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ABSTRACT

This D.Phil. dissertation looks into different conceptions of freedom in contemporary
and earlier modern philosophy. It concentrates on the accounts of K. Marx, I. Kant, J.
S. Mill, 1. Berlin and C. Castoriadis, and focuses on their portrait of the agent of
freedom. From this standpoint, the thesis singles out three strands of thought: an
essentialist paradigm of freedom, traditional liberal alternatives, and a contemporary
anti-essentialist school. The main objective is to elaborate and vindicate the anti-
essentialist approach as exemplified by the work of C. Castoriadis. The central
argument 1s that contemporary anti-essentialist thought has outlined a compelling idea
of freedom, which overcomes the defects of earlier conceptions.

The essentialist paradigm, as represented by K. Marx and 1. Kant, imputes specific
universal features to the subject of freedom, which fix permanently the chief object,
the basic norms or the fundamental conditions of freedom. Individuals are bound thus
to definite forms of life, to the effect that choice and autonomy are significantly
restricted. Negative liberty and J. S. Mill’s notion are less attached to generic models
of life, but they fail to provide an adequate corrective to essentialist freedom.
Negative liberty does not grapple with the manifold constraints on freedom that
operate from within the self, while J. S. Mill’s ideal ties the self to the realisation of
specific talents and inclinations. The anti-essentialist view challenges the commitment

to an abiding essence of the self and brings out the power of individuals to create



themselves and their world in new ways. Freedom is recast as a critical, creative and
open-ended process of self-formation through choices which draw on an indefinite
range of different possibilities. The thesis examines this construal of freedom in the
work of C. Castoriadis, and goes on to explore the anti-essentialist paradigm more
widely.

With respect to its method, the dissertation has two key features: it proceeds through
a closed reading of specific authors and it delves into epistemological and ontological
questions (theories of society and the self) that bear profoundly on the

conceptualisation of freedom.
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Introduction

a. the background

In recent decades, the idea of a universal human essence has received an intense
criticism." Hermeneutical philosophy, anthropology, poststructuralism and multi-
culturalism are few of the currents which contested with new vigour the notion of a
fixed structure of thought and action that defines, as a reality or an ideal, all human
beings. Their attacks have prompted a rethinking of questions of truth, justice and
subjectivity, and have mobilised a realignment of central political categories, such as
democracy and citizenship.

Needless to say, these intellectual developments are not celebrated across the board.
They have come under heavy fire on the charges that they lapse into a self-defeating
relativism and threaten treasured Enlightenment ideals.”? Among others, the core value
of freedom is apparently jeopardised in a variety of ways. Presumably, its worth
cannot be securely established, if values are cultural oddities and lack objective
foundations. Emancipation cannot be advanced on the scale of humanity, as socialism
and liberalism aspired to do, if it is not possible to define certain universal conditions
of freedom. Moreover, anti-essentialists have taken issue with a picture of the human
subject, which endows individuals with universal reason and considers them
sovereign and independent of society in their constitution. Rather, the rules of reason
are conventional and local currencies. Subjectivity is suffused with social contents
and is prey to the unconscious and the irrational. Such convictions can throw into
doubt the very idea of individual freedom.

Whatever grain of truth these worries may contain, the questioning of essentialism

! For the contemporary critique of essentialism, see, among many others, Rorty (1980), Rorty (1989),
Laclau & Mouffe (1985), Mouffe (1993), Habermas (1990c), Foucault (1980), Foucault (1982),
Foucault (1985), Foucault (1997c), Lukes (2003), Tully (1999).

2 See e.g. Habermas (1990c), Norris (1997), Barry (2001), Lukes (2003).



carries a powerful emancipatory potential, which is frequently obscured by critics and
advocates alike. Anti-essentialist thought spots restrictive qualities in modern
constructions of freedom and projects a promising alternative. This is the thrust of the
case I want to make and this is what warrants, at least on the level of programmatic
intentions, the production of yet another study on a profusely theorised topic.

There is, actually, a burgeoning literature on freedom with a similar focus and frame
of analysis.” But still missing is a rigorous statement of what is restraining about
received notions that inscribe a fixed substance in the agent of freedom; why
traditional alternatives do not make good these defects; and how anti-essentialist
freedom overcomes the perceived blockages of modern thought. Moreover, present
work in this field slips into an unwarranted elision of the planes of epistemology,
ontology and ethics in the interrogation of universalist views. And while various
inquiries challenge modern thought on the level of its underlying certainties, they may
not be equally reflective about their own presuppositions. Their epistemic, normative
and ontological affirmations are not adequately thematised and vindicated. Finally,
there is a dearth of engagement with analytic thought on freedom. Contemporary
analytic philosophy has introduced a more socio-historical notion of the self in its
rendering of freedom and has crafted accounts which resonate with poststructuralist
and kindred revisitings of freedom in continental theory. Little research has been
carried out to think through the differences and affinities between the various
responses to an overlapping set of themes.

This array of concerns forms the substratum of my dissertation and explains the way
it’s organised and its foci of discussion. I begin with an in-depth interrogation of

discourses cast around the image of a fixed human self. Then, I put forward a revised

3 See e.g. Tully (1999), Flathman (2003), Honig and Mapel (2002), Hirschmann (2003), Laclau (1996),
Kateb (1992), Unger (2001).



framing of freedom, which works from different ontological premises. The initial
scrutiny of essentialist views serves to draw out their limitations and to urge the need
for a different approach. Comparison and contrast illuminates the virtues of thought
that operates another regime of subjectivity, in which the self is a contingent
outgrowth of socialisation and is capable of change. In my critique of essentialism, I
seek to avoid the conflation of the epistemological and ontological perspectives. Also,
I delve into the alternative assumptions that inform my favoured idea of freedom and I
defend my epistemic principles. Finally, the thesis reviews the ties and disjunctions
between the proposed reconstruction of freedom and congruent contemporary
schemes in English-speaking theory.

A distinctive element of this dissertation is the recourse to the work of Cornelius
Castoriadis. This provides the mainspring for the activity of critique undertaken here
and inspires the reconfiguration of freedom that is staged in response. Cornelius
Castoriadis (1922-1997) was a multi-faceted personality of post-war France. Of Greek
extraction and education, he spent most of his adult life in France, where he engaged
in left-wing activism and social critique, he produced philosophical writings, worked
as a professional economist for OECD and practiced psychoanalysis.* Together with
Claude Lefort, he was among the founders of the leftist group Socialism ou Barbarie,
which published the homonymous journal (1949-1965) and provided inspiration to the
May 1968 revolt in France. The group was broadly Marxist in their theoretical
leanings. They advocated workers’ self-management and were fierce critics of Soviet
socialism, official communist parties and social democracy. Castoriadis and Lefort
were among the first voices on the left that employed the language of totalitarianism

to denounce the then really-existing communism.

* These biographical notes are based on D.A.Curtis’s ‘Forward’ in Curtis (1997).



Castoriadis blazed his own path after the dissolution of the group in the late sixties.
His magnum opus The Imaginary Institution of Society, which came out in 1975, sets
forth the major statement of his critique of Marx, his social philosophy and
psychoanalytic understanding of the self. Castoriadis’s theory falls within the purview
of praxis philosophy. He accords a primary place to human action and creativity in the
construction of reality. The human world is eminently historical, contingent,
contrived, subject to ongoing change. His work from then on chimes with motifs of
French poststructuralism, deconstruction and Lacanian psychoanalysis.” But
Castoriadis negotiated his own way to the ‘critique of Western metaphysics’ and had
no serious exchanges with cognate trends in continental thought.

There are various reasons for the turn to Castoriadis in the present setting. My
overriding goal is to trace out and reflect on a non-essentialist movement of thought
on freedom, which has various proponents.” A thorough survey of their individual
schemes could not be pursued in tandem with other concemns and topics on the
research agenda of the thesis. The focus on Castoriadis makes sense on the grounds
that his theory has not been adequately researched in terms of its conception of
freedom. Moreover, his gloss on freedom has received much less attention than
Foucault’s ethics or work in English, which could also serve to tackle the tasks ahead.
Crucially, Castoriadis’s thought is uniquely suited to my problematic. A main thread
of his theorising is the polemic against the presence of universal norms that would
permanently shape human society and individuality.® But as distinct from fellow
travellers in the critique of the universal rational subject,” he does not develop this

questioning into a negation of individual autonomy. And he fleshes out his own

5 See e.g. Castoriadis (1997a).

¢ Whitebook (1998).

7 See chapter 8 for an overview.
8 See e.g. Castoriadis (1989).



ontological and normative commitments, against which he elaborates his vision of
freedom. This serves my intention to engage reflectively with the fundamental
assumptions that subtend the new articulation of freedom. Last, his formation of the
concept displays unique strengths in comparison to germane views, as I will argue in

the relevant chapters.

b. outline of the argument

I identify and critically appraise three paradigms of freedom in modern thought: an
essentialist strand, negative liberty and anti-essentialist freedom. This is the starting
point and the organising axis of the thesis. The distinctions are by no means
exhaustive. But they find application to hegemonic discourses and cut across
established categorisations, such as the dichotomy between Marxism and liberalism.
This triplet captures quite fundamental ideas and affords important insights into the
modern perception of freedom.

For present purposes, I take essentialism to be the supposition that there is an
unaltering core of values, modes of reasoning and types of conduct that determine
human nature actually or ideally and that can be laid down in an objective fashion.
This definition is obviously ambiguous. Any portrait of the human subject could be
made to fit into its mould, even the premise that human nature is subject to variation
as a constant feature of its constitution. The term essentialism as deployed here refers
to a type of ontology, which tends to limit the possibility of change in the forms of
human life. Essentialism imputes to human individuals certain perennial features,
which tie human thought and action to definite norms that are not, or should not be,

subject to transformation in history. That the axioms of Euclidean geometry are

® The work of early Foucault, Lacan and Althusser is paradigmatic in this respect.



eternal conditions of human cognition, that the accumulation of wealth is an eternal
human drive, and ‘free market’ capitalism, the natural form of a developed economy,
these are examples of essentialism. All anthropologies assign abiding traits to the
human self. But to judge whether an anthropology is essentialist in the sense intended
here, one should examine the degree to which it attributes fixed patterns to human
life, which foreclose the possibility of doing things differently in particular domains
of thought and practice.

The first half of the thesis treats particular cases of essentialist freedom and works
out in detail the fixed identity that they ascribe to the subject of freedom. This
establishes the existence of an essentialist outlook and lays out its defining traits. I
explicate how the spectre of an abiding human essence bears on the framing of
freedom in specific theories. Human essence fills out the identity of the ‘self” in
freedom as self-realisation, self-legislation and self-determination. Alternatively, the
sense of a durable common nature, with definite capabilities and needs, may fix the
limits of freedom by pre-empting the limits of the humanly possible. Human nature
can also set the social scope of freedom by laying down the fundamental interests that
society should minimally allow or enable individuals to pursue. In short, the idol of a
determinate human self prescribes the forms, the objects, the conditions and the
frontiers of freedom.

This paradigm is taken to task from a variety of perspectives, which coalesce to
throw into question the hypothesis of a definite human self and the corollary
figurations of freedom. Among other moves, the thesis doubts whether it is possible to
acquire objective knowledge of human nature and to agree on its definiens. It is wide
open to disbelief that one can formulate incontestable premises for a theory of

freedom built upon the demands of a perennial human nature. In a separate turn, the



very existence of such a nature is disputed from the site of alternative affirmations
which foreground the historical variability of human conduct, values and reason.

But the centrepiece of my critique is the following. By settling in perpetuity the
laws of free thought and action, the doctrines in question contract the space of
freedom. They narrow down free choice and activity, as they shackle free
individuality to specific pursuits and patterns of conduct to the preclusion of alternate
possibilities. They foreclose the expansion of social liberties and the provision of
better conditions for freedom. Evoking nature, they negate the freedom of persons and
collective assemblies to make their own laws and to revise their present principles.

The second step of the argument turns to mainstream alternatives to essentialist
freedom and finds them wanting. Negative liberty and J.S.Mill’s views are taken up in
the light of the same concern with the constitution of the subject, a sense of the self as
socially constructed and the suspicion of essentialist elements. Both negative
libertarians and J.S.Mill avoid organising freedom around a substantive universal
ideal of the self. But negative liberty does not attend to the inner constitution of the
agent and the subjective conditions of freedom. It fails to liberate individuals from
internal limitations and the actual closures of life. Millian freedom is clear of such
defects but clings to the phantasm of an individual essence of sorts. Freedom is
designed to foster a particular composition of personal talents and inclinations.

At its final stage, the thesis builds up the case that a contemporary line of thought,
which I unravel by looking at Castoriadis, offers a corrective to both essentialist
freedom and its mainstream contenders in English-speaking philosophy. This third
way to freedom does not only renounce the belief in a determinate human nature. It
constitutes free individuality as the active questioning of this idea. The unlimited

interrogation of ‘eternal truths’ and the wrestling with actual fixtures of being, such as



rigidified impulses and autonomised institutions, are pivotal to freedom. Critical
reflection works in alliance with imagination to enable a flexible self-creation through
undetermined choices, which can break free from specific ideals and conventions.
Free individuality shifts into an incomplete, creative and open process. Freedom
bursts beyond the limitations of essentialist closure and negative libertarian unconcern
with internal fetters.

In a nutshell, the dissertation sets out to scrutinise modern outlooks on freedom with
an emphasis on their ontology of the self, and upholds a contemporary approach as

offering the most cogent and empowering ideal.

c. notes on structure, method and frame of analysis

The critique of essentialism proposed a certain mode of inquiry. Thought delves into
deeper understandings about the human subject and its world. Doubt is cast on notions
which overlook the cultural variation of all things human. Claims to truth come under
suspicion with respect to their objective grounds and their positive effects. The thesis
deploys this grid of analysis to define and peruse three main ways of conceptualising
freedom. The concern with deep-laid ontological and epistemological assumptions is a
distinctive mark of the discussion of freedom undertaken in the present thesis.

To avoid tendentious generalisations and show tangibly the presence of an
essentialist matrix, I resolved to deal in detail with salient examples. The first two
chapters are devoted to this purpose. The arguments I mount about the distinctive
features and limitations of essentialist freedom are situated in a specific context,
which illustrates and substantiates them. From there on I move to wider remarks. The
choice of Marx and Kant is rather obvious from this viewpoint. What must be

clarified is the way I broached their work.



With both, I go to some lengths to sketch out their notion of the self and the way it
imbues their coding of freedom. This close reading is attuned to the programmatic
themes of the dissertation. I pin down the settled identity that certain theories write
into the human self and I bring out the specific ways in which this identity diminishes
the ambit of freedom. My extended analysis is made necessary also by the intricacies
of Marx and Kant’s thought, as well as by the need to avoid a reductive rendition of
their respective theories. The risk of reduction is endemic to readings like mine, which
employ a particular analytic frame and entertain a critical posture towards their
objects. Last, I wanted to underpin more firmly my interpretation of Marx and Kant,
which is often at odds with many other commentaries, by providing ample grounding
for it in the original texts.

The third chapter ventures an epistemic and normative critique of essentialist
freedom. The epistemological bit justifies my scepticism about the possibility of an
objective account of human essence. The different variants of essentialist freedom are
intensely contestable insofar as there is no strong warrant for their specific
descriptions of human essence. To indicate the availability of many good reasons in
support of sceptical reason, I set out at length my misgivings about universal reason
and its ability to yield objective justification. (This does not imply, of course, that I
have given a full treatment to the immense epistemological questions that are touched
upon.)

The stock Habermasian reproach to such sceptical arguments is that they founder on
the error of performative self-contradiction.” I make much of the plurality of
standards and ways of reasoning, but I presuppose the general validity of my

arguments and I assume that indefinite others will be able to see their logical force. In

1% See e.g. Habermas (1990a), pp.76-109.
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other words, I take for granted a universal ground of reason at the same time as I
dispute the existence of universal reason.

Different moves are available to skirt around the problem of self-contradiction.
Most simply, I am ready to allow so much scope for universal reason (and no more):
an indefinite number of others is able to make sense of my statements about the limits
of universal truth. Second, the Habermasian censure of scepticism relies on the
universal validity of its baton stick, the criterion of consistency, which is held to be a
necessary rule of rational thought. Contradictions abound in all discourse. They could
be sanctioned as locally legitimate, useful and an enabling condition of creative
thought. The Habermasian critique stands guilty of a petitio principii: it upholds
universal reason against sceptics by assuming the existence of universal reason as
represented by the standard of full-scale consistency.

Others may also counter that there is a ring of self-contradiction to my normative
questioning of essentialist freedom, placed, as it is, right after my expression of
qualms about the objectivity of moral standards. But my criticisms are contextualised
consistently with the renouncement of strong objectivism. The values they call upon
are not held as universal moral truths. The normative challenge is intended to strike a
chord with those who happen to be disposed against repression, authoritarianism and
unnecessary limitations on thought and action.

Chapter 4 carries further the wider argument by probing whether negative liberty
and J.S. Mill’s ideas provide liberating antidotes to the schemes that were found
defective. Chapters 5 through 8 set out the alternative conception that addresses the
flaws of all the interpretations of freedom I engaged in previous chapters. The
argument reaches its culmination in Chapter 7, which sums up the case for freedom as

agonistic and imaginative self-creation. Here I want to explain the rationale behind
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chapters 5,6 and 8, which is not immediately obvious.

Chapters 5 and 6 take up the notions of the self, society and the world that inform
the alternative ideal of freedom. These two chapters vindicate the ontological
principles of my argument for the proposed reconfiguration of freedom. The very fact
of devoting this space to ontology presses a certain point. Ideas about the human self
and its world are key ingredients of any substantive conception of freedom. Thus,
their searching discussion is central to a reflective reconstruction of freedom, not a
mere preamble to it. Fundamental beliefs about the constitution of the person and
external reality define our understanding of the capacities, possibilities, drives and
limitations of the subject of freedom. And this understanding settles the meaning of
freedom. Convictions about significant goods and the likely impediments to their
achievement identify the constraints that matter. Presumptions about the activities that
are possible or important for human agents lead to the main conditions of freedom and
its chief loci of expression. A critical theory should be able to give an accounting for
its ontological presumptions and should be reflective about these presumptions.

The preoccupation with subjectivity and ontology is, moreover, on the particular
research agenda of the present inquiry and follows, also, from the specific demands of
the discussion up until chapter 5. Having discarded a certain sense of the human self,
it is necessary to spell out the notion that I put in its place to move on to positive
pronouncements about freedom. Having found fault with other pictures of human
nature, I should be able to explain why my own script of the self and the human world
are any more tenable.

Finally, a theory of freedom inspired from Castoriadis needs more urgently to
elucidate and justify its assumptions about the self and the world. I note, among

others, the belief in the Freudian unconscious, as well as the suggestion that society
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and the self carry a capacity for radically new creation. My argument would be
wanting without some amplification of these controversial and unclear tenets, which
are pivotal to Castoriadis’s recoding of freedom.

Chapter 8, for its part, surveys sketchily other templates, which, like Castoriadis,
reconfigure freedom after the critique of essentialism and the autonomous subject.
This overview gives substance to one of my central claims, the existence of a broader
non-essentialist paradigm, and shows how Castoriadis offers an exemplary expression
of it. This demonstration will justify my choice of his work for addressing the larger
family of ideas, which is my chief concern. Moreover, by probing an ampler range of
representative theories, chapter 8 sheds more light on the new current in its different
variants. Finally, from its wider perspective, the chapter grapples with a standard
ethical objection to the newly emerging grammar of freedom (the criticism that it is a-
moral or plainly egotistical).

It is apposite to end on a note about my particular standpoint. The thesis impugns
different de-contestations of the signifier ‘freedom’ and argues for a specific
articulation of its meaning. Do I presuppose that the core of the concept is made up of
certain necessary ideas, which can furnish a measuring rod for evaluating different
constructions? Are there any objective, universal standards that determine the
semantic substance of freedom? If yes, this presumption contradicts head-on the
sceptical undertones of my argument and its assault on fixed essences. If no, my
critique of different conceptions has no neutral place to stand and I cannot argue that
anti-essentialist freedom improves over other conceptual possibilities. If the
discrepancies among the three paradigms derive from radically different ideas of
freedom, these models are incommensurable alternatives, which are neither better nor

worse than one another.
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The argument does operate from particular intuitions about freedom, which
associate the concept with independence of spirit, self-determination, undetermined
choice from an open set of options and unhindered action on preferences. These pre-
understandings are anchored in the historical context of modern society. They possess
no absolute standing and they lend themselves to a variety of specifications. The
validity of these principles may well transcend their historical anchorage, but my
reasoning is neither committed to nor dependent on this assumption. The arguments
are addressed to those who endorse my conceptual premises.

Moreover, the various formations of freedom that are examined in the following
study share enough common ground, which allows me to bring them into dialogue
and interrogate them comparatively. My critique is largely an immanent one, starting
out from shared insights about freedom that are dispersed across the different models.
The alternative paradigm of freedom, which I set out to present and vindicate, is a
critical modulation of inherited ideas rather a totally new departure.

On the other hand, certain facets of my polemic against rival interpretations of
freedom carry an independent force, that is, they do not hinge on whether the theories
I query display enough common elements with the idea of freedom that I endorse. For
instance, my epistemic and ontological objections to essentialist freedom take aim at
its founding axioms. Alternatives can be more plausible simply on the grounds they

are clear of the shaky presumptions that underlie the essentialist paradigm.
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CHAPTER 1

The conception of freedom in Marx’s work

1. Introduction

The thesis interrogates modern configurations of freedom from the standpoint of their
beliefs about the agent of freedom and her world. On this criterion, it is possible to
single out three matrices of thought in the modern era. The ‘essentialist paradigm’ is
central among them. Essentialism encodes definite, permanent and universal attributes
into the human subject of freedom. The first chapter kicks off the discussion by
engaging with Karl Marx, a major figure of this approach. Through his work I will
begin unravelling the meaning and the setbacks of essentialist freedom. The thesis
deploys various strategies to discredit this outlook in favour of a different conception
of freedom that took shape in late modern theory. The method mostly used here is an

immanent critique that pits Marx against Marx.

I take issue with Marx from a specific viewpoint. But I have no desire to reduce his
contribution to formulaic ideas. Marx offered inspiration and tools of social critique to
many emancipatory movements.! He afforded acute insights into the constraints that
capitalism imposes on freedom. And he helped to set firmly on the political agenda
the extension of freedom and democracy to wider areas of the social. Moreover, he
injected a stronger sense of historicity and pragmatism into the conceptualisation of
freedom, bringing abstract reflection in closer touch with historical reality and
material conditions. Last, he gave an inkling of a radical form of freedom, whereby

individuals create themselves and their world beyond predefined bounds.

