dasein, beings as careful Being-in-the-World and as Mitsein.1

The others are not encountered by grasping and previously discriminating one’s own subject, initially objectively present, from other subjects also present. They are not encountered by first looking at one-self and then ascertaining the opposite pole of a distinction. They are encountered from the world in which Dasein, heedful and circumspect, essentially dwells (Heidegger 1996, 112).

As Hatab (2000, 11) rightly notes, before the detached, reflective standpoint of Cartesian subjectivity and scientific objectivity, we are “always already” shaped by everyday concerns, practical involvements, moods and affects, inherited customs, and language uses. Dasein as Mitsein, according to Heidegger, means to challenge the dominance of the modern subject and to replace an alternative conception of self as an engaged Being-in-the-World that is heedful and careful of things in order to serve others.

All in all, the ek-sistence of Dasein as “Being-in-the-World” is de-centered, finite (non-omniscient) and open (engaged to the world). The temporal structure of Dasein as Being-in-the-World is ontologically primordial, whereas the sciences of wo/man, such as logics, philosophy, and metaphysics, were later developed to grasp the relations of beings. Ethics, as an example, is derived from ethos, which is more original than ethics. By ethos, Heidegger (1975, 256) means the “abode, dwelling place,” where human beings dwell; where Being is. Given that the ground of the ethics of care is the dwelling place of Dasein (ethos), Dasein as Mitsein is found to be ontologically prior to ethics per se.2

In the dwelling place where Being is, Dasein encounters the world, him/herself, and others. These primordial structures of Dasein are understood as “concern” (Besorgen), “care” (Sorge), and “solicitude” (Fürsorge). The conception of Dasein as Sorge, Heidegger writes, means “Dasein is ahead-of-itself-already-being-in(a world) as being-together-with(beings encountered within the world)” (Heidegger 1996). What Heidegger means by care is, arguably, revealing Mitsein as ontologically primordial. In other words, Mitsein is the ontological precondition of care as Mitsein, which, in turn, is ontologically prior to other modes of relationship, including: “(B)eing for-, against-, without-one-another, passing-one-another-by, not-mattering-to-one-another” (Heidegger 1996, 114). The possibility of social welfare, including empathy, Heidegger contends, is based upon the ontological constitution of Dasein as being-toward-others (Heidegger 1996, 114, 117). Thus, from among all the deficient and indifferent modes of being-with-one-another just cited above, the self, understood as a Cartesian ergo sum, an isolated subject in absolute doubt of others, is also a derivative of the ontology of relationships, not vice versa.

To sum up: According to Heidegger’s fundamental ontology, the Cartesian subject has misled us into believing in the priority of the individuals over the relationship.3 Worse yet, insofar as being-toward-others is ontologically different from the adding up of numerous subjects, any understanding of the original ontological relationship, in terms of exploring the autonomy of the subject, fails to grasp the authentic and fulfilling mode of being-caring-of-others (Heidegger 1996, 118).

I.II The ethics of care

Since the Kohlberg-Gilligan (1982) debate, the ethics of care has been understood either as a practice of love’s labour or a virtuous act. In contrast to mainstream systematic moral thinking, these understandings have no concern whatsoever either in transforming care ethics into a coherent moral theory or in developing any of its normative content. In her insightful book, The Ethics of Care (2006), Held writes that care ethics is as distinctive as any other moral system. Thus, care ethicists should resist any attempt to incorporate the two either by subsuming care ethics into an impartial moral system, as Stephen Darwall has done (Darwall 2002, 93), or by integrating care ethics into virtue ethics, as Slote has attempted (Slote 2007, 19). For Held, there is a major discrepancy regarding the mode of human existence between care ethicists and (male) mainstream ethicists. Held, who shares with feminists support for relational codependence, criticises the concept of autonomous individuality favoured by the dominant liberal philosophers. Moreover, Held (2006, 35) believes that dependency relationships are of great value to us; as Kittay (1999) notes, we all need to be cared for when we are small and weak, and as we grow up, we should respond appropriately to others who require care. Following Kittay, Held (2006, 14) writes that “we can think and act as if we were independent depends on a network of social relations making it possible of us to do so.”

However, unlike feminist critics of liberal individualism in general, and Kittay’s dependency critique in particular, Held does not take the priority of caring relationships to be simply an empirical reflection of human vulnerability; rather, she seems to hint at a further attempt to delve into its ontological underpinnings, which are indispensable to human existence. From this perspective, the priority of relationships has two meanings, as two sides of the same coin. In the first sense, dependent feminists have broadly dispersed their argument regarding the truthful reflection of human vulnerability (Kittay 1999). They reject the dominant model of reality, along with its simplified assumptions of independence and autonomy, as detached from the human realities of codependence, vulnerability, and unequal life circumstances.

In the other sense, Held draws our attention to a deeper ontological underpinning of social relationships. Held writes that:


I am trying to see the caring person from the point of view of the ethics of care. The ethics of care values caring relations rather than merely caring persons in Slote’s sense of persons with caring or benevolent dispositions—Noticing interdependencies, rather than thinking only or largely in terms of independent individuals and their individual circumstances is one of the central aspects of an ethics of care (Held 2006, 52–53).



As this passage shows, the major difference between care ethics and other moral theories lies in their different theoretical assumptions. The ethics of care is based upon the caring relations as its starting point, whereas, in contrast, mainstream moral theories are all based on the priority of moral subjects, along with their individual intentions, motives, dispositions, and virtues. According to Held, individuals are constituted by their existing social relations, without which “they do not have the individuality the liberal seeks” (2006, 102). In addition, according to Held’s belief, given that a number of sustaining societies are highly unsatisfactory, even devastating, to human flourishing, especially the flourishing of women, the priority of relations still remains intact because we are born into “the enormous reality of relations” (Held 2006, 52).

Although Held has broadened our understanding by forcing us to acknowledge the priority of relations as ambiguous, either grasped as the vulnerable human condition in a social world, or understood as an ontology of relations making possible the derivative social relations, the distinction between social and ontological remains vague and overlapping. Worse yet, insofar as the ontological underpinning of their system remains in the dark, care ethicists fail to adequately defend their positions when asked a series of questions, such as: Why should relations be prior to individuals? What is so distinctive about relations that are irreducible to virtuous personal traits (disposition, motive, sensitivity, responsiveness, empathy, compassion, and trust)? If personal intentions, motives, and dispositions are not enough for being a caring person, what else should one be in order to be a caring person?

Before replying to these difficult questions for the ethics of care, I will explicate the complementarity between two traditions of care in the next section.


II. The Complementary View

II.I Heidegger’s fundamental ontology as the ontological ground for the ethics of care

As the first section of this paper demonstrates, despite Held’s (2006) rejection of liberal individualism and her great emphasis on the priority of caring relationships, she only addresses that priority in terms of moral and epistemological understandings, leaving its ontological preconditioning in the dark. What Held (2006) may have intended by the priority of relationships can be enhanced by Heidegger’s fundamental ontology (Benner and Wrubel 1989; Olafson 1998; Hatab 2000; Freeman 2011). To begin with, Heidegger’s critique of the Cartesian subject has demonstrated the misleading turn of believing in the priority of the individuals over the relationship in the dominant ways of thinking. Additionally, Heidegger’s notion of Dasein as Being-in-the-World is ontologically primordial to the theoretical disciplines; all of which were later developed to grasp the study of beings (ontic). Furthermore, Heidegger has emphasised the priority of practical engagement in the familiarity of everydayness over theoretical contemplation represented by ergo cogito (Tanesini 1999; Hatab 2000). Finally, according to Heidegger (1975, 256), ethics per se, including the ethics of care, is derived from ethos, the abode of Being where human beings dwell. The ethos/ethics relation, according to Heidegger, it is not a logical entailment. Instead, it is mutual understanding, a virtuous circularity analogous to the hermeneutic circle of Being and beings explicated in Being and Time (Heidegger 1996; Hatab 2000).

Heidegger (1975) tells a story of Heraclitus warming himself at a stove, where “the gods are present,” as an exemplary lesson for explicating the co-disclosures of Being and Dasein (beings). Heidegger (1975) notes that the abode (ethos) of great thinkers like Heraclitus is found in such a common and insignificant place (257). Similarly, care ethicists acknowledge that mothers have always already been dwelling by the stoves in order to take care of the family. For both Heidegger and care ethicists, given that the ethos/ethics relation is formed of co-disclosures of the dwelling places where Being is and given that ethos is the wellspring of ethics per se, care takers such as mothers are ontologically closest to where Being dwells. After all, women’s everyday familiarity with the world enables their attention to things at hand and heedful concern of others.4

A mother taking care of her cancer-stricken, near-death child is an exemplary case. By the child’s sickbed, the mother uses things at hand (e.g., food, pictures, and stories) to comfort her child. As the mother accumulates the actual “individual” useful things to care for her child, she has already mastered a totality of useful things, which is always already discovered before each individual useful thing (Heidegger 1996; Tanesini 1999). Unlike the Cartesian doubt, the mother has always been certain of the totality of the world where she dwells, and her circumspective care-knowing enables her to promote her child’s well-being, including knowing the right time to release her child as she senses the irretrievability of life.

Ontologically speaking, the parent-child relationship, the mother-child relationship in particular, is more primordial than other forms of relationship. We are born into homes tended by mothers who make use of all types of tools (pots, utensils, bowls, etc.) to make the home comfortable for their loved ones. Insofar as mothers take care seriously, they are circumspect in mastering a totality of useful things at hand to care for others in need. By providing caring services to others in need, a caregiver has already mastered a living world in which the totality of useful things is always already discovered before the individual useful thing.

Despite their attention to things at hand and heedful concern of others, people learn to despise housework and to consider caring practices to be the least significant part of human behaviour (Harding 1991; Tanesini 1999). We are touched and held within our mothers’ arms; only later do we come to rely on vision to know the truth (Belenky et al. 1997; Freeman 2011). Worse yet, the warm and loving parent-child relationship, without initial reciprocity, often turns sour as parents (mothers in particular) begin to live through their children’s successes to boost their own sense of self-worth. The primordial mother-child relationship has become misunderstood as we have come to emphasise detached thinking and theoretical distancing. Moreover, this relationship has succumbed to the dominant values of autonomy and competition, leading to envy of others’ achievements or exploitation of others for the sake of self-interested pursuits (Nussbaum 2006; Held 2006).

