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In this ambitious book Professor Skorupski has three aims: outlining a pluralist position in normative ethics; defending a broadly communitarian critique of liberalism; and providing a historical account of what he terms ‘late modern’ ethics, roughly from Kant at the end of 18th century to Sidgwick and the British Hegelians at the end of the 19th (with some temporal anomalies). 

The normative position is that there are three independent and mutually irreducible sources of value and obligation: (1) liberal rights, (2) teleologically-oriented duties to promote welfare (much of Skorupski’s narrative on this topic is taken up with an interpretation of John Stuart Mill’s utilitarianism, on whom he is an authority), and (3) a set of ‘rational interests’ that go beyond the traditional liberal account of rights (VII.3.9).[footnoteRef:0]  [0:  Where it makes sense to refer the reader to a whole section, I use the system Skorupski uses within the book Chapter Number (in Roman numerals) dot Section Number dot Sub-section Number.] 


The first two sources of value and obligation are ‘agent-neutral’ in that the corresponding principles apply impartially to every agent: everyone has (some) rights, and everyone is obliged, in promoting the general welfare, to treat everyone’s welfare as equally deserving of consideration, i.e., impartially. In arguing that rights and welfarism or utilitarianism are mutually irreducible, and in concluding with the pluralist view that both have standing, Skorupski already carves out an interesting position (which of course entails some critique of even John Stuart Mill’s utilitarian reduction of rights to—ultimate—functions of the principle of utility). But Skorupski’s treatment of the third source is most original. ‘Rational interests’ may be agent-relative, and in the case Skorupski develops most assiduously, may be holist as well as individualist. I may, of course, have a rational interest in pursuing my personal projects. That’s probably consistent with the standard Rawlsian Kantianism, distinguishing between the right and the good, i.e., individuals’ conceptions of the good life (although Skorupski thinks both Kant and especially Rawlsian liberalism have excessively narrow and subjectivist conceptions of such interests). But Skorupski also argues that we should also take seriously the possibility of irreducibly holistic interests, prototypically in our families and our countries, but also in various other intermediate ‘corporate’ entities between the family and the state. (Towards the end, Skorupski raises the possibility of accounting for some apparently holistic interests and corresponding obligations in agent-relative but individualist terms, what he terms ‘complex individualism’, perhaps weakening the attraction of holism, see p. 485 and V.3.2). 

Although there is a lot of detail in Skorupski’s picture, nevertheless, his basic view is that both rights theory and welfarism or utilitarianism in fact presuppose an independent set of rational interests and obligations, the most plausible account of which involves holistic (or at the very least holistic-seeming) rational interests. Political theories that acknowledge this source of value are instances of what he terms ‘eudiamonistic holism.’ (p. 281) Unsurprisingly, Skorupski finds Hegel particularly attractive here, for Hegel’s argument is ultimately that even liberal rights (and, one might also argue, broadly welfarist teleological obligations) ultimately make sense only in the context of an ethical whole like the state.

From this normative position, it is not hard to see that Skorupski is a communitarian critic of standard liberalism, and particularly hostile to the ‘instrumental’ conception of reason it sometimes presupposes, according to which one’s interests, one’s conception of the good life, is something reason must remain silent about, since reason is nothing more than an ability to order one’s actions to achieve some already given end. Such a conception is not even a conception of reason at all, Skorupski argues (p. 102). (Although Skorupski has, at the end of his presentation of Adam Smith, a nuanced account of the characteristic economists’ postulation of rational utility-maximizing agents: strictly, he argues, this is a very thin notion of agency, which doesn’t entail, but often comes conflated with, substantive assumptions that trade-offs are always possible. It is this extra substantive assumption which denies the possibility of rights as ‘trumps,’ and denies that ends can be assessed rationally; see VI.6). 

In any event, Skorupski’s account is firmly lodged on a Sellarsian ‘space of reasons’ (also the subject of a book-length exposition elsewhere) in which it is a fundamental aspect of the ‘being’ of humans that (other things being equal) we are responsive to reasons, a responsiveness that Skorupski urges us to think of as involving not only deliberate ratiocination, but also our wider emotional responses. Here Skorupski’s account of Smith’s sentimentalism is crucial, but he finds many of the same intellectual resources in Schiller’s critique of Kant. It is the wide scope of this space of reasons that makes it impossible for Skorupski to accept that our ethical life cannot be exhausted either by rights, or some welfarist teleology, or some combination of the two. We inhabit a thick network of rational relations, feelings, interests, and obligations, including (probably) to holistic social entities, that comprises our ‘ethical home’ (V.3.2) and with which any liberalism worth its salt must make its peace.