I See e.g. Sassoon (1997), pp. xx-xxiii, 758, 761-767.
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The objective of this chapter is limited. It sketches out the cutting edges of Marxian
freedom and shows how they are compromised by other elements of his projections
about emancipated humanity. To a considerable extent, Marx collapses freedom into
fixed forms. A specific notion of the good, a set type of social relations and
determinate modes of thought are embedded into the structure of the free life itself as
its basic content or its necessary foundations. These fixtures are in tension with other
drives and nuances of Marxian freedom, which foreground a self-forming subject able
to transcend pre-established orders. I will distil this second vision from Marx and
other modern thinkers in order to argue, ultimately, that contemporary thought
redeems their own aspirations to open self-creation by ridding freedom of essentialist

elements, which linger on in their accounts.

The first step in the argument establishes that Marx holds on to the imagery of a
determinate and universal self. Then, I argue that Marxian freedom is the realisation
of this self and I draw out the ensuing effects of closure and repression. The opening
sections go to great lengths to demonstrate and explicate Marx’s essentialism. His
ontology has been subject to much controversy and my exegesis clashes with salient
interpretations. Many would dispute that Marx’s thought is essentialist in the sense I
conferred on this term. Althusser is famous for insisting that, in his mature phase of
‘scientific’ materialism, subsequent to his humanist work, Marx broke with the belief
in an a-temporal human essence.” But even some of those who don’t take Althusser’s
point have claimed that Marx strips human essence of any definite, static attributes
and resignifies it as a perpetual process of self-transformative ‘praxis.” I challenge

both positions by tapping into German Ideology and later writings, all of which are

2 Althusser (1977), pp.33, 227.
3 Eagleton (1997), pp. 17-33, Meszaros (1975), p.43, Elster (1985), pp.83-85, Kolakowski (1978),
pp.412-414, Cohen (1988), pp.136-138, 151, 170, 200.
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posterior to Marx’s ‘humanist’ period. This immunises my argument against

Althusserian objections.

The portrait of Marxian freedom figured out here both overlaps with and diverges
from two prevailing strands of interpretation. One cashes out Marx’s freedom as the
enactment of a settled conception of the self,® while the other accentuates the
moments of creative praxis and self-transformation.” My rendition is consonant with
both, as I take in all these different dimensions. But I also deviate from either reading
in that I affirm simultaneously their discordant understandings and I inscribe, thereby,
contending meanings in Marx’s schema. This gesture yields a less reductive and more
ambiguous picture, which brings out how Marx’s residual attachment to fixed forms
cuts against his vision of freedom as creative self-making. The moment of fixity in

Marx’s frame should be tracked down and rooted out for its repressive consequences.

2. Marx on subjectivity

From the German Ideology onwards, the changing reality of human history is cast as
the conscious point of departure for Marx’s thought. From this historical reality he
separates out general premises about human individuals.® He captures broader
developmental trends in human history and delineates its successive epochs of
progress. Finally, his analysis of capitalism underpins Marx’s forecasts about the
imminent post-capitalist future and the pattern of human life that it will propel into
being. The crux of his essentialism should be located in the substantive mode of

human flourishing that he weds to communism rather than, as many have suggested,’

* Brenkert, (1983), p.86, Lukes (1987), p.78, Meszaros (1975), p.162.

5 Elster (1985), pp.83-92, Eagleton (1997), pp.17-27, Markus (1978), p.58, Cohen (1988), pp.151, 170,
200.

¢ Marx (1973), p.101, Marx & Engels (1976), p-31.

7 Markus (1978), p.36, Geras (1983), pp.61-86, Elster (1985), pp.61-92, Ollman (1976), pp.74-75
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in the abstract characteristics that he ascribes to human individuals across time or in
the general laws of social structure and change until the advent of communism. The
trans-historical categories and laws, along with his dissection of capitalist society and
its impending downfall, are stepping stones in a certain teleology of human existence
that culminates in a determined mould of life, which is projected onto the future.
Marx’s notion of human nature echoes the Aristotelian idea that human individuals

evolve along a specific path, which will usher in a particular, fuller form of being.

I mount this argument in four steps. First, I outline the general attributes of human
agents in Marx. Second, I summarise his theory that generic humanity develops in a
particular direction. Then, I bring in Marx’s belief that this direction, communism,
will inaugurate an enhanced form of life, in which the general features of human
beings will take on a definite shape. Finally, I flesh out this way of being and I show

why it is essentialist on my definition of the term.

The second half of the chapter works out, then, the relationship between the

‘optimal’ scheme of human life and Marx’s view of freedom.
a. the acting, embodied subject

Individuals are natural beings with biological needs.® For Marx, the most basic trait of
human beings is their activity of labour and need satisfaction. In this context he
identifies the characteristic which sets humans apart from animals: the capacity to
produce tools and objects of need satisfaction; the ability to transform nature.” Human
labour consists in acts of objectification by which the mental and physical forces of
the working subject modify the material upon which they operate while carrying out a

conscious project. Labour is the totality of a purposive activity whereby human

8 Marx & Engels (1976), pp.31-42.
% Marx & Engels (1976), p. 31, Marx (1990), p.286.
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faculties are exercised in the production of objects.'® Human agents bear a capacity for
creation, which is not actualised only in the realm of material production, but extends
to ‘the production of ideas, of conceptions, of consciousness’, the production of social
relations, of art and science.!' Material production and creative activity at large, along

with the related abilities, needs and products, mark the being of the human subj ect.”

The particular conditions of labour shape the capacities, activities, needs and
products of human agents.”> Thus, the specific form assumed by the active and
productive self is not the creation of an autarkic individual. It is, rather, the effect of
the interaction of individuals with the objective conditions at hand.'* However,
material production can transfigure existing conditions and alter the identity of the
self. “Not only do the objective conditions change in the act of reproduction...but the
producers change, too, in that they bring out new qualities in themselves, develop
themselves in production, transform themselves, develop new powers and ideas, new

515

modes of intercourse, new needs and new language.” ° Human praxis is a dynamic

and creative exchange with the external world, which refashions this world in parallel

with the human self.'®
b. the social subject

‘The essence of man is no abstraction inherent in each single individual. In its reality

517

it is the ensemble of the social relations.””” The various social networks in which

individual subjects are positioned assign to them particular social characteristics.'®

Material production and a wide spectrum of other activities unfold within a web of

19 Marx (1973), pp.300, 706, Marx & Engels (1976), p. 42.

' Marx & Engels (1976), p.36.

12 Marx & Engels (1976), p.31.

13 Marx & Engels (1976), p.87, Markus (1978), pp.8-9.

' Marx & Engels (1976), pp.78, 424.

1> Marx (1973), p.494, Elster (1985), pp.71-74, Markus (1978), p.9.
'® Marx, (1990), p.283.

'7 Marx (1976a), p.31, p.4, Marx (1973), pp.83-84.
'8 Marx, (1973), p.265.
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social relationships, rules and circumstances, which determine the particular forms of
individual activity. Work is conditioned by the particular material means that social
relations (rights, roles and duties) and circumstances allot to the labouring subject.’’
Social identity proper consists in the role that individuals occupy in a net of social

. . . .. . . . 20
relations and in their modes of association and interaction with others.

The human subject is defined by its activity (needs, abilities, instruments,
production) and its social relations. The specific features of the self are a product of
society and history: individual activities hinge on the material conditions that have
been collectively engendered by past and present generations, while social identity is

relative to the particular social relations of different societies.”!

c. the conscious subject

Consciousness is another distinctive trait of human individuals. Awareness is
primarily object-oriented; it is consciousness of something.*? First and foremost, it is
consciousness of human life and action. ‘Consciousness can never be anything else
than conscious being, and the being of men is their actual life process.’>® Therefore,
consciousness consists primarily in the mental recognition of activity and social
relations. Categories of thought, ideas and moral principles are conceptual reflections
of actual practices and relations.” This explains Marx’s tenet that being, that is, social
existence and practice, determines consciousness. Marx registered also the purposive

character of the will and the projective abilities of the mind. The agent forms mental

' Marx & Engels (1976), pp.32-36, 54.

20 Marx & Engels (1976), pp.32, 82.

! Marx (1978), p.113.

2 Marx & Engels (1976), p.44, Markus (1978), p.26.
2 Marx & Engels (1976), p.36.

24 Marx & Engels (1998), p.59, Markus (1978), p.31.
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plans about its intended action and works according to these plans, objectifying her

conscious purposes in her labour.”

Activity, production, the development of needs and faculties, sociality and
consciousness are the core characteristics of the human subject in general. But in this
abstract cast, the generic features of humanity do not compose any determinate
universal pattern of life, as they are realised in the most varied ways depending on the
different material circumstances and social relations of different societies. This may
nourish the impression that Marx embraces a non-essentialist idea of the self as a
variable social construction. I will rebut this thesis by unpacking Marx’s assumption
that humanity develops along determinate stages and towards a particular end-state,

which will assign a specific content to these a-historical abstractions.

3.Marx on historical development

The bedrock of Marx’s schema of history is a certain long-term tendency of the
productive forces of society (means of production, abilities, knowledge etc.). The
productive capacity and the wealth passed on from previous generations tend to
expand cumulatively.?® This contention lurks in the background of the famous 1859

Preface.”’

In his picture of history, epitomised in the Preface, Marx holds that the forces of
production decide the form of relations of production and the entire configuration of
society. Relations of production are social relations of control that persons exert over
productive forces and/or other persons.”® Marx takes it that one and only set of

production relations befits the use and growth of productive forces at a given phase of

2> Marx (1990), p.284.

26 Cohen (1978), pp.22-23, 134-139, 152.
27 Marx (1991b), pp.173-174.

28 Marx & Engels (1976), p.32.
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their development.”” Productive forces and relations of production make up the
economic structure, which is the foundation of other social structures -including law,
politics, social ideologies and moral norms- that constitute the superstructure. The
superstructure is determined by the economy insofar as social institutions and
relations depend on the existing mode of production, they must compatible with the
economic structure and must serve its needs. Legal and political institutions are
organised in a way that facilitates the smooth functioning of the economy and the
management of social affairs in the interests of the ruling class.’® Besides, the
economy is the keystone of social power, which turns fundamentally on who controls
the means of life. The ruling class is the class in ownership of these means.”’ By
regulating the distribution of power, the economy has a formative impact on social
and political relations across other social spheres.32 Finally, ideas and principles are
shaped by the economic structure inasmuch as they reflect life-processes and social
relations, which are either directly related to economic activity or are determined by

its form.

When, in the course of their expansion, productive forces have changed to an extent
that actual production relations fetter their optimal use and development, economic
relations and, thereafter, the corresponding superstructure are transformed to suit the
new type of productive forces. Transformational periods see an intensification of
social conflict. Social groups, institutions and ideas tied to the old social formation
resist the emergent elements of the new social edifice. The clash ends with the
consolidation of the new social order.”® The development of productive forces

provides thus the motor of social transformation. Marx assumes that, in the long run,

% Marx (1991c), p.630, Cohen (1978), pp.160-161.

3% Marx & Engels (1976), pp.47. 59, 90, Marx & Engels (1998), p.61, Marx (1991d), Marx (1991e¢).
3! Marx & Engels (1976), pp. 46, 52.

32 Marx & Engels (1976), p.52.

3 Marx (1991b), pp.173-174.
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productive forces display a permanent dynamic of growth, and, second, that this
dynamic subsumes the broader social structure to its imperatives and prevails over all

countervailing forces in history.>*

Cashing in on this conception of society and change, Marx identifies different
epochs of human history. He singles out four main modes of production (Asiatic,
ancient, feudal and modern bourgeois), which follow one another in an ascending
order of technological development, and represent progressive stages ‘of the self-
activity of individuals.”®® Taken together, the claims that the growth of productive
forces is a permanent trend and that each stage of development is matched necessarily
by a single social formation imply that humanity’s transformations proceed along a
largely preordained trajectory.’® Marx’s analysis of capitalism rounds off this view by
making the case that capitalism will be almost certainly succeeded by a particular

model of society.

The dichotomy wage labourers/capitalists yields the core structure of social relations
in capitalism.’” Dispossessed of means of production, the working population are
compelled to hire out their labour power to the owners of capital, who employ wage
labour to produce commodities for the market. The moving force of capitalist society
is profit making.’® Capital’s relentless drive for technological advances and increased
productivity springs from competition and the need to reduce production costs in
order to maintain and raise profit. Higher productivity cheapens individual

commodities by increasing the industrial output within the same time span of work

** This reading sees Marx as a technological determinist. For a different interpretation, see Harvey
(1999), pp.98-99.

35 Marx (1990), pp.172-173.

%6 Marx (1990), pp.100-101, Wright, Levine & Sober (1992), pp.12, 51-53, 57-60, 90-91.

37 Marx (1991a), p.953.

38 Marx (1990), pp.293, 976.
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(and the same cost of wages).” Cheaper commodities are more competitive on the
market. But, because of their lower price, more goods must be sold to keep profit at
the same levels or to increase it further. This requires the constant growth of the
market and the expansion of consumption. Enhanced productivity engenders saturated
markets for certain commodities and declining rates of profit. To maintain and
increase profit, capital brings to life new commodities and new needs, throws up new
branches of production and fosters thereby scientific progress and technological
development.”® Hence the revolutionary character of the capitalist mode of
production, which produces an increasingly wider range of commodities, pushes for
the globalisation of market exchanges and stimulates an unrelenting growth of human

abilities and needs.*!

Notoriously, Marx argued that the capitalist society is unviable in the long run and
will have to give way to communism. Profit is the incentive that keeps the capitalist
economy going, but is also its curse, because the rate of profit is bound to fall. This
thesis is premised on the labour theory of value, which posits that the value of
commodities is determined by the labour time that has gone into their making. Profit
derives from surplus value, that is, the value that workers generate in excess of the
value of their wages and the value of other means of production. Technological
development and the growing automation of production press down the rate of profit,
which is equal to surplus value divided by the sum of constant capital (capital turned
into means of production) and variable capital (capital laid out on labour power). The
reason is that high-tech, capital-intensive production increases gradually the

magnitude of the constant capital in the total fraction.*” Another self-blocking feature

% Marx (1991f), p.85, Marx (1990), p.534.

“ Marx (1973), pp.407-409.

' Marx (1973), p.410, Marx & Engels (1998), pp.36-41, Marx (1990), p.1037.
“2 Marx, (1991a), pp.317-375.
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of capitalism is its tendency to keep wages down to the minimum in order to cut down
production costs and raise profit. By so doing, however, capitalism excludes the
masses of the people from consumption. As a result, the market cannot absorb the

growing plethora of commodities, and capitalists are impeded from realising proﬁt.43

As its inner limits confront capitalism with mounting intensity, the opposition of the
wage eamers to the capitalist system will grow stiffer and popular. Instead of
spreading prosperity to the people, new technologies bring with them lay-offs, an
inflation of the socially excluded population, absolute and relative impoverishment,
heightened pressure and authoritarianism in the workplace.** These material circum-
stances impel the mass of the proletariat to carry out the task of installing a different
mode of production and new social relations, which will put an end to the anarchy of
competitive markets and the exclusion of direct producers from the world of wealth

they generate.”’

The sustenance and expansion of large-scale industry call for the
elimination of private property over the means of production, which lie at the root of
the damning irrationalities of capitalism (production for profit, impoverishment of
workers, lack of conscious co-ordination among different actors to avoid unintended
systemic consequences). Collective control over the production process will permit
the rational management of economic activity as a whole and will enable a more
egalitarian distribution of wealth across the entire population. With the downfall of

capitalism, ‘the prehistory of human society’ is brought to its close, as Marx

declares.*

The formation of the post-capitalist society obeys the same logic that lay behind the

emergence of past societies. Its particular structure will be determined by the stage of

 Marx (1991a), p.615, Marx (1989a), pp.133-140, 156-158, 163-164, Harvey (1999), pp.77, 90.
* Marx & Engels (1998), pp.46-48, Marx (1991f), pp.85, 88.

* Marx (1990), pp.928-929.

4 Marx (1991b), p.174.
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technological progress and will be required for the further use and advancement of the
forces of production.*” Communism is thus the necessary culmination of successive

periods of history, which follow a fixed sequence of progress.

The course of history is not necessary in a strictly deterministic sense. Marx’s idea
is that development tends to continue and that at each stage of its advance it calls for a
specific type of social structure. But development can come to a standstill. Marx
allows that class struggle may end with ‘the common ruin’ of the antagonistic classes,
the bourgeoisie and the proletariat, rather than with the victory of the proletarians and

the transition to communism.*®

The history of material development is the history of the metamorphoses of the human
subject. The different types of society condition the main modes of activity, the social
relations and the ideas of individuals. If this understanding is combined (a) with
Marx’s ‘stagist’ view of history and (b) with his thesis that communism will initiate
the real history of humanity, then his narrative appears as a version of Aristotle’s
teleological essentialism.*” The essence of beings comes into its own at the end of a
determinate progression of growth, which moves towards a definite direction.’® The
form of humanity realised in communism corresponds to that ultimate level in the
process of evolution, at which the characteristics of human beings will actualise
themselves more fully. Marx’s account of historical progress shares another feature of
Aristotle’s teleology: they both leave open the possibility that development may be

blocked by external factors.

7 Marx (1990), p.91.

*® Marx & Engels (1998), p.35.

* Meikle (1985), pp.8-9, 25, 52, 55, 176-177.

50 Marcovic (1991), pp. 243-246, Meikle (1985), pp.3, 8,9,168, Cohen (1978), p.13.
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Marx’s earlier ‘humanist’ writings, where he indulges in abstract speculations about
human essence and delineates an ideal of life, already indicate that post-capitalist
humanity represents for him the fuller realisation of human nature.”’ But this claim
can be sustained without relying on his humanist phase, as it finds textual support in
Marx’s middle and late periods. Beside the 1859 Preface, which makes the point that
human history will start after capitalism, ample testimony is furnished by various
scattered remarks that decry the human alienation caused by capitalism. Alienation
carries more than one meaning in Marx. In a central sense, it signifies a state of
division in which the human being is cut off from its real self and life. Individuals are
deprived of conditions essential for self-fulfilment. As a result, they become
disfigured and experience duress and distress.’> Obviously, this notion of alienation
appeals intrinsically to an ideal of human well-being, even if the latter is not made
explicit. It deserves notice, therefore, that alienation is not present only in the
humanist philosophy of the early Marx. Kindred ideas intersperse the text of the
German Ideology, the Grundrisse and Capital, among others, in which capitalism and
antecedent social formations are indicted for crippling, degrading and stunting the
self-realisation of individuals in their work and social relations.”” These passages
reveal that Marx’s implicit ideal is the roundly developing individual of communism

that co-operates harmoniously with other members of society.

My argument, however, has yet to establish that Marx’s ontology foists any fixed
forms on the ‘accomplished’ human subject. The hallmark of essentialism as defined
here is not simply that it vests the human being with particular attributes. All

anthropologies do as much. What needs to be shown is that human beings in

> Marx (1997), pp.108, 110, 112-114, 116, 135, 137, 156, 187.

*2 Meszaros (1975), Ollman (1976), Kolakowski (1978), pp.137-139, Wood (1981), pp.3-4, 8, 50.
> Marx (1990), pp. 375-376, 380-381, 485, 799, Marx & Engels (1976), pp.87, 432, Marx (1973),
pp-157, 162.
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communism display a set of substantive features which compose a settled style of
being to the exclusion of other possibilities; that human life and the human good are
not plural, revisable, in a state of flux, but possess specific and unchanging contours.
As noted earlier, many have claimed that, for Marx, the human essence which will be
given free scope in communism is not something determinate, but the very capacity of
human agents to create new things and to permanently transfigure themselves and

their world.>*

The next sections will build up this case: the creative capacity for change is indeed
written into the communist individual and is central to Marx’s view. But it is encased
within a determined template of life, which precludes alternative ways of being. The
communist self is made up of conflicting threads. Human life will be variable, but this

variability is up against predefined boundaries.

4 Marx on communism

a. the acting subject

Once production has stripped off the fetters of its capitalist integument, the working
class appropriates collectively the existing forces of production and promotes
development by adjusting the labour process to the technical requirements of
advanced technology. Development will keep generating new branches of production
and will keep transforming the technical and scientific basis of the economy. This
‘makes the recognition of the variation of labour and hence the fitness of the worker
for the maximum number of different kinds of labour into a question of life and
death...the partially developed individual must be replaced by the totally developed

individual.... absolutely available for the different kinds of labour.’*>> The removal of

** See footnote 5.
55 Marx (1990), p.618; see also Marx & Engels (1976), p.87.
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the barriers that capitalism set to further development, and the rational re-organisation
of production enable ‘the absolute working-out of [man’s] creative potentialities...i.e.
the development of all human powers as such the end in itself, not as measured on a
predetermined yardstick... Where he...[s]trives not to remain something he has
become, but is in the absolute movement of becoming.’56 Moreover, under
communism workers appropriate the fruits of their labour. The majority of the people

will be able thus to satisfy a rich variety of needs, which will continue expanding.

As a result, the type of active self, which communism summons into existence, is an
all-round, rich individual that cultivates a manifold of aptitudes forged and
transformed through a broad range of activities.”” The creative subject objectifies
itself in a growing mass of different products and gratifies an increasing wealth of
needs.’® All-round individuality encompasses a totality of productive activities, which
are not limited to production for material needs. High-tech automated industry allows
material growth to go hand in hand with the shortening of the working day.
Technological progress under communist relations of production is the foundation for
the ‘artistic, scientific etc. development of the individuals in the time set free, and

with the means created, for all of them.”>’

In sum, then, the human subject that Marx grafts onto the society of the future
features multiple and constantly changing activities, the formation of new skills and
the invention of new products and needs. And, at first sight, this seems to belie the
contention that the communist individual is caught in a regime of living which is

exclusive and fossilised in its broader outlines.

56 Marx (1973), p.488.
57 Marx & Engels (1976), p.263, Marx (1973), p.325.
58 Marx (1973), p.409.
5% Marx (1973), p.706.
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No doubt, the nature of activities, abilities, needs and products that fill out the all-
round self are diverse and under constant transformation. But something remains
fixed amidst this frenzy of variation: the fact that the self engages in a rich and
extending circle of productive activities, that abilities and needs are as broad as
possible and expanding. The enactment of an all-round self rules out a life that
comprises fewer lines of different undertakings and capacities, and a ‘vita
contemplativa’, which lays more emphasis on thought than on other sorts of activity.
Another fixation is the very commitment to an active-productive pattern of life, which
precludes a less relentless activism, ‘a wise passiveness’, a life of self-denial, all the

possible mixtures of passivity and activity, creative self-affirmation and self-denial.*

Finally, productive activity in the domain of material production is hamessed to
definite objectives: the unrelenting expansion of material production and the ‘mastery
of nature.” The technocratic universe of capitalism prefigures the ultimate horizon of
possibilities. Stable or low-growth economies animated by a different attitude to

nature are buried in the dustbin of human prehistory.