Insofar as the individual self is dependent upon relationships rather than vice versa, the types of relationships in which we should participate becomes our most important concern. Valuable relationships, such as love and friendship, are worthy of one’s life pursuit, and paternal and maternal relationships are the most valuable among those. A mother does not love her child merely because of the child’s appealing qualities. Neither does the mother love her child because of the child’s rational nature or bare identity. The mother continues to love her child even if the child loses all of his/her appealing qualities due to disease or accident. A mother loves her child because s/he is her child (Held 2006, 91–93). As Kolodny (2003) notes, the child’s bare identity cannot explain why a mother loves her child more than she loves other children who also have their own identities. According to Kolodny, the time that the mother and child have spent together, the special relationship they have developed, and the memories that both have shared are the reasons that a mother loves her child.

To our dismay, the invaluable parent-child relationship has often been damaged by wrongful caring conducts, such as spoiling, hyper-parenting, and abusive and exploitative relationships, all of which are wrongly carried out in the name of love and care. As Held (2006, 52) argues, caring practices should be protected through normative prescriptions that guard against wrongful conduct and that reform caring practices. Yet, what remains unclear in Held’s book (2006) is what normative care comprises.

To sum up: Following Heidegger’s fundamental ontology, I believe that the way to uncover the ethical origin of care lies within our attention to things at hand and heedful concern of others, which are inspired through exemplary caring practices occurring in common and insignificant places (stoves, kitchens, bedsides, households), where parents, mothers in particular, make our homes the warmest dwelling places in the world. On top of that, for Heidegger and care ethicists both, theoretical reflection on authentic existence relies upon, rather than remaining independent from, the daily engagement with(in) the world. Following this line of reasoning, theoretical reflection on normative care relies upon the engagement in caring practices. Therefore, the more we are familiar with women’s attention to things at hand and heedful concern of others, the closer we are to being at home where ethos is located, and the better we are at uncovering the original mode of care as Mitsein; all which, in turn, become the basis for constructing a comprehensive caring theory, whereby we may make distinctions between right and wrong caring practices, as well as reform wrongful caring practices.

II.II Authentic care (Sorge) and solicitude (Fürsorge) within nested interdependencies

As the first part of this paper has demonstrated, despite Heidegger’s insightful revelation of the ontologically primordial relation of Mitsein as an ontological precondition of care, which is ontologically prior to other modes of relationship, including the deficient and indifferent modes of being-with-one-another (Heidegger 1996, 114), “Heidegger’s conception of care and ‘solicitude’ (Fürsorge) require substantial contents if it is not to prove ethically vacuous” (Olafson 1998; Paley 2000, 70). Until now, all attempts have addressed how Heidegger’s fundamental ontology contributes to ethics (Benner and Wrubel 1989; Olafson 1998; Hatab 2000; Freeman 2011). In light of the circular reasoning between the ontological structure of care and the ontic caring practices, I am more interested in demonstrating how the ethics of care contributes to Heidegger’s conception of care to enrich Heidegger’s concepts of care and concern for others (Fürsorge), which are relatively undeveloped in Being and Time.

Briefly speaking, self-care, as Heidegger writes (1996, 180), is understood as Dasein who is essentially taking care of oneself as “the being toward one’s ownmost potentiality-of-being.” In direct and opposite relation to self-care, Heidegger briefly discusses two extreme modes of caring (concern) for others: inauthentic care and authentic care. For the former mode of care, Heidegger writes that the “(carer) take the other’s ‘care’ away from him and put itself in his place in taking care.” In authentic care, by contrast, “(carer) does not so much leap in for the other as leap ahead of him, not in order to take ‘care’ away from him, but to first to give it back to him as such” (Heidegger 1996).

In fact, inauthentic care, as understood by Heidegger as the care-giver doing jobs for the cared for and dominating them, has always been prevalent in parent-child relationships, as evidenced in behaviours such as spoiling, helicopter(hyper)parenting, and abusive and exploitative relationships, all of which are wrongly carried out in the name of love and care. Good care cannot consist solely of meeting the needs (or wants) of the care recipient, as manifested in the phenomenon of spoiled children. Nor can good care consist solely of meeting the desires of the one who cares, as manifested in paternalistic relationships (helicopter or hyper-parenting). Both modes of care are inauthentic, insofar as the care-giver “take(s) the other’s ‘care’ away from him and put itself in his place in taking care” (Heidegger’s 1996, 180).

Heidegger’s advice against inauthentic care is an alarm sounding to those parts in the ethics of care that have been either overtly protective or paternalistic. Taking Nodding’s (2002) conception of care as an example, the care-giver is required to not only understand the needs (and wants) of the care recipient through his/her conception of motivational displacement but also empathise with the care-recipient. In this way, the care-giver may come to prioritize the perspective of the person being cared for. Despite Nodding’s succinct advice that care-givers should not project their own emotional needs on the care recipient, a care-giver’s display of motivational displacement could be highly misleading. We can observe this phenomenon in spoiled relationships, when parents allow their children to eat junk food instead of providing them with a healthy diet.

Despite Heidegger’s good advice against inauthentic care, his understanding of Dasein’s care of oneself and concern for others has remained individualistic and solipsistic. By “taking seriously one’s ownmost potentiality-of-being,” Dasein’s care is understood as me against the They (das Man). Dasein’s care is personal freedom that transcends the They of everydayness, and through its transcendence, Dasein chooses and decides its own possibilities in order to lead an authentic existence. Authentic care, therefore, is the role model for solicitude. In leaping ahead of others, Dasein sets the example for others to choose and decide their own existence without the constraints of the They. Therefore, the ethics of care can provide a conception of care embedded within me-in-the-world, which relates to Heidegger’s care as personal freedom.

According to Darwall (2002), who was greatly influenced by care ethics, what is valuable (Y) (such as needs, desires, and wants) to the care-recipient A may not be in the best interest (or welfare) (X) of A. Darwall argues that what A rationally desires and acts upon (Y) does not necessarily coincide with what is good for A (X) because, as we have often observed in cases involving acts of self-sacrifice, individuals tend to believe that what is harmful to them is in their best interest. Self-sacrificial acts demonstrate that if A lacks self-concern, Y may not only deviate from X, but Y may also be in defiance of X. As a result, what A believes to be valuable may not benefit A. However, as Darwall argues, insofar as care-giver B cares for A, B rationally desires X for A’s sake. Moreover, B, who cares for A, would be motivated to promote X, which does not depend upon A’s beliefs and desires, nor is relative to B’s belief or desires. What is good for A’s sake, as Darwall argues, is agent-neutral to both the care-giver and the care-recipient. Darwall’s thesis of rational care can be reformulated as the following:

If B cares for A, given that X is in A’s good, B rationally desires X

Good care, therefore, consists of promoting the welfare of the care-recipient and the prevention of any obstacle to the care-recipient’s good. More importantly, in the context of Being-in-the-World, one’s well-being should not be separate from the context of nested interdependencies because, as Nussbaum (2006, 158) states: “one cannot imagine living well without shared ends and a shared life. Living with and toward others, with both benevolence and justice, is part of the shared public conception of the person that all affirm for political purposes.” More specifically, instead of differentiating one’s own good from the good of others as implied through individualism, in the ethics of care, the care of the self and the care for others requires acknowledging that the good of others is part of one’s own welfare, which in turn is determined by the practical engagement within the nested interdependencies (Kittay 1999, 180).

Hence, normative care consists of being attentive to the well-being of oneself and others in the nested dependent relationships. The well-being of oneself and others is not self-chosen, nor does it derive from personal needs or desires. Instead, the quality of the relationships themselves is a determinant in considering what well-being is for oneself and for others (Kittay 1999; Nussbaum 2006). More importantly, insofar as self-care and the care for others are the promotion of well-being shared by the nested interdependencies and insofar as the goods of others is a part of one’s own good, the ethics of care could, arguably, contribute to Heidegger’s concept of Mitsein. In other words, insofar as B cares for A, B promotes the welfare of A by leaping in and taking the place of the cared-for, not for the sake of dominating the cared-for and holding them dependent, but for the sake of opening up the existential possibility shared by them.

To sum up: Given that Heidegger’s “authentic care” is the example for others to choose and to decide their own existence without the constraints of the They, Heidegger’s concept of care marks the value of personal autonomy favoured by the metaphysics of subjectivity, which is in contrast to Heidegger’s ontological structure of Dasein as Being-With in general, and Fürsorge (concern of others) in particular. The solution to the inconsistency, I argue, could be illuminated by taking the advice of caring ethicists, who propose “shared ends” and “a shared life,” as long as the pursuit of well-being should include the goods of others. As a result, authentic care of self and others should be understood as the care-giver who leaps in and takes the place of the cared-for, not for the sake of dominating the cared-for and holding them dependent, but for the sake of opening up the existential possibilities shared by all.

III. A Theoretical Vantage of the Complementary View

III.I Care ethicists’ reply to the doubt of the ontology of relationship

Until this point, we have had doubts, noted by Slote (2007), concerning the ontological grounds for the ethics of care. These doubts are formulated by a number of difficult questions, such as: Why should relations be prior to individuals? What is so distinctive about relations that are irreducible to virtuous personal traits (disposition, motive, sensitivity, responsiveness, empathy, compassion, and trust)? How can the ethics of care possibly lose if it is part of the systematic virtue ethics that has been well received by the contemporary ethical community?

Insofar as the ontological underpinning becomes clear by their complementary reading, care ethicists can reply with their distinctive voices. I contend that care ethics consists of five major characteristics. First, care ethics is a coherent system founded on a relational ontology that potentially converges with Heidegger’s “notion of authentic Mitsein (being-with)” (Benner 1989; Olafson 1998; Hatab 2000; Freeman 2011). Second, the relational ontology of being-with is the precondition for various human relationships, among which the parent-child relationship is the closest to the origin of ethos. Third, the quality of the relationships themselves is a determinant in considering what comprises the well-being of oneself and others (Kittay 1999; Darwall 2002; Nussbaum 2006). Fourth, the right way to be attentive to the well-being of oneself and others is analogous to the art of excellent (caring) performances without following the norms of welfare (Blum 1994; Dancy 2004). Fifth, a person is more obligated to sustain valuable relationships when faced with conflicting duties (i.e., moral partiality) (Held 2006; Slote 2007).

