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A belated Introduction

These pages contain a typescript of my 1990 book, Postmodern Sophistications,
slightly different from the published version. While writing some recent essays, | have been
both delighted and worried to see how much had been foreshadowed 26 years ago. | have
obtained the rights to the essays and will make them available separately for current
discussions, but there may be some interest in seeing them in their original context.

The architectural examples are the most dated, and the word postmodern has gone
out of fashion in architecture. But the earlier use of the term for an attempt to bring
substantive content into formal modernity retains interest. My conclusions about inability of
postmodern architecture to escape modern distance from history remain true, as does my
argument that modern distance from history is an illusion, that we are more embedded in
history than we moderns have wanted to think, though that embodiment is not as total and
restrictive as we have imagined in our image of our ancestors.

The opposition between postmodern and modern views on knowledge, in the persons
of Lyotard and Habermas, remains relevant although later developments in deconstruction
and critical theory have widened and deepened the debate. | think the points made in these
older essays remain useful, if not complete.

The underlying aim of my book was to get away from the duality between the
Sophists and Plato. That classic dispute has been the model for many interpretations of the
tensions within our society today. On the one hand you have the clever manipulative
salesmen who care nothing about truth. On the other hand the rigorous scientific
investigation that never quite makes contact with politics. Rootless nihilism vs. naturally
grounded values. Anarchy vs. Rules. In this book I developed a pragmatic middleground
using themes from Heidegger and Dewey; in later writings I rely more on Hegel. But the
point remains the same: don't listen to the Straussians and others who try to force on us a
simple opposition between Socrates and the Sophists. It was not so simple in Greece and
it's not so simple today.

The text is converted from an older word processor format, and some odd symbols

may remain.
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If you find any of these ideas useful, true, provocative, let me know. If you find them

absurd or useless airy nothings, I'd still be delighted to learn from your reactions.

David Kolb
Charles A. Dana Professor Emeritus of Philosophy, Bates College

February 2017
1375 Olive St #502, Eugene OR 97401-7941 USA

tel 541 345 3110, mobile 547 868 4713

davkolb@gmail.com, www.dkolb.org

(C) David Kolb and the University of Chicago Press, 1990



David Kolb, Postmodern Sophistications 3

Abelated INrOAUCTION ........ocuieiiieieieiese ettt sttt ettt et et e aessesbeeseeseesaessensensensensensens 1
Part One, Knowledge, Modern and PoStmMOdEIn ............c..coovieiviiiiieiiieciieiecceeeieeee e 4
Section One, The Greeks and US ............c.coooioiiiiiiiiieeeeee ettt 4
Chapter 1. Socrates and the Story of INQUITY .........cccoiiiiiiiiiiiiiccicce e 4
Chapter 2. The Last Word in Greek PhiloSOPhY ..........cccooiiiiiiiiioiiiieeeee e 11
Chapter 3. The Power of the SOPhISt ..........ccouiiiiiiiiiiiicccece e 19
SECHON TWO: ...iiiiiiieiictieeee ettt ettt ettt et e b e e st et e s e tenbesbeeseeseeseeseensensensensensenseanas 31
Chapter 4. Postmodern SOPhiStICAtIONS ...........cceeeiieiuiiiiieiienieecreeeteeere et eveeereeeveeereeeneeneas 31
Chapter 5. Self-Criticism in a Broken MIrTor ............c..coouivvviiiiiioiieeeece e 47
Chapter 6. Form and Content in ULOPIA .........cccccvevieriieieiieieeieeieieete e eeesee e eaeseaesseeseens 59
Transition: So who are we "modern PeOPIE"?...........coviivviieeiieieeeeeeee e 75
Chapter 7. Life in @ BallOON ...........coiiiiiiiiiiiciecceccceee ettt 75
Section Three: Architecture, Modern and Postmodern ................ccceeevieiiiieciicicceeeceeeee e, 88
Chapter 8. Modern Architecture From Pillar to POSt .............cccoovieiiieiiinieicecieeeeeee 88
Chapter 9. Where Do the Architects LiVe? .........cc.cooioiiiiieiiiiiiciceceeeeee e 110
Chapter 10. Extending Architectural Vocabularies ..............c.cccceevvieiiiiiiiiieciecceeeie e 121
Chapter 11. Haughty and Humble IrOnies .............c.cocvveeviieiieiiciieeeeee e 137
Section Four: Modern and Postmodern Selves and Communiti€s................cocveeeeveeeeneeeeneeennee. 156
Chapter 12. Self-identity and Place ..............ccoooviiiiiiiiiiieccece e 156
Chapter 13. Making Places for Ourselves ...........ccccoovieviiiiiiieriieieceee e 168
Chapter 14. Building Together / Buildings Together .............ccccccoovviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiecceee e, 181

(C) David Kolb and the University of Chicago Press, 1990



David Kolb, Postmodern Sophistications 4

Part One, Knowledge, Modern and Postmodern
Section One, The Greeks and US
Chapter 1. Socrates and the Story of Inquiry

We start where it all starts, with Socrates and Plato. It had started earlier, of course,
but Plato, that master rhetorician, persuaded us that the crucial issue was the confrontation
between Socrates and the Sophists. In this and the following chapters | hope to blunt the
force of that confrontation without giving in to either side.

Socrates made men think about the basis of their beliefs and values; after trying him
for corrupting the youth and upsetting the order of life, they condemned him to die. In
prison, he talked with his disciples about life after death, then drank the hemlock and was
silent. So the story goes. It is historical; we take it literally.

There was indeed a man Socrates, son of Sophroniscos of Athens. He was born
around 469 and died in 399 after being condemned during the tumultuous times after the
Peloponnesian War. He was married, had children, perhaps worked as a stone-cutter. He
was short and ugly but brave and incredibly hardy, a heroic soldier when heroism was
demanded. He had aristocratic friends and spent much of his time in conversation in public
places or at his friends' homes. He asked questions and talked about virtue, love, and justice.
When he was younger he may have studied the new physical theories of the day; when he
was older he had little to do with such topics. He did not approve of democratic
government. Some of his students went on to become famous philosophers and virtuous
men; others became notorious tyrants and traitors. When brought to court he defended
himself but refused to engage in easy rhetoric or to accept exile. He died nobly.

This Socrates seems an interesting person, but not yet the shining figure we know.
That figure exists in the words of Plato. A more strident, less captivating Socrates exists in the
words of Xenophon. Because Socrates existed and really did die for his convictions, his life
obtains added cachet, though we are not sure precisely what those convictions were that he
died for. But a quest for the historical Socrates is not enough. It is the story Plato tells that
influences us, whether or not it is literally true.

In a letter that is perhaps genuine, Plato is reported to have said, "there is not now and
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never will be a written work of Plato's; what are now called Plato's are those of a Socrates
become young and beautiful." (Second Letter 314e). This Socrates fascinates us by his irony
and his seriousness, his detachment and his erotic dedication to truth and to his hearers, his
ability to weave words and thoughts while eying the goal and judging his own ignorance.

I tell you that to let no day pass without discussing goodness and all the

other subjects about which you hear me talking and examining myself and

others is really the very best thing that a man can do, and that life without

this examination is not worth living. (Apology 38a)

To foster this examination of life Socrates questions, argues, goads, teases, laughs,

accuses, anything that will move his hearers. Beyond what he says shines the beauty of the

quest and the beauty of the good embodied in him.

What Socrates reminds me of is one of those little statues of Silenus you see
for sale, an ugly little man holding a flute in his hands, but when you open
the figure up there are images of the gods inside. (Symposium 215b)

We are attracted to this wise old man who is a playful erotic child. This rich
significant Socrates enfolds the historical facts. He presents the figure of the Inquirer, and
offers to tell us the story of our lives as a journey from ignorance and confusion in search of
ever wider knowledge and ever deeper grounds, until we come into the luminous presence
of full reality. Plato's Socrates does argue for particular theories in physics and metaphysics,
but his significance transcends his theories. His quest opens the conversation that makes
room for such theories.

In pursuing his inquiries Socrates does the things we have come to expect of
philosophers. He analyzes concepts, seeks precise definitions and principles, tests methods,
attacks views by pointing out inconsistencies and providing counter-examples, and so on. In
the game of logos he knows all the moves. But at times he announces that he is leaving the
logos and entering the mythos. Then he tells stories. They range from little anecdotes to grand
and glorious visions of the fate of the soul.

In the Phaedo we hear of the immense earth in one of whose murky hollows we live,
while above on the true surface live men who see the stars as they really are. Our souls will

be carried about and purified by the great interior rivers of the world until the time for their
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rebirth. In the Phaedrus we see the great procession of the gods and souls above the world,
and the fall of the soul that loses its wings and descends to our confused realm, to find its
wings again through love. In the Republic we are told of judgment after death, and how
souls must choose lots for their next lives. And there are many more stories.

These myths puzzle us. Socrates insists on the need for conceptually clear principles;
he attacks Homer and Greek religion for telling lies; he announces that he is continuing an
ancient quarrel between poetry and philosophy. Then he tells myths. Why? They have
interpreted as persuasive rhetoric substituting for argument, or as metaphysics for the masses,
or as mystical intimations.

| will not try to settle this question. The myths have many different functions; | want to
single out one without claiming it is the whole. Socrates's myths, especially the larger ones,
are placed strategically to influence our present life rather than to give us news about a
future life. They tell us how to live here and now by creating plots for our lives.

Now perhaps all this seems to you like an old wife's tale and you despise it,
and there would be nothing strange in despising it if our searches could
discover anywhere a better and truer account, but as it is you see that

you . . . cannot demonstrate that we should live any other life than this,

which is plainly of benefit also in the other world. (Gorgias 527a)

Now, Glaucon, the tale was saved, as the saying is, and was not lost. And it
will save us, if we believe it. . . . We shall hold ever to the upward way and

pursue righteousness with wisdom always and ever. (Republic 621c)

The myths do provide conjectures about a future life that can be taken into account in
some calculation of costs and benefits. But there is a more basic influence. The myths give a
sweep to the movement of life. They turn moral theories into life plans. They encourage us to
emphasize and link together feelings and episodes we may not have noticed or may have
considered marginal: feelings of emptiness and insecurity, and a desire for more purity and
clarity than the senses can provide.

The stories provide a plot that outlines stages of moral growth. These stages have
internal contrasts among themselves, contrasts that may be present in our everyday life even

if the otherworldly goal is left aside or taken metaphorically. The description of the stages
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turns our life into a progress. Our life can become a unified journey when the story gives it a
direction.

Plato's moral myths can remain in force even if his literal metaphysics is denied. The
moral progress has its own logic that can survive the denial of the ultimate goal. The myths
are not the metaphysics in rhetorical fancy dress. In some ways it is the reverse: the myths
ground the metaphysics. Imagine that everything in Plato's metaphysics is true: the Forms,
the half-real world of the senses, the afterlife, and so on. Is it self-evident how such a world
would be lived? Perhaps it would cause terror, or boredom, or be as remote from everyday
experience as quantum mechanics seems to be. We give the metaphysics impact by finding
ourselves within stories that weave its structure into stages for our lives. And the metaphysics
does not have to be literally true for the internal development of those stories to shape us.

Yet we find Plato's stories strange; they have seldom survived as living forces except
where they have been incorporated into Christian stories. Perhaps they could still work on us
as can the stories of Achilles or Oedipus. But now as in Plato's time they are only a few
among many. For us all those old stories--the hero Heracles, the resourceful Odysseus, the
path of duty in Marcus Aurelius, the Christian saint--have been further supplemented by
newer stories--the hero of science, the revolutionary, the Nietzschean man of power. We are
tolerant of this multiplicity. We are not inclined to demand one exclusive story about the
development of our lives, and Plato's myths may give way to other, perhaps richer tales. We
do not find this surprising.

Why then are we not surprised by the continuing dominance of the story of Socrates?
For this story, too, is a myth. | do not mean that when Socrates argues about the nature of
mathematics or the analysis of some ethical concept he is telling a myth. His arguments have
to be judged on their own terms according to their subject matter. When he argues Socrates
is not telling a myth, but he is enacting one. Socrates and his interlocutors argue about
metaphysics and the good life. Later thinkers argue against Socrates, but in rejecting his
conclusions they still play his game. They do not wish to say what he said, but they willingly
do what he did. They reject his arguments and the moral path proposed in the myths of the
soul, but they have accepted his story of the path of inquiry.

This path stretches from ignorance to total knowledge. We are to take nothing for
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granted, seeking foundations and basic principles until we come into the presence of the
Truth. Values can be founded on contact with the Forms that are the ground for all beings.
Plato believed that the world was so structured so as to make such a goal possible.

Later thinkers may deny the Forms, deny that values can be based in metaphysics,
restrict knowledge to the physical sciences that Plato considered unworthy of the name
"knowledge," and despite these basic changes still describe their own journey of inquiry in
Socratic terms.

It would seem that Plato's intellectual story is even more independent of the rest of his
theory than are his moral myths. Socrates embodies a story of our inquiries holding ever to
the upward way. The Socratic journey encourages us to emphasize and link together feelings
and episodes that we may not have noticed or may have considered marginal: wonder about
just what defines things, longing for a solid ground, desire for a knowledge beyond our
opinions and our history. In the light of this tale we can see stretches of our thought as
having a direction. We can distinguish stages and see progress toward a goal of completely
grounded knowing. This creates unity in our intellectual life; it makes into a connected story
what might otherwise have been only scattered curiosity. Our cognitive life becomes a whole
when the story gives it direction.

The path of inquiry contains internal contrasts among its stages, contrasts that can
continue to structure our life when the specifics of Plato's theories are denied, or even when
the final goal is declared impossible of realization. Socrates has shown us an intellectual
ethics for behaving well on the journey: erotic attraction to the good, communal dialogue,
impartial questioning, openness and refusal to insist on one's own opinions. This ethics of
the journey and the internal stages of the path take precedence over its end. Whether the
journey has an end and what kind it might be become matters to be adjudicated according
to the method and ethics of the journey itself. Socrates's story defines a self-critical process
that forms its own goals independently of any historical or cultural setting. We will see this
again in Habermas, and later | will explore a more situated self-criticism.

The Socratic path gives unity and coherence to our cognitive struggles. It is a specific
journey with its own qualities. Apollo at Delphi declared Socrates the wisest of men. After

his condemnation Socrates's execution was delayed while Athens sent a ship to Delos to
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commemorate the victory of Theseus over the Minotaur, the ancient day when the crafty
Athenian hero freed men from the need to sacrifice to the half-beast. Socrates's path seeks
victory over the beast in us, over our passions and our selfishness. The light at the summit of
the path is both moral and cognitive. Socrates brings the goals of spirit: unity, simplicity,
transparency, clarity and necessity. Our shifting polysemic soul will become uniform, and
the images in the cave will be left behind for clear vision where what exists stays fixed in
pure identity and presence. Socrates makes us live the story of the transcendence of all
stories into clear vision. Plato's practice may belie this, but such is the tale he tells. In Plato's
eyes there was little choice. The only alternatives were the blind confusion in the old stories
or the willful chaos lurking behind the fashionable scepticism of the Sophists.

Is it strange that after so long we still agree so much with Plato's description of our
cognitive situation? While there are many stories of our moral development, the cognitive
quest remains much as Socrates defined it. Those who reject Plato's doctrines still tend, when
they describe their intellectual life, to journey on Socrates's path. Other cognitive routes
have been suggested from time to time, such as sceptical contentment, or paths leading to
mysticism or to placing poetry above principles, but these stories have remained without
wide influence. Socrates's story gives professional identity to groups; it has become the
official self-portrait of philosophy and science. Could a university or a laboratory describe
itself without the Socratic story of ever firmer grounds and ever more total vision?

How is it that Socrates has triumphed? Has he really defined the only way minds can
inquire, their final relation to the past and to the world?

The times are changing. David Hume preached contentment with ungrounded
custom; Nietzsche taught everlasting conflicts of interpretation; Heidegger talked of an
inquiry that listens without seeking any overall goal, partial illumination that is not part of a
full vision to come. There are semiotic, pragmatic, deconstructive stories, and others from the
East.