The point that the Marxian subject of communism is locked in a fixed identity is
only strengthened if its social and ideological characteristics are drawn into the

picture.
b. the social subject

Sustained growth after capitalism is predicated on a particular structure of relations of
production, whose cornerstone is the collective ownership of production means and
the planned management of production and distribution.”’ The human subject turns
into an associated producer within a centrally regulated economy. Marx takes it that

collective ownership will thrust aside asymmetrical power relations in the economy

% Eagleton (1997), p.25, Cohen (1988), p.142.
8! Marx (1990), pp.928-929, Marx (1989a), pp.83, 85.
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and will dissolve social differentiation along class lines. It follows, in his doctrine,
that inequalities of power and social conflicts will evaporate across the entire
spectrum of society: social antagonisms and relations of domination are consequent
upon antagonistic class relations in the economic structure, the ground of all other
social relations.®> Another implication of the evanescence of class divisions is that the
state, which serves the interests of the ruling class and maintains order in a conflict-
ridden society, loses its raison d’etre and withers away.* The “distribution of general
functions’ in public administration will reduce to ‘a routine matter, which entails no
domination.”®* The social structure of communism is shorn of political institutions in
that sense of the political which signifies domination, power struggles and deep

: 65
disagreements.

The form of sociality that Marx inscribes in the communist future does not entail the
absorption of the individual in the community. It involves, rather, the instauration of
harmonious, cooperative and unmediated relations, both inside and outside the sphere
of material production.®® Social relations will become co-operative and universal. By
producing tightly interconnected national economies and a global market, capitalism
breaks up closed communities and pushes for the universal expansion of social
intercourse. The conscious social coordination inaugurated by communism will carry

forward these trends.®’

In the economic field, the political structure and other social relations communism

sanctions a single matrix of social institutions and norms of interaction. It is hardly

82 Marx (1991b), Marx & Engels (1976), pp.47, 60-61,74,78, Marx (1989b), p.92, Marx & Engels
(1998), pp.34-35, 49,58-59, 61-62, 74, Marx (1985), p.14, Marx (1989c), pp.518-521, Marx (1973),
pp-831-2.

% Marx (1976b), p.212.

%4 Marx (1989¢), p.519.

% Marx & Engels (1976), pp. 53, 380-381, Marx & Engels (1998), p.61, Marx (1989c), p.519,
Miliband (1979), pp.142-150.

% Kolakowski (1978), pp.357-363, 417-418, 420, Cohen (1988), p.vii.

67 Marx (1973), p.162.
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necessary to note that fundamental choices about the organisation of the economy-
such as the possibility of independent production, market exchanges and mixed
economies- are fixed and do not remain up for grabs in the emancipated society to
come. But the same holds true of political issues and questions of social ethics.
Marx’s future society makes little room for democratic procedures of open public
struggle and debate around collective policies, in which actual arrangements may be
deeply contested. It rules out an ethics of disharmony; norms of interaction that

licence dissent and dispute.
c. the conscious subject

On the plane of ideology, Marx envisions the eclipse of religions and ‘eternal’ moral
truths, he anticipates a rational understanding of society and nature and he prophesises

the disintegration of national identifications.

Religion reflects the impotence of early human beings in the face of natural forces
and expresses the lack of control over social processes.®® Furthermore, the relative
stability of the social world in precapitalist societies did not allow human beings to
appreciate the historical variability of social relations. Finally, class societies tend to
conceal the origination of moral principles in material conditions and human agents.
Social principles are represented as objective truths. To entrench their hegemony,
ruling classes need to cloak their class interests as universal values. They need to

project their ideas as ‘the only rational, universally valid ones.”®’

The advances of technology and the rational steering of material production will
enable the mastery of nature, which will dispel religious illusions. Moreover,

capitalism has set in motion a permanent revolutionising of production, which will be

8 Marx & Engels (1976), pp.36-37. Marx (1990), p.173.
% Marx & Engels (1976), p.60; see also Marx & Engels (1976), pp.47, 59-61, Marx & Engels (1998),
pp-48, 59.



32

carried further by communism. Its consequence is that ‘[a]ll fixed, fast frozen
relations, with their train of ancient and venerable prejudices and opinions, are swept
away...All that is solid, melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, and man is at last
compelled to face with sober senses, his real conditions of life, and his relations with
his kind.”” Nature is envisaged now as an object of utility and is apprehended in
empirical, scientific terms. It becomes apparent, also, that social relations are a
historical product of human action.”’ This lucid sense of reality will be only amplified
as soon as the conscious management of the economy by associated individuals will
rationalise their ‘practical relations of everyday life’ and will render them readily
intelligible to all. Communism will also cause morality to vanish through the
elimination of class rule, which functionally requires moral ideas for its legitimation.”
First in practice and subsequently in consciousness, communism will clear away the

opacities and mystifications of previous social structures.”

Finally, the heightened global integration that capitalism brought into being has
already forged close links between nations and has created a shared world culture,
tearing down national frontiers and undercutting national identifications. The
globalisation of capitalism confronts the working class with the same material
conditions worldwide. The aggregate effect of these developments is the gradual

stripping of people ‘of every trace of national character.”’*

Secularism, a transparent understanding of the self and reality, a positivist outlook
on the world, the disappearance of moral principles and national cultures, and a

universal identification with humanity are the attributes of developed human

™ Marx & Engels (1976), pp.38-39.

"' Marx (1973), p.410.

2 Marx & Engels (1976), pp.56, 61, Marx & Engels (1998), pp.59-60.

 Marx (1990), p.173.

" Marx & Engels (1998), p.48; see also Marx & Engels (1998) pp.39, 58, Marx & Engels (1976),
pp.51-52, 73.
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consciousness. They are far from generic, neutral or incontestable elements of all

forms of consciousness.

It is now evident that Marx stages an essentialist representation of the human
subject. Folded into human individuals are abiding specific characteristics, which by
far exceed minimal and formal ideas, and prefigure a determinate scheme of life,
which blocks out alternate possibilities. In certain respects, fluidity and change rather
than stability and closure are prominent in Marx’s picture of future life. There is
mobility and variation in the passage from one activity to another, the rise of new
capacities and needs, the ongoing progress of technology and science and the
consequent transformation of objective conditions and individuals. But variability
comes up against the projection of definite forms in the general pattern of active life,
the economic, political and other social relations, and the worldview that developed

human subjects will instantiate.

5. Taking liberties with Marx

The following sections spell out the bearing of this picture on Marx’s rendering of
freedom. Marxian freedom shelters multiple senses and nuances, which range from
self-development and self-realisation to independence from fixed identities, self-
fashioning and collective self-determination. The self in self-realisation etc. is the
human subject that Marx consigns to post-capitalist society. As a result, the building
blocks of this figure provide the core meaning and the conditions of freedom in Marx.

Its contending elements reflect the disparate threads of Marx’s conception of the self.

At the heart of Marxian freedom sits the idea of self-realisation. And because the
self who is to realise itself is endowed with specific traits, freedom comes down to a
determinate way of being (the post-capitalist form of life). Its definite elements

circumscribe the freedom of creating oneself and the world. My argument teases out
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these restraining blockages, which a more compelling approach should shove aside.
But I also highlight the various strengths of Marx’s construction, which should be
preserved in a cogent statement of freedom. Aside from Marx’s emphasis on material
conditions, his sense of freedom as a process of self-creation and his cast of social
autonomy as the overcoming of social alienation are pivotal to the reframing of
freedom by Castoriadis and Foucault (among others), which I will work out in the

concluding chapters.
a. the free active subject

The signified that Marx explicitly and recurrently pins to the signifier ‘freedom’ is the
‘the development of human powers.””> ‘Free activity’ is the ‘manifestation of life
arising from the free development of all abilities.”’® Freedom in this guise is raised to
‘an end in itself’’’ and constitutes the ‘true realm of freedom.’’® Marx fleshes out this
idea when he speaks of ‘the development of the rich individuality which is as all-sided
in its production as in its consumption, and whose labour therefore appears no longer
as labour, but as the full development of activity itself, in which natural necessity in
its direct form has disappeared.’” The nucleus of freedom is, thus, the enactment of

the type of human self that is proper to communism.

However, nested in this general formula is a manifold of more specific notions. Free
development as an end in itself means that individuals are not tethered to externally
given aims and natural urges.*® Self-determination and autonomy are thus encoded

into Marxian freedom.

7> Marx (1991a), p.959; see also Marx & Engels (1976), pp.78, 87, 225, Marx (1973), pp.488,
542,706,711, Marx & Engels (1998), p.62.

7 Marx & Engels (1976), p.225; see also Marx & Engels (1976) pp.78, 87.

77 Marx (1973), p.488, Marx (1991a), p.959.

8 Marx (1991), p.959.

7 Marx (1973), p.325.

8 Marx (1973), p.611.
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A different constellation of meanings revolves around the markers of variation and
openness that distinguish life after capitalism. His insistence on transcending the
division of labour and his celebration of the ensuing effects bring out clearly these
shades of signification. Marx assails the division of labour for the fact that it ties
down the self to exclusive spheres of activity.®' Its abolition will liberate individuals
from such confinement. Without a rigid division of labour it will be possible to
‘become accomplished in any branch [one] wishes’...‘to do one thing today and
another tomorrow, to hunt in the morning, fish in the afternoon...without ever

82 Freedom signals limitless movement; action

becoming hunter, fisherman....
uninhibited by the rigidities of social structure, routinised practices and settled ends.®?
So much is already implicit in the very notion of freedom as all-round activity and

development, which entail variation of engagements and perpetual growth without a

predefined object.

The conception of freedom as self-creation is also latent in Marx’s plea for ‘the full
development of human powers.” Given that his anthropology acknowledges the
creative potencies of the human self, the full expression of human abilities includes
inherently ‘the absolute working out of...the creative potentialities’ of the person.**
The production of things, ideas, material circumstances and types of activity amounts
to the original creation of patterns of life and selfhood. Freedom consists, more
specifically, in unleashing the creative potential of the self in a state in which one
‘strives not to remain something he has become, but is in the absolute movement of

becoming.”® Marx puts thus a particular twist on self-creation. It does not reduce to

free choice among existing options, but encompasses the generation of new modes of

81 Marx & Engels (1976) pp.47, 394-395.

82 Marx & Engels (1976), p.47.

8 Marx (1973), p.542.

8% Marx (1973), p.488.

85 Marx (1973), p.488; see also Marx (1973), p.542.
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action, ideas and conditions. Life is not circumscribed by fully predetermined
boundaries. Freedom flees the confines of specific activities and the range of
possibilities that the present contains. These intuitions are central to late modern
constructions of freedom and will be further elaborated in the last chapters. But I want
to insist that they were already articulated by Marx. This point should be borne in

mind for the broader argument.

The defect that damns Marxian freedom is that all its different nuances are
subsumed under the template of all-round development. Self-determination and self-
creation move within the bounds of a set pattern of life. This mode of living itself, the
urge to pursue the growth of manifold capabilities and to labour in a wide scope of
different enterprises, is not up for debate. In this respect, the self does not craft its life
independently of ready-made recipes, and remains sealed in its identity as an all-round
agent. What 1s more, Marx does not enshrine into freedom the right to say ‘no’ to his
conception of the good. He does not construe freedom as the opportunity to realise
this good. On the contrary, freedom is identified straightforwardly with the active
achievement of all-round development.*® When it comes to basic existential options
between, say, a life of multiple activities, fewer pursuits or passivism and idleness,
choice is pre-empted. This is the sense in which Marxian freedom shrinks to a
determined form of being. As the next sections will indicate, the number of settled
points, on which free decision and open self-creation are foreclosed, grows much
larger when all other dimensions and conditions of Marxian freedom are taken on

board.

8 A different idea is suggested in Marx & Engels (1976), p.47, where freedom is an opportunity
concept. This is denied, however, in Marx (1991a), p.959, Marx & Engels (1976), p.225 and Marx
(1973), p.611, among others.
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It deserves notice that the Marx of the middle and later periods does not provide an
adequate normative justification for his ideal of self-realisation. Against competing
ideals,87 he asserts that ‘in his normal state of health, strength, activity, skill...” the
individual ‘also needs a normal portion of work’ and that under particular conditions,
‘labour becomes attractive work, the individual’s self-realisation.”®® A much stronger
case must be made to vindicate the imperative of many-sided development. Without
having established the premise that ‘is implies ought’, the sheer fact that human
agents possess many capabilities could not prescribe this principle nor uphold it

against rival views of the good.

On the other hand, such a criticism could be dismissed as misguided on the grounds
that Marx explicitly denounced moral philosophy as ‘ideology’ and proposed a
different mode of broaching fundamental predicaments of life: the analysis of history
and the historical trends of present-day society.”” For Marx, the fully rounded self is
not primarily an ‘ideal’, but the sort of human self and life that will spring up from the
womb of capitalist society. All-round activity is the shape that human life will take on
in an economically developed society that has cast aside various material and social
barriers to human action and is subject to collective control.”® Folded in this view is
an acute insight about the appropriate methods of moral and political thought.
Conceptions of freedom and the good life that are elaborated on the dizzy heights of
abstract philosophy, without attending closely to the actualities and potentialities of
historical reality, can make theory, at best, irrelevant and, at worst authoritarian: a

desire to foist ‘truths’ of the philosophical mind on a reality that denies them.

87 Marx (1973), pp.611, 712, Marx & Engels (1976), pp.292, 423-4.
88 Marx (1973), p.611.

8 Marx & Engels (1976), pp.23-24, 27-41.

% Marx & Engels (1976), pp.49, 292.
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But this line of thought takes what perhaps is a wrong turn when Marx further
surmises that reality is a monolith that holds in store or dictates a unique set of
options. As noted, Marx did not contend that communism is the inevitable destiny of
humanity. But he did claim that other alternatives are practically suicidal when the
time 1s ripe for the transition to communism. In Marx’s case, the assumption of an
essentially closed world that presents us with limited alternatives can be defused
through the specific objections that have been marshalled against individual premises
of his theory, which underpin his theorem that communism is the sole reasonable
possibility for the future. Economists have found fault with the labour theory of value
and Marx’s ‘law’ that the rate of profit tends to fall, and will issue the death sentence
to capitalism.”’ Marx’s stipulation that one and only type of social relations matches a
certain stage of technological progress is simply asserted by him, and is likewise
contestable.”” Assuming that sustained growth is desirable, it is an open question
whether communism, capitalism or another model of social structure is more
conducive to it at the present or in the future. There is no space in this setting to
unpack these arguments, which suggest that the communist form of life is one among
various possible alternatives and stands, therefore, in need of some other form of
justification. From the standpoint of this dissertation, the central objection to Marx’s
freedom is that it sets arbitrary bounds to freedom, freedom being understood in ways
which can be fathomed in Marx’s own thought: self-determination, open self-creation,

transcendence of given orders of life.

To round out Marxian freedom with regard to the active and productive subject,
three further points should be considered. The first is that, as textual evidence from

the Capital and the Grundrisse intimates, Marx dashed his original hopes that

’! Harvey (1999), pp.178-179.
*2 Wright, Levine & Sober (1992), pp.79-82, 91-92, 98.
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freedom as all-round self-realisation could be achieved within the workplace.93 The
economy is bound to remain the ‘realm of necessity’, where human labour is a means
to material necessities. ‘The realm of freedom’, that is, ‘artistic, scientific etc.’
development as ends in themselves,’* is located beyond the ‘sphere of material

production proper.””’

Marx, however, still entertained the possibility that necessary
labour will evolve into a fulfilling form of activity. This transubstantiation of labour is
contingent upon a number of changes: material production is collectively managed;
technological advances and large-scale industry shore up the power of society over
natural forces, they invest work with a scientific character and make workers relate to
the production process as ‘a watchman and regulator.””® These conditions lead to a
scientific-experimental understanding of nature and transform labouring individuals
into active subjects of material production. Through the planned and co-operative
management of the economy, individuals will deliberately direct their production
process and will experience their individual labour as a component in a collective
activity that consciously regulates ‘all the forces of nature.””’

This brings us to the second point, which turns on another moment of Marxian
freedom: freedom as mastery over nature. This idea is bound up with the permanent
growth of human capabilities, as scientific and technological progress will increase
human control over nature.”® The mastery of nature falls also under freedom as self-

determination. Given their enhanced ability to impact on natural circumstances, the

life of human individuals will be no longer blindly determined by natural laws and

% For these hopes, see Marx & Engels (1976), p.88, Marx (1991f), p.73; also Marx (1989b), p.87.
% Marx (1973), p.706.

%5 Marx (1991a), pp.958-959, Marx (1973), p.706.

% Marx (1973), p.705.

97 Marx (1973), p.612; also Marx (1973), pp.611, 705, 712, Marx (1991a), p.959.

% Marx (1973), pp.410, 488.
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conditions, but will be shaped by their own decisions.” By consciously governing
their interaction with nature, human agents become self-determining subjects in their

metabolism with nature.

On a final point, the ‘realm of necessity’ contains for Marx the fundamental
preconditions of freedom in its primary sense. Marx is not interested in a fine-grained
conceptual analysis of freedom. The thrust of his ‘materialist’ theory lies primarily in
its preoccupation with economic conditions and the acknowledgement of their
absolute importance for realising freedom.'® The necessary prop for the life of free
individuality is, first, the provision of all individuals with the basic means for their
subsistence and various pursuits, and, second, the reduction of the working day to the
minimum allowed by actual circumstances, which will free up the maximum amount
of time for activities of one’s own choosing.'”' Permanent growth is sine-qua-non for
meeting these two conditions, because the realm of human need is not biologically
fixed. It is a property of fully developed humanity that its various needs are constantly
expanding. Growing needs call for the permanent development of production.

Enhanced productivity will prevent a rise in labour time.

Marx does not conflate freedom with its material foundations, but he underscores
that the former is a chimera without the latter. With the exception of permanent
growth, which is a material exigency only if needs must endlessly increase, the
primary goods identified by Marx are arguably indispensable for achieving real
freedom in some of the most common senses of the term, such as the possibility of
choice and self-determination, and should be given due weight in any adequate

formation of freedom.

% Marx (1991a), p.959, Marx (1973), pp.410, 488, 612, 705.

190 Marx (1991a), p.959, Marx (1973), p.542, Marx & Engels (1998), pp.60-62, Marx & Engels (1976),
pp.87-88, 262-263.

19} Marx (1990), p.667, Marx (1991a), p.959, Marx (1973), pp.706, 711.
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Last, decent and healthy working conditions, along with the minimisation of toil are
elements of the limited freedom that can be attained within the world of material

102

production.” -~ Marx voices here core demands of the labour movement, which

struggled for freedom from drudgery and economic duress.
b. the free social subject

‘In the real community the individuals obtain their freedom in and through their

. . 1
association.”'®

The individual rather than any collective entity is the subject of
Marxian freedom. And the heart of freedom is the many-sided activity and flourishing
of the self, not the fulfilment of the ‘social nature’ of individuals. It is, however, a
hallmark of Marx’s doctrine that it ties individual freedom to a particular pattern of
association. This embodies a distinctive idea of social freedom and is cast as a
precondition for the fully round development of all. Marx accords absolute primacy to
the social framework of freedom because of his socio-centric understanding of the

individual. Individual life is embedded in a web of social relations and is determined

by social circumstances.

Marx’s view of social freedom, by which I intend the freedom of individuals as
members of an association and freedom within social relations, is rife with the same
contradictions I brought out above. In short, I will argue that Marx champions a
practice of collective self-determination which in theory admits of no a priori limits
and makes social reality an object of deliberate collective design. At the same time, as
section 4.b spelt out, he prescribes a unique format of economic, social and political
structure, which yields the necessary ground of collective self-management and the

natural form of relations among free individuals. This reified model of the free society

"2 Marx (1991a), p.959.
' Marx & Engels (1976), p.78, Marx & Engels (1998), p.62.
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conflicts with social autonomy on Marx’s own terms and is not congenial to

individual freedom in the mode of flexible self-creation.

At the centre of his conception lies a vision of radical democracy. The emancipated
society of communism ‘treats all naturally evolved premises as the creations of
hitherto existing men...and subjugates them to the power of the united individuals.’
The goal of the communist society is to make it ‘impossible that anything should exist
independently of individuals.”'® Social freedom is primarily the conscious collective
determination of all social relations and circumstances. This is an essential condition
for individual self-development, because it permits individuals to construct the most
favourable social frame for the pursuits of their choosing. But another meaning of
freedom rises to prominence here, namely, freedom as the autonomous legislation of

social laws and power over the social context of life.

These ideas are part and parcel of the democratic sense of freedom. But Marx
stretched the democratic imagination and expanded the areas of social life that are

subject to collective self-management.'®

Marx insisted that in contemporary and earlier societies, an array of social relations
and circumstances are not recognised as the aggregate effect of social activities and
escape deliberate control. Historical principles and social relations pass for natural
facts and remain autonomous from the will of living individuals. Insofar as social
interactions are not jointly co-ordinated by their participants, the outcome of social
interaction is not necessarily aligned with the intentions of social agents and confronts
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them as an alien might.”~ These propositions render the substance of the second

1% Marx & Engels (1976), p.81; see also Marx & Engels (1976), pp.48, 51, Marx & Engels (1998),
53.

POS Draper (1977), pp.282-310.

1% Marx & Engels (1976), pp.47-48, 51-52, Marx (1990), pp.174-175, 990, 998, Marx (1991a), pp.953-

954, Marx (1973), pp.163-164, 832.
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meaning of alienation in Marx: a state in which the creator becomes subject to the

power of her own creation.

The perception of society as an unintended aggregate result of social activities does

not originate with Marx.'"’

His is one of the earliest and most potent articulations of
an aspiration, which drives the approach I will seek to vindicate in the thesis. A
society of self-governing individuals should overcome its alienation from the reality
produced by social action. A free society should not only acknowledge that all social
relations and circumstances are the ‘product of the preceding intercourse of
individuals.”!®® In the light of this understanding, society should be actually
configured in a manner that opens institutions and social conditions to determination
by its members. Instead of yielding to ossified relations and principles, instead of
facing existing conditions and other effects of interaction as a doom or a destiny,
autonomous individuals bring social reality under their collective control and make

society responsive to their own projects and energies.'”

In past and present-day democracies, it is possible to detect a movement towards the
de-naturalisation of existing arrangements, the de-sacralisation of tradition and the
reflexive regulation of systemic logics. But this trend is still in its inception. Marx put
his finger on critical domains where reification and fatalistic submission to
uncontrolled interactions remain very much the case. In his more specific contribution
to the democratic tradition, he applied the apparatus of alienation to the economic

system,''® and he made the case for collective self-government in the economy as a

197 Rosen (1996), pp.101-147.

198 Marx & Engels (1976), p.81.

19 Marx & Engels (1976), pp.47-48, 51-52, 78, 81.

10 Marx & Engels (1976), pp.47-48, 51-52, Marx (1990), pp.165, 342-343, 548-550, 988-990, Marx
(1973), pp.156-157, 163-164, 452-453, 831.
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whole.” " The related idea of abolishing social classes aims at the equal distribution of

power in the economic field.'"

