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Rahel Jaeggi



“Resistance to the Perpetual Danger of Relapse”: Moral Progress and Social Change My paper deals with a question which has repeatedly preoccupied contemporary philosophical discussion and which seems to me to be indispensable for a critical theory of society in the tradition of left-Hegelian critique in particular—namely, the question of moral progress. The question I would like to ask is: How should we conceive of social change and moral progress? How do they come about? How are the two phenomena, moral progress and social change, related to each other and how can they be evaluated—as change for the better? In fact, my thesis is already implicit in the combination of the above-mentioned aspects: (1) Moral progress, I want to claim, can be understood, assuming it can be understood, only in the context of a more comprehensive dynamic of social change. (2) Social change is, in turn, a reaction to crises, i.e. it is a reaction to the pressure of problems that necessitates change. (3) Whether such change is merely a matter of alteration of circumstances or in fact constitutes “progress” in the sense of a change for the better can be seen only from the form assumed by this dynamic of change itself—although perhaps only through a negative diagnosis of phenomena of regression. My aim in these remarks is to lay the groundwork for a non-teleological, pragmatist-materialistic, and in this sense plural or multidimensional (hence, no longer ethnocentric), concept of progress. Disclaimer: What I’m not doing Now, since the topic of progress is not only inescapable but also heavily disputed it might be important to not only let you know what I actually am going to talk about, but also what I will not be talking about. (1) Most importantly: I’m neither talking about progress as an empirical fact nor am I dealing with progress as an imperative – to use the helpful distinction Amy Allen has suggested in her book The End of Progress. That is to say that I am neither claiming (or 1



even dealing with the claim) that history is actually moving towards progress nor is my interest in re-constructing a notion of progress motivated by the idea of progress as a positive goal —a point of reference that informs our utopian hopes and directs our emancipatory efforts. Rather, the intuition that has led me to re-assess or re-think the topic is the inutition that we can’t even make sense of our social world and its wrongs and cruelties without the notion of regression – and its counterpart: progress. Adorno and Horkheimer, certainly have not thought of the actual world history as an irresistible and irreversible process towards the better; and yet they still couldn’t do otherwise than analyze fascism in terms of regression. But then, it obviously makes a difference whether we judge fascism as an instance of “moral evil” (which is indisputably also true) or whether we analyze it in terms of regression. The notion of regression (as it is dependent then, on the notion of progress,) thus adds an important dimension to what we can do as social philosophers. It is not only a fruitful concept but a concept suited for the specific character and task of a social philosophy1 and for a critical theory that means to refrain from working with freestanding normative standards and instead adopts the perspective of an immanent crisis critique.2 Thus, if I am neither concerned with progress as an empirical fact nor with progress as an imperative it turns out that I’m rather interested in reconstructing progress (or even: progressiveness) as a category and evaluative criterion within social philosophy. Which is disputable enough but still different from a substantial claim about the course of history. (2) Talking about the "course of history", evoking some idea of world-history I should clearify that in this paper I’m not asking about global progress but (at least this is what I start with) about local or sectorial instances of progress. That is: I’m disentangling the “idea of progress” as it has evolved in the 18th century from its connection with a heavyweight concept of a unified world-history as we find it, most prominently, in Hegel’s vision of history as a unified process with a center and with margins which, in the worst case, are situated entirely “outside of history”. (And
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Axel Honneth, Die Aufgaben der Sozialphilosophie, Frankfurt a.M. 1997. See for this Rahel Jaeggi and Robin Celikates, Einführung in die Sozialphilosophie (forthcoming) and my Critique of Forms of Life, Ch. 5 and 6 (forthcoming). 2
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some who stay in the " waiting area of history", as Chakrabarty puts it3). If progress can occur with respect to this or that local institution or practice it doesn’t have to add up to progress “as such” or “for mankind”; to the contrary: progress with respect to one sphere of life may even lead to regress in another. Also: Progress, once achieved might not be stable. (Still, in the end, it might be possible to spell out the interdependencies between the different instances of progress and regression from a point of view informed by "global history", a bottom up view rather than the unifying picture that a Hegelian account of world history might give us (at least in a superficial reading.) (3) If I start my paper with an inquiry into “moral progress”, that is, into the changes in the generally accepted conceptions in terms of which we understand and evaluate morally relevant questions of social life, this is not only because I react to an ongoing discussion within contemporary moral and political philosophy—led, for example by Elisabeth Anderson, Anthony Appiah, Michele Moody-Adams, Joshua Cohen, Philip Kitcher. I also react to the fact that the supposed unity or harmony between technological, scientific, social and moral progress, presupposed in the classical idea of progress as it has been “invented” in the 18th century4 and was responsible for much of its optimism seems to be out of the question today. That social and moral progress comes as a necessary result of technological progress, that social domination would decrease with the increase of mankind’s mastery over nature— Marx is only mouthing an enlightenment axiom in this respect—is not a thesis anyone is likely to adopt. (Rather quite some of us are convinced that, as Adorno/Horkheimer say: “ In the unjust state of society the powerlessness and pliability of the masses increase with the quantity of goods allocated to them.”5) The reaction to this is most often to give up the connection at all, and to investigate into “moral progress” as an isolated phenomenon. If this now is my starting point as well, my paper will (tentatively and cautiously) widen the perspective again in order to conceive of social change (and progress) as a multifactorial process (and, as it is, in a somehow materialistic-pragmatist spirit). 3



See Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe, Princeton University Press 2000. See Peter Wagner, Progress: A Reconstruction, Cambridge: Polity Press, 2015. 5 Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment: Philosophical Fragments, ed. Gunzelin Schmid Noerr, trans. Edmund Jephcott, Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2002, xvii. 4
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My paper starts by spelling out the question or the set of questions involved in the idea of progress as a change for the better, suggesting that we should investigate the form of change here rather than its content (I), then discusses various (and unsatisfying) answers to the character of moral changes (II); in the next section (III) I then suggest an understanding of moral change that is embedded in a wider range of social changes. After discussing how these changes come about as results of a certain kind of mismatches (IV) I sketch out a dynamic and crisis driven understanding of social change before coming back to the question of how to evaluate the changes in question. (V) I. The Question concerning Moral Progress What led to the demise of the institution of slavery? How is it that—notwithstanding all the problems of implementation and enforcement—marital rape is today regarded as a crime that is subject to legal prosecution, whereas for centuries it was considered to be the self-evident right of a husband to make his wife “compliant” even against her will, and if necessary by force? And how can one explain that beating children, which until relatively recently was considered to be an obvious educational measure, is today frowned upon in our societies and is subject to legal sanctions, even though it has not disappeared entirely? In recent years, these and similar changes have received increasing philosophical attention and have been studied under the heading of “moral progress”.6 Notwithstanding the reservations that are now common in philosophy and in “real life” about the notion of general (or global) social and moral progress, there seems to be a relatively broad consensus about such individual and restricted (local or sectorial) instances of change. Only very few authors do not regard the developments described as positive. And for all the skepticism, there is a pronounced tendency to evaluate developments that would annul the state of affairs achieved as a result as a kind of