Care ethicists thus reject the modern notions of the Cartesian subject, upon which the concepts of autonomy, independence, and individuality are based. In addition, care ethicists, following Heidegger, reject the superiority of abstract moral theory over down-to-earth moral practices. Furthermore, care ethics decouples morality and principle (Dancy 2004) to manifest the moral complexity of a particular situation in which a caretaker is engaged, and thus to account for the care-recipient’s welfare. Similarly, care ethicists reject propositional knowledge regarding the conception of welfare. However, keeping in mind that the determination of what comprises the welfare of others is context-dependent, the care-giver should primarily rely on the art of care-taking to promote the care-recipient’s welfare, which involves neither the parent’s emotional needs, nor the child’s desires. Finally, in contrast to the value of impartiality favoured by traditional ethics, care ethicists argue that partiality toward those near and dear has always been the bedrock of beneficence. For care ethicists, the more tender the care one embraces at home, the better one is capable of understanding the feelings of another aroused in ourselves (Hoffman 2000; Nodding 2002; Held 2006; Slote 2007).

As previously demonstrated, being deeply embedded in caring for others leads to concerned mastery of the world, stimulation of an intuitive and experiential awakening away from transcendental moral guidance to examine relevant contextual details in particular human situations, and, above all, a deeper empathy that leads us to want the best for those who are entirely different from us.

III.II Heideggerians’ reply to the absence of ethics in being and time

As Paley (2000) notes, any attempt to derive ethics from Heidegger’s Being and Time must be futile for three reasons. First, Heidegger was not particularly interested in ethics. Second, it is not possible to derive an ethics—and certainly not an ethics of care—from that book. Third, Heidegger nowhere connects the authentic and the moral (Paley 2000, 66, 73). Simply put, for Paley, the attempt to connect ethics and Heidegger’s early works commits either the naturalistic fallacy, or the category mistake. For the former, as Paley writes, “(A) moral ‘ought’ is not to be derived from an ontological ‘is’” (Paley 2000, 68); whereas for the latter, an ethicist “confuses the ontic with the ontological” for his/her blindness to the fact that Heidegger “never shows the least inclination to “follow the ontic trail” (Paley 2000, 68).

Given that there is ontological-ontic divide between the study of Being and the science of beings in general, and ethos and ethics in particular, the complementary approach could reply to both the objection of the naturalistic fallacy and the critique of category mistake by acknowledging the invalidity of entailing ethics within Heidegger’s Being and Time. Nonetheless, the ever-existing ontological-ontic divide invites, rather than hinders, mutual understanding between Being and beings, which is taken by Heidegger to be inevitable, that is, a “circle of reasoning” instead of a vicious circle. So understood, the complementary approach continues Heidegger’s reasoning of the virtuous circle involving the understanding of Being through the study of beings (Heidegger 1996). The complementary approach, in particular, refers to our relations with others as co-disclosures of a common world, within which care (Sorge) and concerns of others (Fürsorge) operate as co-disclosers of a type of interdependence and empathic connectedness. Likewise, similar to the circle reasoning of Being and beings, fundamental questions regarding what is the ontological structure of Mitsein must be disclosed through the ontic home where Dasein’s everyday familiarity with the world enables their attention to things at hand and heedful concern of others.

Following this line of reasoning, the complementary of two concepts of care is a circular reasoning between ethos and the ethics of care. Given that ethos is the basis of the ethics of care, which in turn discloses the ontic home of care-takers such as mothers, whose familiarity with the world enables their attention to things at hand and heedful concern of others. So understood, the complementary view uncovers the mutual understanding between an authentic care and a normativity of care as co-disclosures of Mitsein. Good care, and authentic care as well, seen through the complementary exposure of Mitsein, should be understood as: Insofar as B cares for A, B promotes the welfare of A by leaping in and takes place of the cared-for, not for the sake of dominating the cared-for and holding them dependent, but for the sake of opening up the existential possibility shared by them.

Finally, given that Heidegger’s “authentic care” is understood as choice and decision without the constraints of the They, Heidegger’s conception of care marks the value of personal autonomy favoured by the metaphysics of subjectivity, which in turn is the ground underlying the sovereign virtue of any political community. Under the principles of independence and autonomy, societies are inclined to encourage their citizens to be free of the burdens of caring work. Unfortunately, societies have always downplayed the importance of care, and devalue care work as unskilful, underpaid, and trivial. The solution to Heidegger’s inconsistency in the ontological structure of Mitsein and the return of individualism, I contend, could be complemented by an alternative voice of care that proposes “shared ends” and “a shared life.” Yet, the pursuit of one’s well-being, which could include the goods of others, as care ethicists note, should serve as the grounds for a shared political solidarity where Mitsein will always be an issue for the caring citizens.

Conclusion

Given Held’s (2006) great contribution in founding care ethics on a relational ontology, but which, to our dismay, has remained ambiguous between being either social or ontological relationships, I come to her defence by turning to Heidegger’s critique of modern subjectivity and existential analysis of Dasein as Mitsein. As previously explained, care ethicists are in agreement with Heidegger’s critique of the Cartesian subject, which has misled us into believing in the priority of the individuals over relationship. Moreover, care ethicists also acknowledge that ontology of relationships is irreducible to individual persons. As a result, care ethics is a distinctive moral system founded upon relational ontology, which is ontologically different from moral traditions based on the metaphysics of subjectivity.

Yet, the discrepancy between care ethics and (male) mainstream moral theory does not make care ethics either inferior or less significant in the mastery of good care, or far less competent in consolidating a well-ordered human solidarity as a whole. On the contrary, care ethicists, who take relational ontology seriously, substitute an alternative mode of authentic care for Heidegger’s concept of authentic care in order to overcome the inconsistency of Dasein as care. For an ethics of care, the quality of the relationships themselves is a determinant in considering what constitutes the well-being of oneself and others (Kittay 1999; Nussbaum 2006), and the right way to be attentive to the well-being of oneself and others is analogous to the art of excellent (caring) performances without following the norms of welfare (Blum 1994; Dancy 2004).

Finally, the alliance between Heidegger’s fundamental ontology and the ethics of intimate caring provides a vantage point on which Dasein as being-with could reveal itself within caring relationships, starting from home. It is quite optimistic to expect a promising human solidarity other than the current political communities that endorse the pursuit of one’s own good against the good of others. Insofar as the pursuit of one’s well-being could include the goods of others, we are heading for a sovereign virtue in a political solidarity where Mitsein will always be an issue for the caring citizens.

Notes

1.      Heidegger’s distinction between ready-to-hand (handiness) and present-at-hand also marks his emphasis on the priority of practical engagement over theoretical contemplation (Tanesini 1999; Hatab 2000). Take the use of the hammer as an example. As Heidegger correctly writes, “(T)he less we just stare at the thing called hammer, the more actively we use it, the more original our relation to it becomes and the more undisguisedly it is encountered as what it is, as a useful thing” (Heidegger 1996, 65). The hammer would become an object for us to inspect, observing its qualities when it is damaged. Once repaired, the pure objective presence of the hammer would withdraw again into its handiness (68).

2.      Heidegger’s uses of the relational terms of ground and derivation cannot be understood as logical entailment (Hatab 2000). Therefore, the ethos/ethics relation, according to Heidegger, is not a logical relation. Instead, it is a mutual understanding analogous to the hermeneutic circle of Being and beings explicated in Being and Time (Heidegger 1996; Hatab 2000). Likewise, the complementary of two conceptions of care, as I contend, is a hermeneutic circle between ethos and an ethics of care. I explore more of that virtuous circle in the second part of this paper.

3.      Despite Held’s (2006) rejection of liberal individualism and her great emphasis on the priority of caring relationships, Held only addresses that priority in terms of moral and epistemological understandings (13), leaving its ontological preconditioning in the dark.

4.      According to Heidegger (1975, 256), ethics, as well as logics, philosophy, and metaphysics, was later developed to grasp the relations of beings. What is more original than ethics is ethos, by which early Greek thinkers mean “abode, dwelling place.” Ethos, for Heidegger, is for human beings to dwell where Being is. Heidegger writes that “(T)he abode of man contains and preserves the advent of what belongs to man in his essence“(Ibid). While Heidegger marvels at the story of Heraclitus warming himself at a stove, where “the gods are present” (Ibid), I, instead, am bemused by that very stove, on which mothers cook meals and bake breads for the family members, including Heraclitus himself. Although Heidegger writes correctly that the abode (ethos) of great thinkers like Heraclitus occupies such a common and insignificant place (257), he fails to acknowledge that mothers have always already been dwelling by the stoves in order to take care of the family. So understood, mothers are closest to the original meaning of ethos through their everyday dealings by the stoves.
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Abstract. This paper explores the theme of community and its connection with solidarity. In an age of globalisation that tends to socio-economic development alone, Edith Stein’s theory of community brings to the fore the relational character of our being persons who live with others. Stein’s concept of community points to the experience of being and living with others in a way that helps us “promote a person-based and community-oriented process of world-wide integration that is open to transcendence,” a project that Benedict XVI proposes in Caritas in Veritate. While many theories on community stress collectivism and the common good as being above the individual person, Stein’s theory of community helps us regard both the individual person and community as central to achieving solidarity.
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Introduction

“Solidarity” and “community” are concepts that call for philosophical reflection. Both concepts are connected genetically and semantically. While the semantic connection between solidarity and the community is obvious enough, the genetic connections are not and thus needs investigation. Both terms—solidarity and community—belong to the language of values and are appreciated from the standpoint of “connectedness.”

This link to oneness can be said to be embedded in our natural connection as human beings. The fact is, even before we are born, we are already in the company another human being, in the womb of the woman who bore us. The condition of the unborn child already shows the necessity of relationships from the moment the child is conceived. As Ratzinger elucidates it in Introduction to Christianity, “the being of another person is so clearly interwoven with the being of this first person, the mother, that for the moment it can only exist at all in bodily association with the mother (2004a, 246). Except under unusual circumstances, one’s first natural community is the family, making the family even older than the State (Leo XIII, 1891, 12). From the family, other communities develop: one’s political society, one’s village, one’s tribe. We see that upon being born, we are already dependent on others. Our “being,” so to speak, is immediately connected to others. It is neither solitary nor detached from the existence of other human beings. That is because it belongs to human nature to come into existence and to continue that existence with other humans, to “be with” them. Precisely because of this condition as human, a person has to “be with” others, has to “live in relation with” them. It is his ontological peculiarity to do so.

Thus understood, the fact of persons being and living with others is not an invention of human ingenuity (as in the political teachings of modern social contract theorists) nor an artificial construction designed to make up for human nature’s shortcomings. It is, rather, a prompting of nature itself that sets humans apart from all other natural creatures. To be sure, to be in association with other human beings, is not simply given by nature. It is rather something to which human beings naturally aspire and which is necessary for the full perfection of their existence. Given the human persons’ essentially spiritual nature, persons are by nature capable of the experience of common values that make them “live together” and not just survive or co-exist. This human “living with” each other is best expressed by the terms “solidarity” and “community” or the philosophical notion of the experience of common values that describes the existential idea of human wholeness. It is this notion that this study investigates.