Skorupski makes these two arguments out in close dialogue with a surprising and rich array of historical figures, and, indeed, in a welcome break from much normative philosophy, in an analysis of historical events: the book kicks off with a whole chapter on the French revolution. Skorupski’s range of historical reference and knowledge is vast. It will not surprise a reader familiar with the communitarian literature that Skorupski devotes more than one chapter to Hegel: it is Hegel’s critique of the ‘empty formalism’ (p. 234) of Kant’s moral and hence political theory that Skorupski is both defending and explicating in his attempt to show that a Kantian theory of rights in fact presupposes a rich array of rational interests, including (certainly for Hegel) holistic ones: broadly Kantian abstract rational Moralität in fact presupposes equally rational but ethically thick Sittlichkeit. 

But, despite the centrality of this historical precedent—one also very much present in American communitarians like Michael Sandel, who, perhaps strangely, does not get a mention, despite having quite similar concerns, not only with Hegel, but also with irreducibly agent-relative and potentially holistic obligations—Skorupski ranges much further: there are chapters devoted to a sympathetic if ultimately critical (and Hegelian) reading of Kant, but also to several other figures in the extraordinary burst of intellectual energy between Kant and Hegel, including Fichte (whose conception of rights Skorupski is impressed with), Schiller (whose notions of ‘grace’ and ‘wholeness’ are repeatedly invoked), as well as Hamann and Jacobi. And the opening chapter on the French Revolution also manages to integrate the theoretical importance of Rousseau in the revolution and its effect on later French political theory, both moderately liberal (Sieyés, Constant, de Tocqueville and Guizot) as well as reactionary (de Maistre). 

One of the most impressive historical feats of this text is the way Skorupski integrates anglophone work into a single Europe-wide narrative, or at least into a single philosophical conversation, set off by the French revolution(s). Here Skorupski takes his cue from John Stuart Mill, whose utilitarianism is clearly marked off from Bentham’s or his father James Mill’s by the younger Mill’s encounter with European thinkers, through Coleridge, but also through long sojourns in France, and equally long correspondence with de Tocqueville and Comte (p. 354 note 7). But Skorupski also brings about a surprising rapprochement between the sentimentalism of Thomas Reid and Adam Smith, and Hegelian Sittlichkeit, and then argues for the importance of both Henry Sidgwick and British Hegelian T. H. Green. Although Skorupski’s account of J. S. Mill is masterful, I did think perhaps that, given Coleridge’s importance both to Mill and to British reception of classical German idealism, he might have merited more than a mention.

The Hegelian ethical holism Skorupski recommends is a controversial view, but one he spends a lot of time carefully defending, both in historical readings, especially of Hegel, and in argumentation. Equally if not more controversial to modern ears is his skepticism about democracy. This too is something he has in common with the thinkers in his historical ambit. None of them were democrats in the modern sense of supporting a universal franchise: Hegel is quite strongly anti-democratic, and while Mill provides a (defeasible) utilitarian justification for democracy, he also promotes an avowedly elitist policy of multiple votes for smart people (p. 426). But this aspect of both Skorupski’s own views and of the historical figures he is investigating is not given the same level of defense as Hegel’s equally controversial notion of Sittlichkeit.

Skorupski’s skepticism emerges at the outset of the book both in his brief account of Rousseau where he argues that the general will is vulnerable to a kind of Euthyphro dilemma: either something is right because it is generally willed, or it is generally willed because it is right. In the first case, anything could be right, while in the second, democratic choice is or ought to be constrained by external considerations of rightness. Skorupski’s objectivist meta-ethical position puts him clearly in favor of the second option: we operate in the space of reasons which is ‘objective but irreal.’ (p. 311) 

One would expect that Skorupski’s emphasis on the importance of a ‘dialogical community’ for ‘reflective equilibrium’ would provide at least an instrumental epistemic ground for favoring democracy (as Mill and others have suggested). But Skorupski does not see the notion of a dialogic community as entailing or even favoring democracy because ‘qualities of moral intelligence are not equally distributed’ and ‘[e]ven an ideal dialogical community is not a group of epistemic equals’ (IV.4.5, p. 252).