We are not sure how to judge and evaluate these stories. Or rather we are not sure
whether we should judge and evaluate them, since that is an activity performed on the
Socratic way. The new stories have not yet changed our institutional or personal identity as

inquirers, but they are present more actively than ever before.
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The great modern systems of philosophy and science have kept to the Socratic way,
while some postmodern thinkers have enlisted under the banner of his enemies, the Sophists.
But it is no longer only a choice between Socrates and Sophism. Whether the Socratic myth
will be successfully challenged we do not know; what path of inquiry might take its place
we cannot tell; that no single story reign supreme we can only begin to imagine. Yet it has
never been self-evident that our inquiring must be unified in only one story. Will the day
come when we will see as many stories structuring our cognitive curiosity and inquiry as we
hear tales of the stages of moral, emotional, and spiritual life? No story tells us what will

happen next.
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Chapter 2. The Last Word in Greek Philosophy

To replace the interminable old myths but avoid the premature closure offered by the
Sophists, Plato sought a method which would find the guaranteed last word. What does it
mean to have the last word, to settle a debate? On the modern view debates are settled by
experts. Debates can be ended by force or influence; a rhetorician, or a charismatic leader,
or a soldier can stop people from talking, for a while. But it takes an expert to settle a debate,
to pin it down so it cannot float any more. The scientist is our model expert who has the facts
and the proofs. The experts join together to produce the total last word, Unified Science. All
the facts, and all the laws for each region of facts, and all expressible in one basic language:
it is with this that Descartes suggests we can become "the masters and possessors of the
earth." This word will deflate illusions, settle debates, and give a basis for our actions and
plans. If we want to rebuild our city (an image both Plato and Descartes favor) we are told
we would do well to put our decisions on such a firm foundation.

This picture of the last word has been under scrutiny lately. We are not so confident
of it as we used to be. In this chapter | want to look back at the Greeks who are supposed to
have inflicted this metaphysical notion of the last word upon us. | will argue that the practice
of the Greek philosophers was more flexible than the reports of their theories would have us
believe. Maybe our own practice is or could be more flexible as well.

Aristotle

[ turn first to Aristotle. The way he describes the last word can look similar to our
own. He speaks of sciences that concern different kinds of beings, coordinated by a basic
metaphysical system into something like a total map of reality. But this resemblance to
modern ideals is not as close as it seems. First, Aristotle's sciences do not give all the facts.
Most facts are what he would call "accidental": the color of your hair, the weight of this
book. Aristotle believes there can be no science of the accidental fact; science studies the
essences of things to find principles that are necessary and unchanging. Aristotle is not
interested in the color of your hair except in so far as it might indicate something about
being human, or colored, or hair in general. So Aristotle's "map of reality" leaves out much

that would interest us.
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Also, his map works differently. The various sciences he sponsors do not connect
directly. When we draw a map we expect regions to be contiguous, but for Aristotle the
regions are not even on the same plane. The principles of one Aristotelian science are not
derivable from those of another. Two of his sciences might discuss the same being, as the
cow in the field can be studied as an animal in biology or as a changing being in what
Aristotle calls physics, the general science of changeable things. But these two ways of
studying the cow do not reduce to one basic treatment. There is no one language that will
tell us all we need to know about the cow; Aristotle is not a reductionist. The principles of
physics need to be amplified and specified in order to tell us about the cow as an animal.
On the other hand, biology does not tell us how to find the more general principles of
physics. Moderns presuppose that the last word will be delivered in one unified language.
Aristotle's sciences speak a bundle of languages with analogies between them. There is no
one vocabulary for writing a report on all the facts.

Aristotle does have metaphysics. That highest science does talk about all that exists
using the same principles concerning matter and form, actuality and potentiality, substance
and the four causes. A cow, a poem, a man can all be discussed using this vocabulary. But
on this level Aristotle has left aside what makes them different. Metaphysics is not a summary
but an abstraction; a poem and a cow are not potential and actual in the same way. Nor
does Aristotle provide us with a basic set of entities and relations that are to underlie
everything. At most he gives us the prime examples of what it means to be, but to be a prime
example is not to be basic in the way that electrons and photons are basic for us.

We want to understand things by reducing them to a realm of basic entities described
in a basic language. Aristotle has a different project. We try to understand by discerning
identical formal structure through a variety of instances. Aristotle does not do that, either,
though his teacher Plato did. Aristotle finds analogous structures that are not purely formal
and are not true of everything in precisely the same way.

The modern total last word would contain a continuous report in a univocal language
that told us all the truth. A real being would be one that showed up in that final report.
Aristotle takes whatever beings come to presence naturally and finds ways to talk about them

in relation to first principles that operate analogously (that is, both the same and differently)
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in each region. He tells us how a poem embodies these principles, and how a cow does. He
is not so much writing a systematic report on everything true as he is bringing each kind of
thing into the nearness of those first principles.

When he is explaining his methods Aristotle tells us that knowledge should be
expressed in chains of syllogistic arguments. But his most important works have quite
another form. They contain arguments, but the arguments are found within a shifting
discourse that clarifies the concepts and leads us to the first principles. This is not just an
expository convenience; we need this shifting discourse, itself without a firm structure of first
principles. The shifting discourse locates the science amid its alternatives, gives it a bearing
on our life, justifies our acceptance of its principles. The shifting discourse provides a
medium in which we can come near to the first principles.

Aristotle does not see his scientific last word, such as it is, as settling our practical
debates. For that we go to the man of practical wisdom who is good at making prudential
decisions. The man of practical wisdom does not possess a special scientific knowledge. He
cannot work from a special science because for Aristotle all sciences concern the necessary
and essential features of things, about which no one deliberates or makes choices.

This separation of science from practical decision may sound familiar to us. Our
standard modern picture has science setting forth an acknowledged public set of facts that
provide a framework within which private interests and chosen values battle for policy
influence. But Aristotle's separation is almost exactly the reverse of ours. What is private, for
him, is scientific knowledge, which is possessed by an elite who have the leisure to study.
What forms the public space of discussion is not scientific reporting but shared deliberation
and concern for the common good.

Plato

Turning from Aristotle to Plato may seem to bring us closer to the modern view. |
claimed above that the analogous unity of Aristotle's sciences made his last word different
from the standard modern one-level picture. Aristotle criticizes Plato for lacking a sense of
analogy and trying to meld everything into one science with a mathematical basis. It sounds
as if Plato fits better our standard picture. When we consider the ferocious education Plato

suggests for his philosopher kings we may think Plato has put it all together in the modern
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mold: scientific politicians using the last word in knowledge to rule wisely.

This picture is half mistaken. The philosopher kings' education is not all that
encyclopedic. Their studies emphasize skills, not factual content (Republic 521d). Plato tells
us (503e) that they must learn to abstract and contemplate, to move from becoming to being.
They are taught to discern the necessary laws about the natures of things. Astronomy is
useful for the calendar, but mostly is a vehicle for higher mathematics beyond what has
practical value in commerce and military matters. Nor do the apprentice rulers study much
theory about society beyond knowing its essential structures and divisions. They do not have
a descriptive social science. What they do learn, in long years of apprentice administration,
is how to apply general principles to particular cases. They learn, that is, to exercise
prudence and practical wisdom.

Once they are trained they spend their time not in endless Socratic discussion but in
administration. They make decisions about the size of the grain crop, the military situation,
and who should marry whom. Their education helps them to decide not because they have
some modern report on all the facts but because they have learned to see in each situation
the matters that need measure, and to approach the forms that are the sources of harmonious
measure.

If the work of the philosopher kings were merely to define the virtues and set up a
general constitution, one Platonic Solon would suffice. If the forms were not relevant to daily
decisions then at most an oversight group of philosophers would be needed to keep an eye
on the general trend of events. In Plato's Laws the Nocturnal Council functions just that way,
for in the city of the Laws philosophy is not involved in everyday decisions. But in the city of
the Republic the philosopher kings attend to details. They do so not by consulting some
cosmic encyclopedia but by taking the matters at hand into the nearness of the first
principles, the forms that measure all things. This is the last word for Plato.

While there is a systematic interrelation to the realm of the forms, the use of this
science is more occasional than systematic. Commentators who have wondered whether
Platonic practical science would be a deductive ethics have missed the point. There was to
be no finished dialectic. There was to be no book that said it all. We cannot underestimate

this difference from our own standard ideals. Platonic practical science was not frozen and
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presented all at once; it was the perpetual activity of relating changing things to ever better
understood first principles.

None of Plato's proposed cities were real, but his Academy was. Imagine the
Academy at work: groups would be investigating regions of being, say geometry and biology,
seeking their necessary principles. There would also be general conversation about the
highest forms and common characteristics of all things (being, unity, goodness, sameness,
difference, and so on). Members would try to relate the regions they were studying to those
core principles. But this sounds suspiciously like Aristotle's picture of the sciences. Where
the Platonic enterprise differs is in a greater emphasis on methods of conceptual division and
on the goal of deriving the principles of the various regions from the core forms by some
quasi-mathematical process. This goal might have led to a rationalist total science, but it
remained only a background hope.

So the general Academic activity was not the development of a modern system of the
world but a movement from particular regions to the core principles and then back to a
purified version of the region under study. There seems to have been little attempt to devise
one language for reporting a total picture. Indeed the one work of Plato's that most closely
approaches our ideal of a total picture, the Timaeus, is expressly denied the status of
scientific knowledge.

The Sophists

Plato's unified science was to show forth the necessary connections among the forms
that defined the essence of reality. Matters at hand would have been brought near the
explored forms for illumination and measurement. Decisions could then be made on how to
achieve a moving harmony that imaged the unity of the forms. Aristotle objected to the tight
unity of Plato's central knowledge, and he denied the practical efficacy of approaching the
forms to seek measures. Exploring the essences of things afforded for Aristotle the highest
intellectual satisfaction, but no practical guidance.

Understanding the reasons why Plato and Aristotle differed on the practical impact of
the speculative last word takes us into Greek culture. There are philosophical reasons, to be
sure, having to do with different conceptions of causality and of the relation of the universal

to the particular. But | want to emphasize a social reason for the disagreement between Plato
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and Aristotle, because it brings to light a problem about last words.

| deliberately described the Platonic scientist in a way which makes him (or her!)
sound like someone consulting an oracle. Take your problem into the nearness of the
highest, and emerge bearing an answer. Behind the Platonic scientist lie Empedocles, the
poem of Parmenides, and a line of seers approaching the archaic origins. In our world we
worry about the tension between the politician and the scientist. Before that came the
tension between the king and the prophet, the tribal leader and the shaman, Oedipus and
Tiresias. Tiresias, near to the origins, possesses dark wisdom and pronounces last words.
Oedipus, the man of deeds, is qualified by past experience to deal with present problems.

The uneasy interaction between these two breaks down about the time of Socrates.
We might see this as a collapse of traditional modes of legitimation of both oracles and
leaders. New sources of power are discovered in trade and the economy, and in the new
instrument of rhetoric. Plato describes "a little bald-headed tinker who has made money and
just been freed from bonds and had a bath and is wearing a new garment and has got
himself up like a bridegroom and is about to marry his master's daughter who has fallen into
poverty and abandonment" (Republic 465e). The nouveaux riches are pushing out the old
clansmen; the old sources of power are being undermined.

With the advent of money and sophistry anyone could have power, anyone could
have the last word. No longer could one be sure the leader was near to the gods. Plato grew
up amid this change. He sought for a new legitimation, a guaranteed last word that could not
be bought. This word would not be guaranteed in the old way, from its source in some
special person. It would be guaranteed because it was anonymous, because it came from no
one in particular and was available to anyone willing to undertake the discipline of
approaching the forms that were the true origins of things. The philosopher king was not to
speak from personal charisma or persuasive skill, but from a source independent of his or
anyone's particular desires. That word would be spoken and received out of a desire deeper
than our idiosyncratic loves, from a level where we are and seek the same.

To make this possible Plato had to beat out the Sophists. But he also had to remove
Tiresias; there can be no unique person whose mystic anointing brings him near to the dark

heart of reality. One move will banish both the Sophists and Tiresias. To put it mythically: in
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Homer, Zeus has the last word; he ends the disputes among the gods. But behind him are the
Fates, shadowy presences who spin and weave and cut--but they do not speak. Theirs is the
last move, but they have no word. An opaqueness clouds the origins of things. Compare this
with the tenth book of Plato's Laws, which decrees harsh opposition to Democritus and
others who would affirm ultimate opacity. Plato makes the archaic origins available to
speaking. It may be difficult, he says, but it is possible to see and to say. This provides a last
word that is neither yours nor mine. Thus there is no room for the Sophists, since the sayable
forms will banish relativism and scheming. Nor is there any room for Tiresias; if there is
mysticism in Plato it is not of the dark.

Plato's philosopher kings were to bring this word to bear as a measure for life.
Aristotle agrees that the origins of things can be seen and spoken, but he does not claim that
they can define our practice. His man of practical wisdom does not have a word but a skill, a
virtue, almost the knack that Plato feared in the Sophists.

Why does Aristotle not fear the Sophists? Plato saw in them symptoms of our deep
weakness, our ability to put a false image in place of the truth and hide from ourselves even
the need for a question. Aristotle seems to find them faintly amusing specimens to be
botanized for mistakes and tricks in arguments. Is it only that Aristotle, being younger and
not an Athenian, had not experienced the tragedies that unbridled rhetoric brought on
Athens during the Peloponnesian war? Or was it that society had changed in the intervening
years and the Sophists were no longer serious professional rivals to the philosophers?

Perhaps both of these are true, but | think there is a deeper reason that points to a
flaw in the Platonic program for scientific politics. Plato's hope for an effective last word
demands that people be converted. Socrates gave his life trying to make people stop and
think and talk. If they could be brought to see that their own words lacked foundation they
might find that their desire for wholeness drove them to join the search for the origins of
things. Since "it is impossible that a multitude be philosophical," people must be pulled out
of the multitude's shared certainty. But Socrates cannot talk to every one by one to dissolve
the multitude and reconstitute it as a community joined in the Socratic quest. This
impossibility reduced Plato to the dream of catching the multitude before it formed,

banishing adults and raising the children to philosophy.
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The last word remains politically impotent. Plato's adventures in Syracuse show that
the philosophers' group can only appear as one more cabal. Plato wrote the Laws for this
real world where wisdom can be at most the goal of a small elite and the ruler's main
qualification must be prudence, not philosophy. What we know of the political activities
carried on by the Academy fits this pattern.

This leaves Plato's project turning in the shifting discourse that seeks origins, with
elite groups pursuing various incomplete sciences that relate only partially to one another,
and with practical decisions left to prudence and a purified rhetoric. This leaves Plato, in
short, with Aristotle.

Perhaps not quite. In Plato what | have called the shifting discourse stands out more
strongly than in Aristotle. Though his ideals for scientific achievement are more grandiose,
Plato's text is less sure than Aristotle's. | do not mean the textual descriptions of the ideal, but
the actual wandering dialogues, a discourse without fixed starting points or first principles.
While the dialogues announce beginnings and origins, they themselves do not stand firm.
Any fixed position must be arrived at through the shifting discourse; we start nowhere special
except where we are. That discourse had its own drive; it pushes people around; yet it obeys
no fixed rules, refusing to be methodical or literal in its pursuit of literal method. It is not a
partial science, yet it surrounds and renders accessible even the hope of science. In its own
way it has the last word.

Perhaps it still does. Modernity seeks the total uniform system; the Greeks did
otherwise, even though they are our ancestors. Modernity wanted universal theory to
illuminate private choices; Aristotle wanted shared choices to culminate in a life of private
theory. But modern total science is not our last word any more, if it ever really was. We,
perhaps postmodern, are caught in the shifting discourse, building without firm starting
points and with no sure direction in which to seek the origins that slip away from us. Perhaps

everyone has always been in the shifting discourse, whatever else they have said.
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Chapter 3. The Power of the Sophist

To attack Plato, turn to his ancient enemies for advice. Those who want to undermine
Plato's quest for grounded systematic unity and certainty must get along without the firm
criteria sought in the traditional philosophical discussions of knowledge, ethics, and politics.
So thinkers such as Lyotard give a sympathetic portrayal of the Sophists as useful for
understanding our own situation.

As in Plato's time so today the role assigned the Sophists is more symbolic than
historically accurate. They are cast as the Other even when they are evaluated positively. This
is not to deny that historical research has dealt with the Sophists on their own and not
exclusively as a foil for Socrates; such discussions start as early as Hegel's lectures on the
history of philosophy, and recent scholarship has made them appear as thinkers grappling
with problems of knowledge and truth, inventing ways to talk about language, and starting
the kinds of ethical discussions that Plato and Socrates continued in new ways (cf. Kerford
1981 and Feyerabend 1987). To some extent this forces them into current debates in analytic
philosophy, but it does allow us to see them somewhat outside Plato's shadow.

My concern will not be with this search for the historical Sophists but with how they
are invoked as the Other. Whatever the dimensions of their role in Greek intellectual life, it
has passed, and their role in the wider western tradition has been through portraits painted
by other thinkers for their own purposes.