The experience of community and its profound meaning is described by Edith Stein1 (1891–1942) in her treatise Individual and Community.2 Stein is the first philosopher to give an account of a phenomenology of the experience of community and a phenomenological description for the ontic structure of the community (Calcagno 2007, 26).3 Stein maintains that the experience of community is marked by one living in the experience of the other. “The community becomes conscious of itself only in us” (Stein 2000, 139). Solidarity exists insofar as members of the community responsibly share in the lives of one another (Stein 2000, 130, 195). Characteristic of community, in its purest form, is the reciprocal openness of one individual to the other (Stein 2000, 201–203).


On the other hand, the idea of solidarity as an achievable goal for the world to be one human global community is taken up by Benedict XVI4 (1927 to present) in his encyclical Caritas in Veritate (henceforth CV) (Benedict XVI 2009). Benedict’s vision of solidarity is one of anthropological unification of all human beings into one single human family: a community of fraternity that is realisable because we have one father, God. Benedict thinks this is not a far-fetched idea in human terms, especially as humanity is becoming more and more interconnected in today’s modern age of technology. Borders have diminished. Distances have minimised. The intensification of consciousness of the world as a single whole has acquired new significance in today’s globalised times: the world today is one characterised by greater interdependence and increased interaction in a single time-zone in which everyone is in real-time communication with everyone else. Yet, Benedict XVI observes that in many ways, we have become neighbours, but we have not become brothers (Benedict XVI 2009, 19).

In CV, Benedict introduces a new motive that goes beyond justice for building the world: charity and love. In CV, Benedict proposes to appropriate the underlying anthropological and ethical spirit that drives globalisation towards humanizing solidarity to make it person-based and community-oriented.

In this essay, I attempt to correlate Benedict XVI’s proposals in CV with the philosophy of community of Edith Stein who came a century ahead in laying down the ideals for achieving solidarity. Stein draws a phenomenological framework of being with and living in relation with others which is useful to give flesh to the otherwise abstract ideas that we find in CV. In what follows, I try to connect what I call Benedict XVI’s solidarity project in CV with Edith Stein’s philosophical theory of community in the hope of finding phenomenological solutions to the anthropological and ethical problems raised in CV.

The Solidarity Vision of Benedict XVI in CV

Authentic and integral development flows from recognising what the human person is. CV proposes an authentic human development that is consistent with the integral vision of man. The Pope notes that “the social question has become a radically anthropological question” (Benedict XVI 2009, 75). This calls for looking into the meaning of authentic development and on what is integrally human and development is not authentic and integral if it is merely technical or utilitarian. Indeed, development, properly understood, is not limited to material existence. “True development does not consist primarily in “doing” (Benedict XVI 2009, 70) that is, in mere physical accomplishment. Development is not just “a matter of financial engineering, the freeing up of markets, the removal of tariffs, investment in production, and institutional reforms—in other words, a purely technical matter” (Benedict XVI 2009, 71). True development is one that considers man in his integrality or completeness, a being with body, soul, a being that exists and lives in relation with others, starting with God. True development regards the human person as fundamentally ordered to relations and not simply as autonomous individual.

For Benedict, as for Stein, the relational nature of human persons has its roots in a cry for the “You” to fill in man’s solitariness in his “I.”

Where men have experienced existence in its fullness, its wealth, its beauty, and its greatness, they have always become aware that this existence is an existence for which they owe thanks; that precisely in its brightness and greatness it is not what I myself have obtained but the bestowed that comes to meet me, welcomes me with all its goodness before I have done anything, and thus requires of me that I give a meaning to such riches and thereby receive a meaning. On the other hand, man’s poverty has also acted again and again as a pointer to the entirely Other (Ratzinger 2004a: 105).

Indeed, being a man means being a “fellow man” in every aspect (Ratzinger 2004a: 247). We learn from Ratzinger that to be a human person is to be fundamentally relational. The human capacity for communion with God and with other human persons ties in closely to the meaning of personhood as such. It brings with it the call to love.

Love (referring to the love of God) is derived from the original Greek agape which means selfless love.5 Agape is used by Christians to express the unconditional love of God for us. This type of love was explained by Thomas Aquinas as “to will the good of another.”6 Agape is used in the biblical passage known as the “love chapter,” 1 Corinthians 13, and is described there and throughout the New Testament as sacrificial and spiritual love. Whether the love given is returned or not, the person continues to love (even without any self-benefit). This was a love that you extended to all people, whether family members or distant strangers. Agape is also used in ancient texts to denote feelings for one’s children and the feelings for a spouse, and it was also used to refer to a love feast. It can also be described as the feeling of being content or holding one in high regard. Agape was later translated into Latin as caritas, which is the origin of our word “charity.”

Only in light of man’s nature as destined for fulfilment in love, as Benedict XVI proposes, will this development be realised. In this way, it will be possible to experience and to steer the globalization of humanity in relational terms, in terms of communion and sharing of goods (Benedict XVI 2009, 42). I argue in this paper that this goal can be achieved if we understand a person’s capacity for living in “community” with others. Edith Stein’s concept of community, for me, elucidates what the experience (and not just the abstract idealism) of living in solidarity with others is.

“Community” in the Philosophy of Edith Stein

Stein describes “community” in an analogous way using the human person as basis for unravelling the ontology of community or what it means to be a community. She likens community to an individual person, a being with personality, character, with a certain genetic constitution, and developing in a particular way.

In her treatise Individual and Community,7 Edith Stein refers to community as a “living through” of the experience of one in the other in solidarity. “In community, solidarity prevails,” writes Stein (Stein 2000, 130). Community is a category of life marked out by reciprocity between community members.

Where a subject accepts the other as subject8 and does not confront him but rather lives with him and is determined by the stirrings of life, they are forming a community with one another (Stein 2000, 130).

The position of Edith Stein on community is of interest because she approaches the notion of community from a phenomenological standpoint, not from a simply theoretical perspective of how things should be. She asks the following questions in this regard: What role does life power play in the total composition of the community? What constituents does the community exhibit, apart from life power? What is the relationship of individual and community (Stein 2000, 198)?

To answer these questions, Stein takes off from two perspectives in her treatment of community: the ontological viewpoint and the viewpoint of consciousness. Stein describes what an experience of community looks like in consciousness, that is, how we experience it phenomenologically. Then she describes the ontic essence (being or nature) of community which is the object of consciousness. Note what she writes:


Communities confront us as realities in our environment: families, nations, religious communities, and so forth. In everyday life we catch sight of them only now and then. For the most part, we’re “oriented” to individual persons, and so we’re inclined to ascribe to their idiosyncrasy whatever identifies them as members of a community: their social position and the life. Indeed, we the lone [community member] along with what accrues to him or her “because of the community,” but we don’t see the community that’s standing behind him or her (Stein 2000, 196).



While Stein draws our attention to the fact that we can overlook the community of which each individual is a part, in her investigation of community, Stein’s starting point is the human person. To understand community, it is necessary to have a clear concept of human person. Stein refers to the human person as a spiritual subject constituted as a psycho-physical individual. In her book On the Problem of Empathy (1989), Stein writes that as a spiritual subject, the human person is:


…an “I” in whose acts an object world is constituted and which itself creates objects by reason of its will. If we consider the fact that not every subject sees the world from the same “side” or has it given in the same succession of appearances, but that everyone has his peculiar “Weltanshauung“… (Stein 1989, 96).



Being a spiritual subject, a human person is not just constituted of a body, but of a soul to which we attribute the person’s spiritual capacities which include willing, giving meanings to objects, being motivated, and being influenced. Thus, to understand persons, their specific worldviews (“Weltanshauung”), and possibilities for building the world into one community, calls for understanding what goes on in his consciousness (if we are to comprehend what is meant by the spiritual and moral significance of “autonomy”). Stein writes:


Because in order to come close to someone else’s inwardness as is necessary for his purpose, you’ve got to give yourself over to it. You can’t make a subject into an object without first having accepted it once simply as a subject (Stein 2000, 131).



How does a person then become conscious of something and of persons specifically? Stein explains how empathy accounts for our awareness of other persons. Empathy is the perceptual consciousness in which foreign persons come to givenness for us (Stein 1989, 96). This explains how persons find meaning or value in something through other persons.

Empathy as the act of an individual consciousness shows how an ego becomes more aware of itself by its understanding of others. Stein uses the term Einfuhlung (German for in-feeling; the translation empathy from em: in, and pathein: to feel is the closest in English) to describe the act of consciousness that permits consciousness to know or become inwardly aware of foreign or other consciousness. Einfuhlung thus is an act of consciousness that allows the ego to recognise the other ego as another ego and to understand, in part, the consciousness of the other qua its activity and content; yet the consciousness of the ego is not reducible to the consciousness of the other and vice versa. The ego literally “enters into” (ein) the life of the alter ego, without having to know or understand the consciousness of the other absolutely. If empathy accounts for the natural capacity human beings have for intersubjective relations with others, then solidarity is achievable among all humans regardless of race, culture, or individual differences.

Stein describes empathy as a clear awareness of another person, not simply of the content of his experience, but of his experience of that content. In empathy, one takes the place of the other without becoming strictly identical to him. It is not just understanding the experiences of the other, but taking them on as one’s own. Empathy comes from the Greek words im (in) and pathe (meaning to suffer, feel). Stein actually used the German Einfuhlung meaning: “in-feeling” or feeling-into and feeling-within. For Stein, beings are “felt-into.” And the meaning derived in feeling through persons is detected in experiences and happens on the level of the spiritual in the person.


The experiential ‘meaning context,’ so strangely excepted in the midst of psychic and psycho-physical causal relationships and without parallel in physical nature, is completely attributable to spirit… The experiential context of spiritual subjects is an experienced (primordially or emphatically) totality of meaning and intelligible as such. Precisely this meaningful proceeding distinguishes motivation from psychic causality as well as empathic understanding of spiritual contexts for empathic comprehension of psychic contexts (Stein 1989, 96–97).



When the same meanings are attached to an experience (as a mental phenomenon), for the meanings to be known as something shared or common to a number of persons requires an inter-personal matrix, says Stein. That matrix is the community. Stein writes, “…any community unites a plurality of subjects within itself, and is itself a carrier of one life that realizes itself by means of those subjects” (Stein 2000, 197).