In some ways this is of a piece with Skorupski’s avowed ‘elitism,’ in e.g., his defense of Schiller’s notion of ‘wholeness,’ or Mill’s (in)famous distinction between higher and lower pleasures. Indeed, Skorupski’s Hegelian critique of Kant pivots on something similar: social forms like the state must not only protect our liberal rights, but also provide—for Hegel constitute—the stage on which we develop our capacities, what Skorupski describes as ‘ethical idealism.’ (VII.4.4, p. 423) But there are really two separate issues. Current social conditions might not permit everyone to develop their potential enjoyment of grand opera, but as “Big Bill” Hayward is reputed to have said in a different but related connection, “nothing’s too good for the proletariat” and one can imagine different social conditions under which such ‘elitist’ enjoyments are more widely available. Skorupski himself refers to Marx’s famous comment that under Communism one could be a ‘literary critic in the evening.’ (III.2.2, p. 170). On the other hand, the unequal ‘qualities of moral intelligence’ that Skorupski points to appears to run deeper. This kind of ground for rejecting democracy is controversial enough that it calls out for a more full-throated discussion than Skorupski gives in the pair of brief sections towards the end of the book dealing directly with democracy (IX.6 and IX.8). 

A second area it would have been good to hear more about is the tension between the theoretical level of what Skorupski calls early modern political theory from the end of the 18th to the end of 19th centuries, and the practical political fact that this time period is one of often violent European political hegemony over non-European peoples through empire. To his credit Skorupski does address this issue. But the treatment is even briefer than the treatment of democracy, barely 3 pages (VII.5), arguing that Mill wasn’t personally racist because he appeared genuinely to believe in a ‘historical progressivism’ that makes no explicit mention of race. This is a very narrow lens through which to view the historical tension between broadly liberal political theory and the brutal reality of empire.

Although there is now an extensive literature on political theory in the context of race and empire (and the summer of Black Lives Matter has rendered the issue newly salient to many Europeans and North Americans), historical contextualization is nevertheless not always a strong point of political theory. But Skorupski precisely differentiates his approach because it does attend to historical detail, devoting the first chapter to a historical description of the French revolution. 

It is possible that some of Skorupski’s skepticism about democracy affects this historical sketch, however. He describes a liberal revolution in 1789 giving way to a ‘radical-democratic’ revolution in 1792 that was broadly speaking the political expression of Rousseau’s general will, and which itself rapidly degenerated into Terror. Skorupski doesn’t quite go as far as to say Rousseauist democracy leads to Terror, but he certainly raises the question (I.2.6) and is quick to argue that the general will is peculiarly vulnerable to abuse, where a charismatic leader can emerge to ‘interpret’ the general will in some ideological way. (p. 35) 

Setting aside any concerns one might have that this interpretation of historical events is itself the product of retrospective philosophical reconstruction, especially Hegel’s, the worry seems even more relevantly applicable to empire. After all, the ‘historical progressivism’ that absolves Mill of personal racism is an expression of one of the governing metaphors of liberal imperialism, that subjugated groups are (akin to) children (Mehta 1999: 31f). And if Rousseauist democracy is vulnerable to abuse, the paternalism of this justification of empire is too, and with even higher stakes, given the sheer scale of European empires in the 19th century. One might also think that some of Skorupski’s examples of agent-relative moral reasons are vulnerable on the same score. Gratitude (VII.3.8, VIII.8.2, IX.1) for instance is notoriously capable of ideological misuse: by abusive bosses, spouses, parents, and indeed in the same colonial context (as in Kipling’s “White Man’s Burden”). 

Of course, such ‘suspicious’ hermeneutics (to use Ricœur’s phrase) is characteristically modern, or in Skorupski’s terminology ‘modernist,’ and so these objections would commit the original sin of reviewing: complaining that the author has not written the book the reviewer wants. But in the preface, Skorupski notes that he had originally intended to write an even more comprehensive text covering not only his ‘late modern’ ethics but also ‘modernism’ in ethics, periodizing the latter as ‘say from Marx and Nietzsche,’ precisely two of Ricœur’s ‘masters of suspicion.’ Given the already monumental proportions of the text as it is, it’s hard to disagree that the result would have been ‘impossibly long’ and demanded very difficult choices in the selection of material. (xi) Still, the result is some awkward periodization (Marx is excluded even though the Communist Manifesto dates from 1848, almost in the middle of Skorupski’s time period, and even Marx’s mature writings are broadly contemporaneous with those of Green and Sidgwick). And it also means that Skorupski does not have to respond to the epistemic pressure such interpretations put on the objectivity of reasons thesis that lies at the heart of the text, as well as on the easy transition Skorupski appears to make from the existence of such reasons to the presupposition that those who claim to know what they are really do so. This claim has not worked out well historically. Perhaps however I am saying no more than that I hope Skorupski writes the second volume of this history, and that I’m looking forward to reading it. 
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