Plato's Sophists

Plato painted the minor Sophists as fools and charlatans, the major Sophists as earnest
teachers, but all of them as devoted to a pernicious anti-philosophy that endangered
individual and social health. The Sophists offered a new education to fit men for their role in
the new democratic and commercial world. They acquainted their students with current
developments and taught them a knack for rhetorical persuasion. When they spoke about
knowledge and reality they produced ideas drawn from Parmenides and Heraclitus that
licensed a facile relativism.

If Plato were speaking in today's terms he would call the Sophists radical

conventionalists about truth and morality, thinkers who in so far as they talk about it at all
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measure truth in terms of individual or group perception. They teach a grab-bag of persuasive
methods without subjecting them to any tests. Plato does not present Gorgias as cynically
putting out arguments he knows are bad, but as someone who cannot understand the
difference between a good and a bad argument. In the end Gorgias does not care about such
a difference; what matters is the immediate persuasive effect of his words.

The Sophists travelled about Greece offering education to upwardly mobile urban
youth. Sophistic education stood in contrast with the traditional education based on the great
myths and aristocratic military values. As we see the Sophists presented by Plato and
Aristophanes, they tested the old ways by the standards of their own desires. They delighted
in pointing out inconsistencies in the old stories, and they replaced them with a new story
about personal and social power: truths depend on personal perception, norms depend on
who is in power, rhetorical training can put power in your hands.

Plato agreed with the Sophists that the traditional education was no longer useful.
Those old stories no longer helped people find their way in the confusions of Athenian life,
nor could they stand up to Socrates's demands for grounded integrity of vision. But Plato
feared the Sophistic education, which he saw leading to opportunistic manipulation. At best
the Sophists produced a skilled speaker bent on shallow self-indulgence; at worst they
created dangerous leaders and a docile public; always they destroyed faith in reason and
moral virtue.

The reduction of Gorgias's cultivated tone to Callicles's frank will to power set the
mode for subsequent evaluations of the Sophists. In Plato's Socratic story, discussions of
value and truth cannot be polarized by any desire short of the overwhelming desire for
complete wholeness and integrity. The search for truth and justice cannot be guided by a
desire for success in business, political influence, or prosecution of the war against Sparta.
Such goals would limit any discussion that might put the chosen purpose in question. The
Sophists dispense their teachings for pay; they make wisdom something you can buy and use
for your own purposes. Socrates takes no pay and he stands ready to question your purposes.

Neither the tradition nor the Sophists tested their standards of belief and conduct by
the rigors of Socratic self-questioning. What was needed was a commitment to the search for

a guaranteed knowledge based on standards that could put in question all our
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presuppositions and all our desires save the desire for wholeness and truth. One must inquire
until it becomes luminously clear what the basic structures of the world are, and how these
shape the proper way human to live. Plato's theory of the forms filled in the ontological
details, but the quest for unity and grounded truth need not be tied to that particular theory.
As philosophy went on, other metaphysical systems took over the foundational role, but the
Socratic quest continued. That quest contained its own internal goals.

Both Plato and the Sophists agreed that the values and beliefs of the past were not
reliable guides for action. Both insisted on a reflectively critical attitude towards tradition.
For Plato this meant testing tradition against the necessities revealed in the Socratic quest for
knowledge. For the Sophists this meant using tradition where it helped attain one's goals.
Although Plato was in the end more respectful of traditional values, neither he nor the
Sophists let students remain unquestioningly within the traditional ways. Athenian
conservatives were correct in classing Socrates with the Sophists insofar as the effect on
tradition was corrosive in both cases.

Knowledge, Opinion, and Metaphysics

The goal of grounded knowledge and guaranteed norms defined for Plato the quest
that came to be called philosophy. Lately the term metaphysics has been used to describe the
central activity of philosophy in Plato's sense. Heidegger first made this use of the term
popular in his discussions of the "overcoming" of metaphysics and the "end of
philosophy" (Heidegger 1957, 1966). Since then, other thinkers have used the term more
freely than Heidegger but in the spirit of his discussions, which are themselves now branded
as too metaphysical.

In this context metaphysics denotes the attempt to base our lives on the availability of
true reality that grounds our knowledge and allows us to survey the necessary structure of
the world unified into a systematic whole that we can represent to ourselves in a clear
language. Plato had a particular theory to offer, but rival theories that dispute his conclusions
still keep the goal and methods of metaphysics. The dogmatic materialist is in this sense as
metaphysical as Plato. Even the Logical Positivists who were bent on rooting out what they
called metaphysical views can be classified as metaphysical thinkers in this other sense of

the word because of their belief in a sure ground that can be made present through
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psychology and logic.

The Sophists stand opposed to Plato's search for true knowledge and so, it would
seem, to metaphysics. It is their refusal of reason and their reliance on opinion in matters of
ethics and politics that interests postmoderns. | might note in passing that the historical
Sophists should be judged metaphysical by those who like to apply that label. It is possible
to be a relativist or a conventionalist and still be metaphysical in Heidegger's sense, if one
believes that there is some central ground for our lives that is or can be purely present to us,
and on which the relativity of knowledge turns. For the Sophists who invoke the distinction
between nature and convention (physis and nomos) that ground is nature as a field of
contesting desires for satisfaction and power. Opinions and norms are determined by the
strength of the desires and the skillful power of individuals who manipulate one another.
One can know one's desires and can know the power available. There is among the Sophists
nothing comparable to the subtle discussion of the elusive nature of desire that is found in
Plato's Philebus, to say nothing of contemporary treatments of desire that have learned from
Freud that desire can never be encountered as full and unambiguously present.

The realm of opinion is described by Plato as the opposite of the realm of knowledge.
Opinion is fallible, changeable, ungrounded, linked to the shifting sands of perception, and
formed by persuasion. Knowledge is infallible, fixed, grounded in the presence of its
unvarying objects, and formed by rational argument. Recent philosophy, however, tends to
define knowledge as justified true belief. The difference between opinion and knowledge is
to be found in how they are supported. This is an non-Platonic way of supporting Plato's
distinction since it dispenses with a separate realm of secure entities to be the objects of
knowledge. But this view is still metaphysical in Heidegger's sense, since it seeks unified
certainty based on the presence of the justifications that turn opinion into knowledge.

Reason and Persuasion

As Plato pictures them the Sophists are not so much anti-rational as pre-rational; they
have not made the proper distinctions. They teach how to achieve power by changing the
ideas of one's fellow citizens. Manipulation and argument are the same. If one lives in the
realm of opinion, why should it matter how opinions are changed, especially if people are

happier and more harmonious afterwards? Even Plato resorts to the noble lie, and he has
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Protagoras give a noble defense of persuasion as healing people and improving their
adjustment to the city. It is not necessary that they agree with the process; they will come to
agree.

In fear of manipulation, Plato insists on a strong distinction between acts of Sophistic
persuasion, with their hidden violence against the nature of reason, and acts that lead to
rationally motivated agreement among participants in argumentation. Sophists influence our
beliefs; Socrates seeks mutual understanding based on shared reasons.

Plato claims that these two kinds of communication should be mixed only in a "true
rhetoric" that would be firmly based on rational argument. In his dialogues, though, Plato is
more flexible than his sharp division might seem to allow. The Socrates he portrays is in his
way a supreme Sophist; he tells myths and uses many tactics of persuasion. Plato the author
is even more protean and difficult to hold to the standards he enunciates. But his official
doctrine emphasizes the search for unities, foundations, and system in the constant presence
of true reality.

Those who uphold Plato's distinction today usually appeal to method, but there is no
agreement on what methods are acceptable. The first step in distinguishing between forceful
persuasion and rational agreement has often been to cite deductive logic. If we look at a
pattern of sentences we can measure them against the logically valid patterns. Rational
argument must follow these patterns while persuasion need not do so. This is a necessary but
not a sufficient condition, since logical arguments could be employed with false premises for
persuasive effect. The next step is to require logical arguments to guarantee the premises, but
as both Plato and Aristotle point out this strategy fails since it would be impossibly circular to
justify deductively all statements.

These problems are compounded in the real world where we want to judge not
patterns of sentences so much as speech acts. A perfectly logical pattern of sentences can be
used in an irrational way, by emphasis on its complications, by speed of delivery, by using it
as a badge of expert status, and so on. It would be good if we could distinguish Sophistic
persuasion from rational argument by their purposes, but this begs the question. Each is
trying to bring the other person to agree; it is the way the purpose is specified which differs,

and it is just that difference that is being questioned.
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Since Plato, mathematics has served as the best example of purely rational argument.
It seems to need no other discursive modality. Mathematics can be such a clear discourse as
long as there is no disagreement about its basic definitions and premises. But this should not
be the model for philosophical or practical discourse where the problem is to arrive at
acceptable definitions and principles and classifications, not to start with them." In
discussions where principles are in question, we have to switch to another more flexible
mode of discourse that speaks about the basic premises and criteria being used.

As | said in the previous chapter, much of what Plato and Aristotle wrote falls into this
other type of discourse, which Plato calls the upward way to principles and Aristotle calls
dialectic, a mode of discourse about basic principles and concepts that is not yet explicitly
structured by those principles.” In this mode it is more difficult to distinguish rational
agreement from persuasion because there are fewer shared rules to rely upon.

A promising way to talk about different kinds of discourse is to look at the different
intellectual virtues required. Plato and Aristotle cite virtues whose practice makes this
discourse good in its kind. So we have the portrait of Socrates contrasted with the portrait of
the Sophists, and Aristotle's discussion of intellectual virtue in book VI of his Ethics. Socrates
and the Sophists both share the ability to see possibilities, to size up their audience, to put
words together well. But Socrates's willingness to question everything and to be proven
wrong, his tolerance for indefinitely postponed conclusions coupled with his dedication to
the search for grounds and principles make a picture quite different from the Sophist in a
hurry to persuade. On the other hand, in real life situations when conclusions must be
reached without the infinitely extendible time frame of the Platonic dialogues the picture of
Socrates begins to blur.

Judgments about whether a given act embodies a given virtue are notoriously difficult
to agree upon. And can we be sure that the intellectual virtues are unchanging? The end of
metaphysics is accompanied by the promotion of new intellectual virtues. Nietzsche offers

his counter-images to Socrates. Derrida, Lyotard, and others try to persuade us of new

1 Kant makes this point in the Canon of Pure Reason in the first Critique, and Hegel makes a similar point in the
Preface to the Phenomenology of Spirit.
2 Plato seems to reserve the term "dialectic" for the entire ensemble of the wandering way to principles and the

structured way back down to the particular issues in question.
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intellectual virtues. Aristotle's phronesis is now joined by irony, playfulness, a spirit of
transgression, and sensitivity to occasions for the creation of new language games. These
cannot be simply added to the older lists, nor are the new promoted by the sort of
communication and texts that are in accord with the old. If there are such new virtues, the
problem of delimiting acceptable means of persuasion becomes even more difficult.

Metaphysical Fear

At the beginning of the modern age when Descartes started his examination of
method, he made explicit his fear that he had been persuaded by custom, education, and
social pressure to believe what a true method would find to be false. A proper method would
let him start over and avoid the persuaders. But method for Descartes is more than logic; it is
an attempt to replace the Platonic and Aristotelian discussion of first principles with a
disciplined intuition of self-evident clear and distinct ideas. A distinction between the
logically valid and the psychologically persuasive was not enough for him; it had to be
supplemented by the appeal to intuition. Since his time debate over proposed methods that
will render unnecessary the discourse about first principles has often replaced that discourse,
without conclusive effect.

Today we have techniques of manipulation on a scale that would have done Callicles
proud. They are not playful transgressions; we do well to fear the link between such power
and what passes for knowledge. If there is only persuasion, Plato warns us, there is no
discourse except the confrontation of power and propaganda. If we cannot draw the line, he
says, all means of persuasion will be acceptable. Violence may be done to us, in crude or
subtle ways and we will not be able to stop it. Even worse, we may not be aware of it.

We fear violence: on the largest scale, nuclear war, on the national scale, the
violence of social disintegration, the war of all against all. We fear as well the calm created
by power making us behave. We fear especially the insidious violence of a false
consciousness that would make us believe. We fear we will behave not because we have
reached a consensus, nor because we have calculated threats and rewards, but because we
have had our opinions changed. The government, the capitalists, the church, our own
unconscious needs may play the Evil Genius, and we may live a lie without being aware that

we have been (re)programmed. But if there is only opinion and our opinions are the result of
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persuasion, what's the difference between being programmed by our upbringing and being
reprogrammed by Protagoras's clients?

For all that Plato's metaphysical quest is out of fashion, do we still share his fears
enough to need his remedy? Must we keep a distinction in kind between Sophistic
persuasion and acts of rational convincing? Postmoderns say no, and | want to make a
preliminary argument that will have the effect of weakening the need for such a distinction.’

In what follows | take for granted the end of metaphysics in the traditional Platonic
sense of a search for secure foundations in a constantly present basic reality. There is more to
be said about that "end" but | want to limit these remarks to how it involves the Sophists and
the fears they symbolize. My point will be that if we reject Plato's description of the realm of
knowledge we should also balk at his description of the realm of opinion. If we take for
granted that Plato's quest is flawed, then Plato's fears of Sophistic persuasion should be
weakened as well. It is not enough to challenge his metaphysical cure; we need to examine
how he has described the disease. In doing so we can perhaps soften the current debate
about rationality, which is fueled by Plato's hopes and fears. In a way | am reiterating the
Nietzschean point that to deny one half of a conceptual dichotomy does not always leave us
with the other half exactly as previously described.

Plato is wrong on both sides of his dichotomy between philosophy and rhetoric. If
philosophy is the search for an unshakeable presence of true reality, the realm of rhetoric
and opinion is described as if it were completely malleable: beware the Sophist who can
persuade you of anything he wishes. Behind this description is another metaphysical
presupposition, a pure power of persuasion capable of being applied at will against opinions
that are passive and yielding. Like philosophy that soars above space and time, so Sophistry
for Plato involves a power of persuasion that lies outside the limits of context and history.

If, however, our opinions are not passive effects but are themselves ways in which we
are in motion, and if powers of persuasion derive not from some pure will but from those

motions and projects we find ourselves among, then the fear of the Sophists may be cut

3 It may seem that the we are faced with only two choices: either there is a distinction of degree or one of kind between
persuasion and rationality. A continuum or a sharp division. But these are not the only kinds of distinctions available. It
would be interesting to work out a distinction between persuasion and rationality along the lines of the medieval
distinction between two aspects that can distinguished but never exist separately.
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down to human scale. The realm of opinion turns out to have considerably more resistance
than is apparent in the descriptions we get from Plato (or in those from postmoderns who
reproduce that free power of persuasion, now as a free movement of transgression or ironic
re-creation).

I call this power pure because it is of its nature unarticulated and so able to assume
an indefinite number of forms. It has no limits that we can find, no defined strengths and
weaknesses. It has no shape that can be gotten around, and by its subtlety it can get around
behind and influence us without our knowing. Any normal power of persuasion or force has
a shape and limits that allow us to begin to deal with it, to confront it or to avoid it. But this
power is outside history, able to use tradition or depart from it as seems most persuasive. It is
the shadow of Plato's pure love of truth, which also can overreach any historical situation,
but unlike Plato's love of truth, this power has no natural goal to give it a measure.

This power resembles some modern definitions of free subjectivity as self-moving
towards arbitrary goals. Followers of Leo Strauss and others who want to use Plato's polemic
against the Sophists to analyze the modern situation play up this parallel, seeing the cure to
be a return to natural measures. Yet by taking steps against it they concede the possibility of a
power without form or measure. | am arguing that no such power is possible, that all power,
both the power of persuasion and our power of creation and choice, is found already in
particular motion. Our powers and projects are definite in a way which is not a limitation on
some prior pure power. Our measures are historical but they are not easily escaped, because
they hide no pure drive within them.

We are horrified by the fantasy of a subtle use of violence that could change us
without our knowing it. This would be the ultimate weapon of offense or defense. But
whether this pure power appears in its positive role as The Method for finding truth, or in its
negative role as the Sophistic power of persuasion, the same mistake occurs.