Sensations, sensibilities, and emotions resonate across each other. But being a sentient phenomenon, they require an infra-personal matrix: the embodied psyche. For the meanings to be shared, community and psyche need one another for transfer of energy between the individual and the community. “…the community is provided with a life power out of which its experiencing is fed; and that the individual makes contributions to this power source and are fed out of it, but need not live with all the power standing at their disposal as members of the community.

A sense-bound world unfolds for the community within its experiencing” (Stein 2000, 197). When I am joyful, I can contribute to the joyful power or sentiment of a community. This joy comes from my smiles, my laughter, my good humour, and in this way I contribute to the joy of other individuals who are members of the same community. In that I communicate my joy in sentient expressions, the community experience of joy is sense-bound; laughing can be infectious, so a whole community life (e.g., in a family) can be always filled with laughter, or smiling people, of persons telling jokes, and making light out of serious things and not putting people down.

This can happen because a community “unites a plurality of subjects within itself, and is itself a carrier of one life that realises itself by means of those subjects. Furthermore we know that the community is provided with a lifepower out of which its experiencing is fed; and that the individuals make contributions to this power source and are fed out of it… (Stein 2000, 197). This shows how important it is for the individuals to remember they have an impact on the life of a community, that they could uplift the spirits of other members or drag it down.

Stein describes how a person can have a consciousness of another person. In phenomenological language, she details how the spirit creeps into the consciousness of the psycho-physical individual.


All perception is carried out in spiritual acts. Similarly, in every literal act of empathy, i.e., in every comprehension of an act of feeling, we have already penetrated into the realm of the spirit. For as physical nature is constituted in perceptual acts, so a new object realm is constituted in feeling (Stein 1989, 92).



For example when I encounter others in the university where I teach, that I come to be aware of them happen as a spiritual act. But their presence affects me as I encounter them physically as Stein describes it: encountering others spiritually happens with experiencing them corporeally. We come to the spiritual person through the psycho-physical individual, encountering them in “the sensually perceivable expression in countenances, etc. or in actions” (Stein 1989, 117).


In this regard, the physical stance of others can have an effect on me. As their physical stance expresses their moods, feelings, or values, then I can also be affected by those same moods, feelings or values.


This is the world of values. In joy, the subject has something joyous facing him, in fright, something frightening, in fear, something threatening. Even moods have their objective correlate. For him who is cheerful, the world is bathed in a rosy glow; for him who is depressed, bathed in black. And all this is co-given with acts of feeling as belonging to them. It is primarily appearances of expression that grant us access to these experiences. As we consider expressions to be proceeding from experiences, we have the spirit here simultaneously reaching into the physical world, the spirit “becoming visible” in the living body. This is made possible by the psychic reality of acts as experiences of a psycho-physical individual, and it involves an effect on physical nature (Stein 1989, 92).



This, to me, explains how it is possible to infect others with our own joy, or with our sadness, for that matter. And this is what can build a community of persons sharing the same values. Feelings of euphoria can be transmitted; feelings of hope, of patriotism; and certainly feeling of discouragement and pessimism as well. Thus it is important to have positive dispositions and positive feelings for that matter.

Stein clarifies how feelings are object-directed if they are to be referred to as an experience. What is an experience?


Experience refers to a “deeply penetrating” happening within the person. Stein writes, in “theoretical acts,” such as acts of perception, imagination, relating or deductive thinking, etc., I am turned to an object in such a way that the “I” and the acts are not there at all. There is always the possibility of throwing a reflecting glance on these, since they are always accomplished and ready for perception. But is it equally possible for this not to happen, for the “I” to be entirely absorbed in considering the object? It is possible to conceive of a subject only living in theoretical acts having an object world facing it without ever becoming aware of itself and its consciousness, without “being there” for itself. But this is no longer possible as soon as this subject not only perceives, thinks, etc., but also feels. For as it feels it not only experiences objects, but it itself. It experiences emotions as coming from the depths of its ‘I’ (Stein 1989, 98).



Stein’s example is the feeling of cheerfulness as announcing the personal attribute of cheerfulness to a person which we subscribe to his entire person, not just to a localised portion of his “I,” (for example, to his smile alone). We attribute cheerfulness to the whole person, like a “total illumination” of his personality, something that bathes his entire character (Stein 1989, 100).

Through reciprocal relationships, similar attributes and dispositions evolve, together with similar interests and goals, binding the community members in solidarity with each other, in a specific fashion (Stein 2000, 240). It helps to note that the community is not founded or produced by an act of free will like that of a society, which is convened or disbanded at will. Neither is it a sentient structure that affects our psyche, that is, a psychological feeling that we react to as in a behaviorist model, or a social contract in which we tacitly consent to participate. Community is being with the others and “living through” the experience of being with the others in solidarity. This makes Stein’s description of community distinct from others, and introduces a profound philosophical shift in political thinking about community.

Solidarity: One Human Race, One Family

Solidarity can be understood as an attitude of people toward one another, of a single individual towards a group, community or other collective. Solidarity as an attitude involves two components—a cognitive and an emotional one. The genesis of the term “solidarity” yields the Greek ekklesia (church) which Christians used to express the community of the living and the dead united in Christ. Communities of values was used for the Christian vision of social life (Karlowicz 2002, 144).

The need to use the word “solidarity” in order to describe attitudes came in the 19th century. In France, the adherents of de-Christianisation and of the secularisation of morality chose solidarity as the successor to Christian love. Christian love, they argued, is a waste of moral energy as it is divided between God and one’s neighbours. It was marked, they claimed, with egoism and bigotry. Already Kant imputed self-interest to people who did good for the sake of eternal reward. On the other hand, Comte, proposed a new altruism of loving others “more than oneself,” loving others for their own sake, not for God’s. He did not quite agree with the solidarity of Christianity of loving others “as you love yourself” (Salij 2000, 86).


Later, “solidarity” referred to social awareness and helping the poor, while promoting the common good. The foundation of this understanding of solidarity is formed by the Greek idea of the common good (Christianised by Aquinas in light of the commandment to love one’s neighbour) as well as by Christian teachings on the human person. This twofold foundation protects the balance between the interests of an individual and those of the community, which is so difficult to achieve. For, on the one hand, it is a person—someone destined for eternal life and as such irreducible to his social functions—who is the aim of the community, and not the other way around, so it cannot happen that the good of the community ever justifies trampling on the good of any of its members (Salij 2000, 87–88).

Solidarity, according to John Paul II, “is a firm and persevering determination to commit oneself to the common good, that is to say, to the good of all and of each individual, because we are all really responsible for all.” Thus, John Paul II claims that with “the growing awareness of interdependence among individuals and nations” solidarity acquires a moral connotation (John Paul II 1987, 38). We cannot be indifferent to others no matter how distant some countries are geographically.

In CV, Benedict XVI speaks of a human solidarity that is not just social cohesion, but a recognition of the human race as a single family. The task of solidarity that he proposes asks us to appropriate the underlying anthropological and ethical spirit that drives globalisation towards the humanising of solidarity so that it is person-based and community-oriented. In brief, CV proposes an authentic human development that is consistent with the integral vision of man. The “social question has become a radically anthropological question” (Benedict XVI 2009, 75). Solidarity is seeing the other as our “brother.” It asks for a willingness to give, not just to share. Solidarity, is above all, a recognition of the human race as a single family, because we have one father, God (Benedict XVI 2009, 53).

Lifepower and Community

We might liken solidarity to a value that strengthens the lifepower of a community. Stein writes that there is a correlation between the lifepower of an individual and the community. The more strength the lifepower of an individual has, the greater the lifepower of the community. Stein explains, “The more full of power an individual is, the more abilities he can bring to development and the further each single ability can be increased…” (Stein 2000, 198). To understand this further, we must look into the community’s lifepower and its sources.


In a sense, a community is what it is as a result of the individual members’ “mental doing” in Stein’s terms (Stein 2000, 197). What the individual conceives that community to be is what the community is going to become. As Stein says, a community unites a plurality of subjects within itself, and is itself a carrier of one life that realises itself by means of those subjects. Furthermore the community is provided with a lifepower out of which its experiencing is fed (Stein 2000, 197).

Stein takes up four components of community life that we need to discuss to understand the lifepower of community. These components are: (a) lifepower as a property of community; (b) the lifepower of individuals as a source for the lifepower of their community; (c) outsiders as power sources for the community: indirect impacts; and (d) the significance of social attitudes for the lifepower of the community.

(a) Lifepower as a property of community

The life-unity of community as analogous to that of human personality, Stein shows that community can, in a sense, be said to have character, a soul, and a spirit (Stein 2000, 222 ff. entitled Sentient Abilities and the Community’s Character). The formation of the character of a community depends on how deeply the community is anchored in the individuals and how the individuals regard the community. The more deeply the community is anchored in its members, the higher the value it possesses for them, and the more it is grounded in their positive dispositions and the satisfaction of inner drives, the more community life grows and develops into a kind of collective personality which lives in and through the individuals.

Genuine community aims at union, a community that is rooted in the personal Umwelt (life world) and touches the core of the personality of the subjects. It is characterised by genuine feelings arising from the personal “I” of each. Person and value world are completely correlated. It is impossible to formulate a doctrine of the person…without a value doctrine… (Stein 1989, 108). We see that the genuine being of community has its origin in the personal individuality of the individuals.

Certainly community involves a spiritual connection among individuals; that is, community exists on the level of Geist9 (spirit or life force). Stein refers to an inner energy of the community as “lifepower.” Like the person, community has a life force upon which it depends for the vigour and quality of its life. The life-force of a community is built up from the life-forces of the individuals. Certainly, individuals hold back certain resources for themselves, but on the whole, the quality of a community’s life depends upon the life-giving motives of individuals and the vitality with which they carry these motives into action for the life of the community (Stein 2000, 180–185). Stein writes:


There are times of an overwhelming abundance of power, which expresses itself in a multiform zest for action) so that there could be very different kinds of activation at the same height of lifepower, depending on the original predispositions and the external circumstances). And there are periods of exhaustion in which all activeness falters and the nation seems to be “slumbering“… Every stirring of life costs an expenditure of power, and every time there’s any great exertion, it’s followed by a slackening, a subsiding of power. But the slackening need not absolutely portend nay definitive decline; rather it can set in during the ascent toward the summit, which is made possible by a new influx from the sources of lifepower (Stein 2000, 201– 202).



In this regard, we see that personal attitudes are significant to the life of a community. It follows that solidarity will come from an attitude of mutual openness to be one and build community life toward this goal. This happens when the individuals are open to one another, when they make reciprocity possible. The attitudes of the individuals toward the community to which they belong are very important. The energy of a country grows when its citizens love it and weakens when some among them hate it. New impulse-forms are brought to community life through positive dispositions and hindered by negative ones. Stein uses the metaphor “life streams.” When the life streams of persons flow together, then the persons are united in one stream moving in the same direction (Stein 2000, 202).