Marx marshalled various arguments to the effect that collective control over the
economy enhances the social autonomy of all on different levels. To begin with the
economic field itself, collective management empowers all individuals to influence
economic conditions and avoid unintended consequences of social activities.''> When
the different economic actors make decisions independently of one another, the
aggregate effects of their acts become a matter of chance.'"* This is a centerpoint in
Marx’s assault on free market capitalism for its freedom-diminishing consequences.'
The ‘freer’ production and the market are, the less individual actions are deliberately
co-ordinated through common policies and rules to ward off cumulative results that
are sub-optimal or disastrous for all. The activities of particular agents of capital are
not constrained only by the imperatives of competition and the decisions of other

independent producers. Their fortunes are prey to dysfunctional side-effects, such as

economic crises of various kinds, which irradiate from their independent motions.''®

From another perspective, democracy means equal freedom to affect decisions of
general concemn. It is incompatible with an economic system in which certain citizens
have less power to shape, or are simply excluded from, fundamental economic
decisions concerning investment, employment, the organisation of production and the
allocation of the product, all of which impact heavily on the working conditions and

life-chances of the majority.'"” The collective control of material production lays the

" Marx (1990), pp.173, 929, Marx & Engels (1998), pp.60-61.

"2 Marx & Engels (1976), pp.52, 77-78, 88, Marx & Engels (1998), pp.61-62, Wright, Levine & Sober,
(1992), p.188.

'3 Marx & Engels (1976), p.81.

14 Marx & Engels (1976), p.48, Marx (1973), pp.157-158.

5 Marx (1990), p.477.

16 Marx (1990), p.739, Marx (1991a), pp.359-368.

17 Marx (1990), pp.531-532, 618, 667.
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ground for democratic freedoms within the economy. It enables relations of equal
freedom in the workplace and allows for the equal right of employees to participate in

decision-making around the conditions, contents and fruit of their work.

Marx, among many others, railed against capitalism from this precise standpoint.
Actually existing capitalism denies to the majority of working individuals the freedom
to make important decisions about the forms, the contents and the benefits of their
work. It grants them a measure of freedom in the choice of employer and the type of
employment,''® but abridges their autonomy in their actual job. Discretionary power is
vested in the owners of the means of production. Capitalism is a system of social
relations in which production means are privately owned. Given that the majority of
the people lack private ownership in their own work, actual capitalism entails
effectively that, in the sphere of production, most working individuals are under alien
authorities.'"” Capitalism, and any other system that does not secure the equal power
of all over their production process, gives rise to relations of dependence and
domination within the world of work. Capitalism seems incongruent with a society of
universal freedom insofar as it violates cardinal democratic norms and negates equal

freedom in the workplace, if nowhere else.

Second, the institution of collective control over material resources is a pillar of
democratic self-government through the state, not only because it allows the extension
of democratic rule over the economic sphere, but also because it eliminates sources of
disproportionate influence on democratic procedures. Marxists and other schools of
political science have argued that, in capitalist democracies, democratic governments

tend systematically to defer to business interests. This is due to the discretionary

'8 Marx (1990), p.1032.
"% Marx (1990), 381-382, 424, 449-450, 548-550, 769, 776,799, 1054-1055, Marx (1991a), p.510,
Marx & Engels (1998), p.55.
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power of business over economic development, employment and output decisions,
which determine the rate of the tax revenues of the state and impact directly on the

life-prospects of the electorate.'*’

The reduction of power differentials in the command of material resources is key to
the achievement of equal freedom in the economy, the state and across the entire
range of social relations, because of the importance of material means for most

activities and social relations.

What vitiates Marx’s constitution of social freedom is again its inner tensions,
which come into relief if one juxtaposes the animus of his free society —the principle
that all social premises should be freely determined by ‘the united individuals’- to the
degree of social closure in communism. The communist blueprint for a free society
comes laden with a host of settled principles and structures. Communism is a society
of social harmony, with little or no politics in the form of power struggles and
democratic sites of debate with an open agenda and deep disagreements. Fundamental
decisions about the organisation of the economy (central planning, consolidated
collective property, total ban on markets and private ownership in productive assets)
and its objectives (ongoing growth and technological development) do not remain in

principle an object of public deliberation.

A larger measure of formalisation and separation between its principles and their
realisation could better redeem the emancipatory ambitions of the Marxian project.
For example, the objective of collective self-rule in the economic sphere can be
pursued in various ways relative to diverse concerns and different understandings of
freedom. Conflicts may arise between the pursuit of social planning and the need to

make room for innovation and independence, as well as between the democratic

120 punleavy & O’ Leary (1987), pp. 245-246, 257, 277, 294.
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regulation of the economy, which requires increased centralisation, and freedom from
bureaucratic domination as a side-effect of a centralised economy. Different
imaginable ways of striking a balance between these various demands translate into
different institutional arrangements. Marx’s identification of the free society with a
specific configuration pre-empts choice on such basic questions, and forecloses the
review of particular settlements so as to better approximate the ultimate goals that

social institutions are intended to serve.

It also looks as if the specific arrangements that lie on his social agenda are not the
most fitting for the promotion of freedom as envisioned by Marx himself. For
example, a society familiar with dissonances and receptive to dissent, rather than the
conflict-free world that Marx projected, is likely to be more hospitable to diverse
individualities that work out their creative powers and develop themselves in various

. . 121
directions.

Unless we believe in magic, the undertakings of different individuals,
new activities and experiments cannot always harmonise spontaneously, and cannot
co-exist side by side without frictions, which call for negotiation. On the same
grounds, the protection of freedom requires political processes where differences are

aired and new frameworks of co-existence are put in place, rather than a society where

institutionalised politics of public struggle and compromise have vanished.

Furthermore, Marx looked forward to a society that would end the submission of
individuals to autonomised institutions and reified relations. His free society has,
moreover, spread relations of freedom and equality across the entire span of social
spaces. Neither objective is effectively advanced in an association that prizes
harmonious cohabitation and is divested of democratic forums, where disagreement is

given public outlet. Social contestation preserves institutions from coagulation. The

12! Lukes (1987), p.96, Brenkert (1983), p.229.
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politics of confrontation that thrive in democratic polities have allowed social groups
and movements to challenge oppressive relations and to extend equal freedom to new
social spheres. The agonistic politics of democracy provides the means for further

inroads into old and new oppressive relations.'?

To renounce contestatory
democracy, as Marx does, is to subscribe to the mythical and perilous belief that there

is a way of stamping out, once and for, all considerable power differentials across all

social spheres.

Marx did consider class division the ultimate origin of all social conflict and
domination, and drew the conclusion that the abolition of the classes is not only
necessary, but also sufficient for achieving universal freedom in society. The
(inevitable) presence of dubious beliefs in a theory of freedom is not a fatal defect in
and of itself. What is more damaging is Marx’s failure to build self-corrective
mechanisms into his model of free society. He should have distinguished more
sharply between principles and institutional embodiment and should have made
allowances for the amendment of practical arrangements in order to adjust them to

new insights about the best way of enacting the principles.
c. freedom of consciousness

Marx’s freedom in the domain of thought, ideas and identities proposes yet another
variant on the theme of contending impulses that play off against one another. Free
thought and consciousness have eluded the narrow confines of national identifications
and have released themselves from the sway of religious dogmatisms, ‘eternal truths’
and rigid concepts.'” Freedom means a flight from settled identities, emancipation
from fixed ideas, overcoming of alienation to products of the human mind

misrecognised as eternal truths; affirmation of the sovereignty of the subject over its

122 Mouffe (2000), pp.32-34.
12 Marx and Engels (1976), pp.36, 51.
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mental creations. But Marx liberates individuals from entrapment within particular
conceptions and identifications only to lock them up in the cage of other products of
history: secularism, a positivist outlook on reality, a global culture in the place of

national ones.

It is, indeed, impossible to become detached as such. But this does not mean that it
is impossible to gain freedom from dogmatisms and congealed identities. It means,
rather, that such freedom can be achieved by entertaining a critical disposition
towards any particular contents. To reject certain forms of consciousness and attach
ourselves to specific others does not emancipate us from ideological and other mental
fixations. Nor does the utopian belief that, in a certain state of life, the human mind
will rid itself of all unconscious influences and will grasp the structure of the world in
full lucidity. This presumption is bound to foment complacency and reduce alertness

to unconscious distortions and other prejudices.

6. Concluding remarks

Marx’s framing of freedom makes a seminal attempt to extract the liberating
implications of modernity: the erosion of sacred authorities, the destabilisation of
traditions and an accelerated tempo of social change. These features underpin an
appreciation of human life as the outcome of human making and reveal individuals as
creative subjects who produce their world and can generate new realities. Human
agents can escape the limitations of particular social structures and can fashion their
contexts in line with their intentions and projects. Human freedom is not merely an
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undisturbed movement within a world organised in advance. “" Being free is being

124 See e.g. Marx (1975).
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able to exert the human capacities for creative agency and to make up one’s life in an

independent and potentially original manner.

But while Marx recognises the weakening of stable foundations and the dissolution
of closed schemes of life, he makes a rearguard move that reinstalls a solid
foundation, one that is secular and located in the future, but which likewise grounds a
fixed conception of the good. The workings of history will assign definite contours to
the social and personal world of future humanity. Freedom will not consist simply in
an ‘absolute movement of becoming’ and self-creation will not be without any
predetermined yardsticks: some of the most crucial aspects of human life are not
preserved as a legitimate object of open determination and creation by the subject of
freedom. And this is precisely what is passed over in the various glosses on Marx’s

freedom which present it as an apotheosis of creative praxis without limits.'*

His is an essentialist construction that invests the subject of freedom with a group of
substantive and static features, which yield the content and the basic underpinnings of
freedom. Marx’s free individuals pursue the fully round development of their powers,
they are associated producers in a centrally administered economy, they constitute a
depoliticised, harmonious society and they are stripped of religious beliefs, moral
principles and national identity. Personal freedom is, primarily, the particular form of
life of all-round self-development. Spiritual freedom collapses into the ideological
traits of communist humanity. Collective self-determination fuses with the mode of

production peculiar to communism.

Beyond the criticisms that can be levelled at the specific implications of Marxian
freedom, essentialist interpretations of freedom have solicited broader objections. The

standard one is spelt out in the influential critique that I. Berlin marshalled against

125 See e.g. Elster (1985), pp.83-92, Eagleton (1997), pp.17-27, Markus (1978), p.58. cf. Lefort (1986),
p.288.
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‘positive freedom.” When the ‘self” is vested with definite essential traits, freedom in
the guise of self-realisation can authorise despotism. The state can forcibly impose a
regime of life that fulfils the ideal self and can justify authoritarianism as the
promotion of ‘real freedom.’'?® The following chapters will expand on this argument
and its limitations. From my viewpoint, the crucial flaw of the essentialist tack is that
it nurtures attachment to closed identities; it contracts the area of discretion by settling
freedom into fixed grooves of thinking and acting, and undercuts autonomy by
subjugating individuals to laws laid down once and for all. The fault line between

freedom and necessity, subjugation and constraint is blurred to an alarming degree.

This argument presupposes, of course, freedom set in terms of unfettered choice and
openness. And one cannot simply evoke this idea of freedom to discredit a different
understanding of the concept. It is necessary to establish the authority of the meaning
that furnishes the criterion of appraisal. In Marx’s work, however, my critique can
take an immanent form by pitting threads of Marxian freedom —mainly, autonomous
self-creation without a priori restraints- against the reduction of freedom to a definite
mode of being. This confinement can be castigated from Marx’s own perspective, as it
prevents free agents from remaining in ‘the absolute movement of becoming’ and
entails the type of enslaving alienation which he urges a free society to combat: ‘the
consolidation of what we ourselves [political movements, human history, the

philosopher’s mind] produce into a.... power over us.’

The virtues of Marxian freedom that should be sustained in any cogent schema are
the idea of plastic self-creation and the goal of overcoming social alienation to
instituted society. These open up an alternative to essentialism and its vicissitudes. A

further strength of his work 1is that he imbued thought on freedom with a sense of

126 Berlin (1969), p.152, Kolakowski (1978), p.418.
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pragmatism and a preoccupation with real-life conditions. He called attention to the
material prerequisites of actual freedom and grappled with the types of unfreedom
that attend capitalism. This kind of pragmatism and enhanced sensitivity to social
circumstances are sometimes rare commodities in late modern theory, for all its

conceptual advances in other respects.'*’

27 See e.g. the critique of Foucault in Rochlitz (1992), p.255, O’Farrell (1989), pp.128-129.
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CHAPTER 2
Kant, freedom and essentialism

1. Introduction

In what is a telling indication of its salience, essentialist freedom cuts across the
conventional divides between mainstreams of modern thought. Far from confining
itself to Marx and his disciples, the essentialist paradigm shelters also key strands of
Marxism’s principal antagonist in modern history, i.e. liberalism. The present chapter
substantiates this claim and carries forward the survey of essentialist freedom by
engaging with its Kantian liberal variant.

Recent decades have witnessed an imperious resurgence of Kantian thought on
freedom, which has conferred on Kant the status of a prophet or, at minimum, the
canonical reference on the subject of freedom and autonomy.' This is an alarming
development on various counts. Kant’s ethics of freedom is fraught with numerous,
well-rehearsed difficulties, which range from its a-historical formalism and mind-
boggling dualisms to its hostility to feelings and desires.” But among the several
causes for concern, one should single out the suspicion that Kant advocates a rigid and
narrow idea of reason, which poses various threats to freedom in its different senses.

The present chapter sets out to recast and augment the argument that Kant’s
construal of freedom impairs critical reason, absolutises contingent restrictions and
confers legitimacy on the autocratic use of state power.” Typically, the repressive
element of Kant’s doctrine has been associated with the intent to place desire under
the yoke of a rigid type of universal reason. The present critique does not proceed

from such a hedonistic viewpoint, but from a different sense of reflective autonomy

! See e.g. Paul, Miller & Paul (2003), Habermas (1997), Rawls (1980), Rawls (1999), Korsgaard
(1996), O’Neill (1989).

2 Allison (1990), pp.180-198, Williams (1993), Connolly (1999), O’Neill (1989), pp.145-162,
Irwin (1984), Berlin (1969), pp.136-140, Schott (1997).

3 See Berlin (1969), pp.152-154, Geuss (2002), pp.325-329, Foucault (1997c).
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and critical reason, which has been championed by M. Foucault, C. Castoriadis and R.
Unger, among others, and can be traced in Kant’s own thought.* On this view, critical
reason is disposed to contest any received truth, and autonomy, labouring under this
idea of reason, signifies a process of open self-formation that is potentially inventive.
The main objections to Kant’s gloss on freedom are two. His conception is highly
controversial, as it is predicated on an intensely contentious notion of the rational self,
which is dogmatically asserted. Second, and most significant, a commitment to
freedom should lead one to dismiss Kant’s schema. Kant reduces autonomy, the
fullest realisation of freedom, to a voluntary obedience to predetermined laws, which
lie beyond questioning and revision. Hence, on the fundamental level of their
regulative norms, Kant’s autonomous agents are not sovereign legislators. They are
not at liberty to choose, to reexamine and to alter the principles of their autonomous
thought and action. The constraints that Kant foists on freedom are arbitrary and
dispensable inasmuch as they are premised on gratuitous assumptions about reason.
My criticisms are unravelled gradually through an inquiry into the two central senses
of freedom in Kant, transcendental freedom and autonomy. The focus is set firmly on
autonomy and Kant’s essentialism, which inflects his formation of the concept,
equating autonomy with conformity to immutable precepts. I flesh out and question
this i1dea of freedom in its own right, bracketing other issues with Kant’s ethics. Such
an undertaking is both legitimate and important. Kant’s model of autonomy as
specified above is notionally independent of his transcendental metaphysics and other
components of his doctrine, and cannot be redeemed by addressing the difficulties on

which contemporary Kantians have concentrated their efforts -mainly, Kant’s

* See chapters 7 and 8.
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metaphysics and the question of empty formalism.” Moreover, Kantian autonomy has
effectively taken on a life of its own and has captivated the imagination of later
theorists as a self-standing conception. Rawls’ Theory of Justice is exemplary in this
respect.6

Many of the arguments put forward here have already been made in the critical
literature on Kant.” But this chapter seeks to piece these arguments together in a
unified perspective of critique and to draw them out more fully, on the basis of a more
accurate rendition of Kant’s views. The chapter tries, moreover, to do justice to
valuable insights of Kant’s thought, injecting shades of immanent critique into the
discussion and allowing a more nuanced interpretation of Kant’s construction. This
will ultimately back up the thesis that a particular recast of freedom in contemporary
thought rescues and enhances Kantian intuitions by doing away with Kant’s invariable
self.

I start out from the keystone of Kant’s frame, his essentialist ontology of the rational
self. The same ontological subtext and the resulting entrapment of freedom within
fixed bounds are common to Kant and Marx and warrant their accommodation under
the same essentialist umbrella. The specific difference of Kant lies in the prominence

that he gives to freedom in the mode of self-legislation.

2. The essence of the Kantian self

The crux of Kant’s essentialism is the presumption that human agents are equipped
with a unitary reason, which issues invariant universal laws invested with overriding

validity.

> See e.g. Habermas (1990), Guyer (2003), O’Neill (1989), Rawls (1999), pp.221-227, Rawls (1980).
® See Rawls (1999), pp-221-227, 450-456.
7 See e.g. Berlin (1969), pp.152-154, Geuss (2002), pp.325-329, Foucault (1997c).
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Kant’s individuals possess a faculty of rational volition, which encompasses a
capacity for choice and decision-making on the basis of principles (‘Willkur’), and a
legislative faculty (‘Wille’ or practical reason) that sets the principles of self-
determination.® Kant distinguishes these principles into subjective rules, the variable
norms that individuals actually enact, and objective rules, which hold good for all
rational agents.’ Objective principles are subdivided into ‘rules of skill’ or ‘counsels
of prudence’ and objective laws proper.lo The first two categories refer to rules of
instrumental reason, which the agent need not follow once she has given up on the
ends they serve. But Kant postulates also the existence of rational laws, which are
universal in the stronger sense that they ‘must hold always and necessarily’''
irrespective of personal preferences and conditions. These unconditional laws are
determinate, eternally fixed and known a priori through pure reason, the notions and
processes of rational thought that do not depend on the input of the senses.'? The
unconditional laws of practical reason are the principles of ethics. Moral action, Kant
claims, is action from duty, and the concept of duty refers intrinsically to practical
principles that obligate us always and absolutely.

The fundamental law of reason a la Kant, is, of course, the Categorical Imperative:

‘act only in accordance with that maxim through which you can at the same time will

8 Kant (1998), pp.24, 36, 52, 63, Kant (1997), p.29, Kant (1996), pp.11-13, 18, Allison (1990), pp.130,
132, Carnois (1987), pp.83, 86, Beck (1963), p.202, Kant (1997), p.100.

? Kant (1998), p. 31 (footnote).

1 Kant (1998), pp.25-27, Kant (1997), pp.17-18, Kant (1960), p.19.

'I'Kant (1997), p.33.

12 This assumption is stated in the most straightforward terms in Kant (1958), A807/B835: ¢ I assume
that there really are pure moral laws which determine completely a priori (without regard to empirical
motives, that is, to happiness) what is and is not to be done, that is, which determine the employment
of the freedom of a rational being in general; these laws command in an absolute manner (not merely
hypothetically, on the supposition of other empirical ends), and are therefore in every respect
necessary. I am justified in making this assumption, in that I can appeal not only to the proofs
employed by the most enlightened moralists, but to the moral judgment of every man, in so far as he
makes the effort to thinks such a law clearly.” See also Kant (1998), pp. 2-3, 20-23.
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that it become a universal law.’'® This ground-norm of practical reason and morality
requires plainly that our personal maxims conform to objective, unconditional laws of
reason.'* Thus, the C. L is not the sole unconditional order of practical reason. In the
Groundwork, the Critique of Practical Reason, and, mainly, in his political writings
and The Metaphysics of Morals, Kant puts forth a series of substantive principles,
which he presents as eternal, objective laws prescribed by practical reason.'

Beyond the various specific laws that he lays down, Kant expresses clearly his
confidence that through the proper use of their rational facuity, all individuals would
light upon the same objective imperatives in the different domains of their life.'® The
formula of the C. L spells out the criteria that would serve to identify the universal
commands of reason.!” And Kant claims explicitly that the test of the C. L. yields
determinate results, allowing all rational agents to recognise the same, inflexible
orders of practical reason. ‘{Clommon human reason, with this compass in hand,
knows very well how to distinguish in every case that comes up what is good and
what is evil, what is in conformity with duty or contrary to duty...”.'®

The C. L. and the other unconditional axioms of pure reason are the ‘essence’ of the
Kantian self. They are generic and enduring components of personal identity,'? and
they represent the most valuable dimension of human existence. Although we are both

rational and desirous beings with bodily needs, it is pure reason, reason free from

sensuous influences, that sets us apart from animals.”’ And ‘the pure moral law

1 Kant (1998), p.31.

14 Kant (1997), p.88; see also ibid., p.29.

1 See e.g. Kant (1996), pp.54-55, 58-59, 62.

' Kant (1998), pp.15-17, 31-33, Kant (1997), pp.25, 27, 32-33, Kant (1996), pp.4, 10, Kant (1991),
p.115.

' Kant (1998), pp.31-33.

18 Kant (1998), p.16.

1 O’Neill (1989), pp.54, 64.

20 K ant (1960), pp.22, 44, Kant (1997), p.74.
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itself...lets us discover the sublimity or our own supersensible existence and
subjectively effects respect for their higher vocation in human beings.’2 :

Kant’s critics may be right that the Categorical Imperative cannot deliver definite
and universally accepted principles. But Kant presumes that it does. Thus, in his
picture of humanity, the practical identity of the human subject is held to be
determined on a fundamental level: the regulative norms of thought and action are
objectively fixed in perpetuity. No doubt, Kant acknowledges that individuals may
chase a plurality of variable ends.””* He also allows that certain practical imperatives
are laws of wide duty, which ‘can prescribe only the maxim of actions, not actions
themselves [;] this is a sign that [the law] leaves a playroom (/atitude) for free
choice... that is, that the law cannot specify precisely in what way one is to act.. B
However, neither of these qualifications changes the fact that Kant’s individual is
eternally bound to definite normative principles, which exclude other principles and
the different ends they may licence.