It may seem | am making Plato into too much of a Manichean who imagines the love
of truth and the desire for persuasion at war for our souls. Sometimes Plato's rhetoric does
make it sound that way, but he does not mean it literally. According to Plato's metaphysics
there is only one such power, the desire for order and truth. Sophistry is possible because of

the disorder in the world and in the human soul. That disorder is inherent in the realm of
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change; our task is to bring our inner world to order and stability. Sophism has no unitary
origin, only the chaos of impulses that makes us manipulable. But Plato writes more wisely
than his metaphysics allows. Just as Plato has trouble accounting for the possibility of willful
evil, so he needs more than the turmoil of desires to account for the Sophist. The master
Sophist is not just a desiring man flailing about, but a calculating person of skillful means.
Plato's official psychology is based on the contrast between order and disorder. If your life is
not polarized by the love of truth and reality, you have no unified personality. He means to
portray Callicles in the Gorgias as less a unified person than a collection of stray desires. But
the portrait takes on a life of its own and the Sophist comes to us with his own principle of
unity, a counter-personality for which there is no real room in Plato's theory. Instead of being
within the movement from disorder to order, we are caught between rival sources of order.»

Fears of Sophistic persuasion in public life resemble the fear of being deceived in
private opinion that have played such a role in modern philosophy since Descartes worried
about whether the material world was really there. We fear that we have been already
persuaded, without a chance to compare, judge, and assent. Some power has twisted our
world so that we live a lie that we cannot identify as such. Descartes's deceptive God or Evil
Genius was a perfect persuader, since he operated outside any context.

In its original, epistemological form this fear has long come under attack in texts such
as Hegel's Introduction to the Phenomenology of Spirit, Nietzsche's "How the Real World
Became a Myth," Peirce's writings on Cartesian doubt, various texts of Heidegger,
Wittgenstein, Austin, Bousma, and, more recently, the attacks of Putnam, Davidson, and
Rorty that question whether it is even meaningful to think of us as totally deceived. This is an
impressive litany of names, and it testifies to widespread scepticism about the effectiveness
of epistemological scepticism. It is not so easy to make this fear sound plausible today. The
corrective has been to convert global to partial doubt, to look at situations piecemeal, and to
ask what practical difference it would make if the sceptical story were accepted. In its
theoretical form sceptical doubts can be reduced to a combination of the everyday doubts
we ought to have about our opinions in detail and the overall attempt to improve our
pictures of the world. When we give up the dream of being perfectly sure we can give up the

fear of being perfectly deceived.
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Fear of a practical power of persuasion that we could never locate or resist is a
version of epistemological scepticism. The fear of the Sophist should be reduced to a
combination of our everyday detailed attempts to avoid being manipulated and the attempt
to make our social arrangements more open. We should give up the fantasy of a totally
manipulative, or a totally un-manipulative, society. As Plato would say, we are creatures of
the middle, neither being nor non-being.

Those who oppose postmodernism claim that if we accepted the postmodern
descriptions of our situation we would be opening the gates to Sophistic persuasion and
relativism. On the other hand, some of those promoting the various postmodern moves so
praise our power of creating new language games, or of making free with historical
materials, that they assign us some floating position beyond history. Both the fear and the
praise assume pure power: Plato's erotic quest for certainty, modern context-free reason,
Sophistic persuasion, and much postmodern play have all too much in common.

Crude power and attempts to manipulate us are always present; we learn to see
them, to recognize new ploys, and to take steps. This is not easy, but it is not impossible. We
know what to do, even if we do not always do it. It makes sense to be worried about the
persuasive efforts of the capitalists or the military or the government or the media or the
advertisers or our own unconscious desires. But we are neither a pure energy struggling to
free itself from a prison of circumstance nor purely malleable clay waiting to be shaped by
the forces about us.

We find ourselves in historical situations we did not create, with goals and values we
did not choose. We work at revising and correcting as we build new places for ourselves.
There are no impermeable walls keeping us in, just as there are no magic methods of escape.
There is no pure power to know or create or persuade which is being resisted by inert
opinion or society. Our powers come from the historical situation; they are already shaped.

We are at once in motion in different ways. Our world is multiple and conflicts give
us plenty of occasions to examine or redo our values and opinions. No magic is needed,
only some sensitivity that our daily life keeps alive by rubbing us raw all too often. We need
vigilance to clear a space for examination and thought. And if modern society especially

tries to close that space we must work against that pressure. But it is a pressure, not an
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irresistible force, or we could not discuss it. Our task is not to out-think or out-feel the
Sophists but to keep alive the questions and conflicts that we find ourselves among, and
keep alert to new dimensions of pressure and opportunity.*

It is tempting to locate the ultimate deceiver in our own unconscious. We have all
experienced the shock of discovering that our own motives were not what we had thought.
But of all the sources, our unconscious is least like a focused power. Evasive and eternally
ambivalent it may be, and protean in its always being elsewhere, but these very same
qualities prevent it from being a modern embodiment of the concentrated power of the
Sophists. It makes our inhabitation of the world uneasy and ambivalent, but just for that
reason it does not create a seamless web of deception.

Later | will discuss what might appear to be yet another version of the Sophist's
power, the distorting effects of the "system" on the "lifeworld" that Habermas discusses.» The
next several chapters discuss the place and limits of self-criticism, so that we later we can
investigate building together in history and context.

This deflationary, pragmatic approach to the Sophist's power takes the drama away
but returns us to the world of real confrontations and struggles. The reality is more humdrum,
which is not to say easy. Indeed it may be more difficult than it would be if Plato's positive or
negative fantasy were realized. Crude power and persuasion we know how to deal with, but
we have to be continually alert as these take new forms or we discover kinds we did not
know were operative. The worries are less threatening, but they demand more continued
effort. Self-reflection can help, and a whole frontier of ethical and political philosophy opens
out when we resist the fantasies of totality. We return to the in-between, but, both science

and scepticism aside, that is where we have always known that we were.

4 One might object that I should not compare the Sophist, whose persuasive efforts are directed by a will towards a
goal, with the more impersonal influences implied in modern theories of culture, language, and ideology. But fear of
these more diffuse influences should be reduced by the same gestures. If the influence on us of language or history or
culture is in no way traceable but only to be feared, without that fear ever being in any way capable of being
substantiated and worked against, then that influence has become a power so subtle that it makes no discernible

difference.
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Section Two:

Chapter 4. Postmodern Sophistications

The fear of the Sophist is the fear that we may be so manipulated that we have no
secure place to collect ourselves, and no time to stop and think. In the previous chapter |
tried to diminish that fear by examining its presupposition. But many thinkers who would
accept my conclusion would not accept the further, postmodern claim that we have no
unified self to collect. Indeed that seems to open the way for the Sophists: without a secure
center how could we think critically? In this and the next chapter | explore the issue of
criticism without security; later the issue will recur in thinking about architectural decisions.
Here | discuss Jiirgen Habermas and Jean-Francois Lyotard, who are often taken as
representative modernist and postmodernist. Each believes the other insufficiently critical.

Postmodern thinkers try to describe a realm of opinion that does not stand in
opposition to a realm of knowledge. The attack on Plato's dream of founded knowledge and
on metaphysical centering has become bound up with assaults on other suspected enemies
such as logocentrism, patriarchy, and instrumental reasoning. By a curious reversal the quest
that Plato envisioned as the guarantee of true human flourishing has for many postmodern
thinkers become linked with repression and false consciousness. The Sophists and their
realm of opinion then come as a liberation.

Lyotard and Habermas

In his dialogue Au Juste (translated as Just Gaming), Lyotard explains how he sees the
Sophists as relevant to our life today. The Sophists affirm that there is no knowledge in
matters of politics and ethics; there is only opinion. We too must reject the claims of such
knowledge, for those claims lead to the continuing "rationalist terrorism" we experience from
those with a pretended science of politics, be it capitalist or Marxist. Socrates's quest is no
longer credible. Neither are the related stories told by the Enlightenment and the nineteenth
century about progressive human liberation or the growing embodiment of the human spirit
in the world. Instead of these Socratic and modern tales we are coming to understand the
variety of language games and their irreducibility one to another. There is no foundation to

reach and no unified story to tell.
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Yet we still need a politics. Judgments must be made, and Lyotard admits that the
conventionalism about values usually attributed to the Sophists would lead to the conclusion
that whatever any group comes to agree on is by definition right for them. In such a situation
there would be no possible politics, only consensus. "But we know what that means: the
manufacture of a subject that is authorized to say 'we" (81). In a world where consensus has
become a commodity, in a world after the Nazis, we cannot accept conventionalism as the
base of political ethics. It would allow injustices that we must reject even though we can
give no firmly grounded reason for rejecting them. This is Lyotard's major disagreement with
the Sophists. As usually portrayed they would seem to allow actions and regimes that should
not be allowed. Lyotard also admits that the Sophists defend a realm of opinion that is too
fixed on past practice and convention (and, he should have added, on an unproblematic
notion of desire).

Lyotard does argue that at least some of the Sophists went beyond conventionalism.
They teach that "there must be laws, but no laws are given." We find ourselves already
addressed by prescriptions in our encounter with others. That we be so addressed and have
norms placed upon us is a fact prior to any reflection, a fact that cannot be made to go away.
Yet no particular norm or prescription can have its content guaranteed®

For Lyotard, we are put in the position of obedient listener and we cannot neutralize
the address made to us. Yet we cannot take as definitive any particular prescription. Some are
unjust. We are addressed; we are called to respond; but we must judge how to respond in
each particular case. In doing so we have no rules to follow. In his attempt to ground some
particular content, Plato tries to reduce prescriptions to descriptions taken from a superior
realm, but this does not certify the prescriptions; it only changes the game. Language games
are to be accorded their own autonomy. Prescription should not be reduced to description.

Nor can we return to rational politics based on metaphysical assumptions and
methods. By "rational politics" Lyotard refers mainly to conservative natural law theories and
doctrinaire Marxist views that claim rational authority. There is not much in Lyotard about the

rational politics discussed on the Anglo-American scene derived from the utilitarian and

5 Whatever the truth of Lyotard's Lévinasian points about obligation, the historical claim about the Sophists is not
convincing, since the arguments for the necessity of law given for instance in the Anonymous Iamblichi involve a kind

of cost-benefit analysis that Lyotard elsewhere rejects.
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contractarian traditions. Perhaps he knows little about them, perhaps they appear too
systematic and metaphysical; perhaps he dismisses these, as would Nietzsche, because he
sees them enforcing mediocrity and not allowing the true liberation of a creativity that goes
beyond limits and refuses to base life on cost-benefit calculations.
Lyotard describes the problem he sets out to solve in his book Le différend:

Given (1) the impossibility of avoiding conflicts (the impossibility of

indifference), (2) the absence of a genre of universal discourse for

regulating conflicts [Platonic metaphysics and its descendants], or, if you

wish, the necessity that the judge be partisan, find, if not a way of

legitimating the judgment . . . at least how to save the honor of thinking.

(10)

Thinking's honor will be saved if we can avoid "might makes right." Lyotard hopes to
overcome conventionalism by joining themes from the Sophists with themes from Kant to
create a politics of opinion.

We need to make our judgments in reference to an Idea, in Kant's sense of that word.
For Lyotard an Idea is not a rationally constructed concept that gives us criteria for judgment.
It is an extension of an existing concept into a description of an unrealized state, a goal that
may be impossible to experience (or even contradictory were it to be realized) but can still
guide our judgment by giving it a direction. The irreducible differences between the various
kinds of language games can be so extended into an Idea. Lyotard proposes the Idea of a
society where there is no majority, where all language games are allowed to flourish and
new ones constantly invented, and none are allowed to dominate the others. This Idea does
not provide rules for deciding any particular dispute, but it gives a direction or horizon
within which we can have room to feel our reactions to a particular case. This mirrors what

Kant says about aesthetic, rather than moral, judgments.®

6 Lyotard would also like to have something like Kant's negative moral judgments, a way of saying that this or that
particular claim or language game cannot be reconciled with the Idea. He realizes the difficulties of this and of his
position generally, since it implies that he, at least, is taking the stance of one who prescribes for all language games. To
prescribe noninterference is still to prescribe. On this see Lyotard's remarks in Just Gaming about his own descriptions
(51) and his laughter when the objection is brought against his prescriptions (100), and the perceptive deconstruction of
Lyotard's text in Weber 1985. In a later essay, "Judicieux dans le différend," Lyotard tries to describe this Kantian
attitude in more detail, without reference to the Sophists (Lyotard 1985, 195-236).
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As ideal citizens of the realm of opinion, for Lyotard, we would constantly be
inventing new moves and "master strokes" in the language games we find ourselves involved
in. And we would be creating new games involving new rules. Despite their diversity,
language games and forms of life remain structures and forms that cannot capture that which
is unrepresentable, desire, life. We must honor this uncapturable by constant innovative
ferment. The postmodern person is always to be moving beyond the language of the tribe,
acquiescing in nothing, always creating anew. Lyotard admits (1984, 79) that the postmodern
extends that part of the modern movement that aimed at always starting over from new
beginnings.”

Whatever the problem with this injunction, and elitist as it may be, it plays an
important role. In transposing an aesthetic goal of originality to the broader realm of
language games generally, Lyotard introduces constant criticism and innovation into the
realm of opinion. In its way this plays the same role as Plato's eros, the search for fuller
reality that keeps us dissatisfied with where we are. Like eros it is a manifestation of desire,
but not a desire for totality and fulfillment. We do not search for ever deeper grounds but for
ever newer moves and games, and there is no final goal to specify criteria for judging novelty
or mastery. Yet there is criticism; if a new form of life catches on and spreads (as might, for
example, a new way of painting, or a managerial system with a new hierarchy of values) the
effect is a criticism of the old way of life for not embodying our desire. Such changes,
however, do not follow any linear progress towards some perfect way of life.

Lyotard's critics do not find this adequate. There has been an acrimonious debate
between Habermas and Lyotard concerning the role of rational agreement. For Habermas,
Lyotard's fragmented vision provides no real place for a community to recollect itself and
think critically about its goals and practices. While Habermas would agree in rejecting the

isolated critical ego that withdraws to some secure point in order to picture the world, he

7 There is a serious problem with Lyotard's demand for the creation of new language games as it is stated in Le
différend. His notion of a language game encompasses several different levels: (a) the standard Austinian examples
such as describing, promising, prescribing (what he calls régimes de phrases), (b) more extended speaking that
involves linking many kinds of sentences towards some chosen goal (what he calls genres de discours), (c) concrete
institutional examples such as getting married, (d) very complex activities, such as present-day capitalism, that seem to
be built up out of the other levels. It is not clear what constant innovation would mean on the first level, nor whether the

others are sufficiently alike for his injunctions to applicable on all levels.
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would not accept Lyotard's fragmentation of language. In so far as we are self-conscious
about acting within a community that shares values, that is, in so far as we speak a language
in anything like a modern mode, Habermas believes we are involved in one overarching
process of coordinating our actions through seeking for truths based on rational argument.

Language is not simply a code for transmitting information between computing
devices; language exists as and within the net of interpersonal relations that bind people
together into a community. Those relations allow us to feel and act in common. Coordinating
action is not simply a matter of arranging parallel responses to stimuli. In its fullest sense,
such coordination demands that we all act, together, as rational agents. It is this conjunction
of rationality and sociality that in various ways distinguishes Habermas from the Sophists,
from Lyotard, and from Plato.

Habermas is not Lyotard, because for him language games are all involved in a larger
structure. In order to coordinate action among rational speakers, they must implicitly offer
each other assurances that they are able to meet challenges about the truth of what they say,
its appropriateness to the situation, and their sincerity in speaking. Often, established
institutional criteria can be used for settling these issues of truth, appropriateness, and
sincerity, but with speech acts that are not tightly bound to institutional procedures, real
communication requires an implicit promise that those three dimensions of validity can be
explicitly discussed and their claims satisfied. We have the power to step above our practices
and question them for their validity. This means that even in the case of communication that
is institutionally structured, the norms of the institution can be questioned for validity
whenever the participants desire. And the procedures used to settle those questions can
themselves be queried in the same manner. Any language game exists as a particular way of
structuring this basic web of intersubjective promises and claims, which has as its guiding
ideal a rationally motivated consensus about the world and our interpersonal connections.

While this sounds like the Socratic story as Plato tells it, for Habermas there is no
individual enlightenment at the end of the dialogue, only mutual agreement. There is no
demand that some absolute foundation be reached; Habermas is concerned that challenges
to validity claims be always appropriate, but such rationality is procedural in nature, and its

results are always provisional.
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Although Habermas does not demand a Platonic substantive base for rationality,
Lyotard and others portray him as a "dinosaur of the Enlightenment" (Lyotard 1985, 168) who
continues Plato's hopeless quest for certitude and consensus. On the other hand Habermas
has insisted that the seemingly radical claims made by Lyotard and others, claims
reminiscent of the Sophists, are crypto-conservative. He charges that proponents of the
postmodern who see the Enlightenment as a failed or totalitarian project of rationalization
provide no process by which existing institutions or culture can be challenged in any way
that can command legitimate assent. They leave us open to persuasion and manipulation,
and at most they recommend counter-persuasion. But if this is all that is available then there
is no politics, only social engineering.