(b) The lifepower of individuals as a source for the lifepower of their community

“The community is ‘founded’ essentially in individuals” (Stein 2000, 238). The lifepower of a community, does not, according to Stein, exist independently and alongside of its components, but rather coalesces from the power of the single [members] (Stein 2000, 203). For Stein, the person himself or herself is locus and ground of community. The community is founded on individual persons (Stein 2000, 238). Each individual person consists of a living body, a psyche, and a spirit and thus community life is constituted by material as well as psycho-spiritual phenomena, such as the exchange of feelings, ideas, sentiments, values, and influences on each other.


Stein is acutely aware of the need for an account of how one person is individuated and thus different from another person. She identifies the personality core as an individuating principle that explains why persons each have a unique character or personality.

The personality core is defined as that ontic reality (reality at the level of one’s “being”) or locus where the uniqueness of each person is centred or housed. Each personality core is an expression of and is proper to that person. Though we are individuals and though we also experience living in a community, the personality core is what distinguishes us concretely from others and renders us unique unto ourselves. Yet it not only colours the character of the individual (that is an individual who is similar to other persons), but also colours the character of a community.

Though the person has an egological sphere that is his or her own, the individual also finds himself or herself in relationship with others in the world (Stein 2000, 239). The world is given in such a way that we are intersubjectively constituted. The world and the “patrimony” of communal experiences contained therein are foundational for our individual and communal personalities (Stein 2000, 239). In fact, intersubjectivity, as brought to full consciousness in the act of empathy, reveals who we are and who we are not, what I know and what I do not know. I know that I am not the other and I know that my thinking is not identical to that of the other; however, I share with the other many analogous and similar traits and characteristics, and a similar live-body, psyche (sentience), and personospiritual structure, including the pure ego.

To be person is to recognise that there is no such thing as an individual who is completely separated from other individuals. Stein and Ratzinger concur on this point.

“Indeed, being a man means being a ‘fellow man’ in every aspect,” writes Ratzinger (Ratzinger 2004a: 247). We learn from Ratzinger that to be a human person is to be fundamentally relational. The human capacity for communion with God and with other human persons ties in closely to the meaning of personhood as such. This stems from the human person’s ontological status of being imago Dei (image of God).

In Communion and Stewardship (Ratzinger 2004b),10 we read that imago Dei is the basis for two foundational thoughts about the human person: one, is that the whole of man is created in the image of God and two, that man was not made to be an individual to live in isolation.


First, the whole of man, and not just parts of him, e.g., the intellect or his upright stature, is created in the image of God. This perspective presents the human being in which the spiritual is understood to be a dimension together with the physical, social and historical dimensions of man (Ratzinger 2004b, 9). The imago Dei is not a locus of human nature in a specific quality or functions, (for example, man’s sexual nature or man’s domination of the earth). The whole human person is the image of God.

Second, the human person was created to have a relational character and not to be alone. This is laid down by the genesis account, “God created mankind in his image, in the image of God he created them, male and female he created them” (Genesis 1: 27). God placed the first human beings in relation to one another, each with a partner of the other sex. In Communion and Stewardship, we read that “man exists in relation with other persons, with God, with the world, and with himself. According to this conception, man is not an isolated individual but a person—an essentially relational being” (Ratzinger 2004b, 10). This conception explains the fundamentally relational character of the human person as constituting the human person’s ontological structure and the basis for its exercise of freedom and responsibility.

For Edith Stein, the relational character of human persons means three things. First, human beings are social and are dependent on others in order to survive as individuals, like children in need of their mothers. Our mutual dependence on one another means that we are not abstract realities nor pure egos stripped of a social nature. Second, in a theological sense, (as advanced in Stein’s last book Finite and Eternal Being) just as the Trinity is a relation of three persons in one God, we too are analogously stamped with this image of God in and through our creation and the incarnation of Christ. The intimacy of the life of the three persons means that when we interact with God, we interact with these three persons, who are distinct but related to one another. Moreover, the intimacy of their communal life serves as a model community that we can draw upon to form love communities in our earthly existence. Finally, and phenomenologically speaking, I am constituted as a person only insofar as I am shown to be a person through my understanding of other persons in empathy. The experience of other persons and my consciousness of them make me aware of who I am. Thus, a person’s character can be developed through empathy and also influenced by one’s psycho-physical world.

Stein speaks about life circumstances of a person as contributory to forming his or her personality, character, and choices. And a man’s entire life can be an entire process of the unfolding of his personality. But Stein cautions that it is also possible that psycho-physical development does not permit a complete unfolding, and in fact, in different ways. A defective unfolding is also possible. Her own example is:


He who never meets a person worthy of love or hate can never experience the depths in which love or hate are rooted. To him who has never seen a work of art nor gone beyond the walls of the city may perhaps forever be closed to the enjoyment of nature and art together with his susceptibility for this enjoyment. Such an “incomplete” person is similar to an unfinished sketch (Stein 1989, 111).



To my mind, this is what happens to the poor, to the illiterate when they are deprived of the opportunities to be exposed to the joys of life due to depravity many times because their society does not allow their development and growth with corrupt practices of exploitation or they are forced into these circumstances for many years due to neglect by the government and by oppressive social structure. At times they are forced into this situation by the system of government, such as in communism.

Ethical values call for understanding, sensitivity and a will that completes action. Moreover, Stein writes, such values once fulfilled in action are “not merely to be carried out empathically as a single experience, but experienced as proceeding meaningfully from the total structure of the person” (Stein 1989, 112).

In Stein’s account, attitudes and feelings are important. These can be a matter of pure “contagion,” that is, persons can be “infected” by anger and rebellion, by love and hate of the people around them without the basis of a judgment of their own or the involvement of their personal “I.”

(c) Outsiders are power sources for the community

Stein explains how human persons are all part of a larger physical word and are thus affected by a whole gamut of influences in the world. They are incorporated into the whole order of physical and psychic reality. Moreover, the human person can be “dependent on all kinds of circumstances that could be influenced by one another as well as by the states and the character of the living body” (Stein 1989, 109–110). Stein explains:


The individual with all his characteristics develops under the constant impression of such influences so that this person has such a nature because he was exposed to such and such influences. Under other circumstances, he would have developed differently. There is something empirically fortuitous in this “nature” (Stein 1989, 110).



To correlate what Stein said with Benedict’s solidarity vision, this means that if human persons are formed and nurtured in a person-centred and community-oriented ethical environment as conceived by Benedict in CV, they could be influenced to grow up in an environment by outsiders in a way that works toward charity and truth promoting authentic and integral human development.

Stein says there could be individuals who stand outside of the community or even in contact with another community who can influence us. She cites the example of the influence of a professor on a sluggish and sleepy class. He gives an “invigorating jolt,” not so much through the intellectual content of his lectures, but rather through the contagious vigour that emanates from him (Stein 2000, 206). Stein explains:


The two, professor and class, are not confronting each other alienly and independently like a subject and object. If they were, an if they were behaving sort of watchfully toward one another, then there would be no possibility at all for any overlap of causal connection. Rather the two form a unity of life within which the power of one benefits everyone in the collectivity (Stein 2000, 206).



Stein expands her example to two nations classing against each other: the hatred of one enkindles itself on the other. Strange as it may sound, write Stein, a community of life exists between the two hostile parties which, being two sharply defined personalities, do not become a fused unity. Such environmental factors from the outside have an impact on the life of the community members. Such an impact might be that the members of one community fear the other and somehow economic and political relations become strained altogether.

When we talk about the life of the past, we cannot separate our discussion from the historical truth that makes the life of a community. Historical personalities in this sense are sources of lifepower (as sources outside our present life). Recalling their significant contributions and life stories can help enliven us in situations wherein we need models of virtue and value. Through empathic comprehension of the foreign spiritual individual, the historical figure in question, who I come to read about, or know about from the narration of facts about his/her life, or learn about from his autobiography or from books he/she has written.


That is why to build a community that rests on the value-filled life of historical figures, it is helpful and even necessary to inspire the members of society with the virtues of heroes, saints, past leaders who can serve as a model for the present generation to emulate their virtues and imitate them. Patriotism, for instance, is a virtue that can be emulated even if we may not be presently defending our country from invaders or colonizers. I may not have this experience at all in my lifetime perhaps, but I can feel patriotic, be patriotic, understand it, from a movie of the country’s national hero or of a patriot who died for the country, preserving its culture.

It may happen also that one might find other’s experiences and values as contrasting or conflicting with one’s own. One might remain at the level of understanding them, but will not himself embrace their motivations for living. This is where, respect for other’s freedom, values, and choices come in. This is where toleration as a value is required to preserve peace in a community.

(d) The significance of social attitudes for the lifepower of community

Stein explains that exchanges between individuals are affected for the most part in “social acts” I which one act is pointed at the, turned toward it. One is speaking and the other is understanding. And it belongs to the sense of these acts that the material content pronounced, and accordingly heard, is not only meant but also imparted and received. This reciprocal linkage enters into the experiential content too (Stein 2000, 210).

Stein writes that “there are attitudes of the person that matter directly to another person in her individual quality and affect her to the core: love, trust, gratitude, and so forth, and even that which we call ‘faith’ in a human being. On the other side stand distrust, aversion, hatred—in short, the whole set of ‘rejecting’ manners of behavior” (Stein 2000, 211). Attitude or Stellungnahme, literally means “stance-taking.” Stein was discussing attitude as a kind of stance that involuntarily accompanies perception and that which is appropriate to whatever is being perceived. Attitudes emerge involuntarily and call for some decision (Stein 2000, 61). “… I give myself over to it, I allow it to take possession of me.” But attitudes are subject to the contribution of the will (Stein 2000, 64). I can voluntarily take on one attitude at present and change to another the next moment.

Attitudes towards a person are sharply divided according to positivity and negativity and with this, the being of the person is affirmed or negated (Stein 2000, 211). Stein writes:


Positivity and negativity don’t exhaust the possibilities of all value-perceiving acts and attitudes toward values. Besides positive and negative attitudes, or course, an “indifferent” stance is possible that’s neither “love” nor “hatred.” Now these attitudes can become… a motive of an answering attitude, but at the same time can become effective as a causal factor… The love which I meet with strengthens and invigorates me and grants me the power for unexpected achievements. The distrust that I run into disables my creative power. Other people’s attitudes encroach directly upon my inner life and control its course—unless I “lock myself up” against them which is possible here with all causal influences (Stein 2000, 211–212).