Few would dispute that human agents are rational and capable of rational self-
direction. Kant, however, operates with a peculiar regime of reason, which is far from
commonsensical or universally embraced.”* And the problem is that, at the end of the
day, Kant simply asserts some of his most controversial speculations in this context:
the contention that the Categorical Imperative is the fundamental law of practical
reason; the belief that reason lays down a broader range of timeless universal laws;
and his confidence that universally valid laws can be discovered with certainty

through the free exercise of pure reason. In his practical philosophy, the final

‘argument’ for the C.I. is that the C.1. is a ‘fact of reason’, built into the very structure

21 Kant (1997), p.75, my emphasis.
2 See e.g. Kant (1997), p.23, Kant (1991), pp.73-74, 224.
2 Kant (1996), p.153.

# See e.g. Connolly (1999), Allison (1990), pp.180-198, Williams (1993).
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of rationality.25 To this claim, adherents of relativist and contextualist moralities, or
even universalists which propose other formulations of the fundamental law can reply
simply by evoking different ‘facts of reason’: irreducible plurality, relativity and so
on. Against sceptics, cultural relativists and various rationalists who doubt that the
C.I. can produce definite principles, Kant opposes a couple of examples and his
assertion that reason is able to uncover through the C.1. a system of universal laws.
The following sections show how this dubious idea of the rational self engenders a
particular figuration of freedom, which imposes manifold, arguably arbitrary, fetters

on self-determination.

3. Transcendental freedom

Transcendental freedom is one of the two core constituents of Kantian freedom.?
Agents possess a power of choice, that is, an ability to decide the norms, the ends and
the means of their action.”” Transcendental freedom is a property of choice. In a wide
sense, it signifies freedom from the law of objective causality in nature, under which a
preceding event a causes with necessity event b at present time.”® Transcendentally
free choice is choice that is not coerced by antecedent causes, regardless of whether
these are external or internal to the self.” For human beings, transcendental freedom
is expressed in two crucial ways: human conduct is affected, but not necessitated by
personal desires and needs, and human choice is not tethered to fixed objects.*® The
power to decide to act or not on any particular inclination, the power to select among

different objects of desire, and the power to revise one’s current ends fall under

25 Kant (1997), pp.28-29, 32, 41, Kant (1998), p.62, Kant (1960), p.31.

26 Kant (1998), p.52, PR, 30, Kant (1996), pp.13, 18, Allison (1990), p.135; on the two main
conceptions of freedom in Kant, see Allison (1996), pp.129-130.

27 See Kant (1998), pp.24, 52, Kant (1997), p. 29, Kant (1996), pp.11-13, 18.

28 Kant (1997), pp.26, 80.

? Kant (1997), pp.80-82.

30 Kant (1996), p.13, Kant (1997), pp.26-27, 30, 81, 98, Kant (1991), pp.223-224.
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transcendental freedom.>' Less obviously, transcendental freedom encapsulates also,
for Kant, the presumed ability to stand above any private inclination and to ‘act on
principle’ against all sensible incentives that happen to be present in us.?

Irrespective of the reality of this idea, it is evident that Kant’s transcendental
freedom projects an exalted notion of human freedom. In this scheme of things,
human agency is not predetermined by the laws of the natural world or by ends and
norms that nature has implanted in our constitution. Moreover, Kant’s view builds
into human freedom the possibility of making new beginnings. Individuals can disrupt
established routines and anticipated forms of behaviour that follow suit from past
events -external circumstances or prior acts and habits of the self. We can originate a
new series of events. Hence, we can free ourselves from ourselves, from our present
ends and routines of conduct, by thinking and acting differently. In other words,
human agents are vested with the power to transcend nature, their social contexts and
themselves.

The catch is that these radical edges of Kant’s theory are blunted by the ‘necessary
supplement’ to transcendental freedom that he introduces. Since their choice is not
regulated by instinctual or other objective mechanisms, free agents need to make up
their mind for themselves. Kant argues that free individuals should govern their
decision-making on the basis of laws, because lawless choice is ‘an absurdity.”** The
next step of his reasoning specifies two conditions that laws should meet to qualify as
laws of freedom.>* First, the law must be autonomous, that is, a law we make for
ourselves. This reconciles law and free choice. Second, the autonomous law should

not hinge on any particular ends and sensible impulses. Only such a law expresses and

31 Kant (1997), pp.27, 30,82-83, Kant (1991), pp.73-74, 80, 223-224, Kant (1998), p.26, Kant (1960),
p.19, Allison (1990), pp.207-208, Allison (1996), p.152.

*2 Kant (1997), pp.27, 30, 63, 81, 98, Kant (1991), p.224.

% Kant (1998), p.52.

3 See Kant (1998), pp.52-53, 62, Kant (1997), pp.26-27.
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preserves our transcendental independence from empirical determinations. Kant
reaches thereby the conclusion that the laws of a free will are the objective laws of
reason. These laws are autonomous because they are framed by our own legislative
faculty, and they establish our transcendental freedom from determination by desires
because they enjoin us to observe them by virtue of their universal validity alone,
irrespective of any personal wants. ‘[H]ence a free will and a will under moral laws
are one and the same.’*’

It is fallacious to think that the fusion of freedom with the universal laws of reason
follows simply from the conjunction of transcendental freedom with autonomy. The
essential underpinning of this merger is Kant’s construction of the rational self, which
both inscribes universal principles into the legislative faculty of the agent and elevates
these principles to the most valuable trait of the person.

For one thing, the categorical imperative and all other objective laws qualify as
‘autonomous’ only if they are indeed inherent in the lawmaking power of any rational
subject and they are not simply external impositions, the private dogmas of Kant and
like-minded rationalists. For another, Kant is well aware that individuals can give
themselves principles other than the ‘objective laws’ of reason.*® The thesis that
‘freedom and unconditional practical law reciprocally imply each other’®’ is premised
on transcendental freedom construed narrowly as ‘independence from everything
empirical.”*® The unconditional laws of reason meet the stringent requirement of
disengagement from all sensible desires. A pertinent question to ask, then, is what

carries the burden of justification in this argument: is it autonomy and the pursuit of

independence from desires or the pursuit of independence from desires?

3 Kant (1998), p.53.

36 Kant (1998), pp.17-18, 48-51, Kant (1991), pp.103, 248-249, Kant (1997), pp.19, 64, Kant (1960),
pp-31-32, 40.

7 Kant (1998), p.26.

% Kant (1997), p.81, my emphasis.
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Kant acknowledges that when a transcendentally free agent acts driven by her wants
rather than by universal laws, her choice is not causally predetermined. The
individualX has freely decided to indulge her fancies.*” So, following one’s impulses
is compatible with transcendental freedom in the sense of spontaneous choice.*’
Moreover, desire-based choice does not diminish or eliminate the self’s freedom from
particular ends, given that competent agents are able to revise their preferences. Could
it be that the imperative to detach oneself from all private longings follows from an
urge to maximise independence? Not really, because the reciprocity thesis actually
attaches the self to a particular set of determinations: the a priori laws of universal
reason. So, the requirement of complete disengagement from the impulses of desire
cannot be justified by evoking a general drive for independence. And given Kant’s
recognition that human individuals are both desirous and rational beings, what could
account for the will to exclude only the influences of desire and to do so in favour of
other constituents of the person? Nothing else than a value judgement which
privileges the laws of reason over and against the callings of desire.*!

It is under the spell of his image of the rational agent that Kant elides freedom with
obedience to the ‘immutable laws’ of reason.* And the constraining effect of this
equation, which is the hallmark of Kantian freedom, is that it represses our reflective
autonomy from individual principles. Instead of upholding the freedom to question
any given norms, Kantian freedom is accomplished ideally through an abiding
adherence to a specific group of unchanging laws.

Here we touch on the internal tension that runs through Kant’s theory. Kantian

freedom pushes to the extreme the pursuit of independence from certain

3 Kant (1960), pp.17, 19.

% Kant (1960), p.19.

* See e.g. Kant (1997), pp.74-75.
 Kant (1998), p.52.
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determinations- particular feelings, impulses and ends- at the same time as it stifles to
the vanishing point our independence from other determinations- the unconditional
laws of reason. Kantian freedom can be challenged, thus, immanently, by evoking
Kant’s own idea of transcendental freedom. Kant’s counsel to submit to fixed laws
represses transcendental freedom as the freedom to break with the past and any settled
norms of the person; the freedom to begin something new by embracing different
principles.

Kant and his later disciples have made an effort to win people over to Kantian
freedom by presenting us with a forced choice between this scheme of freedom or
anarchy, chaos, irrationality and so on.®® This is, of course, a false dilemma, because
freedom from fixed laws is not a byword for lawlessness or chaos. Self-regulation and
a measure of consistency are compatible with the freedom to review and change
particular norms every now and then. This is amply demonstrated by democratic
regimes, which combine the rule of law with the freedom of the people to revise the
law. The latter freedom is paramount, because, inter alia, it is key to another freedom
that is highly prized by Kantian liberals, the independence of the person from
particular ends and the liberty to alter life-projects and explore different pursuits.**
The entrenchment of regulative laws confines our choice of ends within the bounds of
the specific prescriptions, proscriptions and unintended consequences that ensue from
any given principles.

To give fuller scope to transcendental freedom and eschew the closing effects of
Kantian freedom it is not necessary to break completely with Kant. What is mainly

required is to do away with Kant’s mirage of a rational self who comes laden with a

# Kant (1991), 102-103, 248-249, O’Neill (1989), 26, 58, 76.
“ See e.g. Kant (1991), pp. 73-74, 224, Rawls (1999), pp.131-132, 160.
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prior1 laws. This amendment is all the more justified to the extent that Kant’s account
of reason rests on unvindicated stipulations.

The next section is focussed on the centrepiece of Kant’s theory of freedom:
autonomy. My aim is to trace out the conflicting impulses of this conception, to
amplify my main critique of Kant, which I have just outlined, and to engage possible

objections to the argument.

4. Autonomy

a. Kant’s argument

Kant’s emphasis on autonomy and certain insights that he drew out in this context are,
no doubt, a lasting contribution of his theorisation of freedom. Kant’s arguments help
to explain why free choice should be autonomous, that is, why agents should
determine themselves to act on the basis of self-imposed principles, if they want to
achieve a fuller realisation of freedom. Lawless choice is an Unding (an ‘absurdity’ or
nonentity)* both empirically and ideally, both because persons tend to always deploy
certain criteria to decide their ends, and because wanton choice, to the extent that it
occurs, bears detrimental implications for human agency. Undisciplined thought and
action cannot attain much, and they are liable to self-subversion on account of the
pursuit of contradictory ends, the use of unsuitable means etc.*® On a social level,
anarchy jeopardises freedom and individual activity, because a lawless society is
prone to chaos, engenders insecurity, and permits or even invites the rule of force.*” If
lawless choice is an Unding, the lack of active and reflective self-legislation entails

inevitably a state of diminished freedom: thought and action will be determined by

45 Kant (1998), p.52.
4 Kant (1991), pp.247-249, Kant (1998), pp.31-33.
47 Kant (1997), pp.25-26, Kant (1991), pp.102-103, 249.
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chance circumstances along with internal and external laws, which have not been
chosen by the agents themselves.*®

Reflective self-legislation results, by contrast, in a substantial expansion of choice.
Autonomy extends the reach of self-determination to a fundamental level of agency.
Autonomous agents define not only their different ends and courses of action, but also
the very principles, which regulate their choice of ends and means. Furthermore,
autonomy broadens freedom of choice in all other respects. Every principle proscribes
or prescribes certain moves to the exclusion of other possibilities. By allowing the
selection of different principles, autonomy widens the range of eligible options.

Central elements of Kant’s construal of autonomy speak critically to present-day
debates. On contemporary English interpretations, autonomy signifies basically a
willing identification of the agent with the desires and principles from which she
acts.*” But on this understanding, the choice of particular ends and maxims may be
dictated at a deeper level by unchosen determinants and may remain, therefore,
fundamentally heteronomous and constrained. Kant’s conceptualisation of autonomy
brings this issue into relief and focuses attention on the higher-order principles that
govern individual choices. To be effectively in charge of themselves, autonomous
agents must form reflectively the fundamental principles that direct their thought and
action. Otherwise, they will remain under the sway of random causes or externally
imposed laws.*

Kant put two further twists on autonomy, which gesture towards a high-minded
ideal of human emancipation. First, in autonomous self-legislation, individuals should

strive to rise above any passive influences. Autonomous subjects should frame their

principles released from the guidance of ready-made laws, unexamined dogmas,

8 Kant (1991), pp.54, 248, Kant (1997), pp.26-27, 30, Kant (1998), pp.40-41, 47-51.
% Dworkin (1988), Frankfurt (1971).
50 Kant (1998), pp.47-51, Kant (1991), pp.247-249, Kant (1997), pp.30, 38-39.



66

impulses and any influences, which have not been actively constituted or reflectively
endorsed by the subjects themselves. Kant’s thinking expresses an aspiration to full
self-legislation. Moreover, under passive influences Kant also ranges the self’s own
nature, more specifically, features of one’s own person, which have not been actively
produced by oneself. Autonomy is animated thus by the drive to liberate individuals
from unchosen layers of their self and to make their person an object of active
constitution. These radical moments of Kantian autonomy come out clearly in his

rejection of principles that are grounded in pregiven ends:

“Wherever an object of the will has to be laid down as the basis for prescribing the
rule that determines the will, there the rule is none other than heteronomy....the
will [determines itself] by means of an incentive that the anticipated effect of the
action has upon the will...[Blecause the impulse that the representation of an
object...is to exert on the will of the subject in accordance with his natural
constitution belongs to the nature of the subject...the will would not give itself the
law but a foreign impulse would give the law to it by means of the subject’s nature,

which is attuned to be receptive to it.”*!

The impulse belongs to the nature of the self, but it counts as ‘foreign’ from the
standpoint of autonomy, because the impulse is given prior to the will as a capacity
for active self-legislation. The self’s own nature is a heteronomous authority, when it
has been formed independently of reflective self-determination.

The problem is that Kant goes on to identify autonomy with self-determination ‘in

accordance with immutable laws. . .of a special kind”’ 2 that is, in accordance with the

>l Kant (1998), p.50.
* Kant (1998), p.52.
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Categorical Imperative and the other universal laws of practical reason.” And this
move contradicts head-on the ideal of self-definition free of pregiven impositions. The
Categorical Imperative and all other objective laws of morality are eternal commands
of universal reason, whose definition is not at the discretion of the rational agent.

The notion that autonomy lies in adhering to the given laws of our rational nature
flies also in the face of Kant’s idea that autonomy involves a critical distancing from
laws preinscribed in our nature. It violates, furthermore, the spirit of Kant’s
pronouncements on autonomous thought and critical reason in his “Answer to the
Question: ‘What is Enlightenment.’ In this essay, Kant urges individuals to exit their
state of immaturity and exercise autonomously their reason by emancipating
themselves from ‘[dJogmas and formulas, those mechanical instruments for rational
use...the ball and chain of his permanent immaturity.”>* Self-reliant thought follows
the injunction ‘/aJrgue about as much as you like and about whatever you like...! »?
But when autonomy stands for an unwavering conformity to the C. I. and other
‘objective’ laws of reason, autonomous agents are held captive to particular formulas.
Besides, the C. 1. along with the substantive laws that it sanctions become entrenched
as objective truths of reason, and are thereby placed beyond the reach of critical
inquiry into their validity, their meaning and their implications for free agency.

As noted above, Kant furnishes arguments to the effect that free agents should
govern themselves with /aws they have defined for themselves. But these arguments
do not establish that the laws in question should be immutable precepts of universal

reason. Two main lines of reasoning could be read off from Kant’s theory in support

of this specific thesis.’® The first one turns crucially on the nature of the lawmakin
p g

53 Kant (1998), pp.39-41, 47, 52-53, 63.

** Kant (1991), pp.54-55.

% Kant (1991), p.59.

5% In Kant’s text in Kant (1998), p.52, this thesis seems to follow also from the notion of causality from
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power that enables human individuals to issue their own laws instead of obeying the
laws of nature and instinctual regulation. Our legislative power is, of course, reason,
and the ‘essential constitution of a rational cause’ is ‘the condition of universal

validity of a maxim as a law.”>’

If they act on this condition, the agents of autonomy
will end up endorsing an identical set of timeless, universal laws, given Kant’s further
assumption that all rational individuals are bound to settle on the same laws when
they apply the test of the C.I.. In short, one way to explain why autonomy lies in
observing the perennial laws of reason is by arguing that our lawmaking power is
designed to produce these particular laws. So, if agents want to rule themselves
through laws of their own making rather than through laws decreed by nature or other
authorities, they will enact the CI and the other unconditional laws of reason.

This first argument remains, however incomplete, because Kant is very much alive
to the fact that human lawgivers can effectively make the law in different ways, by
forming maxims that are tailored to their particular conditions and inclinations.’® So,
it does not suffice to appeal to the workings of our lawmaking faculty. Kant’s
reasoning is premised on a further condition: ‘[aJutonomy of the will is the property
of the will by which it is a law to itself (independently of any property of the objects
of volition)’,” that is, independently of the attractions of particular ends. As argued
earlier on, Kant holds that reason legislates universal laws. Any other laws that
individuals make are produced under the impact of their subjective inclinations.*® So,

by driving out their private impulses, agents set their reason free to issue its universal

principles.

which Kant operates. But Kant offers no argument to show why such a conception is pertinent for the
causality of the will.

57 Kant (1998), p.62.

% Kant (1998), pp.17-18, 48-51, Kant (1991), pp.103, 248-249, Kant (1997), pp.19, 64, Kant (1960),
pp.31-32, 40.

* Kant (1998), p.47, my emphasis.

% Kant (1998), pp.23-24, 31, 34, 47-50, Kant (1991), pp.18-19, Kant (1960), p.31.
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Kant’s full thesis is, then, that autonomous agents should embrace and enact only a
specific set of laws from the entire range of norms they can potentially form: the laws
that they have conceived disengaged from their personal longings. His explicit
argument for this instruction is that if the agent allowed his impulses to guide him in
his lawmaking, the law would be dictated by passive influences.®’ And, in the final
analysis, the law would be taken over ready-made by ‘nature’-the independent
mechanisms that have begotten one’s drives. Desire-based principles are essentially
heteronomous, even if they are self-imposed, because they derive from sources other
than the agent’s own legislative faculty.®

If, however, we probe deeper into this argument, it becomes obvious that what does
the justificatory work here cannot be an aspiration to full autonomy -to a mode of self-
legislation that would be completely free of prefixed constraints and through which
the agent would originate her own law independently of pregiven determinations. In
the view of autonomy that Kant advocates, agents are bound by predetermined laws,
the a priori laws of reason, and enact predefined decrees that are not of their original
making. It is the constitution of reason that dictates the C.I. and leads rational
individuals to adopt the same universal laws. And Kant’s individuals do not choose or
produce the structure of their reason any more than they select or author the impulses
that happen to arise in themselves.

Consequently, Kant’s rationale for his notion of autonomy cannot simply be that
individuals must realise this conception if they want to be authors of their laws -since
they can make the law in other ways- or that they should follow his injunctions if they
are after ‘full autonomy’ -since his ideal does not promote an unconstrained and

original lawmaking in the abstract. Kant’s argument needs a third axiom of his

8! Kant (1998), pp.47-51, Kant (1997), pp.20-21, 23, 30, 38-39.
62 Kant (1998), pp.50, 30.
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practical philosophy: from all the laws that agents could form and impose on
themselves, they should hold on to the unconditional laws of their reason because of
the supreme authority of these norms. Otherwise put, autonomous individuals should
identify with pure universal reason, because this is their ‘higher vocation’, and they
should frame their laws from this standpoint. Kant is not interested in the pursuit of
independent and original self-legislation as such. His aim, rather, is the full autonomy
of ‘universal reason’, the full autonomy of his regulative ideal of the self.

The case for Kantian autonomy I have just presented fuses three different strands of
ideas, which include the notion of self-legislation, assumptions about the structure of
reason and normative claims about the self. Kant’s premise that individuals should
identify with universal reason explains why he singles out desires as burdens on

autonomy,63

although individuals could also make their laws without heeding the
universal commands of reason and could regard these commands too as external
constraints on free lawgiving.

The force of Kantian autonomy hinges thus essentially on the validity of Kant’s
presumptions about the constitution of practical reason and the supreme authority of
its presumed objective laws. From my earlier remarks about Kant’s account of reason,
it follows that Kantian autonomy is a highly questionable figure.

b. The thralls of Kantian autonomy

But the crucial defect of Kantian autonomy is not the contestability of its foundations,
but its practical implications, which are all the more difficult to accept in light of their
tendentious justification.

Kant’s doctrine sponsors an unduly restrictive interpretation of autonomy, because it

calls on autonomous agents to act always from an unalterable set of laws, which are

63 Kant (1998), p.59, Kant (1997), p.98.
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predetermined by universal reason. So long as they want to achieve autonomy,
individuals are not allowed to adopt different laws, and they are not entitled to
question and reform the prefixed imperatives of reason. This view negates autonomy
in the form of an unrestrained, open choice of personal norms and eliminates
autonomy as sovereignty over one’s laws, which extends naturally to the freedom to
revise any laws. Of course, Kantian autonomy places also substantial constraints on
the choice of ends and the freedom to experiment with the new. Perennially fixed laws
mean a perennial ban on the pursuit of possibilities beyond those licensed by the
established laws. Now, the various limitations that attend Kantian autonomy appear
all the more unnecessary and unjustified to the extent that they are grounded in
contentious and unvindicated premises.

The rejection of Kant’s construal of autonomy does not entail a dismissal of Kant’s
project as a whole, and does not presuppose a radically different standpoint. The
critique I sketched out could proceed by disentangling Kantian ideas on autonomy
from Kant’s brand of rationalism, and by deploying the former ideas to challenge the
dogmas of Kantian reason. In other words, one could pit against Kantian autonomy an
ideal of active self-legislation through critical reason, which may challenge any
preestablished truths. And this ideal is near to the heart of Kant’s own thought.

My polemic against Kantian autonomy can elicit two different kinds of objections.
Some critics may try to defuse the claim that Kantian autonomy enthrals the free self
to unchanging and pregiven laws. Kant’s ethics does not foist on us a closed list of
laws, because it is organised around the Categorical Imperative, which can be always
deployed to criticise and revise particular laws. Using the critical standard of
universalisability, Kantian agents may always reform any substantive laws and adapt

them to new circumstances or understandings. As such, the C.I. does not bind us to
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any specific laws, because it simply enjoins us to give to ourselves laws that could be
enacted by every agent. Different individuals may endorse different laws in keeping
with this criterion and may change their mind at a later stage. From Hegel onwards,
the stock criticism of Kant’s ethics i1s precisely that the C.I. cannot single out any
definite set of practical laws. If one is not convinced that reason comes equipped with
a priori universal principles, there i1s no ground for fearing that a commitment to the
criterion of universalisability would bind us to preestablished laws of reason -simply
because there are no such laws.