Lyotard too believes that there is more to language than information transfer. But
rather than stressing interpersonal connections and the reform of institutional goals and
criteria, he sees a need to violate established language games by making new statements that
cannot be communicated in clear language. As he says, "the problem [is] not consensus
(Habermas's Diskurs), but the unpresentable, the unexpected power of the Idea, the event as
the presentation of an unknown and unacceptable phrase which then gains acceptance by
force of experience" (1986, 217, cf. 1984, 81-82).°

Lyotard's creative individual makes new master-strokes and new rules that are
unexpected by those who play the ordinary games. What is important now is "suppleness,
speed, and the ability to metamorphose" (1986, 219). So too the Sophists worked surprising
moves. Lyotard emphasizes that they were antilogikoi, always finding two or more opinions,
always questioning received ways, always refusing to let opinion stay settled down. In The
Postmodern Condition Lyotard urges disputation and paralogism in order to stimulate conflict
and novelty. But the Sophistic refusal to let opinions stay settled was a stage in the process of
"making the weaker case appear the stronger." The multiplicity of opinions was involved in a
strategy of persuasion that leads the listener to accept what the Sophist wants him to think.
The Sophists were not interested in a multiplicity of opinions for its own sake.

The darker side of Sophistic persuasion is invoked by opponents of postmodernism.

8 "The work of the artist or scientist consists precisely in seeking operators capable of producing phrases that have
never been heard before and are thus by definition--at last at first--noncommunicable." "The important thing in art is the

production of works which bring into question the rules constituting a work as such." (Lyotard 1986, 212, 214).
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Instead of the Sophists as innovators, we have Callicles's lust for power. The Protagoras
portrays the Sophist as teaching manipulation in the name of education. The historical
Gorgias, in his Defense of Helen, is eloquent about the power that persuasion has over
opinion: Helen is blameless because she has been manipulated through words. Is this any
different from what Lyotard proposes?

| argued earlier that we should not share Plato's extreme fears about the Sophists,
though we need to be alert and critical. But it is not very clear what kinds of individual or
community self-reflection helps the process of criticism. Habermas says:

[Indent Post-empiricist philosophy of science has provided good reasons for holding
that the unsettled ground of rationally motivated agreement among participants in
argumentation is our only foundation--in questions of physics no less than in those of
morality. (Habermas 1982, 238) End Indent]

Lyotard would agree that we stand on unsteady ground, but not with the phrase
"rationally motivated agreement among participants in argumentation." If by "rationally
motivated" we were to mean "acceptable according to the rules of the game," Lyotard would
agree, but he would claim that the rules of the game themselves can be changed and there is
no rule or process for agreeing on new rules.

Habermas, on the contrary, claims that the process of communication as rational
agents guarantees the possibility of stepping up the area for discussion and consensus to a
higher level where we can work at agreeing on rules or changes in rules. Relying on the
goals and criteria implicit in the structure of communicative action, we can fight against
mystified and distorted agreement where relations of force or causality, rather than evidence
and validity, determine our beliefs and practices. Lyotard, claims Habermas, has no way of
distinguishing between legitimate and ideological agreement about the rules for forms of life.
He leaves us no recourse against Sophistic persuasion.

A German Plato and a French Sophist?

Just how far can we pursue the parallels between Plato and Habermas, Lyotard and
the Sophists? Is it significant that just those darker aspects of the Sophists that most bothered
Plato tend to be downplayed in Lyotard's presentation of their views?

Plato's Sophists, in so far as they talk about truth at all, subordinate it to persuasion,
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and end by making all use of language instrumental. Plato proposes a new discourse, the
metaphysical quest and its dialogical method, which escapes means-end calculations,
though it serves the larger purpose of grounding the individual and society. Similarly,
Habermas accuses the postmoderns of being unable to distinguish persuasion from
argument, and he urges a liberating self-critical discourse.

Plato seems close to Habermas in many ways, but Habermas can be made to look
more Platonic than he is. For one thing, Plato makes a sharp distinction between the
unforced dialogue of philosophy and the force and violence of action in the world. The
difficulty of returning the philosopher back into the cave, the willingness to use the noble lie,
and the belief that the multitude can never philosophize all indicate that for Plato there was
a difficult transition from the purified atmosphere of Socratic discourse to the realm of
practical decisions. Habermas refuses the strict separation (found also in Hannah Arendt) of
the idealized realm of discourse from the realm of strategic action. His ideal discourse is tied
to the task of coordinating action, and so always potentially involved with power and
violence.

Also, Plato seeks personal unity and fulfillment, and a grounded effective community
life, by means of direct contact with substantive truth, which Habermas would deny we can
achieve. Yet, Plato's practice is closer to Habermas than is Plato's doctrine. | argued earlier
that as dialogue extended and practical results were not forthcoming, the end of the
metaphysical quest was indefinitely postponed. As the search became longer and deeper, in
the dialogues and in the Academy, the search itself, with its concomitant virtues and
pleasures and its internally structured activity of criticism, became self-sufficient. The
metaphysical goal remained as a distant pole orienting the way of discussion. The resulting
mixed discourse, seeking the final truth yet finding its satisfaction in the incremental
criticisms made during the search, closely parallels Habermas's notion of the Idea of
uncoerced communication as a norm for everyday communicative action and criticism.

If Habermas is not quite Plato, neither does Lyotard quite fit with the Sophists. It is
true that he locates himself on the side of rhetoric and persuasion. Speaking of one of his

previous books, Lyotard explains that it was not meant to present an argument.
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Here is a book the writing of which . . . perpetrates a kind of violence . . . .
What is scandalous about it is that it is all rhetoric; it works entirely at the
level of persuasion . . . . This is a book that aims to produce effects upon the
reader, and its author does not ask that these effects be sent back to him in
the forms of questions. This kind of writing is generally taken to be that of
the rhetorician and of the persuader, that is, of the maker of simulacra, of
the sly one, the one who deceives. To me, it is the opposite.]
Lyotard explains that in the Platonic dialogue each participant is really trying for the

power to control the effect of his words on the other. This produces

a discourse in which each of the participants is, in principle, trying to
produce statements such that the effects of these statements can be sent
back to their author so that he may say: this is true, this is not true, and so
on. In other words, so that he can control, or contribute to the control of,
these effects.

By contrast, the more rhetorical style of the books in question opened up a space for

the reader, who is not dominated by the author.

I was trying . . . to limit myself to the delivery of a mass of statements

barely controlled in themselves, and, insofar as the relation to the addressee

is concerned, they were drawn up more in the spirit of the bottle tossed into

the ocean than in that of a return of the effects of the statements to their

author. Without knowing it, I was experimenting also with a pragmatics

that, for some Sophists, is a decisive aspect of the poetic. . . . These theses

are advanced not in order to convince or to refute but to persuade--let us

say, to take hold of or to let go . . . . These theses are not up for discussion.

But actually they can be discussed. . . . It presupposes that the reader does

not allow himself or herself to be intimidated, if I may say so. (Lyotard

1985, 4-5)

It is clear that Lyotard is not identifying his attempts with the manipulation

traditionally attributed to the Sophists. Yet his talk about "effects" intentionally blurs the
distinction between convincing by argument and convincing by force. How does something

"take hold"? While he admits that the most rhetorical of texts can still be discussed and its
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theses analyzed, he does not allow that a second text can reexamine and test the truth of the
first text, as Socrates would claim.

It is not really a matter of arriving at the truth of the content of the theses of

the book, but rather a question of coming to grips with the new effects

produced by the new situation of a joint discussion. And there will be no

attempt then . . . to tell the truth of . . . the other books; it will be rather an

attempt to produce a new book. The effects that had been produced upon us

will be constitutive elements of the new book . . . not the clarification, the

correct version, of the previous ones, but one of their effects upon two

addressees, you and me, who are in no way privileged. (Lyotard 1985, 6)

This notion of the effect of a text leaves many open questions. How does one bring it
about that the reader is not intimidated? Whose responsibility is it to do so? Is it enough to
presuppose that the reader will be alert and tough, and that it is up to the reader alone to
judge what kinds of effects are appropriate, or should the writer exercise self-restraint? Are
there kinds of effects that are never appropriate?’

Still, despite his vagueness, Lyotard's comments about not controlling the effect of his
words show that for him rhetoric is not a matter of calculative means-end rationality. At its
best it is neither pure self-expression nor pure calculation but a continual, often mutual
creation of novelty. This distances his ideas from the Sophists, since for them rhetoric
involves calculation of effects and mobilization of means to success.

Habermas, on the other hand, does hold that discourse should return to the author in
the form of questions, so that the effect of the discourse can be mutually assented to. True
mutual dialogue is not a form of control but a means to rationally motivated agreement. "The
fundamental intuition connected with argumentation can best be characterized from the
process perspective by the intention of convincing a universal audience and gaining general
assent for an utterance" (1981, 26). This distinguishes argumentation from rhetoric since
rhetoric always works with an eye to the limited factual situation of its audience; knowing

your audience provides the "handles" persuasion needs. An audience defined in completely

9 In his discussion of terrorism Lyotard emphasizes the need to deal directly with another party and not manipulate
through threats to a third person. Direct assassination attempts are more acceptable than holding hostages. Might there
be a textual or dialogical analogue to this distinction?
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formal, universal terms offers no definite points of contact for the rhetorician to use in
calculating the means of persuasion.

The generality of the intended audience can also pose a difficulty for Habermas,
since the goal of gaining universal assent will only work if the universal audience can be
described in such a way as to allow the intention of addressing it. The notion of shared
coordination of action allows Habermas to find some constraints on speaking, since speaker
and audience share goals that can be defined in a purely formal way. Whether these
universal goals do not cause Habermas other problems will be an issue in a later chapter
concerning the role of historical and traditional content, a role that | think neither Lyotard
nor Habermas have described correctly.

One way of distinguishing Lyotard from Habermas is to say that for Lyotard the only
possible description of the universal audience would be as "players of some language
games," while Habermas wants to describe the audience in terms of the specific language
game of communicative action, which involves a whole network of speech acts and their
requirements that characterize any speaker.’

For Lyotard the general picture is of a competition (an agon) where innovations strive
for an acceptance that comes not by rational rules but by something close to an act of
aesthetic judgment. Justice involves not consensus but respect for boundaries and
differences. Habermas orients language towards consensus, and insists on the primacy of
communicative action. Even if it is not the only function of language, communicative action
overrides the others as the vehicle of a growing social self-awareness.

Habermas thinks of human relations with an eye on Hegel's notion of mutual
recognition in an intersubjective network where the parties agree because they have
cooperated in creating (or at least validating) their relationship in general and in detail. But
this is not through a social contract between already fully formed individuals. In Hegel's
vision of society | attain my individuality and selfhood only in cooperation with others,
through actions and structures that recognize others as full persons who are at the same time

recognizing me as a full person. History is the story of the gradual purification and

10 T am not sure Habermas would or should agree to the description of communicative action as a language game,
particularly given Lyotard's broad use of that term, but the disagreement concerns how much or how little is needed to

characterize speakers or language users in general.
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rationalization of the structures by which people come to recognize and constitute one
another as selves. Complete mutuality is attained when there are no inequalities built into
the structures by which persons attain their selfhood; then social structures and acts come
about through the mutual approval of each member. In such a state nothing is different from
what it appears to be: there is no hidden content or secret interest. The reasons for any
structure or act are in principle accessible to all.

For Lyotard there can be no public sphere of discourse that is not divided and
agonistic. He speaks not of agreement but of moves and counter-moves, master-strokes and
changing the rules. A new language game may sweep us along or answer to desires that go
beyond their present articulations, a new prescriptive address may call us to respond, but
none of this happens in the transparent, mutually controlled intersubjective space that
Habermas sees as ideal.

So, although Lyotard and Habermas both agree that language is not essentially a tool
for calculated manipulation, the opposition between them can resemble the Sophists versus
Plato, at least in terms of agonistic display versus cooperative inquiry.

Yet, as we have seen, it would be too simple to say that Habermas favors critical
judgment and Lyotard opposes it. Lyotard sees constant innovation as a critical tool. Nor do
the targets of his criticism differ much from those Habermas attacks. Despite Lyotard's talk
about rhetoric and persuasion, he as much as Habermas fights the leveling effects of the
mass media. Both of them worry about the increasing concentration of education on
technical mastery to the exclusion of communicative and creative skills. Both of them are
concerned that in our times impersonal systems that maximize efficiency are distorting
human ways of interacting. Both examine the structure of our interaction with one another;
both seek norms already implied in what we do, norms that when put into practice more
explicitly will make room for the voiceless and the exploited to speak effectively. Both seek
justice, and agree that in its name we must fight the totalizing forces of modern systems.
Both agree that we must develop new social practices that let us take time out from the
bombardment of information and pressure, time to think and create anew. In all this
Habermas and Lyotard are on the same side, and it is the side Plato would approve.

Facing the media barrage and the distorted communications of the contemporary
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world, what Habermas urges seems more classical: that we take time to collect ourselves
together, to think and demand arguments. He urges mutual recollection and concentration in
order to clear the channels of communication. But this is not the same as Plato. Plato wants
us to build our city through a dialogue based on the logos we all share, and that deep reason
that makes our dialogue possible leads the individual to a vision of the forms definitive of
reality. The cooperative group discussion works to facilitate individual enlightenment.
Perfected individuals would then form an elite that could apply grounded knowledge in
managing a properly ordered community. While Habermas too would have us work
cooperatively to establish consensus based on reasoned agreement, this leads to no
foundational knowledge nor to any Platonic social manipulation by experts.

Lyotard insists that Habermas would substitute one form of total uniformity for
another. But in practice both thinkers urge piecemeal reform. Habermas is not demanding
we institute global change all at once, and Lyotard is not telling us to go off and play by
ourselves.

For Lyotard, if our communications are distorted, we should invent new ways to
communicate. If society is dominated by a few kinds of language games, we should devise
more. Divergence and creativity are the answer: secession, not consensus. This does not
mean that we should go away to play new games by ourselves. Such isolation would only
create smaller domineering societies. What is needed is a plurality of language games and
modes of life acknowledged as such. We think we have that now, but the plurality is
dominated by the rules of efficiency and capital accumulation. There is one overriding game
in our society: exchange.

Although it is not a process of rational appraisal, the creation of novel language
games effects a critique of the world we know. Present practices will be criticized not by
discussing them but by creating new practices that by the way they take hold show up the
unspoken desires frustrated by previous forms of life. This process does not converge; there is
no cumulative learning process such as Habermas describes. New games will be in a public
space not structured by any one language game (such as capitalist accumulation) nor by any
one set of goals (even ones as refined as Habermas's consensual structures).

That public space will be open and tolerant; is Lyotard, for all his radical panache, a
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liberal at heart? He denies the charge, "Does what | say lead to an advocacy of
neoliberalism? Not in the least. Neoliberalism is itself an illusion. The reality is concentration
in industrial, social, and financial empires served by the States and the political
classes" (Lyotard 1986, 218). But this is not enough; neoliberals also fight concentrations of
power (cp. Rorty 1988, chapters 3 and 8). What makes Lyotard in one sense more a liberal
than Habermas is that participants in Lyotard's different language games are never forced to
justify either the rationality or the appropriateness of the games they play. In his concern to
safeguard the different forms of life from external domination Lyotard renders them immune
to internal challenge, except through the creation of a competing game that may seduce
away their players. Because there is no mutuality demanded, judgments of justice, about
which Lyotard is very concerned, come only from outside.

Modern and Postmodern

While Habermas champions modernity, he opposes the contemporary reduction of
human action to the manipulation of objects, and the reduction of rationality to instrumental
calculation. He urges that these only exist in the broader context of communicative action
and rationality whose liberation is the true modern project.

For Lyotard "the issue in modernity . . . was not, and is not, . . . simply the
Enlightenment; it was, and is, the institution of will into reason" (1986, 216). Rational
calculation is now at the service of a will to power that has only its own infinite productive
expansion at heart. Measure and efficiency spread domination everywhere, but there are no
dominating individuals or classes. Habermas opposes this Heideggerean description of the
modern scene; for him the symptoms Lyotard discusses show not a sickness at the heart of
reason and will but the effects of current capitalist economic and social structures, which
allow "systemic" considerations of efficiency and productivity to invade areas of life which
should be managed by consensual methods.