Stein further explains that “for every attitude is an attitude toward something and holds true for something objective that must be apprehended in some way or other. It is values that are inseparably bound with the being of a person, by which I take a positive or negative stance toward a person. The person stands before me as valued or disvalued. Stein explains:


I can find fault with a person whom I love or find merits in a person whom I hate. I can be fully aware of the disvalue that attaches to the loved person, but I’m not loving her as someone burdened with this disvalue. Rather, the disvalue of a property or of a single action—insofar as that disvalue on the whole is vividly felt—is eclipsed and cancelled by the value which inheres in the person’s overall repertoire of being. And the pain over the felt disvalue doesn’t diminish the love; it merely gives it a particular coloration (Stein 2000, 212).



For example, a married woman, on the whole, loves her husband, but is aware that he has a drinking problem, which is a disvalue. As she loves him, his disvalue—his drinking problem—is something she overlooks. She keeps on taking him back home when he comes home drunk, even if she is displeased with him. She makes excuses for him before the children. She gathers them to the television to watch a comedy as he is shouting invectives in the kitchen while drinking. Her loved cancels out his defect.11

We note that the relationship of value-perception and taking a stance on value is important. Stein explains:


The apprehending of a value and the attitude appropriate to it mutually require one another, and while the required attitude is not being experienced, the value isn’t being apprehended vividly. So in a way it’s correct to say that love is based upon the apprehended value of the beloved person, but on the other hand, the worth of a person is fully and completely accessibly only to the lover (Stein 2000, 213).



Thus, in the example given about the married woman mother loving her alcoholic husband in spite of his difficult drinking problem, we might say, the woman loves her husband, values him as her child, which does not diminish even when she sees him intoxicated and perhaps somewhat violent. The woman finds ways to make her children understanding, forgiving, patient, and hopeful that their father would change. What Stein explains as follow helps us appreciate the virtues of such a mother and helps us emulate her attitudes.


In as much as values “induce” attitudes in us whose contents convey new propellant powers to our mental life, we have regarded them themselves as “life-contributing.” That goes for all values without distinction, material and personal alike, regardless of whether they’re realized or not. Personal value attaches to the qualitative substance of the person, not to her existence (Stein 2000, 213).



In other words, personal values and the attitudes that go with make us better persons. Whether the alcoholic man stops drinking or not, whether the children forgive him, excuse him or not, the woman who foster these values is substantially a better person for her patience, cheerfulness, and charity. Eventually, in the story, the children become open to forgiving their father and accepting him as he is. Their mother’s strength enables them to do this. Such attitudes are meaningful for life in a community (in my example, the family). We read from Stein:


[For one,] the solidarity of individuals, which becomes visible in the influences of the attitudes of one upon the life of the others, is formative community in the highest degree. Where the individuals are “open” to one another, where the attitudes of one don’t bounce off of the other but rather penetrate him and deploy their efficacy, there a communal life subsists, there the two are members of one whole; and without such a reciprocal relationship community isn’t possible (Stein 2000, 214).




Empathy and Solidarity

Solidarity, like all values, can be understood better, and it is precisely by writing about it in CV that Pope Benedict informs about the possibility of being one community in striving for authentic and integral human development. Knowledge of a value is always the starting point for wanting it and willing it. I see Pope Benedict’s attempt at instructing us in his social encyclical CV about ethical values helpful to make us reflect on solidarity as a value we should strive for and feel strongly for. As Stein writes:


Not only the knowledge we have, but, perhaps to a still greater extent, the knowledge not yet realized is felt as a value. This feeling of value is the source of all cognitive striving and “what is at bottom” of all cognitive willing. An object proffers itself to me as dark, veiled, unclear. It stands there as something which demands exposure and clarification. The clarifying and unveiling with their result in clear and plain knowledge stand before me as a penetratingly felt value and drag me irresistibly into them.



The cognitive process itself is an activity, a deed. I not only feel the value of the cognition to be realised and joy in the realised one, but in the realising itself I also feel that strength and power we found in other willing and action (Stein 1989, 108).

Since the experience of value is basic to our own value, at the same time as new values are acquired by empathy, our own unfamiliar values become visible. When we empathically run into ranges of values closed to us, we become conscious of our own deficiency or disvalue. Every comprehension of different persons can become the basis of an understanding of value. Since, in the act of preference or disregard, values often come to givenness that remain unnoticed in themselves, we learn to assess ourselves correctly now and then. We learn to see that we experience ourselves as having more or less value in comparison to others.

By empathy with differently composed personal structures we become clear on what we are not, what we are more or less than others. Thus, together with self knowledge, we also have an important aid to self evaluation (Stein 1989, 116).

We can evaluate what our motivations are, whether they are selfish and self-centred. We can examine ourselves on our intention and whether these help the community to which we belong. We can assess whether our desires, volitions, and actions somehow contribute to the development of humanity as a whole.


Thus, if several wills then coincide in the same motivation, I think solidarity can be achieved as a community goal, as it is not impossibility. For instance, in CV, Pope Benedict speaks about working toward achieving integral human development. “The development of individuals and peoples requires new eyes and a new heart capable of rising above a materialistic vision of human events, capable of glimpsing in development the beyond” that technology cannot provide” (Benedict XVI 2009, 77). I think the “will to solidarity” is something that people can be made to feel through the inspiration of national leaders who could primarily give people the motivations for solidarity. Parents and teachers are also in such a position to make children and students “feel” the need for uniting to achieve this value. Intellectual, researchers, writers, mass media specialists can also contribute to this end in their varied spheres of influence. After all:


“Willing,” writes Stein, “is essential motivated by a feeling. Therefore an umotivated willing is an impossibility. There is no conceivable subject with a nature to want something which does not appear to it as valuable. Willing by its meaning (that posts something to be realized) is directed toward what is possible, i.e., realizable (Stein 1989, 97).



To my mind, solidarity in this globalised world is achievable. Benedict XVI’s proposal to experience and steer to a “globalization of humanity in relational terms, in terms of communion and the sharing….” (Benedict XVI 2009, 42) intertwined with Stein’s phenomenological conception of community can be accomplished. I hope that this interconnection of Stein’s phenomenological notion of community with Benedict’s vision of solidarity can be coursed into a reality of achievable terms.

The Human Person as Relational

I can experience the sense of the communal because of my common belonging to the human family and my participating in human (personal) being. And I can understand and participate in the communal experience because I experience the communal as communal and appreciate that it is marked by the uniqueness of many individual persons who contribute to the very making and becoming of such a communal experience. Ultimately, there is a fundamental relation that exists among the individuals of the community. Each is required in order to define the other.

To fail to appreciate the human person as a being in relation leads to “retarding or even obstructing authentic human development.”12 A denial altogether of this truth about human nature results in the poverty of isolation with human beings absorbed in themselves. Such an attitude leads to inequality, exploitation and oppression, as well as greed and selfishness. To put in Teilhard de Chardin’s biological approach: “The human monad can only be absolutely itself by ceasing to be alone“13 (de Chardin in Ratzinger 2004a, 236–237). There is no individual who is completely separated from other individuals. For one, we are born into the world through a human being and go through life processes (education, barter and trade, communication, travel) also with other human beings, oftentimes with dependence upon them for our needs to be met.

For if this dependence is first of all a physical one (and even in this sphere it extends from parentage down to the manifold interactions of mutual daily care), it means for him who is spirit in a body and as body, that the spirit, too—in short, the one, whole man is deeply marked by his belonging to the whole of mankind (Ratzinger 2004a, 246).

Ratzinger stresses that man is a being that can only “be” by virtue of others. Or, put it in the words of the great Tubingen theologian Mohler: “Man, as a being set entirely in a context of relationship, cannot come to himself through himself, although he cannot do it without himself either.”14

Just as self-love is not the primordial form of love but at most the derivative of it, just as one has only arrived at the specific nature of love when one has grasped it as a relation, that is, something coming from one another, so, too, human knowledge is only reality when it is being known, being brought to knowledge, and thus again, “from another.” Ratzinger writes that the real man does not come into it at all if he only plumbs the loneliness of the “I,” of self-knowledge, for then he excludes in advance the point of departure of his ability to come to himself and thus his most specific characteristic. Only from man’s being known can his knowledge and he himself be understood (Ratzinger 2004a, 47).

The possibility of solidarity in the world comes from the fact the human being is not an atomised individual. To understand Ratzinger’s point, we need to consider atoms, which are the basic unit of matter, move about in an infinite void and repel other atoms when they collide.15 But man, unlike the atom, is not made to repel other men. He belongs to a whole and is himself only when he is fitted into the whole: into mankind, into history, into the cosmos, as is right and proper for a being who is “spirit in body” (Ratzinger 2004a, 243). Ratzinger explains:


The principle of “body” and “corporality” that governs man elucidates this. On one hand, the body separates men from one another, makes them impenetrable to each other. As a space-filling and sharply defined shape, the body makes it impossible for one to be completely in the other; it erects a dividing line that signifies distance and limit; it keeps us at a distance with one another and is to that extent, a dissociation principle. But at the same time existence in a corporal form implies interdependence. For if pure spirit can be thought of as existing strictly for itself, corporality implies descent from one another; human beings depend in a very real and at the same time very complex sense on one another for their lives (Ratzinger 2004a, 245–246).



This interdependence does not end in symbiosis, where organisms associate with other organisms, living on each other. Human interdependence goes beyond physical survival and transcends the biological order. Although necessarily involving physical connection through the body, human corporality extends to the creation of history, of culture, and of building a human community together. As Ratzinger writes:


Being a man means being a fellowman in every aspect, not just in the present moment, but in such a way that every man also contains the past and future of mankind, which already does prove… to be one single “Adam“16 (Ratzinger 2004a, 247).



Being a fellowman runs backwards and forwards through time, connecting us not only with the other people who are alive at this moment but also with all past and future generations. There is no such a thing as the mere individual. The manmonad of the Renaissance, the pure “cogito ergo sum” being does not exist, writes Ratzinger (Ratzinger 2004a, 247). Humanity belongs to man only in the web of history that impinges on the individual; and the individual for his part lives in life on the collective pattern in which he is already previously included and that forms the scene of his self-realisation (Ratzinger 2004a, 247–248). A framework of the already existing whole of human life has stamped his existence and molds him (Ratzinger 2004a, 248). His language, speech, and forms of communication, for instance have been given to him in history. We notice that the relations of love, communication, and knowledge are all part of being human. Everyone lives in a web that is part of his very existence (Ratzinger 2004a, 249). It is a network that stretches out to the whole of humankind and to the infinite.