My rejoinder is, first, that the Categorical Imperative is itself a predefined law,
which is not subject to revision, and is not harmlessly formal and empty, no matter
how beset with indeterminacy it is. All personal actions should follow from
principles, which are possible to will as universally enacted. This puts in place a
stringent filter of admissibility that contracts the range of eligible options, even if it
does not sanction a unique canon of laws. For all its pertinence on the level of
fundamental social and inter-social relations, it is far from obvious that the C.I. should
regulate all personal life decisions or sexual and cultural practices. For instance, the
C. I. would arguably proscribe homosexuality and sexual practices that do not serve
reproduction, because one cannot logically will a world in which non-reproductive
sex is practiced by all: this would put human life in jeopardy.®* It looks as if the C.I.
can constrict thought and action beyond a necessary and unavoidable minimum. And
this means that it may impose unwarranted limitations on freedom, if the C.I. is not

an essential condition of reason that is objectively valid in all areas of action.

% Cf. Kant’s own pronouncements on sexual ethics in Kant (1996), p.62. In defence of Kant’s theory,
it could be countered that it is not inconsistent to will a world in which all homosexuals are allowed to
act on their sexual preferences, presuming that not all human individuals are homosexuals. But I doubt
that such a ‘law’ could survive the standard of universality prescribed by the C.I., because it is
essentially relative to subjective conditions whereas the C.1., and all objective practical laws in Kant’s
sense, are supposed to be ‘unconditional’, that is, independent of personal circumstances and
inclinations.
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Let us put now the Categorical Imperative to one side. Kantian autonomy entails a
self-incurred captivity to fixed norms on account of its very definition of autonomy.
Kant construes autonomy as self-determination in accord with immutable principles.65
This promotes a rigid attachment to particular norms, which is effectively supported
by Kantian reason, a form of reason that cultivates a dogmatic and inflexible cast of
mind. Kant stipulates that universal reason institutes objective laws, which can be
grasped securely by any rational individual who applies the test of the C.1.%
Consequently, once they have hit upon principles that pass this test, individuals who
subscribe to Kant’s tenets have every reason to believe that they have discovered laws
with absolute validity and no reason to be exercised by the agonies of fallibility and
indeterminacy. They will be certain that they are right, and they will feel, therefore,
compelled to abide permanently by the particular laws they have discovered.

It should be emphasised that Kantian reason can shackle the self to predefined laws
irrespective of the existence or not of any a priori laws of reason. At least some of the
established social norms could survive the trial of universalisability or could be
strained to fit into its mould. The dogma of an objective, a priori reason may serve
thus to absolutise historical conventions. Social prejudices that can be formulated as
general principles will be given the honorific title of ‘objective precepts of universal
reason’, since, on Kant’s assumptions, a maxim that fulfils the critenia of the C.I. is an
objective, a priori law of reason. By adorning them with the halo of objectivity and
absolute validity, Kantian reason can immunise cultural prejudices against critique
and change. To illustrate with an example from his own writings, Kant presses the

following points about sexual ethics: sexual organs are ‘naturally’ used only with

members of the other sex; ‘unnatural uses’ are transgressions of laws that ‘do wrong

% Kant (1998), p.52.
% See here above, p.57 and footnotes 16, 17, 18.
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to humanity in our own person’; the ‘natural use’ is allowed only in the frame of
marriage. And all this is ‘necessary in accordance with pure reason’s laws of right.”®’
Its ability to falsify local customs into pure universal truth means that Kantian
autonomy can effectively stifle the freedom of critical reason to interrogate received
notions. This potential is intrinsic to the idea of universal reason which inspires
Kantian autonomy, and does not depend on the reality of this i1dol.

A second line of response to my criticisms may attack the alternative ideal of
autonomy that drives them. What it is wrong with following consistently a set of laws
that individuals have autonomously given to themselves? Why is autonomy wedded to
the freedom to question and change the law? This connection seems to stem from a
vain desire to maximise autonomy and independence through the permanent practice
of self-legislation and the ongoing reinvention of one’s norms.®® Besides, to oppose
the instruction that autonomous choice should conform to universal laws is to
surrender autonomy to arbitrariness, anarchy and egotism.®’

The freedom to reform the law is an opportunity concept. It is at the discretion of
the individual agent to decide whether, and how frequently, she will exercise this
right. The proposed alternative to Kantian autonomy simply preserves the freedom to
revise decisions. It is not committed to the goal of permanent revolution. There are
various reasons for wanting to keep alive the possibility of radical revision. One of
them lies in the will to uphold the freedom of self-legislation over the course of one’s
life. This does not necessarily express an empty desire for freedom as an end-in-itself.

The preservation of autonomy fosters agency and life. It enables individuals to pursue

more effectively their ends and to improve or expand their activities through

57 Kant (1996), p.62, my emphasis.

%8 Such an argument can be reconstructed from points made by contemporary Kantians, see Rawls
(1996), pp.400-408, O’Neill (1989), p.76, Korsgaard (1996), p.232.

% See O’Neill (1989), pp.70-77.
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readjustments in their fundamental ideas, their habits and external conditions. The
changing circumstances of life may render imperative the need to respond creatively
to new conditions in order to sustain one’s favoured activities or ends. Furthermore,
the freedom to refashion one’s regulative principles broadens freedom of choice and
action because it permits individuals to embrace different ends and to explore
different forms of life; different principles open up the possibility of different goals
and ways of living.

On the final point, to resist the subjection of autonomy to invariable universal laws
is not to plead for anarchy. Anti-Kantian autonomy is not at war with the law. Its aim,
rather, is to ensure is that any definition of society or humanity’s laws remains subject
to review. There is a reasonable need for universal regulation and laws, but not for
any specific set of laws.

In conclusion, Kant’s configuration of autonomy limits and endangers a broad range
of liberties: the freedom of self-legislation, the freedom of choice, the freedom of
critical reason, the freedom to transcend one’s world and oneself through radical
reforms. Kant fails to justify his conception on the basis of freedom alone. He relies
essentially on a particular vision of the rational self. And since Kant’s main axioms
about the rational self are not firmly established, Kant’s work does not contain a
successful vindication of Kantian autonomy. Hence, the constraints that Kantian

autonomy places on freedom are unjustified and arbitrary fout court.

5. The politics of Kantian autonomy

This penultimate section adds the final touch to the critique of Kant’s model of
autonomy. Kant’s conception is taken up now from a political standpoint, which is

firmly anchored in a historically effective idea of autonomy. I. Berlin’s famous
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assault on Kant’s theory was likewise couched in political terms.” But Kant’s regime
can damage the cause of emancipation in various ways, which go beyond the ability
to legitimate despotism, the main charge that Berlin levelled at Kant’s approach.
Moreover, in fairness to Kant, the connections between his doctrine and authoritarian
politics should be worked out in a more discriminating fashion. On Kant’s view,
coercion and personal autonomy are totally incompatible, because a person counts as
autonomous only if she observes the laws of reason of her own accord and out of
respect for the law alone.”' Kant’s ideal of autonomy is not directly political and
cannot be coercibly enforced, as it involves processes of inner deliberation and
motivation. It is Kant’s construction of external freedom (freedom of action) and
political autonomy, the power of the citizens as legislators of the state, which licences
the autocratic use of state force and grinds down political freedom.

Equal external freedom is the fundamental value of Kant’s Rechtsstaat.”* To give
effect to this principle, the liberal state should enact the ‘laws of right’, a subset of the
moral laws of reason that regard only external actions, social relations, and, generally,
issues amenable to public legislation and enforcement.”” The Kantian argument for
this thesis is that the universal laws of reason permit any action that could be
consistently performed by all individuals. As a result, they establish a society in which
individuals enjoy the maximum degree of intrapersonally compatible freedom.”
Moreover, the public institution of the laws of right is an enactment of political
autonomy. In the Rechtsstaat, the laws of the land are the laws that every autonomous

person would choose for the regulation of her social relations, because the rules of

7 Berlin (1969), pp.152-154.

"I Kant (1998), pp.14-15, 47, 68-69, Kant (1996), pp.13-14, 21.

"2 Kant (1996), p.112, Kant (1991), pp.74, 99-100,112,117, 123, 187.

" Kant (1996), pp.14, 17, 45, 112, Kant (1991), pp.73-74, 118, 123, 187.

7 Kant (1996), pp.24-25, 30, 146, Kant (1991), pp.73-75, 80, 112-113, O’Neill (1989), pp.94-
104, 132-140, Mulholland (1990), p.351, Kersting (1992), p.345, Guyer (2003), pp.75, 83, 89.
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right are principles legislated by the universal reason that inheres in all rational
agents.75

The worst defect of Kant’s free republic is that it denies its citizens the rights of
democratic autonomy. Democracy vests individuals with the freedom to debate over
their social laws and to make and remake their social arrangements at regular
intervals. In democracy, the authorship of social rules is an ongoing project, whose
reach extends to the constitution of the polity and the basic structure of society. By
contrast, the subjects of Kant’s Rechsstaat are not free to amend their constitutional
laws and the basic terms of their society: their constitution is made up of unchanging
laws, which are laid down by Kant in the Metaphysics of Morals.”® The ensuing
constraints on political autonomy would be rather innocuous, if the rules that Kant
places beyond the reach of reform were limited to the principles of freedom and
equality. Unfortunately, the ‘laws of right’, which compose the constitution, form an
entire canon of rules that regulate equal freedom in society and translate its demands
in the various domains of life.

Kant’s institutionalisation of freedom does not constrain political autonomy only by
entrenching certain specific laws, but also by means of the very regulative end that it
sponsors, and the conception of reason from which it operates. The ideal of a society
administered by unaltering laws opposes a practice of civic autonomy that enables
citizens to question and renegotiate their arrangements all the way down.”” Kantian
reason impairs further the freedom to review established norms by virtue of the
attitudes and preconceptions that it foments. Universal reason prescribes principles

that are valid for all and can be fixed objectively by any rational individual. As

7> Kant (1996), pp.4, 10, 17, 51, 91-93, Kant (1991), pp.79-86, 123.
7¢ Kant (1996), pp. 23, 45, 90, 92, Kant (1991), pp.118, 123. For examples of specific laws of
right legislated by Kant, see Kant (1996), pp.54-55, 58-59, 62.

7 Kant champions the notion of an unchanging constitution as regulative ideal in its own right. See
Kant (1960), pp.90-93
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explained earlier on, these articles of faith can serve to depoliticise historical laws and
immunise them from contestation by draping them with the sanctifying cloak of
‘objectivity.’

Political autonomy is a paramount liberty in itself, but it is also instrumental to the
expansion of individual freedom in social relations and personal activities. The power
to question and remake society without a priori limits enables societies to redress
perceived injustices and oppressive effects radiated by any system of liberties. By
deprecating the freedom to change institutions or by consolidating the authority of
traditional norms, Kantian politics can block the promotion of equal freedom through
social reforms.

Any institutional embodiment of universal freedom could harbour its own
inequalities of freedom and exclusions (minimally, of competing interpretations of the
principle). And changing historical circumstances may always call for revisions and
the enshrinement of new rights. Kant’s immovable constitution should be rejected,
thus, even as an empty regulative norm. The inalienable right to challenge and remake
any social structure is vital for the sustenance and continuous expansion of justice,
freedom and practical progress.

Only on one condition would Kant’s republic constitute a pertinent model of the
free society. If, as Kant presupposes, it were true that the laws of equal freedom bear
an exclusive and transhistorical content, which is objectively definable, a free society
should indeed be ruled by an unchanging constitution: the legislation that establishes
the ideal state of co-possible freedom. But it suffices to spell out this condition to see
its implausibility.

The question of which social laws and settlements can best secure the equal freedom

of individuals turns on complex, substantive questions of feasibility and desirability.
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The variability of social circumstances; the historicity of the particular order of values
and beliefs, which govern our conception of practicable and acceptable forms of co-
existence; the various ways in which it may be possible to balance tensions between
different liberties (e.g. the freedom to own property and the free circulation of ideas in
a society where media are under corporate private ownership) and between liberties
and other values (equality, justice, material prosperity); the possibility of different
rankings of values and liberties: all these considerations suggest that the laws of equal
freedom can be determined in an indefinite variety of ways. The fallibility of human
knowledge; the prejudicial character of human thought, which always operates against
the background of unjustified beliefs; the empirical underdetermination of theory,
which allows for different conceptual arrangements of the same evidence: all these
clues indicate that the laws of freedom could not be defined in an incontestable,
neutral way.

Finally, the same Kantian presupposition cuts the umbilical cord that unites political
autonomy with democracy, and opens the door to authoritarian policies under the
banners of freedom —the best-known flaw of Kant’s doctrine.

If the ‘laws of freedom’ that would be approved by autonomous citizens possess an
objective and permanent content, which is permeable to the reason of all, it is not
necessary to call democratic assemblies in order to register or form the collective will.
The collective will on matters of public legislation is fixed independently of any real-
time process of interactive deliberation.”® Thus, democratic politics is not required to
bring the rules of the polity in agreement with the autonomous preferences of society

or its majority. Enlightened monarchy can be as good to this end.”

78 Kant (1991), pp.79-86, 123, 187, Kant (1996), pp.9-10, 17, 45, Mulholland (1990), pp.289-293, 346-
347, Yack (1993), p.227, Kersting (1992), p.355.
7 Kant (1991), p.187; see also ibid., pp.79, 184.
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Moreover, when the legislator frames his laws so that ‘they could have been
produced by the united will of a whole nation’, he institutes the laws of equal freedom
and respects the political autonomy of all ‘even if the people is at present in such a
position or attitude of mind that it would probably refuse its consent if it were
consulted.”®® That is, the forcible imposition of state policies is warranted in the name
of freedom and political autonomy even when the state violates the actual will of the
popular majority. For one thing, the laws of universal external freedom, which would
be autonomously legislated by all citizens, are independent of fluctuating preferences.
State authorities can establish these laws objectively through their exercise of
universal reason and the procedure of the categorical imperative.81 For another, in
Kant’s theory of legitimate violence in a free polity,®” the use of coercive power by
the state is fully justified when coercion accords with the objective laws of freedom
and serves to enforce these laws, protecting thereby the equal freedom of all. So, state
violence is allowed even against the will of the majority, when violence is sanctioned
by the laws of right, which authorities can settle independently of the will of the
people.

The bite of this critique against the Kantian republic can be felt even by objectivists
who hold that it may be possible, by means of rational argument or otherwise, to
define certain generally valid rights and conditions of freedom. An objectivist may
believe in this possibility and yet doubt that state authorities are necessarily the best
judges of what lies in the interests of universal freedom. He or she may also think that
people could reasonably disagree over the proper laws of equal freedom and public
debate should be allowed and fostered, so as to reduce error on the way to truth. The

catch is that Kant’s dogmas enable the state to bypass such scepticism and to

80 (My emphasis) Kant (1991), p.79; see also Kant (1991), pp.77, 79-86,123, 187, Kant (1996), p.51.
81 See e.g. Kant (1991), p.80.
82 Kant (1996), pp.24-26.
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legitimately trump the will of its citizens. Kant does not argue that the judgement of
the state is authoritative, but he does stipulate that there are eternal, objective
principles of reason and that any individual of mature rational powers can interpret
them correctly. This alone entitles agents of the state, in their capacity as rational
individuals, to speak in the name of the objective laws of freedom, which lend

legitimacy to acts of coercion.

6. Concluding remarks

The repressive tone in Kant’s theory has been typically traced down to the ideal of
self-mastery under the rule of reason, which tyrannises desire and individual
particularity. But Kant’s thought holds out a valid lesson against hedonistic
conceptions of freedom that bind free choice to the given preferences of the person or
look forward to the liberation of repressed desires. Freedom is not unequivocally on
the side of desire, and is allied to reason understood broadly as reflective deliberation
and critical engagement with desire. The very activity of inner choice coincides with
rational deliberation broadly construed. And agents who act compulsively or wantonly
on their current wishes diminish their freedom in two ways. They subdue their free
choice to the promptings of passive impulses, and they confine themselves within the
limited range of objects that correspond to their actual wants. Contemporary thought
is also aware that personal inclinations are likely to be effects of socialisation, which
tie down individuals to the given forms of their society, with all the structures of
domination and injustice this society may harbour.

The mainspring of illiberal effects should be located, rather, in Kant’s essentialist
image of the self, which inscribes into human individuals a reason composed of

invariant universal precepts, and raises this form of rationality to the touchstone of
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value. In their practice of self-legislation, through the free and competent exercise of
universal reason, all individuals would spontaneously settle on the same, immutable
principles. It is this construal of autonomy that engenders undue restrictions and
carries the peril of state oppression. Autonomy is accomplished by cleaving to
eternally valid laws, an 1dea that cuts against critical reason as the permanent freedom
to call any preestablished norm into question. Autonomous individuals forgo the
freedom to alter their basic norms and the freedom to pursue desires and options
beyond those sanctioned by laws fixed once and for all. Kant’s theory imprisons us in
linited possibilities. Kantian autonomy curbs both the freedom to transcend the
present limits of personality and the civic right to challenge one’s state and society in
the interests of universal freedom. The bounds of the legitimate exercise of freedom
can be legislated by the state in an inflexible and ‘objective’ manner.

Arguably, Kant’s doctrine would still stage a valid account of autonomy, if Kant
were right in his assumptions about the structure of reason and the absolute worth of
the universal laws of reason. This chapter insisted that Kant’s claims about reason are
highly contentious, and are not convincingly vindicated in his practical philosophy.
The following chapter will sharpen and expand on these points from a wider
perspective. But here it should be stressed that the case against Kantian autonomy
does not amount simply to the protest that Kant’s conception variously limits and
jeopardises freedom. The case rests also on the argument that the constraints and
dangers at issue are not adequately justified on any grounds. In other words, Kantian
autonomy is dismissed because it imposes arbitrary fetters on freedom. This critique
has two sources that reinforce one another: a strong valorisation of freedom, which
disposes us against theories that restrict free choice, and reasonable doubts about the

general validity of a particular theory with restraining effects. Finally, I suggested that
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Kant’s ideal of conformity to the unconditional laws of reason is not a pertinent
construction of autonomy because, in reality, it is not about free self-legislation. It’s
about the realisation of a perfectionist model of the self.

However, contemporary thought and practice should avoid both an essential
replication of Kant’s schema and an outright rejection of his theory of freedom. One
should work rather towards a critical modulation of this theory, because it contains
valuable intuitions about freedom. In addition to the critical lessons mentioned above,
Kant provides another important teaching, and a radical message. The teaching is that
freedom should be conjoined to self-legislation. On the one hand, without autonomy
agents remain in effect under the dominion of unchosen nomoi. On the other, personal
self-discipline and regulation serve to avoid contradictions that frustrate elected ends,
and are indispensable for accomplishing complex endeavours. Societal self-regulation
1s equally required to protect the freedom of all and to carry out collective projects.
The visionary message of Kant is twofold. He projects an ability to surpass one’s past
self and prior circumstances by initiating something new, and he calls for the exercise
of active self-legislation on the level of fundamentals: freedom is substantially
enlarged when agents do not only make choices within a preestablished frame, but
also shape the frame itself.

Autonomy should imply then the freedom of individuals to form their laws unbound
by permanently fixed principles, the right to regularly contest and alter any given law,
and the liberty to constitute the general contours of life in an original, creative way.
Such a configuration of the concept follows from a strong investment of freedom,
because 1t enhances liberty from constraints and freedom of choice, and is also truer to
the ideals of transcendental freedom and full self-legislation, which found a seminal

expression in Kant’s work. The revised notion of autonomy requires a reformed idea
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of reason, which has not abandoned the aspiration to universal truth and the
unconditional, but has genuinely outgrown the naive confidence that truth can be
known with certainty. This reason searches for truth, but treats every premise as
provisional and all validity claims as subject to question. The adoption of hypothetical
attitudes towards any belief is the mark of a form of reason that has reached
intellectual maturity under the weight of historical experience, and duly acknowledges
its fallibility, historicity, deep-laid prejudice and far-reaching diversity. The eagerness
of this reason to challenge any given principle is a force of liberation, because it helps
to thrust aside arbitrary constraints on freedom and serves to enlarge our effective
scope of discretion by de-sanctifying established norms. Reason recast along these
lines is critical reason in a rigorous sense, because it may always reactivate its powers
of critique and is disposed to apply them universally, exempting no odd principle
from interrogation.

The process of reconfiguring Kantian autonomy that I have just outlined captures in
essence moves made over the last thirty years by thinkers such as C. Castoriadis and

M. Foucault. Their attempts will be explored in the second half of the thesis.
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CHAPTER 3
An epistemological and normative critique of the essentialist paradigm

1. Introductory thoughts

The case against essentialist freedom is a stepping stone in the argument for the
competing idea of freedom that formed gradually in contemporary theory and is set
forth in the concluding chapters. My polemic against essentialism draws sustenance
from various considerations and spreads over the entire thesis. In addition to points
pressed in previous chapters, the thesis launches a more general attack. From an
epistemological perspective, I turn attention to problems of justification that beset the
organising pictures of essentialist schemes. In a separate move, subsequent chapters
canvass an ontological argument, which takes aim at the very notion that there exists a
universal human nature with unaltering substantive features. Finally, the essentialist
template is put to question from a normative slant. The epistemological and the
normative critique are the subject of the present chapter.

The review of Kant’s doctrine of autonomy and Marx’s self-realisation has traced
out how essentialist scripts of freedom work from a particular ontology, which
imputes general and timeless attributes to the person. These traits fill out the identity
of the subject of self-legislation and self-determination or furnish the object of self-
realisation. More generally, under the rubric of essentialist conceptions I subsume all
views which couch freedom in terms of self-direction by a self with permanent
generic features; frames that cast freedom as the unhindered realisation of a settled
sense of the person; and theories which draw the limits of freedom relative to the
presumed perennial needs and values of human beings.1

Beyond the postulate of an abiding human essence, these modes of conceptualising

freedom proceed also from the epistemic axiom that human nature can be pinned

' The different variants of essentialist freedom are set out in chapters 1,2 and 4, pp.138-140, 147-148.
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down with certainty. It is easy to imagine a view that professes belief in the existence
of an unchanging human subject, but concedes also the fallibility of every description
and does not bind freedom to any single portrait. Such a conception could embrace the
practice of revisiting present self-understandings in order to keep up with new insights
about human nature. By contrast, the discourses that I consigned to the essentialist
genre of freedom evince confidence about their ability to capture human essence in
valid accounts. This is evident by the very fact that they commit freedom to a
particular apprehension of the human agent, as the analysis of Kant and Marx has
made clear. Therefore, one way to contest essentialist freedom is by sapping belief in
its presumption to know the essence of the human self. This is what the
epistemological challenge aspires to do.

Unlike other diatribes against essentialism encountered in contemporary theory,” I
want to avoid the conflation of the ontological and the epistemological level. The
epistemological problematic unravelled in this chapter does not and could not throw
doubt on the reality of a determined human essence. Difficulties in acquiring objective
knowledge of x do not affect the reality of x itself. At stake is only the reliability of
the different representations of human nature. The argument does not delve into the
details of individual pictures, but is pitched on a higher level of abstraction. My focus
is on the lack of objective warrants that could establish the exclusive verity of any
particular rendition of the human subject.