Both Habermas and Lyotard oppose the standard modern purified notion of the
individual. Such individuals populate many philosophical and social scientific theories; they
consist of a set of preferences coupled with abilities to choose. These individuals use their
freedom to maximize their success in realizing their preferred goals. Their social relations are

chosen or constructed with these interests in mind. Social reality results from the aggregation
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of these individuals and their negotiations. Both Habermas and Lyotard believe in "thicker"
individuals whose relations to community are more intimate because individuality is itself a
social construct."

Habermas's individuals strive not simply to realize individual preferences, but to
question and validate their preferences amid a social process of clarification and reason-
giving. That process is not something added to their already finished individuality; it is in the
process of rational interaction that they become fully individualized. When we take time out
to reflect and collect ourselves, it is our dialogically constituted selves we recover. Society is
not an aggregation of independent atoms.

Lyotard's individuals are also more complex than modern preference machines.
Individuals are constituted by their social relations in the varied language games they play.
But they do not have a unified center either individually or in community; there is no one
"self" constituted by one drive for truth and consensus. Neither the individual nor the
community can get itself together to the degree Habermas would require. The social bond
has many strands; we play many roles in many games; there is no overarching or underlying
unity, only the need to be involved in games and to play them well. Language games do not
emerge from one unified player in us or one unified "we" among us bound by one set of
rules of discourse. Indeed, "the human" could well be "replaced by a complex and aleatory
assemblage of (nondenumerable operators) transforming messages" (Lyotard 1986, 217-218).
Yet Lyotard still shares Habermas's demand for judgment: not every game should be allowed.
Lyotard labors to impose conditions of justice on this multiplicity of games without decreeing
either a central self or a unified meta-game.

Both Habermas and Lyotard would agree that there is no way to avoid making
judgments case by case on conflicts and novel forms of life. They disagree about which Idea
opens the space within which judgment functions. The controversy is between Lyotard's

aesthetic judgment, and Habermas's rational consensus. It is here that Plato and the Sophists

11 So far as modern thought attempts to devise universal formal systems of representation on a different level than the
content they unify, neither Habermas nor Lyotard are modern. Habermas argues that his analyses of discourse must be
submitted to the structures of discourse they reveal (Habermas 1979). Lyotard claims that his analyses of language
remain submitted to all the operations and forms they describe; there is no independent meta-language; the synthesis of
the series is also an element in the series (Lyotard 1983, no. 97).
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appear yet again, in the old fight between poetry and philosophy.

Habermas aims at showing that we have ideals and goals built into language that
give us a chance to criticize apparent truths. It is just this he thinks Lyotard and the
postmoderns do not provide, so they leave us in the hands of the Sophists. Lyotard suggests
that a combination of individual judgment and aesthetic novelty can do the job that needs to
be done.

But what is the job that needs doing? | argued that the hopes and fears that motivate
Plato's strong distinction between reason and rhetoric involve metaphysical fantasies on both
sides. If we cannot deploy a perfect method neither do we have to avoid some shapeless
persuasive force. Yet even if the Sophists are not so powerful as Plato thought, there is
critique to be done. The job is not necessarily that of getting free of all conditioning and
opacity, but rather of criticizing and building as best we can. But can that be done without at
least aiming at some full self-knowledge and self-transparency? What kind of self-criticism is
possible for us in a world that is neither Platonic nor Sophistic? When we are building or
rebuilding our world or our city, when we are facing one another and our differing traditions,
how do we talk to one another in a way that is self-critical and not merely talking "to have an
effect"?

My approach in the later chapters will be broadly pragmatic. | will not try to defend
the existence of some one structure that is the key to self-criticism, so | will not be offering a
master argument for such a structure; rather | will make a series of observations and claims
that are meant to keep open the variety and heterogeneity of our modes of self-criticism and
their practical import. Later, in discussing changes in architectural vocabularies, | will
propose something more similar to Lyotard's innovation than to Habermas's consensual
process, but still later, in discussing the city as a whole, | will come back to Habermas and
agree that Lyotard's mode of self-criticism does not allow the mutual dialogue that is

necessary for living and building in the finite spaces we must share together.
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Chapter 5. Self-Criticism in a Broken Mirror

If we are trying to make or remake places for ourselves, whether through city
planning or cultural criticism, we need some idea who we are and what we want. But what
can we know of ourselves?

Modern philosophers and social scientists tended to think of the self as able to
capture reflectively the structure and conditions of its activity. At least in principle the self
could become transparent to its inner gaze. Modern artists tended rather to find the self
opaque and inaccessible to reflection. Now that oppositional trend is strengthened by
postmodern thinkers influenced by Nietzsche and Freud.

From the Greeks on, "know yourself" has been a cardinal maxim, but its import has
varied. In many ages the principal message was to know your station in life (in relation to
your betters, to the gods, to your mortality). That station was individualized but was shared
by members of your group or class. In modern times the emphasis has shifted to knowing
special facts about yourself: to know yourself is to tell your own particular story, with its
uniquely contingent history, its dreams, desires, aspirations, faults, and so on. Socrates would
not have considered personal facts to be true self-knowledge; such a list would have formed
only the starting point for the real quest that would take you from such particulars to the
more universal conditions and goals common to all selves. For him, self-help begins when
we can see beyond our individual particularities. Today's popular self-help books practice
self-examination, but without suggesting a goal beyond our particular desires. In Foucault's
disciplinary society we are all constantly checking our particular qualities; supposedly this
helps us grow; mostly it just keeps us in line.

As modernity developed the self was treated both as more empty and as more filled
with personal content than in earlier societies. According to modern theory, making places
together should be a matter of looking into ourselves to understand our individual needs and
goals, then negotiating ways to coordinate with others according to general principles. It
becomes important to overcome anything that blocks or distorts our access to our true selves
or to true social needs. Where the ancients would have seen flaws of character, we see false

consciousness.
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But what if we cannot look into our individual or collective self-consciousness and
read our desires and goals? If we doubt the ideal of transparent self-reflection, how do we
assure enough space for discernment and self-criticism?

In this chapter | ask whether giving up modern self-transparency means we cannot
criticize ourselves. In the next chapter | argue that not only the content but also the act of
self-evaluation always stems from a particular context and tradition. Later | will try to provide
examples of this kind of judgment as it might be involved in extending architectural
vocabularies or building a city together.

What if there is some kind of influence on our selves or our community such that the
influences can never be gathered up and examined "objectively"? Martin Jay reports that
"Like Lyotard, Foucault would hold that power (and language) are prior to the self and could
never be overcome in the name of perfectly transparent intersubjectivity" (Jay 1984, 51-52).

Among others the target here is Habermas, who insists on the ideal of a totally self-
evaluated community. No factor or force is to be outside the reach of our critical activity. For
the usual modern view, we must keep everything in view and get the total picture so that
nothing will get behind our backs where we cannot see them coming. Society must look in
all directions to make sure that nothing is surreptitiously affecting it. Habermas denies this
subject-centered approach. He proposes instead an intersubjective method; it is not our
vision that we must clear but our talk. Ideology is not a distortion of our vision but a
blockage to our communication; it silences us on crucial topics and questions. We are to
aim not so much for clear sight as for justified statement. The result will not be a total picture
of our selves, but rather a total discourse that can encompass and evaluate everything about
a society and all the factors shaping its activity.

Prior Conditions

For postmodernists such as Foucault and Lyotard our language and tradition, our
social relations and the power they present cannot be made transparently rational or
encompassed by discourse even in the ideal limit. The self cannot dominate them either by
individual reflection or by intersubjective discussion. Symbolic systems and language games
and power relations are prior to the self, constituting it in a way that cannot be gotten
behind.
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This notion of priority needs to be examined. | want to suggest that even when (and
in part because) we give up the idea of complete self-reflection, even when we deny the
possibility of a totalizing individual or social discourse about self or society, there is still
nothing so "prior" that it cannot be talked about. Whether it can also be evaluated and
changed will depend on the facts of the case, but nothing is in principle immune. The
supposed opaque factors are conceptual twins of the idea of a totally transparent discourse,
since it is only when all ways of talking and criticizing can be totalized under some unified
principles that one can suggest there might be something outside the reach of any and all
discourse constituted (and limited) by those principles. If there is less unity to the critical
discourse, it has fewer limits.

There is an old argument in Greek philosophy that is relevant here because it shows
us how not to think about these matters. We find the argument first in Anaxagoras:

Other things all contain a part of everything, but mind is infinite and self-
ruling, and is mixed with no thing, but is alone by itself. If it were not by
itself, but were mixed with anything else . . . the things mixed would have
prevented it from ruling over any thing in the same way as it can, being
alone by itself. (Fragment 12)

Anaxagoras says that if the mind were mixed, it could not rule all things. The
argument Jay reports accepts the connection Anaxagoras is making: because mind is mixed
with something (constituted by social or linguistic or whatever factors) it cannot rule all
things (cannot dominate those factors by self-reflection).

Aristotle makes the same connection when discussing the intellect.

Since everything is a possible object of thought, mind, in order (as
Anaxagoras says) to dominate, that is, to know, must be pure from all
admixture. (On the Soul, 111, 4, 429b16-20)

Aristotle starts with the assurance that the mind can know everything; this comes from
his metaphysics of form and from his doctrine that the proper object of knowledge is the
universal. Aristotle then affirms (and contraposes) Anaxagoras's connection: since the mind
can dominate all things it must be unmixed and pure of any material admixture.

The opinion Jay reports restates Anaxagoras: since mind is not pure from all
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admixture it cannot dominate everything. The ancient quotations testify to an emphasis on
purity; for Anaxagoras it is a matter of keeping some foreign stuff out of the mind. For
Aristotle the mind can have no qualitative shape; colored glass does not admit all colors of
light. In the postmoderns the Greek emphasis on matter and form changes to a Kantian
emphasis on the necessary conditions that let an activity be what it is. The influences in
question shape the self not by being something alien mixed into it, but by being the
conditions that make a certain kind of activity possible. In so doing they limit it to the
definiteness of that kind. Language, social relations, power relations, and the other factors
are not outside forces worming their way into the intimacy of an already existing self. They
are forces and relations that by being in play in certain ways let there be a self at all. So the
influence here is more subtle than the Greek argument conceives.

But just how are we to take the claim that the self cannot overcome the factors that
make it a self in the first place? There are three progressively weaker ways of reading this
claim. The first would be that the self cannot even know such factors, and therefore cannot
overcome them in any way. The second would be that the self may know about the factors
but cannot criticize or control them. The third would be that the self can know and to some
degree change these factors in their particulars, but cannot do without them in general. Only
on the third reading is the claim defensible.

If we interpret the claim reported by Jay as saying that we have no access to the
factors that constitute the self, then we are still caught up with the ideal of pure self-
presence. As long as the Greek connection between purity and domination is accepted, then
any opaqueness in the self prevents full self-reflection. Or, in more postmodern terms, some
dispersion and lack of center in the self prevents the self from recentering itself in full
presence to itself. This presupposes that self-knowledge demands that the self coincide with
itself, and that if such self-communion is impossible then self-criticism is impossible. To
contend that there sulks behind all the aspects of the self we can talk about some un-
trappable prior influence we can never escape raises a spectre akin to the un-locatable
power of persuasion discussed earlier.

If we give up the Greek link between knowledge and transparency then claims of

"priority" become less useful. In fact when the model of transparent self-presence is removed
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and all the necessary softenings and impurities are allowed into the notion of self-
knowledge, we become even more able to talk about presuppositions and constituting
factors. If the self cannot be seen in an overview or summed up in one total discourse, that
does not mean that we cannot talk about ourselves. Quite the contrary. Diversity and
dispersion within the self increases our ability to talk about ourselves. If we had to rely on a
pure view or a special method we might worry about what was constituting and so limiting
that one method, but if our ability to talk about ourselves is multiple, indirect,
metaphorizing, and unregulated by any fixed principles or patterns, it is not limited a priori
to any particular sphere.

Could we know in general that our activities were influenced by factors such as
unconscious motives without knowing in particular what specific influences were working
on us? This depends on the strength of the claim that we could not know the details. The
claim that we as a matter of fact may not know what is influencing us at the moment can be
accepted with the proviso that new methods and ways of talking may alter our abilities. A
stronger claim would be that it is always impossible to know in detail what is influencing us
in our current acts; this, however, depends either on the suspect Greek connection
mentioned above, or on a definition of "current acts" that is too restrictive.

The opinion Jay reports is open to a second reading: that we can know but not
influence the factors constituting our selthood. It is ruefully true that merely being able to
talk about something does not mean we can criticize and change it, especially our own
habits and dispositions. But this commonplace does not justify the claim that we can in no
way change. To recognize the possibility of change requires that we be able to recognize
alternatives. It is this, rather than some supposed self-transparency, which is the crucial issue.
Even if we agree with the many thinkers who argue that there is no way of conceiving a self
without language, history, culture, and the like, that does not mean that we cannot recognize
possible alternative ways of language or culture.

We can distinguish two ways of questioning. One is a wonder at our condition,
without any particular alternative in mind, a wonderment that things are the way they are,
but without any definite doubt about them. We can wonder about something that we take for

granted, or some standard, or some self-evident practice. Such wonder is a source of
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philosophy but it is not yet a definite question. In Plato's dialogues that wonderment is taken
up and given a name and a direction in the Socratic quest. The move is graceful, but it is a
move; the prior wonderment could be specified in other ways. Epistemological scepticism
probably fascinates us most when it is kept as a wonder that avoids any specific challenges.
Just wondering "maybe we are completely mistaken" produces a thrill that does not give any
direction to discourse. As soon as sceptics actually offer alternatives (the world is a mental
representation, we are brains in a vat, there is an Evil Genius deceiving us) then arguments
begin and critical decisions get made. The same is true for ethical scepticism.

We might roughly distinguish two kinds of descriptions, one that suffices to identify
an item in question, and another that locates it in a way that has some consequences.
Scepticism might identify its topic as "all our beliefs" or "all our experience" and ask vaguely
whether these were "true." But the discussion would really begin once some meaning had
been given to the notion that our beliefs could be false, by locating them on one side of a
powerful duality such as mental/external or spontaneous/imposed.

Again, someone in a traditional society might wonder at its hierarchical distribution
of power, without really envisioning alternatives. Then later the traditional hierarchy could be
located on one side of a duality such as just/unjust or equitable/inequitable, with some
description of what a society on the other side might be like. With the availability of
alternatives the initial disquiet could become a force for change.

Self-criticism demands that we be able to delimit some area of our life and describe
it with concepts that have implications we can argue about. If this is so, then we can see one
sense in which Habermas is right to consider postmodern irony to be a conservative move.
[rony locates some practice and distances itself from that practice, but does not necessarily
insert it within a network of other concepts that provide critical leverage.

Thus the third reading of the opinion reported by Jay seems to be the correct one.
Even if there are factors constitutive of our selfhood, we are not blocked from considering
changes in their particulars. Even if we cannot conceive a self without language and history,
we may envision different languages and histories.

True, this provides at best a strategy for piecemeal self-awareness. We cannot be sure

we will come to know all the factors conditioning us. (Obviously there can be no argument
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that will prove that we can never know some particular factor; the fact that we could make
the argument would refute the argument.) The fear remains that in criticizing our situation we
appeal to standards that themselves are effects on us of some as yet undiscerned particular
influence.

How can we be sure this is not happening? | think there is no way we can be sure,
but is this so bad? If our fear of being influenced stays general and provides no indication
what kind of factors we should worry about, then it is no different from the generalized fear
of the Sophist | spoke about earlier, or the vague scepticism mentioned above. If the fear has
some specific focus, then we can examine it.

Besides conceiving alternatives, we have to be able to actually effect changes. These
do not always go together. We can conceive of spaces of more than three dimensions, but no
one has suggested a way of adding a dimension to our space in order to provide more real
estate. Still, we do not know the limits of our power to effect changes in nature or society. It
is not clear that social and economic "laws" are as fixed as our current analogies with natural
science make them seen. We have all experienced being aware of how we are shaped by
cultural or historical influences but finding ourselves unable to change as we think we
should. The women's movement has afforded both men and women many occasions for
being aware of influences that seem difficult to escape. There is no single answer this
predicament any more than there is a single weapon to be used against Sophistic persuasion,
but once there is awareness and a vision of alternatives we can work at changing.