To turn against the truth of man’s relational nature is a “rebellion against being human in itself” that “leads people—as Sartre percipiently observed—into a self-contradictory existence that we call hell“17 (Ratzinger 2013, 160). When the human person is alone and thinks him/herself to be self-sufficient or merely an insignificant and ephemeral fact, a stranger in a random universe (Benedict XVI 2009, 29), he detaches himself from the joy and reality of being surrounded by others and living in social relations. He deprives himself of the opportunity to learn from others, to give and share, and to be a recipient as well of what others have to give.

In this regard, it helps to note that “man is not a lost atom in the universe: he is God’s creature“18 (Benedict XVI 2009, 29). Moreover, “it is not by isolation that man establishes his worth, but by placing himself in relation with others and with God” (Benedict XVI 2009, 53). This thinking, as Benedict XVI puts it, can be useful in public discussions concerning the economy and other aspects of social life.

Conclusion

“Development depends on seeing ourselves as a human family, not as a group of subjects who happen to live side by side” (Benedict XVI 2009, 53). Persons do not live in isolation from each other and are not separate entities deserving more of economic sources at the expense of others. Persons are not disconnected beings who should only fend for themselves without mindfulness of others’ needs in this world. The economy cannot be disjointed from the truth about the human being and if conjoined with charity or love, the economy achieves authentic and integral human development. We need to feel for others. We can uplift their spirits when they are low by invigorating them with our own cheerful spirits. We can help when they are in need. Ultimately, there is a fundamental relation that exists among all of us. We have one Father, God. “We,” though we are many “I’s,” are just one human race, one community, one family. Each is required to complete the other. To live within the selfishness of our own confined little worlds would be to limit our growth and stagnate our development. The world is a more vast expanse than our small and individualistic concerns. The person who does not “globalise” will be left behind.

Stein’s and Benedict’s reflections on community and solidarity constitute a call that asks for a response. We need to put an end to an attitude that insists, “this is mine” and “that is yours.” After all, the world is just one globe. It is your world and mine, together. It is our world.

Notes

1.      Edith Stein was born in Breslau, Germany in 1891 to a Jewish family. Her initial studies were in psychology in a period when psychology was just beginning as a university discipline. Later she turned to philosophy after reading Edmund Husserl’s Logical Investigations. At that time, phenomenology was just developing as a new interest among philosophy specialists.
The term “phenomenology” was adopted to describe a method to study the different ways in which things appear to consciousness. One single reality can present itself in different ways. For example, my thesis defence day can appear to me as a live experience while it is happening, as a frightening expectation while I am preparing for it, or as a fulfilling achievement after the event. Any knowable object appears to consciousness in modes that are appropriate in themselves; and we have to comprehend these modes if we are to appraise the reliability of our knowledge of that object.
Edith Stein studied directly under the “father” of phenomenology, as people referred to Husserl. Stein obtained her doctorate summa cum laude from the University of Freiburg in 1916, for her dissertation On the Problem of Empathy. She is significant for three innovations in the history of philosophy: the reconciliation of Thomism with phenomenology, the integration of psychology and philosophy in the particular study of empathy, and the consideration of “woman” as a fundamental category for philosophical research. Although considered to be one of the few women who belonged to the German philosophical group of her time, Edith Stein was never given full credit then for her contribution to philosophy because of her gender and race. She died in Auschwitz in 1942.

2.      Individual and Community is the second of two treatises in Edith Stein’s Philosophy of Psychology and the Humanities (2000).

3.      Stein’s use of the term “ontic” precedes Heidegger’s ontic/ontological distinction. “Ontic” simply refers to the essential being of the community. In phenomenological terms, it refers to the ideal being of the object of consciousness” (Calcagno, 138).

4.      Benedict XVI is papal name of Joseph Ratzinger. The 265th Bishop of Rome is a German theologian who was prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith and dean of the College of Cardinals of the Vatican before he was elected pope. In 2009, Pope Benedict issued his third encyclical Caritas in Veritate (henceforth CV) where he examines the relationship between charity and truth in the light of 2009 issues: the economic and financial crisis, the environment, and how these relate to a Christian vision of the world. The professed central theme of the encyclical—integral human development in charity and truth—is of universal concern and relevance according to scholars who have examined the work carefully.

5.      There are four Greek words for love: agápe, éros, philía, and storgē. God’s love has been expressed by Agápe which means love in a “spiritual” sense. The term s’agapo, which means “I love you” in Ancient Greek, often refers to a general affection or deeper sense of “true unconditional love” rather than the attraction suggested by “eros.” This love is selfless; it gives and expects nothing in return (cf. The Four Loves by Lewis 1988).

6.      Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I-II, 26, 4, corp. art.”Newadvent.org (accessed 30 October 2010).

7.      Individual and Community is published as a second treatise in Philosophy of Psychology and the Humanities, 1922.

8.      The term “subject” in phenomenology refers to the owner of consciousness and the content of conscious experience consisting of perception, emotion, judgment vs. object, that to which consciousness is directed.


9.      The German Geist has no exact translation in English, but since it is one of the key terms in Edith Stein’s discussion of community, we need to understand how she meant and used it. The sense of Geist is that of the creative human spirit that is the subject matter of the humanities. Among the possible English translations are “mind” and “spirit.” The Stein specialists vary in the meaning and usage of Geist. I will adopt Geist to mean “spirit” as spirit explains the vigour and life-force that Stein attaches to community.

10.    Communion and Stewardship: Human Persons Created in the Image of God (2004), International Theological Commission with Augustine Di Noia, O. P., Jean-Louis Bruguès, Anton Strukelj, Tanios Bou Mansour, O. L. M., Adolpe Gesché, Willem Jacobus Eijk, Fadel Sidarouss, S. J., and Shun ichi Takayanagi, S. J. Cardinal Ratzinger was President of the Commission.

11.    A true story set into film, the movie Prize Winner of Defiance, Ohio (2005), is a biographical story written by Terry Ryan, the daughter of the mother I mention in the example above.

12.    CV supra note 55 Cf. Encyclical Letter, Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, 28.

13.    Ratzinger thinks de Chardin’s biological approach is not entirely unobjectionable tendency and is useful for elucidating the relational character of human beings (de Chardin quoted by Tresmontant Introduction a le pensee de Teilhard de Chardin (Paris, 1956), p. 68 in Ratzinger 2004a, 236–237).

14.    Geiselmann summarising the ideas of Mohler in the Theologische Quartalschrift, 1830, pp. 582f; J. R. Geiselmann, Die Heilige Schrift und die Traditition (Freiburg, 1962), p. 56 in Ratzinger’s Introduction to Christianity, 246).

15.    “Atomist Doctrine.” Democritus. Stanford Encyclopedia, 2010. http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/democritus/#2 (accessed 14 June 2014).

16.    The Hebrew adam was originally used as a common rather than a proper name. Adam refers to the first man and the father of the human race (http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/01129a.htm).

17.    Joseph Ratzinger in Communio, Vol. 2: Anthropology and Culture (Ressourcement: Retrieval and Renewal in Catholic Thought), Pope Benedict XVI, David L. Schindler (Editor), Nicholas J. Healy (Editor), Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2013, 160.

18.    Supra note 70 in CV. Cf. Benedict XVI, Homily at Mass, Islinger Feld, Regensburg, 12 September 2006.
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This study is an attempt to read Evelyn Underhill’s Mysticism: The Nature and Development of Spiritual Consciousness, her premier work on mysticism, through the hermeneutical lens of dialecticism and sublimity. The book constitutes a documentation of Underhill’s extensive investigation into the field of mysticism with a prominent attention given to Christian mysticism. By combining a reliance upon the testimonies of Christian mystics and the philosophical meditations of some eminent thinkers, with a definition of mysticism as fundamentally a profound relationship between the self and God as infinite reality, Underhill deftly constructs a theoretical edifice that preserves the distinctiveness of Christian mysticism while appealing to the rational sensibilities of those seeking a more non-sectarian, universal mysticism. Notwithstanding the developed and variegated intellectual histories of the concepts of the dialectic and the sublime, I have selected the dialectics of Hegel, and Kant’s aesthetic theory of the sublime as most suitably capable of illuminating the many valuable features significant to mysticism as well as addressing two important questions that arise from some of these features. One question concerns the nature of apparently contradictory statements in the writings of mystics, and another is connected to the uniqueness of mystical experiences. While the theme of dialecticism helps with responding to the former question, plausible answers to the latter question are derivable from a comparative analysis of mystical and sublime experiences as analogues. A salient component of Underhill’s Mysticism is her detailed exposition of the stages of mystical development as gleaned through her familiarity with the vast collection of mystical literature. My study is divided into two main divisions. The first division consists primarily of an endeavour to delineate a metaphysical structure that underpins the general notion of mystical relationship as a transformative one between the finite self and infinite being. The second division delves into discussions revolving around relevant ideas that pervade each of the five stages of mystical development. Throughout these divisions, the frames of Hegel’s dialectics and Kant’s theory of the sublime will be applied to areas amenable to such interpretive analysis. It is the hope of this research that, from it, some enlargement of scholarship in mysticism in general as well as Underhill studies in particular will ensue. Moreover, from a discourse that engages mysticism, dialecticism, and sublimity, a greater appreciation of the apparently paradoxical mystical vocabulary that seemingly lacks rational justification can possibly emerge. A strange harmony lurks between that which is open to rationalisation and that which hides from the peering gaze of reason. Is it any wonder that the more a mystic complains about the ineffability of her experience the more she writes about it?
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Alain Badiou’s L’Être et L’Événement [Being and Event] (1988) has been enormously influential in reconfiguring the current scene of metaphysical investigations into ontology. But the basic details of its proposed metaontology are still not currently well-understood. My dissertation belongs to a direct attempt at partially filling this gap in the literature. I offer a reconstruction of Badiou’s metaontological framework, limiting myself by examining Being and Event only in relation to its specific conditioning by the standard mathematics of set theory up to Paul Cohen’s discovery of forcing. Badiou recruits four set-theoretic topics for his metaontology: the formal axiomatic system of ZFC; cardinal and ordinal numbers; Kurt Gödel’s the constructible; and Paul Cohen’s forcing. For each of these topics, I gather together and clarify the relevant details of the technical mathematics while orienting my explication towards Badiou’s interpretation. I will then, more importantly, reconstruct and extend Badiou’s conceptual and metaontological meditations in relation to their exact conditioning by the mathematics.
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