Epistemic scepticism is a hardly original posture. But the discussion here goes to
some lengths in order to bring out my distinctive take on scepticism and provide a
sufficient vindication. The difficulties in justifying objectively any odd image of a
universal self are key to my censure of essentialist freedom. I want to offer more than

dogmatic assertions or sketchy points for this centrepiece of my argument.

2 See e.g. Rorty (1989), Laclau & Mouffe (1987), Trigg (1999), pp.182-187.
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Objectivism has staunch defenders in contemporary thought, who typically level

facile charges of confusionism or obtuseness against so-called ‘postmodern

scepticism’.?

The nub of the case I shall put is that there are no incontestable criteria to
authenticate any exclusive depiction of human essence. The considerations adduced
range from the unknowability of the future to the empirical underdetermination of
theory and the difficulties in adjudicating between different moral outlooks. No doubt,
all framings of human freedom are shot through with assumptions about the human
agent. And sceptical qualms about the objectivity of knowledge and value judgements
can destabilise any ontological picture rather than essentialism alone. But I claim that
the problem of justification acquires a special poignancy for essentialist conceptions,
because they rely on definite ideas of the self more heavily than other discourses of
freedom, which will be explored in following chapters. Specific visions of the human
self are lodged right at the heart of the doctrines that form the essentialist school, and
govern their construal of freedom in the different ways set out above.

To give an example for the aporias that follow from epistemic uncertainty, I note
the existence of different perceptions of the human self and the fact that the various
essentialist theories of freedom do not subscribe to the same model. As R.Trigg has
asked in his Ideas of Human Nature, ‘[wlhen faced with so many differing views
about the nature of human beings, how can we decide which is right and which is
wrong?’* Let us grant that freedom should be geared towards the fulfilment of human
essence; the trouble is that there are no sufficient yardsticks that would allow us to

settle on the right version of the self.

3 For examples of such objectivist positions in contemporary philosophy, see Habermas (1990a), Barry
(2001), Norris (1997).
* Trigg (1999), p.183.
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The normative critique, in the second part, encircles the illiberal side effects of
essentialist freedom. Its various instances can confer legitimacy on paternalist and
authoritarian practices and engender various restraints. By naturalising particular
moulds of human subjectivity and by shackling freedom to the pursuit or the absolute
respect of these forms, essentialist schemes ensnare agents within fossilised practices;

the freedom to refashion elements of self-identity and life tends to eclipse from view.

2. General epistemological considerations

The epistemological argument casts doubt on the chances of objective justification in
knowledge and morals. This is done from a series of standpoints which are taken up in
turn in the following sections. To feel the bite of this challenge, one should have in
mind not abstract characteristics of the human being, but theories and interpretations,
which flesh out the meaning of these features, draw out their implications for human
life, imbue them with value judgements and adjoin them to other traits. Differences
among the various figurations of human nature show up precisely at these junctures,
which mark the transition from empty signifiers (such as ‘reason’) to meaningful
ideas. It is an all-too-easy riposte to the ensuing remarks to point out that, no matter
how uncertain knowledge claims can be, few can reasonably dismiss Kant’s assertion
that ‘reason’ belongs to our ontological equipment or Marx’s premise that all
individuals possess a variety of potentialities and productive faculties. Let us concede
the point about ‘reason.” What have we agreed to? To name but two possibilities,
reason may designate a faculty for open-ended questioning without intangible a
prioris or Kant’s a priori laws. To acknowledge the manifold capacities of human
agents is a rather uncontroversial gesture, but what about the thesis Marx sets up on
this foundation, i.e. that a fulfilling human life requires the exercise of a wide array of

personal powers? The following points speak, thus, to substantive propositions and
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elaborated accounts of the human self. They bear also on ideals of the self and related
value-judgements.

a. the constitutive inadequacy of empirical evidence

The openness of the future

When grounded in empirical evidence, the knowledge of human regularities can have
only a precarious standing. I start off with a ‘naive’ empiricism, which elevates
experience to the main source of cognition and the touchstone of justification.

Sensory evidence is from the past and the present. Since the future has yet to appear
to the senses, it is never certain on empirical grounds that perceived regularities will
continue to hold.> Experience cannot guarantee the universal permanence of any
characteristic of the human subject, because it is temporally bounded. Moreover,
empirical knowledge is relative to the actual level of progress in gathering and
processing information. Further research may unsettle any currently accepted
uniformity.®

When it comes to human agents, the argument from empirical facts to the difficulty
of fixing regularities can take another turn. The available evidence indicates, actually,
the variability of the human subject. The place of the sceptic who proclaims
uncertainty about the future is taken by the ‘reasonable’ person, who extrapolates
from past experiences probabilistic conclusions about the future. Ample evidence
attests to the fluctuation of human traits such as patterns of thought and action.
Human action has altered human life in ways that broke radically with tradition. Such
ruptures occurred, for instance, through the emergence of new value orientations

(consider democracy). Experience teaches that human subjects are capable of

5 Popper (1972), pp.42, 54-56. An original version of the argument is found in Hume (1978), pp.86-94,
130-142; also Hume (1999), pp.108-118.

® For more on this argument and ‘Hume’s problem of induction’ see Rosenberg (2000), pp.63-65, 110,
Musgrave (1992), p.158, Chalmers (1999), p.25, Couvalis (1997), pp.1-2.
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profound self-alterations.” The present, moreover, harbours the further possibility of
genetic interventions and modifications in the biological endowment of the species.
Underdetermination in the present
In the above argument, I referred to sensory observation as an unproblematic given
that grounds empirical knowledge. One can complicate this picture by pushing on the
claim that ‘perception without conception is blind (totally inoperative).’® The input of
the senses can be spoken about only by means of symbolization. Statements about
empirical observations outstrip the mute sensory influx. Observation statements
deploy concepts that identify objects and object-relations. Insofar as their function is
to categorize received perceptions into kinds and classes, concepts do not come with
perception itself. Different perceptible similarities could serve to isolate different
entities and classes. It is the activity of conceptualisation that does the categorizing by
partitioning, highlighting and putting together sense data. Moreover, concepts graft an
order on the sensory input by asserting unobservable relations between its elements
(think of causal connections). Modern scientific discourse abounds with unperceived
constructs, such as posited entities and highly abstract models, which are key to the
scientific explanation of natural facts.’

The point that description transcends experience strikes at the ability of evidence to
finalise any particular conceptualisation of the self to the exclusion of other
possibilities. Experience does not hold within itself the schemata that structure
empirical cognition. For the same empirical input, it may be possible to apply more
than one conceptual system, which parcel it out in different ways and bring into play

other types of correlation. If different discourses provide comprehensive, simple and

7 Fuller (1998), p.14; see also, among others, Rorty (1980), pp.350-352, Moser &Carson (2001), Parts
1-2, Feyerabend (1987), p.27 and footnote 11.

® Goodman (1978), p.6.

? Quine (1960), p.2, Chalmers (1999), pp.11-12, 49, Rorty (1989), pp.5-6,

Musgrave (1992), pp.55-56, 265-266, Popper (1972), pp.46-7, Goodman (1978), p.11, Kirk (1999),
pp.26-28.
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internally consistent articulations of the same data, the data alone cannot mark out any
one of them as the most accurate account. Their discrepancies would derive from the
conceptual form, not the empirical content.'”

The 1nability of observation to sanction a singular presentation of the given is due to
the empirical slack of all descriptions. This poses a real problem when there actually
is a plurality of adequate schematisations of certain observations.'' But, as a result of
the empirical lag, the possibility of different accounts can be never ruled out in
principle, even if] as yet, there is no cogent alternative to a present theory. ‘{W]e have
no reason to suppose that man’s surface irritations even unto eternity admit of any one
systematization that is scientifically better or simpler than all possible others.”'* A
certain description could be unique and authoritative by empirical criteria, if it were
already inscribed in the evidence itself. If this is not the case, we cannot decide
whether any rendering of particular observations is the only conceivable pattern that
meets standards of consistency and comprehensiveness. To ascertain that a specific
picture is the best one it would be necessary to test all pertinent conceptualisations
that the human mind can come up with. And this is an endless task, due to the open
number of conceptual arrangements that imagination could summon into existence.

This shows the inherent limits of empirical evidence as an assurance that a
particular description is uniquely true to the facts. There is an always-present
possibility of alternative accounts displaying an adequate fit with the data."?

A stronger case for the insufficiency of empirical observation can be made in

respect of propositions that are situated at a remove from singular, time- and space-

' | ongino (1990), pp.77-81.

"' Longino (1990), p.26; for an example of two mutually inconsistent theories supported by the same
date, drawn from human evolution studies, see Longino (1990), pp.108-110.

12 Quine (1960), p.23.

"> Quine (1960), Chapters 1, 2, mainly pp.22-23, 78-79.
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specific observations."* Such propositions involve unobservable notions and are
caught up within a wider network of intersecting assumptions and statements. Law-
like generalizations fall under this category.'> Proceeding ‘as they do from statements
about some to statements about all events of a particular kind’, generalisations go
beyond the finite amount of available evidence from which they are inferred.'®
Essentialist portraits are made largely of such generalisations, which posit persisting
attributes of the human being. Consequently, the underdetermination of statements,
which are not simple observation reports, is particularly relevant to present concerns.

Suppose that a knowledge claim confronts experience in the company of other
propositions. The ancillary propositions make it possible to deduce from the
knowledge claim an observational statement that can be checked against factual
evidence. Then, a negative empirical test can be attributed to one of the accompanying
hypotheses. And any specific claim could be rescued from disconfirmation through
alterations and adjustments at other junctures in the web of statements. In this case,
empirical data may not be able to disqualify different pronouncements on human
nature. Different statements could be reconciled with falsifying evidence by effecting
changes elsewhere in the conceptual network in which they are positioned."”

In a broader perspective, accounts, which rest on empirical observations but exceed
the deliverances of the senses, are related to evidence via rules of inference and
background beliefs, such as judgements about the reliability of particular sensory
evidence. The connecting rules and the background beliefs allow observers to hold a

state of affairs x as evidence for a state of affairs y, which goes beyond any individual

' Quine (1960), p.64.

15 Longino (1990), pp.58-59; see also Chalmers (1999), p.44, Moser, Mulder & Trout (1998), pp.109-
110.

'® Chalmers (1999), pp.44-45.

'7 For this form of underdetermination, see Rosenberg (2000), pp.129-132, Chalmers (1999), p.89.
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observation;'® they bridge the gap between empirical data and propositions that
explain them or derive conclusions from them. For instance, stories that establish
causal connections carry expressions of causality that do not obtain in the
observational statements. '’ Now, the same observations can form the basis of different
narratives, when other background assumptions serve to link the evidence with the
different stories. This has actually happened in various domains of inquiry.20 In such
cases, experience itself could arbitrate among alternatives if it were possible to test
empirically their background notions. The odds are that this path is closed, because
background beliefs (rules of logic, theoretical models and posits, hypotheses guiding
inquiry) tend to be in excess of observational input, and what is evidential support for
them is often so in the light of further background beliefs. It seems unlikely that a
point can be reached at which empirical facts alone and not other background beliefs
will stand as the ultimate foundation.”!

Limitations on accessing empirical reality ‘as such’

The previous thoughts can be pulled and stretched to buttress a somewhat stronger
contention. If knowledge comes always conceptualised, empirical reality ‘as such’is a
non-starter for evaluating the truth of different schemes: there is no independent and
neutral access to reality that is not mediated by some conceptualisation.?? Experience
can confirm or falsify individual statements only against the backdrop of prior
categorizations and criteria.”>

Various arguments have been adduced in defence of this general thesis. Kuhn’s

claims about the paradigm-guided operations of science and the incommensurability

of the different paradigms turn on a related idea. To investigate a domain of

'® Longino (1990), pp.44-46; also Rosenberg (2000), pp.148-149, Chalmers (1999), p.118.
' Longino (1990), pp.58-59.

2 Longino (1990), pp.26, 108-110.

2! Longino (1990), pp.52, 58-59, 61.

2 Rorty (1989), p.5.

* Moser, Mulder & Trout (1998), p.67, BonJour (2000), p.269.
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phenomena we put to work various ‘standards of significance.” The stream of sensory
stimulation cannot be comprehended in a systematic fashion without a prior
identification of the significant questions and the empirical features which are crucial
for answering these questions.’* These prejudgments are implicit in all scientific
models and practices. Although sensory evidence may set constraints and comprise
salient features, the standards of significance are not dictated by empirical observation
itself. The diversity of standards, which, sometimes, different scientific approaches

carry to the same field of inquiry is further proof that the criteria structuring

knowledge are not embedded in experience.?

The 1dea has been sponsored that it is misleading even to talk of a single set of facts
which are differently laid out in various models. The language used in observation
statements already yields a certain carving up of sensory impressions under particular
concepts or other schemata that piece them together in a particular fashion.® The
observation language is also permeated by various beliefs that affect the processing of
information, such as presumptions about the reliability of different cognitive
sources.”” The world does not ‘split itself up, on its own initiative, into sentence-
shaped chunks called “facts”.”*® The ‘facts’ are always minimally structured through a
framework that consists of interrelated beliefs, classifications and data. This is the
most radical version of the doctrine that the subject of knowledge lacks a direct access
to the real. There is no ‘empirical evidence’ delivered from the senses alone. As a
result, it may be impossible to test different theorisations of some evidence according

to how adequately they match ‘the data.” Within a certain domain of inquiry,

* Taylor (1985), pp.61-63; Kuhn (1996), pp.103, 123, 148, 184.

?* Kuhn (1996), p.199.

% Kirk (1999), pp. 26-27, 52, Rosenberg (2000), pp.167-171, Kuhn (1996), pp.123, 126-129, 141,148-
149, 200-201.

27 Feyerabend (1975), p.66.

%8 Rorty (1989), p.5.
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divergent generalizations may be equally supported by their ‘data’, if the evidence is
organised in ways that facilitate a good fit.

Such ideas, however, need to be hedged in with many qualifications. What impinges
on the senses is not fully up to the observer and may ill accord with expectations that
flow from given presumptions, concepts and rules.”” A categorical scheme can fail on
its own terms to match experience or to arrange it coherently. Factual evidence can
serve to appraise different conceptualisations without recourse to an unverbalised
matter. The theories can be judged on criteria of empirical reference and appropriate
representation that are internal to the individual theories themselves. Relevant indices
include also the consistency of a certain conceptual arrangement and the extent to
which it accounts for empirical data however conceptualised.’® Experience can suffice
to discredit schemes that are fragmented, inconsistent or rely on scant evidence.*!
Therefore, an unqualified assertion of the sort ‘there is no theory-independent access
to reality, hence reality as such is irrelevant in judging knowledge claims’ cannot
stand examination. Consequently, the argument from the underdetermination of

theory by evidence poses the most compelling challenge to the ability of experience to

authorise an exclusive portrait of the human subject.

b. disputing the universality of reason

If logic and the various structures of thought composed an invariant universal system,
they would enable an objective evaluation of knowledge claims through the scrutiny
of the reasoning that underlies them. Universal reason could serve to assign different
truth-values to the various configurations of human nature. The importance of reason

is not limited to this auxiliary function. On some views of human subjectivity, reason

2 Kirk (1999), pp.169, 172.
30 Feyerabend (1975), p.284.
*! Lynch (2001), p.150, Kuhn (1996), p.206, Kuhn (1993).
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itself as a toolkit of eternal rules and concepts figures among the essential components
of self. Such an idea of selfthood is dominant in the thought of I. Kant, among others,
and falls under the essentialist paradigm.

From the present perspective, which investigates the possibility of secure
knowledge, the primary question is not whether universal reason really exists, but if
and how it can be pinned down with certitude. The need to vindicate any system of
reason assumes a new urgency when alternatives are on hand and call for a choice.
Although it has been historically hegemonic, the idée fixe that the rules of reason are
universally the same has lost much ground. The number of sustainable conceptual
schemes is actually in the plural.’*> New scientific theories have given up categories
that used to be seen as indispensable a prioris (for instance, the Euclidean conception
of space, which underlies Newtonian physics has been displaced by Riemannian space
in Einstein’s theory).”> Diverse models of deductive logic have been devised, while
more substantive styles of reasoning, which incorporate beliefs about the world,
diverge widely across the different bodies of knowledge.** The signified of reason
itself has been variously construed. Rationality may reside in the different styles of
thinking peculiar to the particular social, scientific and other contexts, in the capacity
for open-ended questioning, and so on.*’

The classic sceptical fix, which denies to any system of reason the possibility of
objective justification, is infinite regress.36 Individual beliefs and principles can be

certified by citing other beliefs and principles, which in turn stand in need of warrant,

which can be provided against the foil of other assumptions and rules, and so on ad

*2 Hollis & Lukes (1982), p.7, Hacking (1982), pp.44-45, Meiland & Krausz (1982), pp.7-8, Kuhn
(1996), pp.123, 149.

 Musgrave (1992), p. 235, Kuhn (1996), p.149.

* Hacking (1982), pp.48-66, Moser, Mulder & Trout (1998), p.179.

% Hacking (1982), pp.44-45, see also Couvalis (1997), pp. 58-59, O’Neill (1992).

% Musgrave (1992), pp.11-14.
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infinitum. Infinite regress could entail the absence of warranted beliefs, as
justification is endlessly postponed.

There are three main ways out of an infinite backward movement in the train of
premises that await vindication. One can break off arbitrarily the chain of deduction,
appeal to self-evidence, or view justification as a function of the internal coherence of
a system.”’ The last method seems unable to vouch for the superiority of any doctrine,
as 1t 1s equally possible for different systems to display coherence relative to their own
precepts and rules. Turning to the other methods, rationalists have often taken refuge
to the claim that certain axioms and categories are self-evident or ‘indubitable to the
light of reason’. But intuition is an unlikely bedrock of objectivity if what is held to be
self-evident can shift across time, place and persons, as has actually been the case in

human history.*®

And appeal to self-evidence can hardly adjudicate between
contending principles, when, for instance, principle x appears self-evident to person X
and principle y to person Y.*

In short, a certain constellation of rational axioms and concepts could lay claim to
being the inescapable kernel of rationality only if other possibilities had not come into
existence. However, even if no alternatives for any particular rules and categories are

in place, or if a subset of rules and categories is shared among alternatives, it is still

uncertain whether this substantive residue of universal reason will remain identical

37 Habermas (1990a), p.79, BonJour (2000), p.262. The possibility of circular justification is not
considered among these alternatives, as it is questionable whether it can be accepted as a form of
justification. At any rate, it is arguable that almost every premise or belief can be justified circularly.
Another possibility, elaborated recently by K.O. Apel and J. Habermas, lies in justifying rational
principles by showing that they are inescapable pragmatic presuppositions of any form of reasoning.
They are not grounded in any other principle; their authoritative status derives rather from the fact that
they are necessarily assumed when one engages in any mode of rational thought. But as Habermas
himself grants, even if it were true that such inescapable presuppositions exist, any reconstruction of
them remains fallible and contestable (Habermas (1990a), p.32).

3% Musgrave (1992), pp.191, 235, Kuhn (1996), p.149.

3 Musgrave (1992), p.191, Sinnot-Armstrong & Timmons (1996), p.10.
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across time and space. ‘It is in principle an open question whether the subjects of

cognition will change their way of thinking about the world at some point or not.”*°

c. the problem of the criteria and the diversity of cognitive sources

The argument from endless regress applies to all criteria of knowledge and any
grounds of epistemic justification: they could be held dogmatically, without further
scrutiny and warrant, or they could be ascertained by invoking other standards, which
would then require vindication and so on ad infinitum.*' If the guarantors of valid
knowledge cannot be justified themselves, neither can the statements they certify. And
without a way of appraising epistemic standards, we cannot make comparative
judgements of significance when faced with a proliferation of epistemic criteria.”* As
a result, there is no deciding the issue between divergent depictions of the self, which
are sanctioned by other yardsticks of truth (e.g. the voice of reason in Kant, the
tribunal of history in Marx).

Cognitive sources, in particular, cast the question of epistemic justification in more
radical terms, as they drag it down to a fundamental level. Beyond the difficulties that
show up when a particular means of knowledge, such as experience or reason, is
already granted a foundational status, beyond the various grounds for querying the
ability of either sensory experience or rationality to underwrite a unique account of
reality, there is a more fundamental issue, which bears on the validity of these
cognitive sources themselves.* This twist of the epistemic quandary exposes the
limits of justification, and is pregnant with consequences, given the actual multiplicity

of cognitive sources and the concern with their relative reliability. Different sources

* G. Schonrich quoted in Habermas (1990a), p.96.

*! Moser (2000), pp.557- 558, Moser, Mulder & Trout (1998), pp.152-153, 170-171.

“ Couvalis (1997), pp.111-112, Rorty (1999), p.180, Kuhn (1996), pp.103, 147-148, 199, Moser
(2000), p.568.

* Fumerton (2000), pp.409-410, Moser, Mulder & Trout (1998), p.156.
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are available, which frequently deliver contending perceptions of the real (think of
religion and science).

If knowledge is acquired always by means of a cognitive source, it is impossible to
step outside any such medium and grasp the real itself in order to measure the truth
conduciveness of the different sources. ‘{W]e cannot assume a position independent
of our cognitive sources to deliver a test of their reliability...This, for better or worse,
is the human cognitive predicament, and no one has yet shown how we can escape
it.”** From this exudes an ineradicable uncertainty that cuts against the credibility of
all forms of cognition and the truth-value of any knowledge claim.

Such radical doubts need not be seriously considered in everyday life. But they
resurface sharply when the contestation of knowledge claims runs deep and assails
their foundations. They are relevant to the choice among contrasting religious and
empirical conceptions, or any other accounts of the human subject, which draw their
content and validation from different vehicles of knowledge -perception, revelation,
reason, tradition, intuition.*’

Any medium of cognition admits, of course, of a circular justification. It can be
argued, to wit, that experience and empirical knowledge have turned out historically -
that is, empirically- to be more reliable than revelation and its alleged truths. But at
the end of the day, the unavailability of independent testing means that reliance on
any cognitive source and acceptance of the knowledge it yields rest on an act of faith.
This is the most deep-cutting argument in support of the contestability thesis. Any

view of the human self is radically contestable and may be impossible to vindicate

against alternatives.

* Moser, Mulder & Trout (1998), p.156.
* Moser, Mulder & Trout (1998), p.156.
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3. Moral knowledge and objectivity

The diverse portrayals of the human subject are coloured with value judgments. One’s
notion of the person is typically shot through with judgments of importance that attach
different weights to the various attributes of the self. Evaluations govern our selection
from the manifold of empirical features and serve to pick out the traits of the human
person qua human, the markers of the ‘normal’ or the ideal. On occasion, such
judgments are explicitly articulated. Kant, for instance, singles out two major
dimensions of the self, the desirous and the rational, and bestows the highest value on
the universal rational part.*® But values and principles enter subjectivity in a different
and more straightforward way when they themselves figure among the components of
the self in their capacity as values and norms of human action. To contest the
objectivity of value judgments and moral principles is thus to reinforce the argument
that no specific interpretation of the human self can be established as the unique truth.
If the values that sanction or give substance to the different visions of the universal

self are not objectively warranted, neither are these visions themselves.

a. the stronger challenge of moral diversity

The pervasive phenomenon of difference in ethical outlook has often been taken as
evidence for a lack: the lack of a unitary, objective grid of moral appraisal. This is,
presumably, the best way of accounting for the widespread and seemingly irresolvable
disagreements over moral issues. Such an explanation seems more credible than the
main alternative, i.e. that disagreement is due to the misapprehension of universal
truth.*” Truth can be salvaged, but only at the cost of being relativised to particular

moral codes.