Traits of character and historical conditioning can be changed only with difficulty.
They cannot be altered by merely willing them to be different, yet in many cases we could
change over time by being alert for their effects and by developing new habits. Aristotle's
Ethics describes the process for cases where drastic social change is not needed. Achieving
such a re-habituation we would not have escaped language and culture but we would have
somewhat altered their particular constellations.

Discipline and Appropriate Judgment

If we are going to build together, criticisms and changes must be agreed on by many

people. Unless we want to reduce communal dialogue to nothing but strategic bargaining on

the part of individual interests, some communal criticism and discernment will be necessary.
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If we have trouble understanding ourselves individually, won't that be even more difficult in
society? And what kind of "we" do we want to make a place for? Is our goal to become
modern self-transparent autonomous detached selves? We should not presume that the only
alternatives are modern distance or a helpless subservience to factors we cannot control.

Influenced by Plato's fears, controversies over the form of public discourse too often
presuppose that rational discussion and forceful manipulation are the only alternatives. But
any argument we can propose will always remain surrounded, located, and made relevant
by that shifting discourse | spoke of in earlier chapters, the discourse that is not itself
structured as an argument. While that shifting discourse has no first principles to rely on, it is
not undisciplined. And other modes of discourse can have their own disciplines that are not
the same as rational argument.

In Habermas's ideal scenario, discussants seek a consensus based on mutually
accepted principles and shared descriptions of the situation. In such discussion the parties to
a dispute come to agree about what counts as rational argument and what counts as
irrational persuasion. However, in another kind of agreement the parties agree only on some
very general principles about interaction, and they forswear the use of crude power on one
another. There may not be any very full description of the problem at hand on which they
can agree. (Consider the differing views of what constitutes the "problem" in the case of
abortion legislation.)

This pragmatic agreement can come in several styles. The most obvious is Hobbsean,
but another is liberal, where the discussants are committed to an un-dominated mode of
discussion. The agreement to avoid coercion does not include substantive agreement on
some shared concept of the human good, or even that they re-examine their own
conception. The parties are not required to justify their positions to one another, or even to
themselves. This kind of discussion does not demand a precisely located distinction between
rational argument and persuasive rhetoric, and in practice the parties usually accept some
degree of manipulative discourse on each side since they do not completely agree on what
counts as unfair rhetoric.

The issue for Habermas is whether anything more is required of the performer of a

speech act aimed at coordinating action than the willingness to be open and avoid crude
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power, and to offer a degree of sincerity and tolerance. Must the space of public discussion
be structured by agreed-upon reasons and criteria, and surveyed by a totalizing discourse?
Must the openness of public discussion be the openness of a process with its own self-
justified unifying form? Is it necessary that the public space be unified, or only that it be un-
dominated?

From Socrates to Kohlberg and Habermas, the ideals of mature selfhood and
developed community have been almost always been linked to the ideals of rational
discourse and justified self-criticism. It is the mark of a mature person or a mature society
that a process of inner or outer dialogue replace the pressure of impulses and images. But
perhaps the notions of person and community should not be so tightly linked with the notion
of speaking and acting according to reasons.

Maturity in a self or society should certainly depend on being able to resist the
pressure of impulse towards arbitrary and inappropriate action. But "appropriateness" is a
wider category than "justified rational belief," and "rational" is not the only opposite of
"arbitrary." Also opposed to arbitrariness is discipline. In place of seeing a mature person as a
source of rational discourse and decision one might see them as capable of reacting
appropriately to situations, where "appropriateness" is not defined in terms of rules or
justifications but in terms of disciplined perception.'

After Foucault, there is some danger in using the word "discipline," since it has
become one more name for a supposed essence of modern society. But the word has an
older resonance from the discipline one learns as one learns a craft, for instance how to
center clay on the wheel, and what shapes a particular clay allows you to attempt. This is not
a matter of learning a set of justified rules; it is more like learning a dance, or how to inhabit
a particular locale. There are also the disciplines of the traditional spiritual paths. These
involve kinds of self-discernment and unity that are not matters of justified true belief.

Certainly these older disciplines are ancestors of the modern described by Foucault, but they

12 For a discussion of notions of truth and knowledge that broadens these out in a direction parallel to my suggestion
here, cf. the final chapter of Goodman and Elberg 1988. The Socratic story cannot be the last word about what it means
to be a person.
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do not connote its ubiquity and standardization™

We are often told that rational criticism is "impersonal" and thus escapes being
bound by the particularities of individual feeling and preference. But it is possible to escape
the details of individual preference without demanding rational universality. The discipline of
a craft is "impersonal" to the extent that anyone properly trained in that context and situation
would judge in a similar, if not identical, manner. Yet that discipline is context-bound and
not applicable in all situations.

Thus it might not be by studying the processes of argument leading to conclusions
but by studying the processes of discipline leading to graceful skill and insight (in the crafts
and in some traditions of spiritual development) that we might come to understand what it
means to be a developed person or society.

This is not an academic matter; the classical notion of mature personhood tied to
rational discourse and action has become fundamental to so much of our ethical and
political theory, and so interwoven with our legal and social practices, that we have only the
dimmest ideas about what personal and institutional relations might be if personhood were
thought and lived differently. It would be necessary to rethink the ultimacy of the opposition
between rational and irrational actions. It would also be necessary to work out what it means
to have a mutual discussion that is disciplined without necessarily following standard
patterns of argument.

This would mean finding ways of opening the disciplined appropriateness of actions
and words to interpersonal evaluation rather than individual appreciation, though not to
rule-governed decision procedures and transparent public discussion. Contemporary feminist
thought most directly attempts to address the task of rethinking personhood and institutions
along these lines. As the feminists suggest, we can find the wider notions of discipline and

appropriateness already present in repressed corners of our own experience."

13 . Although I am not treating Foucault explicitly in this book, my contentions later about the multiplicity of our lives
will challenge that part of his analysis that gets interpreted into a uniform picture of modern society after the fashion of
Heidegger's Gestell. But this is not necessarily what he was trying to say. (Cf. Foucault 1977).

14 In the course of his book Excesses (1983) Alfonso Lingis paints portraits of actions and interrelations that are
neither rational nor irrational in the classic sense and that illustrate how one might mutually perceive and relate in ways
that do not fit the usual economy of talk about rationality, beliefs, and desires. What is important to personhood may lie
in the interstices, in that which gets lost when one translates a person's world into sets of beliefs and desires.

(C) David Kolb and the University of Chicago Press, 1990



David Kolb, Postmodern Sophistications 57

Community demands mutuality, and Habermas is right to demand that participants to
a discussion aimed at coordinating mutual action should be able to challenge the
appropriateness of one another's judgments and values. But his claim that this implies self-
transparent rational evaluation may actually narrow our possibilities for social self-criticism.
As | said above concerning individual self-knowledge; as our methods of self-discussion
become more varied, indirect, and metaphorical, there are fewer limits on what we can
come to know about ourselves. It may seem that Habermas demands too much of
discussion; perhaps he demands too little.

Yet while it is true that the crafts, the arts, and the traditions of spiritual development
have means of disciplined discussion and evaluation that are not arbitrary even though they
do not demand universal rationality, it is also true that these activities have been riven with
conflicts and forceful interventions. The disciplines they offer are not enough to insure
peaceful agreement. But this does not imply that the they must be subject to a higher
uniform set of rules. It may be that disciplined communal judgments of appropriateness can
be reached by some weaker version of Habermas's dialogue. Habermas himself may suggest
something along these lines when he speaks of the reintegration of art works into the
lifeworld.

Habermas does not demand that the poets be thrown out of the city, but he does
cordon them off into a sphere of autonomous aesthetic culture. Neither the philosophers nor
the citizens can make judgments for the poets, who alone are competent to evaluate the
appropriateness of productions within their specialized field. Habermas also contends,
however, that there is a moment when artistic productions are reintegrated into the common
lifeworld and function to stimulate thought and criticism there. So far, though, it is not clear
how this is to operate, nor the degree to which rational argument or judgments of
appropriateness are involved in such integration (cf. the discussions in Jay 1985 and Ingram
1987). The question is whether such discussion would have to converge on any ideal meta-
agreement.

It is not the case that our only alternatives are rational universality or arbitrary force.

There are kinds of encounter that lie between the standoff produced by exercises in

liberal tolerance, and the shared rational project Habermas encourages. Examples of such
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discussion can be found in the best inter-cultural and inter-religious dialogue, or in cases
where arts are being integrated into the lifeworld." The crossings of traditions with one
another and with the everyday world can further self-critical processes at work in the
traditions, without being part of a universal project of self-criticism."*There is a mutual
project involved in such dialogue, but it is neither the goal of liberal co-existence nor
Habermas's universal rational agreement. Rather it is what | will call a care for the whole
that does not involve a total vision of the whole. This, and the problem of discerning our
communal identity, is taken up in two later chapter about the problems of building together
in cities.

Self-evaluation should not be conceived as a process elevated above history and
capable of being applied to any situation." situation. Appropriateness and discipline only
make sense in context; unlike "rationality" they cannot be defined in a purely formal way. If
we generalize the notion of discipline and appropriateness too much we lose the specificity
that makes particular judgments possible; at most the discussion should be supplemented
with descriptions of intellectual virtues. This does not insure peaceful agreement, but can

anything guarantee that hope?

15 Tam most familiar with this kind of dialogue in the Asian context. Examples of this dialogue, which encourages
self-criticism without being part of a project of universal agreement, can be found, for instance, in the journals
published by the Nanzan Center for the Study of Religion and Culture, in Nagoya, Japan.

16 «It is tempting to think that before modernization the crafts and spiritual traditions were not so self-critical as they
later became, when subject to modern differentiation. This, however, underestimates the degree of movement and self-
criticism in the pre-modern traditions, and it begs the question by assuming that all self-criticism stems from nascent
processes of rationalization.

17 Saying this does not endorse Lyotard's opposite claim that some situations are unresolvable in principle because of
the different forms of life involved. The appeal to principle, this time in the negative, still misleads.» My notions of
appropriateness and discipline may seem vague; they can even seem dangerously empty if we persist in looking for
criteria or processes of judgment that can be applied to «xMDUL»any«MDNM
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Chapter 6. Form and Content in Utopia

In this chapter | discuss some reasons why Habermas insists that our common
dialogue and joint building must be done on modern terms; then | ask if his views give an
adequate account the place of tradition. The reading | offer is an attempt to force Habermas
where he does not want to go. His doctrines are designed to maintain a delicate balance
between our particular roots and our universal critical project. | argue that this position is
unstable, and that it leans heavily towards universality and distorts our relation to history.

Reflective distance from traditional ways and values allows one to use traditional
material for one's own purposes: this is the Sophist at work, picking and choosing what
strands of tradition to emphasize in order to achieve personal or party goals. This is also
Habermas's ideal community at work, picking and choosing what strands of tradition to
emphasize in order to achieve what they take to be universally justifiable goals. If the
universality of those goals were to be questioned, then Habermas would look more like the
Sophist. He means to look more like Plato, who tests and corrects traditional material. But
Plato hoped to find substantive values and not just procedural rules to keep his use of
tradition from being willful. Habermas does not mean the use of tradition to be willful, but
perhaps that is an effect of the very formal rules and goals he suggests (cf. Bubner 1982, who
accuses Habermas of being too close to the Sophists).

Modernity and Tradition

Habermas does not believe in the distinction between modernity and postmodernity;
for him the crucial distinction is between the modern and the traditional. What does
modernity have that traditional society lacked? Habermas summarizes the difference as
follows:

[Indent We have discussed the "closedness" of mythological world-views
from two points of view: the insufficient differentiation among fundamental
attitudes to the objective, social, and subjective worlds; and the lack of
reflexivity in world-views that cannot be identified as world-views, as

cultural traditions. Mythical world-views are not understood by members as

interpretive systems that are attached to cultural traditions, constituted by
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internal interrelations of meaning, symbolically related to reality, and
connected with validity claims--and thus exposed to criticism and open to
revision. In this way we can in fact discover through the quite contrasting
structures of "the savage mind" important presuppositions of the modern
understanding of the world. (Habermas 1981, 52-53) End Indent]

When Habermas speaks of mythological world-views he has in mind the classic
examples cited by anthropologists: the Nuer, the Azande, and so on. On this scale the Greek
myths are not purely traditional; they represent an already changing system that is on the
road to modernity. Fully modern society has learned to distinguish "the objective, social, and
subjective worlds" and has institutionalized expert ways of dealing with these worlds.

For Habermas there is a story to tell about the gradual differentiation of modern
society. The modern spheres of science, law, and art work according to their own evolving
rules and become independent of political or religious control. This may resemble Lyotard's
insistence on a postmodern plurality of language games, but Habermas's differentiated
spheres fit together into a synthetic whole which Lyotard would be the first to attack. Unlike
Lyotard's discontinuous proliferation, the expert spheres Habermas talks about each have
their own developmental logic that guides them as evolving systems with continuing
identities. There is no logic to the genesis of Lyotard's language games from one another, nor
for changes within a given game.

In the story of modernization, the key trend is the gradual coming into focus of a
distinction between nature (as something given) and culture (as something made). Primitive
people, we are told, see culture a natural given and nature as something made by super-
persons. Separating nature and culture means developing institutions that can distinguish
and treat differently such things as ineptitude and guilt, causes and motives, harm and evil.
This separation means seeing the difference between natural health and moral goodness. It
means moving from a magical to a technological approach to nature, which brings a higher
level of productive forces and more mastery of the environment.

These developments do not proceed haphazardly; Habermas likens them to the
maturation of an individual, and he makes connections between Kohlberg's stages of moral

development and the changing organizational principles of historical societies. He sees these
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developments as genuine improvements in a species-wide learning process that helps us
fulfill our needs. Modernity is an advance, not just a change. Traditional society tends to be
static and repressive, because without distinguishing the social and the natural order there is
no room for envisioning alternative social arrangements as something that people could
bring about on their own (Habermas 1981, 51).

Above all, modernity requires us to separate the world from language about the
world. Habermas argues that as the distinctions he lists become available they allow people
to separate their mode of talking from the world about which they talk. People become able
to make semantic distinctions between the referent, the content, and the sign in linguistic
acts. This enables them to conceptualize linguistic acts as linguistic rather than natural acts,
and to distinguish connections due to the rules of meaning from connections due to the
causal relations among objects.

This destroys the magical function of language. But it open up the possibility of
understanding how some statements might be valid locally just because of their connection
with the rules of a particular language game. And other statements might be valid universally
just because of their connection with the rules for communication in general. This allows us
to distinguish various spheres of validity and the appropriate rules and type of rationality for
each sphere. In working out these conditions and rules in detail Habermas arrives at his
ethical and political conclusions.

The Three-World Story

These distinctions establish a picture of the world that explicitly distinguishes the
world from its pictures. We can distinguish the content of a world-view from the presumed
order of the world it is trying to describe. We become able to talk about a world-view as a
cultural construct with its own rules for connecting statements. The logical structure of the
world-view is distinct from the causal patterns it reveals in the world. We can also separate
the logical structure of the world-view from the subjective qualities of our experiences. Once
these three elements (world, world-view, and subjective experience) are seen as separate, we
can imagine alternatives and criticize our traditions in more radical ways than ever before.

I call this overall framework "the three-world story." The three worlds are the

"objective, social, and subjective worlds" mentioned above. There is the world of objective
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fact (linked by causal connections), the world of cultural constructions (linked by logical and
other rule-governed connections), and the world of inner experience (linked in aesthetic and
temporal connections, but not a realm of mental entities: cf. Habermas 1981, 91). Each of
these three worlds makes sense in reference to the others, and they interact to provide a
framework for language and understanding. "Taken together the worlds form a reference
system that is mutually presupposed in communication processes. With this reference system
participants lay down what there can possibly be understanding about at all" (Habermas
1981, 84).

Each of the three worlds fills a different function in our communication and action. It
is important to see that the three worlds are completely defined by these functional roles. The
cultural world that lies between experience and the objective world fulfills a certain function
of structuring and unifying and guiding, and it does so for every culture, regardless of the
particular constructs involved. Some cultures are more developed and differentiated, some
less so, but there is a cultural world in every case, defined by its function rather than its
content.

The three-world story is perfectly general. Since the function of each world within the
overall story is not tied to any particular content for that world, a modern person can think
about the nature and function of cultural constructs without necessarily referring to the
constructs typical of his or her own culture. Moderns can talk about world-views or the role
of inner experience without indicating any particular view or experience.

This generality allows modern people to criticize existing cultural constructs or
experiences. Since we understand the differentiated roles of the three worlds, and the
functions each world fulfills in the story, we can examine particular cultures or experiences
to see if they fulfill their roles well. The story suggests the goal of making the three worlds
function better together. That goal belongs to the three-world story itself rather than to any
particular culture or world-view. In terms of this goal we can criticize culture and experience
from a perspective that has no particular content it must hold sacred at the cost of its own
identity.

Thus the abstract and formal quality of the three-world story allows it to be in

principle shared by all cultures despite their differences. This should encourage consensus-
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building that will improve the functioning of the worlds of experience and culture in general.
Of course this can only happen once people are able to make the distinctions on which the
three-world story is based. They can share in the story once they have moved beyond the
stage of seeing a particular tradition as "natural." Only modern people can tell themselves
the three-world story.
The three-world story provides a self-image for modernity. The story includes a history

of how people developed so that they became able to tell the three-world story: this gives a
direction to the story and helps define its goals. What it means to be a modern person is to
live in a society that is so structured as to make the three-world story basic to one's identity.

[Indent We have to face the question, whether there is not a formal stock of

universal structures of consciousness. . . . every culture must share certain

formal properties of the modern understanding of the world, if it is at all to

attain a certain degree of "conscious awareness." (Habermas 1981, 180)
End Indent]

Instead of a founding myth, moderns have the three-world story."®The story defines a
place for modern individuals to stand and judge how well any tradition measures up to the
ideal of smooth functioning expressed in the story. And because the story gives the form of
modern culture rather than any particular content, it completes the development of self-
consciousness that has been occurring throughout history. These features allow the three-
world story to make normative claims that demand universal acceptance.

Because we moderns have seen how culture and the world fit together, there is no
turning back. We cannot again sanctify any particular cultural or experiential content. There
is no return to traditional forms of culture, for this would mean losing the differentiation that
gives modern persons their distinct perspective. This could only be a regressive step.

As far as Habermas can see such regression is just what many postmodern thinkers
are suggesting. When Lyotard says that grand narratives of liberation and progress have lost
their credibility he is claiming that we can no longer believe in something like Habermas's
three-world story with its built-in goal of perfect function and transparency among the three

worlds. Yet Lyotard offers his own story that also involves a formal characterization our

18 Like many myths, the three-world story murders the parents. Its picture of traditional society presumes too much
unity and too little self-consciousness. I discuss some aspects of this problem in the next chapter.
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relation to each other and to history, this time in terms of multiple language games and the
possibility of novelty. Like Habermas's story it provides a self-image, one closer to artistic
than to social and scientific modernism. This story differs from Habermas's story because it
does not invoke rational criticism, and because it does not lead to a final unity. Habermas
stresses these differences in his critique of Lyotard, claiming they make Lyotard unable to
properly criticize distorted and manipulative communication. Yet the results of both stories
for our attitudes toward history may not be all that different in Lyotard and Habermas.

Form and Content

Is the three-world story the only way we have left to describe our relation to tradition
and the past? It will be worth examining the distinction of form and content in the three-
world story as it applies to our dealings with history.

If one defines as traditional a society with no self-consciousness at all about the
status and nature of tradition, the roster becomes vanishingly small. Self-awareness of the
society's relation to its traditions can emerge in many ways connected with changing
patterns of trade, religious innovation, new agricultural technology, and so on. The decisive
distinction between traditional and modern societies lies not in the presence but in the
institutionalization of modes of self-reflection that may have existed in previous societies but
were not made part of the standard modes of interaction among members of those
societies.’Those new institutions include modern political arrangements, and the specialized
spheres of science, law, and art which were mentioned earlier. Each of these deals with the

past in a different way, but they share an objectifying attitude.”

19 Habermas accepts the general lines of Robin Horton's discussion of the difference between traditional and modern
inquiry. Horton argues that modernity brings encouragement rather than repression of large-scale theoretical
alternatives to received views and practices. But these views need to be qualified. Even in a traditional society with
taboos on considerations of any but the received views there can be nothing that eliminates the possibility of self-
reflection and criticism. There is no doubt that institutionalized theoretical reflection is a special development that
vastly increases the amount of talk about the presuppositions of people's lives. But it is not the only locus of social self-
knowledge. Social practices get be discussed, roles complained about, views wondered at. To see how a traditional
society talks about itself one should not go to the guardians of orthodoxy whom Horton examines, but to the traders and
travelers and other practical people who have to deal with social patterns and presuppositions in their everyday life.

20 "From the moment when the past, which traditionally prescribed a plan of action to both individals and groups, was
outdistanced by the historical sciences, an objective world was established, open to critical scientific investigation.
Modern man gains the freedom of an open future which, alone, can make him capable of transforming, according to
scientific conceptions, the natural and the social environment. The "lack of historicity" of modern society, demonstrated
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Habermas claims that because of modern differentiations we find ourselves no longer
able to stand in immediate unity with the traditions we have received. We interact with our
traditions as with tools that we have made and whose function we must improve. The three-
world story gives us a formally defined place to stand independent of the content of any
particular tradition, and it gives us a universal project with goals independent of any
particular historical project.

It may appear, though, that the goals of the three-world story are indeed those of a
particular culture and tradition. Despite its apparent universality the three-world story
appears to be a European story, and the cultural forms Habermas draws from the story are
typically European. Habermas argues that this ethnocentrism is only apparent. While the
modern structures emerged in Europe, for contingent historical reasons, taken as abstract
structures they are not Western but universal since they concern action and communication
in general.

More importantly, Habermas argues that what is described abstractly in the three-
world story is not a European cultural project or form of life because it is not a full cultural
project or form of life at all. It is a structure of distinctions, relations, rules, and values that
must undergird any self-aware form of life. But that structure cannot be lived by itself. It
provides necessary conditions for any modern form of life, but in order to be sufficient for
actual life it must be supplemented by historical content.

The three-world story suggests a life where all three worlds relate in smooth
functional interchange. But the rules and structures required for this functioning do not make
a blueprint for a perfect society. In his earlier works it sometimes appeared that Habermas
was suggesting that it was possible to define a utopian society based merely on the
conditions for perfect communication. More recently he insists that his discussions of the
conditions of communicative action are meant to provide only the formal necessary
conditions that make possible a modern society. They are not meant to outline sufficient
conditions for a utopia. He defines utopian thinking as "the confusion of a highly developed

infrastructure of possible forms of life with the concrete historical totality of a successful form

through natural and social procedures, has then, the scientification of the past as an assumed premise." (Habermas,
quoted in Portoghesi 1983).
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of life" (Habermas 1981, 74).

There is another reason why Habermas does not want the three-world story to be a
sketch for a complete culture. While he wants to affirm the modern trends towards universal
norms, differentiated institutions, and the creation of more flexible individual identities, he
does not want to say that we could have a purely procedural society made up of what |
earlier called "thin" individuals.

In a society of such individuals, people would be characterized only by their given
lists of preferences, and by a drive to maximize satisfactions. Institutions would be set up to
facilitate the trades in goods services, or in rewards and punishments, that would help the
aggregate goals. This subordinates everything about persons to the gathering of satisfactions,
and everything about society to the efficient functioning of one kind of interaction. Many
theorists approve this picture. Others attack it from the right and left. Hegel and Marx
attacked such a picture (of "civil society"), and later Weber feared that modernity was
developing in precisely this direction.

Habermas's predecessors at Frankfurt, Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, shared
Weber's fear. They saw a "dialectic of enlightenment" whereby differentiation and
rationalization paradoxically develop into a homogeneous society where all life is
subordinated to an inhuman rationality of production and efficiency (cf. Horkheimer and
Adorno 1969, Connerton 1980). Those early Frankfurt thinkers would concur with some
recent postmoderns in seeing rationalization as ultimately repressive, and in hoping for
aesthetic or instinctive means to counter the dominance of modern rationality.

The three-world story is meant to provide the resources to counter such pessimistic
accounts; it allows Habermas to develop a subtle theory about different types of
rationalization that function in the separation and in the integration of the three worlds. He
argues that there is no fatal flaw in the process of rationalization itself, but there is a dynamic
by which certain types of rationalization tend to dominate others due to their position in the
current economic structure. We must favor the principles of rationalization and
differentiation if we are to be self-critical. What we need is a more differentiated study of
rationalization. The bad effects cited by Adorno and Horkheimer are effects of capitalist

modes of rationalization, not a necessary consequence of rationalization in general.
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There are kinds of rational development operating in the various expert spheres of
culture. There is also a more general rationality operating in the consensual dialogue found
in the everyday lifeworld. This latter works to re-integrate the results achieved in
differentiated spheres of culture back into the everyday world. These kinds of rationality
involve our dealings with one another in communal dialogue and the exchange of
justifications for beliefs and decisions; they are not oppressive; they liberate us from the
shackles of traditional roles and values.

What is oppressive about modern society is that yet another sort of rationality has
become too dominant. Our dealings with nature have been made vastly more efficient by a
means-end instrumental rationality that replaced traditional magical and emotional dealings
with nature. Habermas agrees with his predecessors that in capitalist society this kind of
rationality has come to dominate life. Impersonal mechanisms such as market forces and
bureaucratic efficiency break into interpersonal relations where they are inappropriate, thus
allowing one kind of rationality to dominate others that are necessary for the reproduction of
a full human life and world. Habermas calls this the colonization of the interpersonal
lifeworld by the impersonal systemic imperatives and their instrumental rationality.

Ideally speaking, in a differentiated modern society described by the three-world
story, the structures making society possible would be so general that they should be open to
an immense variety of particular content. Such a society should support more different lives
and a richer mix of goals and projects than any traditional society could ever achieve.
Traditional society needed to stabilize definite values and ways of life in order to maintain its
identity. Modern society finds its identity in the formal structures of the three-world story and
so it can be more accepting and flexible.

Our society does not fulfill this ideal. What may appear as greater variety is partly a
matter of differentiation and mostly a matter of the consumption of commodified life-styles.
The dominance of instrumental rationality is reducing our possibilities and blanking out
rather than transforming traditional content. We are sacrificing the real richness of human life
to the flashy surfaces of consumerist efficiency. In this Habermas is at one with many
postmodern critiques of our contemporary world.

I will return to the influence of system on lifeworld in the later chapters devoted to
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the problem of building livable places today. For now | want to concentrate on Habermas's
positive alternative, and indicate its problems in dealing with the past.

Habermas wants life to have content as well as form. The three-world story must be
supplemented by historical material for its processes to work on. If there were no historical
"substance" to consciousness that were not purely procedural, something very like the
"dialectic of enlightenment" might indeed take place (Habermas 1985, 401-402).”'

It is here, though, that the relation of formal process and particular content becomes
problematic. Habermas says that historical material needs to be respected, yet the three-
world story possesses goals independent of any particular historical project.

The past influences us "from behind" as our stock of pre-interpreted unquestioned
beliefs and values. Habermas holds that our cognitive (and other) activities all take place
within what he calls the "lifeworld," which is a network of undoubted background beliefs
that act as a fund of meaning and a horizon. Every explicit act presupposes the lifeworld,
though modern cognitive endeavors do so in a particularly self-conscious way.

Although for Habermas our belonging to the lifeworld we do is not something at our
arbitrary disposal, it is available for communal reflection and correction. A traditional society
would equate passing on the received background with passing on the truth, but what it
means to be modern is to make a distinction at that point. The lifeworld supplies a fund of
meaning, but the process of establishing the validity of propositions is distinguished, in
modern societies, from the process of reproducing the lifeworld.

The lifeworld is composed of linguistically structured units, but it does not form a
structured whole that can be seen or reviewed as a totality. But any particular belief in the
lifeworld may be raised into explicit consciousness and have its validity claims tested. Such
criticism might lead to a new consensus based on testing the past against objective criteria or
communally accepted values (which can themselves be tested). The lifeworld may thus be

changed piece by piece, though not as a whole. The lifeworld has a unity more like a

21 This is quite similar to Hegel's argument that civil society cannot do without the spirit of the nation to give it
content and help make the transition to the rational state. Except that for Hegel the content provided by the historical
traditions is already inherently rational; this rationality needs to be made evident; it does not need to be constituted by
critical discussion. Hegel does not believe that modern citizens can or should actively constitute their values by
reworking contingent history; the values must be already guaranteed by their logical place in the process of spirit's
development.
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collection than a system. There is no one theme or understanding or set of meanings which
somehow protects the lifeworld from changes that might threaten some core identity. The
lifeworld functions to make possible our explicit beliefs and actions, but it does not do so as
a transcendental, but only as a necessary, condition. Thus although we always act from out
of a background, there is nothing in that tradition which is sacrosanct, nothing that cannot
be questioned and revised by conscious mutual agreement (Habermas 1985, 82). It cannot
be judged all at once, but any part of it is available for judgment.

This is reminiscent of Otto Neurath's famous image of the ship. We are like ships
under way. We cannot tear the ship down and rebuild it on the open sea, but we can repair
or change it part by part while we travel, working on one part while relying on the other
parts to sustain us. This crew is quite modern; they relate to their ship in a purely
instrumental manner. The present state of the ship only imposes the requirement that the
steps from its current condition to some envisioned future state be carefully worked out.
Possibilities are unlimited except by scarcity of materials.

In this image, as in Habermas's three-world story, tradition sets no goals and imposes
no constraints. Neurath's ship has no destination; it is a philosophical Flying Dutchman. Any
real ship is not travelling simply for the purpose of being remodeled to travel better.
Habermas's three-world story sometimes makes it seem as if the purpose of living together
were to purify the conditions for living together. All particular contents that might provide
goals for living are subject to judgment and remaking in light of the formal goals implicit in
the three-world story.”

While Habermas looks to the historical lifeworlds for some solid content for living
that is different from the purely formal structures in the three-world story, it turns out that the
historical content serves only as material to be used in allowing the formal activity to
continue (Habermas 1985, 401-402). Like the planking on the ship it is there to be

remodeled. In itself the historical content sets no goals and imposes no restraints. Habermas

22 In Hegelian terms, what Habermas has done is to allow the difference between universal and particular to be posited
as such, but not their unity. This is just Hegel's diagnosis of the problems of civil society. Hegel wanted to find a
rational content for life that helped form the conditions for consensus rather than being judged by consensus. He
claimed that the universal process of spirit's development involved definite historical contents that were more than

purely formal and yet were guaranteed independently of any particular community decisions.
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cannot allow particular historical projects to set the goals of our self-criticism, for he fears
that this would remove them from criticism. Only universal goals will do. But is this the only
mode of self-criticism?

Habermas is rightly concerned to avoid the unity of the universal and the particular
that can lead (as in Hegel) to sanctifying some particular arrangements as the final rational
structure for society. So Habermas points out how general structure and particular content do
not form a unity (Habermas 1985, 397-399). But when the structure and the content remain
separate, there is danger of the complete dominance of efficiency and instrumental
calculation. Habermas tries to ward this off by refusing to allow the modern formal structures
to be, on their own, a complete blueprint for social living. What is to prevent instrumental
dominance of social content is the requirement that there always be some historical content
for the formal process to work on. But this is not enough to avoid the dominance of
instrumental rationality and the dialectic of enlightenment, because the historical content is
present only as material to be examined and reworked.

Habermas does invoke distinct kinds of rationalization that do not reduce to
instrumental reason, but all his types of rationalization share the distinction of form from
content. All content is to be judged by reflection and mutually constituted in a process
guided by the formal goals in the three-world story. All identity is to be a made identity.
Radical autonomy is the modern project. Historical goals and identities endure as cases of
"believing because it is good for you."

Habermas's problem is the purity of the overall goals given in the three-world story.
They have to be free of historical contamination so that they can be available on all
occasions as tools for critiquing any tradition. But do such universal tools exist?

The difficulties with the three-world story are similar to the problems concerning the
transcendental and empirical levels in Habermas's earlier writings: he seemed to be
proposing conditions so transcendental that they had no critical bite. Or, if the principles had
critical power, their own universality seemed in question. In his newer writings Habermas
claims that the developmental logic of human growth leads to the three-world story and its
associated norms. While not strictly universal these do give the pattern common to any

sufficiently developed human community. In so doing they indicate that only certain
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historical contents are able to support the three-world story, so the principles have some
critical power. But in attaining this power the story so dominates particular content that it
raises again the spectre of the dialectic of enlightenment.

In his description of the modern situation Habermas makes use of many controversial
principles. In claiming that there is an overriding unity to language that enforces rules that
are valid for any form of discourse, Habermas must distinguish relations of pure formal
validity from relations dependent on material forces or cultural particularities. In analytic
philosophy the attack on pure relations of validity has been going on since the late
Wittgenstein (1963), through Quine (19