% See here above, chapter 2, p.57.
47 Mackie (1977), pp. 36-37, Moser & Carson (2001), pp. 4, 16, Wong (1993), pp.444-445.
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The world is inhabited by different moral doctrines, which come with different
standards of evaluation. No neutral criterion, common to or independent of the
various conceptions, is on hand. Accordingly, universal truth is a chimera.*® This line
of reasoning grinds sharper edges in the context of moral epistemology, because
moral diversity is all-pervasive and moral disagreement is deep and persistent.*’

Equally well known are the counterarguments. The mere fact of disagreement
over the correct answer to a question does not prove that there is no single correct
answer. Disagreement may be due to ignorance. Long-standing disputes in other
domains of inquiry have eventually been resolved and a unique answer has been
established.’® Moreover, to deny the existence of universal moral truth seems to leave
unexplained another salient fact: moral dissent and criticism. If every morality is valid
by its own standards and there are no independent criteria, critique and argument
across moralities have no place to stand.”’

The actual variability of moral systems cannot prove the impossibility of universal
truth, but it does carry implications. For any attempt to identify a single set of
generally valid principles, the existence of wide-ranging diversity renders the need of
justification more evident and pressing. Granting, for the sake of argument, the
possibility of a correct answer to moral quandaries, the question is how to select
among the various available candidates and how to defend this choice. All the
arguments that show the limits of justification in general epistemology retain their

force in the setting of moral epistemology.

% Rachels (2001), p.55.

* Williams (1993), pp.48-49, 52, 69-75, 153, 156-173, Sumner (2001), pp.69-79, Benedict (2001),
pp.80-90, Wong (1993), pp.3-5.

>0 Wellman (1988), pp.271-272.

51 Moser (2001), p.12, Wellman (1988), pp.274-275.
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Rational intuition, revelation, coherence and experience are among the main
methods of knowledge and justification in morals.>? Rational intuition, to recall, is the
nonsensuous apprehension of practical premises through the use of reason. The
private business of intuition can hardly face up to the task of arbitrating between
conflicting claims. What if certain individuals do not ‘see’ with their reason the
authority of the principles that others recognize as self-evident and obligating?

For many moral outlooks, the main source of cognition and justification is
revelation. This medium provides a powerful ground of assurance, since the Word of
God cannot possibly be mistaken or unreliable, given God’s benevolence and/or His
superior knowledge of truth. However, different religions are available on the global
market, and different prophets of God contend that God has disclosed moral truth to
them, but are at odds with one another. In and of itself, revelation seems unlikely to
sustain a single set of moral beliefs.”?

Another path to the systematisation and vindication of moral knowledge proceeds
through the pursuit of ‘reflective equilibrium’, the striving to achieve consistency
between particular moral judgments and underlying general principles. However, the
various moral beliefs could be organized into different systems that cohere around
different foundational principles. Different systematisations can be all self-consistent
by their own lights, their rules of inference, their ultimate morals standards, and so
on.>* The benchmark of coherence is not strong enough to filter out from the manifold

of ethical beliefs a unique system of morals.”

52 Wellman (1988), pp. 270-293, Sinnot-Armstrong & Timmons (1996), pp. 9-41, Timmons (1999),
pp-226-246.

>> Wellman (1988), pp.279-281, cf. Quinn (2000), pp.53-74.

> Sinnot-Armstrong & Timmons (1996), p.13.

% Jamieson (1993), p.482.
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b. Moral facts: not ‘factual’ enough, variable or queer
Moral facts, that is, convictions about what is right, good, ideal and the opposite, are
unlike the facts reported in observational statements. The latter entertain a closer
relationship to empirical evidence and tend to command a higher degree of
intersubjective agreement. That X was murdered may be unanimously acknowledged
as a fact by the same people who dispute over the wrongness of murder and of X’s
murder in particular. Latent in factual beliefs of the kind rendered by observational
statements 1s the assumption that we interact with a world of objects that exist outside
and independently of ourselves. Sensory observation of this independent world can
supply evidence that confirms some statements and discounts others. Ethics, by
contrast, seems devoid of anything equivalent to sensory data received through the
perception of independent objects.

Moral principles and judgments apply to empirical states of affairs and are
instantiated in human practice. But they are not empirical observations in themselves,
and lack their kind and measure of objective facticity. As a result, moral questions
cannot be resolved through recourse to an external world that is more or less similarly
perceived by most human individuals. By implication, assessments of objective
validity become even more thomy and controversial when it comes to value
judgments.*®

On a particular view of moral facts, the facts are the actual moral codes that human
beings enact in different societies and historical periods. It is doubtful that these moral
facts can yield unambiguous evidence for any universal principle or moral code at
large. The underdetermination thesis holds good here as well.”” Moreover, these facts

testify to the existence of wide-ranging and irreconcilable moral differences.

*® Williams (1993), pp.132-155.
> Maclntyre (1988), pp.332-333.
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Anthropologists, sociologists and moral theorists have often argued that no generally
shared norms can be extrapolated from the diverse moral practices and principles that
have been historically formulated and/or acted upon (of course, this reading of the
evidence is open to question; the opposite thesis will be discussed below).>®

Objectivist strands in moral theory sought to soar above the plurality of the actually
observed and affirmed the presence of universally binding precepts: objective moral
facts exist. But given their difference from other matters of fact, which are perceptible
via the senses, a nonsensuous mental faculty, such as rational intuition, is required for
the cognition of moral facts. Through reason or some other source of moral
perception, agents recognize and comprehend objective moral premises, which are
self-supporting and intrinsically prescriptive.”” Grasping these premises and feeling
motivated to follow them occur simultaneously in the same act of apprehension.

In view of the difficulties that plague intuitionist knowledge and justification, it is
this recourse to intuitionism that in effect amplifies sceptical doubts. The root cause
should be traced to the nature of intuition, which is an inherently private process
unamenable to public, intersubjective scrutiny. Should mutually incompatible ideas
appear obvious to the moral perception of different agents, intuition would authorise
moral beliefs that contradict one another. Moreover, agents come to hold certain ideas
as self-evident truths under the impact of prejudice, socialization, indoctrination or
unconscious desires. To sanction intuitive knowledge can be tantamount to

entrenching prejudice instead of recognising moral truth.*

%8 Sumner (2001), pp.69-79, Benedict (2001), pp.80-90, Wong (1993), pp.3-5.
5% Mackie (1977), pp. 38-42, Sinnot-Armstrong & Timmons (1996), pp. 9-10, McMahan (2000).
5 Arrington (1989), pp. 7,39, Sinnot-Armstrong & Timmons (1996), p.10.
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c. rationality as a warrant of objectivity
A different sense of moral objectivity rotates around reflection, argumentation and the
structure of rationality rather than the twists and decoys of intuition. Objective moral
facts are premises supported by arguments that all rational subjects would find
compelling. Many modern rationalists have taken this tack as an alternative to
intuitionism. Values and norms possess universal validity when they constitute the
focus of consensus among rational subjects who acknowledge the existence of good
reasons in defence of these values and norms. Things are good or right inasmuch as it
is rational to choose them. Rational agents can reach a minimal agreement over what
is rational to do, because certain canons of reasoning are generic and definitive of
rational thought as such.®!

This take on ethics is vulnerable to a number of objections, starting with its cardinal
presumption. It presupposes a universal core of rational categories or modes of
thinking, which are necessary for all rational subjects qua rational and are bound to
land them in the same conclusions on certain matters. This assumption is highly
contentious given the existence of different methods of logic and contending lines of
reasoning.62

But even if the existence of a universal logic is conceded, uncertainty and
contestability can be transferred from the idea of such a logic to its particular
renderings. As one of its partisans, J. Habermas, has put it, all particular
reconstructions of the hypothesized universal reason are fallible to the extent that
‘there is always the possibility that they rest on a false choice of examples, that they

are obscuring and distorting correct intuitions, or, even more frequently, that they are

%! For a discussion of how reason can function as a source of morality and the idea that moral facts
consist in justificatory reasons for belief and action see Larmore (1996), pp.46-51, 96, Moser & Carson
(2001), pp.287-302, MacIntyre (1988), p.6, Habermas (1990b), Smith (1993), pp.399-400, Lukes
(2003), p.6.

62 See here above ‘Disputing the universality of reason’, pp.95-98, Maclntyre (1988), pp. 329, 340,
Larmore (1996), pp.50, 157, Moser & Carson (2001), pp.288-302.
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overgeneralising individual cases.”®® Reflection and interpretation proceed against the
backdrop of implicit beliefs and norms of inference. These are enabling conditions of
thought, but, at the same time, they orient reflection towards specific avenues to the
exclusion of other possibilities. The reflexive apprehension of the rules of reason itself
does not escape this prejudicial character of thought, although it is possible to reduce
bias through debate, comparison, self-critical examination.

From a different standpoint, consider basic canons of reasoning, like the rule of non-
contradiction, which are indeed widely used in argumentation. The problem with such
rules is that they are too thin to secure consensus on particular principles and systems.
Different moral views can agree with the same formal rules of logical entailment or
the principle of non-contradiction. This is the standard objection to Kantian ethics.
Arguably, the formal requirement of universalizability can be met by various
incompatible maxims.** If we tumn to more substantive forms of reasoning, we
encounter a plurality of principles and styles of arguing and a lack of neutral ground
to adjudicate among them.®’

That rationality itself is not a monolithic concept with fixed contours is a further
impediment to the unambiguous identification of what is rational for all agents.
Practical rationality has been endowed with a diversity of meanings. In some
doctrines, the ideas of fairness and impartiality loom large among the meaning-
components of reason. The same notions are deflated in the rational egoism of rational
choice approaches to decision-making. If the meaning of practical reason is itself

fragmented and disputed, and different conceptions of rationality (maximization of

utility, universalism, reflective equilibrium, and so on) warrant different norms,

63 Habermas (1990a), p.32.

% MaclIntyre (1988), pp.334-335, Larmore (1996), pp.49-51, Wiggins (1998), pp.154-155, Habermas
(1990b), p.327.

55 Maclntyre (1988), pp. 329, 340, MacIntyre (1981), pp. 268-9, Larmore (1996), p.157.
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‘reason’ may not clear the way for the discovery of a unitary morality.®® It is also
worth noting that on, some interpretations of it, rationality can arguably authorise
non-moral behaviour. If rationality is the maximising of expected utility, agents may
act rationally when they only pretend to be cooperative, while ‘being ready, when
time is ripe, to take advantage of those who do wish to cooperate.’67
A final consideration turns on the authority of reason itself and how binding it is.
What, if not something like Kant’s evocation of an inner voice, grounds the
prescriptivity of reason and its superiority over other sources of motivation and
legislation for action, such as feelings, tradition, divine command? For agents who
may be rational, but are not merely rational, it remains an open question why they
should conform to the imperatives of reason alone or as a matter of priority. On many
views of what rational thought and action consist in, being occasionally irrational does
not put survival or well-being in jeopardy.®®
It should be acknowledged that the debate over the force of reason and the
possibility of a global moral consensus is ongoing and unfinished. It is doubtful that
anyone can prejudge the outcome of continuing dialogue around these issues. That
would require an a priori argument demonstrating the conceptual or empirical
impossibility of rational agreement in the future. An apodictic proof of this sort
presupposes what is lacking- empirical knowledge of the future or foresight into how
all possible arguments and strands of thought would terminate. Therefore, the
previous reflections mark only several sceptical points which foment suspicion about
the likelihood of a universal moral convergence anchored in reason. They could not

establish the impossibility of such convergence.

% Moser & Carson (2001), pp.288-290.
%7 Larmore (1996), p.50; see also Arrington (1989), p.87.
% Moser & Carson (2001), pp.289-290, 299-301.
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d. universals are contestable and, usually, too thin
The thesis that wide and deep-going disagreement is endemic to ethics is often
phrased in empirical terms. In this guise, it calls upon a particular reading of the
relevant data, which include the facts of cultural diversity, intrasocietal moral conflict,
and so on.

The empirical argument against universalism has been challenged through appeals
to countervailing evidence or attacks on its scientific credentials, the reliability of the
methodology employed and the amount and variety of observations that had been
taken on board.* A frequent objection points to the actual existence of norms that
hold good for all societies. Social life cannot be sustained without a general ban on
the unnecessary killing of other human beings in the same society, without care for
the young of the social group or without a presumption in favour of truthfulness,
which is fundamental to human communication.”

Despite its prima facie plausibility, this counter suffers from at least two defects.
Suppose it is possible to uncover with certainty a number of universal moral demands
that are in force in past and present societies. Why should moral agents sanctify a
collection of habits, traditions and prejudices that societies have accumulated over the
course of their history? This gesture would preclude moral advances achieved through
the shake-up of established convictions. Attention to historical contingency can help
to draw out the ethical sting of rejecting conservatism. Various principles and
attitudes that used to apply universally or near-universally at past stages of human

history are no longer accepted (think of respect for established social authorities or the

limited value bestowed on human life as such, and individual freedom).

% Moody-Adams (2001), pp.93-106.
7 Rachels (2001), pp.60-61.
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Furthermore, many apparent universals are not substantively universal in the
specific ways in which they are enacted. Despite the fact that the unnecessary killing
of other members of society is universally prohibited, it is subject to numerous
exceptions and qualifications that fluctuate across social context relative to religious,
traditional and other conditions. In large measure, dissensus occurs precisely over
these exceptions and their justifiability (abortion comes easily to mind). It is open to
disbelief that the general rule itself can act as a court of appeal for resolving such
differences, when the rule in its generality displays this variation and/or makes room
for dispute over its range of application.

Another version of the empirical argument in defence of universalism makes much
of the objective conditions that are indispensable for all forms of human life and
flourishing. The idea is that certain social needs constitute objective values, which
should be given due weight in all moral codes. A telling example is the regulation of
interpersonal and intrapersonal conflict, which is regarded as the pragmatic function
of moral codes. Moral figures can be evaluated from a neutral standpoint according to
how well they perform in their capacity as conflict-regulators.”’

This point falters on the difficulty that the posited cross-cultural needs (ranging
from affection to cooperation and hope) can be fulfilled in various ways and can be
ranked differently in order of priority. For instance, different moral codes have
adequately carried out the function of controlling conflict, while their effectiveness
can be determined by factors (such as inculcation of respect for authority,
conservative mentality, manipulation and indoctrination), which are not morally
neutral. ‘Cooperation’ is required for human flourishing, but what qualifies as

cooperation? In the absence of univocal criteria, various forms of human intercourse

could be all given the same name.

7! Meiland & Krausz (1982), pp.152-166, Wong (1993), p.446, MacIntyre (1988), p.346.
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Taking stock of the previous discussion, I have argued that any figuration of the
universal human self is susceptible of challenge due to the unavailability of an
objective foundation which could guarantee its exclusive validity. The grounds are
epistemological and extend to reasons that concern the objectivity of value judgments.
This argument holds in store obvious implications for essentialist freedom. It throws
into crisis the idea that freedom consists in realising our humanity or in limiting our
actions in line with a definite scenario: which one should we go for, if any specific
view is contestable? What assures agents that they are indeed free in the sense of
achieving their human self rather than remaining caught in the thralls of error, false
consciousness, ingrained prejudices, unjustified dogmatism?

Even if the value of freedom derives from its import for attaining the authentic
human life, qualms arise about the prudence of committing oneself to a set model of
life, as essentialist schemes want us to do. The uncertainty surrounding the
correctness of any particular choice assigns new importance to the freedom to revise
decisions. Equally, if no existential option can stand out as the true archetype of
humanity, the opportunity to choose among various alternatives gains new salience.

These sceptical misgivings could be directed, of course, against any formation of
freedom, since ontological assumptions are latent in all. It is impossible to do without
an understanding of the potentialities and the needs of human agents, if we want, for
instance, to specify what counts as meaningful constraint on possible thought and
action and what kind of activities merit institutional protection in a society of free
individuals. If the suggestion is that all notions of the self are shorn of objective
foundations, then 1t is unfair to single out the essentialist paradigm for criticism. And
it is possible to counter that, from the standpoint of their contestable stipulations about

the self, all the different framings of freedom stand on an equal footing, no matter
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whether their ontology is essentialist or not. The present thesis insists, however, that
the epistemic challenge carries more force against essentialist freedom. The reasons
relate both to its particular ontology and to its construal of freedom.

In the first place, as I noted in the relevant sections of this chapter, some of the
previous points are more pertinent to the ontology of essentialism in specific. For
instance, uncertainty about the future poses more of a threat for ideas of the self which
assume eternal regularities of the human. Moreover, even if any perception of the
human subject is vulnerable to contest, my cast of scepticism allows evaluative
judgements about the epistemic qualities of different accounts. Chapter 6 will indicate
that, as opposed to the essentialist theories under discussion, ontological figures
staged in contemporary thought display an awareness of the fragility that weakens
their foundations, and come equipped with internal mechanisms of critical reflexivity
and revision. Finally, it is worth recalling that what marks out the essentialist
paradigm 1is the degree of its dependence on a single and specific picture of the
person, which either fixes the very content of freedom, or serves to define once and
for all the constitutional rights, frontiers and conditions of freedom in society. This
intensity of attachment is not a conceptual necessity. The chapters to follow will bring
out how, in contrast, other approaches prioritise the open choice or creation of the self
and wed freedom to radical reflection on all particular values and ontological

presumptions.

4. Essentialist freedom and its vicissitudes

Freedom in the mould of self-determination and self-realisation has typically solicited

the criticism that it 1s liable to paternalistic uses and can ramify into totalitarian
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excesses or lend legitimacy to them.”” An eye to the ontological subtext can clarify
and qualify this critique. Not all notions of self-determination or self-realisation are
equally susceptible to abuse. Their liability is relative to their organising model of the
self. What can licence paternalism and authoritarianism is the conjunction of self-
realisation and self-determination with essentialist forms of subjectivity. Essentialism
can authorise encroachments on autonomy because, by imputing determined and
universal traits to the subject of freedom, it enables relations of substitution.

The enforcement of a particular course of action can be made out to be compatible
with individual freedom on the assumption that the imposed choice agrees with the
agent’s own considered preferences or interests. Individuals are induced to behave in
the way they themselves would choose if certain blockages were not at work.
Relevant obstacles may range from external influences, such as constraining social
structures, brainwashing, misinformation, to inner mental weaknesses, such as
compulsion, defective faculties of deliberation, secondary desires that interfere with
primary goals, ignorance of one’s good. Such factors supposedly impinge on the will
of the individual and derail it from the course of action it would otherwise take on its
own.”” Under these circumstances, coercion fosters freedom if only because it
counteracts forces that impede the self from pursuing its interests and needs.

The crux of my amendment is this. It is the fixity of the self that licences the use of
force in the name of freedom, because fixity is the condition of possibility for a
certain substitution. People can claim that a choice they inflict on other individuals
represents what the latter would choose to do given their own identity (interests,

values etc.), insofar as the principal contents of this identity are definite and can be

72 See e.g. Berlin (1969), pp.131-134, Gaus (2000), pp. 86-87, Gray (1995), pp. 22-23, Gray (1990), p.
77, Pettit (2001), pp.134-140.

7 Berlin (1969), pp.132-134, 148-150, Berlin (2002a), pp. 46-7, Gray (1990), p. 77, Blokland (1997),
pp.143-185, particularly pp.159-167.
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known with certainty to third parties.”* If the values and needs of the self are seen as
indeterminate, second-guessing is far less plausible.”” The notions of self-mastery and
self-actualisation do not suffice in themselves to legitimate coercion as a means to

freedom.’®

The putative universality of the human self further facilitates the relation of
substitution and the violence it sanctions. When the core of individual identity is filled
in with universal traits, its contents are obvious. To figure out the fundamental
preferences or interests of the free agent, it is not necessary to consult with the person
herself. Moreover, universality widens the scope of possible violence. It can set the
stage for a totalitarian politics that foists on the entire society a unitary matrix of
thought and action.”” If all human agents have the same essential needs or ideal of life
and freedom lies in attaining this identical object, a totalitarian state can enforce,
under the banners of freedom, general conformity to the demands of the posited
identity.

To expand on these well-known charges against essentialist freedom, let us start by
noting how the ontology of essentialism tends in and of itself to nourish totalising
dispositions. Adorning a certain way of living with the halo of naturalness, normality
or supreme value prompts readily the conclusion that the active advancement of this
particular ‘common good’ to the exclusion of others is in the interests of everyone.
Furthermore, all exclusive notions of normality and the good set up clear distinctions

between what is normal and abnormal, natural and unnatural, healthy and

™ See e.g. Pettit (2001), pp. 134-140; Berlin (1969), pp.131-134, Berlin (2002a), pp.46-7.

5 Taylor (2001), p.207.

76 Cf. Berlin (1969), pp. 132-134, where the empbhasis is on the idea of the split self and the notions of
true/higher self, self-realisation and self-mastery. His argument is that authoritarian implications follow
from these concepts. There is not a clear stress on determinacy as a necessary condition for these
consequences. But, as such, the ideas of a ‘real’, ‘true’, ‘higher’ self cannot justify coercion in the name
of freedom. By ‘real’, ‘true’ etc. self one could mean, for instance, the individual as an independent
agent of choice between alternatives. In that case, freedom would be intrinsically relative to the
individual chooser; nobody else other than the individual agent herself could settle what she would do
under conditions of freedom.

77 Lefort (1986), pp. 78-80, 285, Bauman (1997), p.12.
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pathological, good and evil. Deviations fall under such dichotomies. The perception
of deviants is spontaneously coloured with the value judgements that the foregoing
binaries contain and mobilise. Essentialist plots of identity do not construe different
possibilities as legitimate alternatives. Differences are forms of lower standing that
are unworthy of equal respect in that they clash with the universal good or model of
normality. Differences can be branded with the stigma of pathology or evil that has to
be eradicated, especially if they are presumed to stand in the way of the common
good. Deviants should be eliminated or re-educated to comply with the general script
of the natural, the good and the healthy. This will enable their own real fulfilment or
avert disaster of various sorts. When an entire community is actually patterned around
an exclusive orthodoxy, full membership is automatically granted only to those who
abide with the norm. Others are likely to be denied recognition and their share in the
benefits of social co-operation. The stigmatisation of heterogeneity with the sign of
the abnormal or the evil can fuel social practices of discrimination and persecution
against its carriers.”®

This gloomy picture illustrate effects that can spring from freedom itself, when
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