6



Cf., e.g. Elisabeth Anderson, “The Social Epistemology of Morality: Learning from the Forgotten History of the Abolition of Slavery”, in: The Epistemic Life of Groups: Essays in Collective Epistemology, eds. Miranda Fricker/Michael Brady (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 75-94; Elisabeth Anderson, Social Movements, Experiments in Living, and Moral Progress: Case Studies from Britain’s Abolition of Slavery (University of Kansas: The Lindley Lecture, 2014); Kwame Anthony Appiah, The Honor Code: How Moral Revolutions Happen (New York/London: W.W. Norton & Company, 2010); Michele Moody-Adams, “The idea of Moral Progress”, Metaphilosophy, vol. 30, 3 (1999): 168-185; Philip Kitcher, The Ethical Project (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2011).
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relapse. One is tempted to say with Adorno: “What at this time should be understood by the term ‘progress’ one knows vaguely, but precisely.”7 What is moral progress? But what are we actually asking about when we raise the question of moral progress? In such discussions, moral progress refers to changes in the generally accepted conceptions in terms of which we understand and evaluate morally relevant questions of social life and to the corresponding changes in the shape of the social practices and institutions, where a positive evaluation is attached to the changes in question. Such a process is conceived as progress insofar as it is not just a matter of change, alteration as such, but of change for the better. The pitfalls are obvious: whether something counts as progress, as regression, or as neutral is a question of how the change in question is evaluated. A particular development may not represent progress for all concerned. The corresponding innovations are generally highly contentious especially at the beginning of transformation processes. And some change is more than superficially ambivalent. But then: Even though it is correct to point out that the concept of progress has an evaluative component, it would be inappropriate to follow von Wright in separating talk of moral progress into two independent aspects, “the notion of change and the notion of goodness.”8 A detachment of the descriptive aspect, the norm-free description of change as change, from the ethical-evaluative aspect, namely the evaluation of this change as change for the better would miss the point: It robs the question of progress of its independence. But such a de-composition not only fails to capture the politicalhistorical semantics of the concept of progress. It does not capture its systematic content either.
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Theodor W. Adorno, “Progress”, in: Critical Models: Interventions and Catchwords, trans. Henry Pickford (New York: Columbia University Press, 2005), 143. 8 See Georg H. von Wright, “Progress: Fact and Fiction”, in: The Idea of Progress, ed. Arnold Burgen et al. (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1997), 1-18: “Progress is change for the better; regress is change for the worse. The definition splits the concept in two components: the notion of change and the notion of goodness.” (1); cf. also Gereon Wolters, “The Idea of Progress in Evolutionary Biology: Philosophical Considerations”, in: The Idea of Progress, ed. Arnold Burgen et al. (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1997), 201-217: “Phenomena are never progressive as such, but only with respect to at least one feature that seems ‚positive’, ‚desirable’, or ‚better’ to somebody for some reason. ‚Progress’ means that this feature or these features, respectively, increase quantitatively or qualitatively.” (201).
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My point is that to call something progress is to identify a quality that does not coincide with the evaluation of its effect, that is: the result, but instead refers to the form of change, to the process of transformation toward the good or the better as such. To assert that the abolition of slavery represents progress is not the same thing as to say that it is right. And, vice versa, to interpret fascism or different forms of fundamentalism as regressive phenomena means something more and different than to say that they are morally wrong. Apparently, the development in question is progressive or regressive as a movement or in its dynamic. When we speak of progress or improvements we take our orientation from the process of becoming better or of productive or even accumulative transformation—and, conversely, we assume that there can be regressions behind a state already achieved. The question about progress than is transformed: It is about the form of change that, as I suggest, we should ask. If I initially focus in what follows on how the change that we call moral progress comes about, and subsequently return to the question of how this change should be evaluated as change for the better, I nevertheless specifically do not want to separate these two moments from each other. Instead, my thesis is that the dynamic of the change conceived as progress in particular has implications for how it can be evaluated. Or even stronger: It is not before we understand how these changes come about that we will be able to understand whether or not we are in a position to evaluate them as progress, as change for the better.9 II. Continuity and Discontinuity, the Old and the New: How Does Moral Change Come about? How, then, do moral improvements come about (assuming that they do)? How is it that social practices like those described above, which were accepted as completely normal for centuries and were interpreted as morally unobjectionable, become an object of public opprobrium and (at least as regards the self-understanding of a society) are abandoned? What kinds of changes are involved and what triggers them? Do they come 9 For those for whom the very notion of progress has become a non- word: you might give the conception of change that is involved a thought (and therewith my underlying claim that social philosophy has to engage with the problem of social transformation and understand its dynamic) even if you think of the evaluative undertaking as absurd.
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about all of a sudden and unexpectedly, or not so suddenly and as a result of longterm and awaited developments? Do they bring about something new? And who is the moving force with respect to these transformations—human agency or anonymous forces? Many contemporary authors10 point out that progressive moral developments are less a matter of changes in the moral principles themselves than of changes in the “catchment area” of morality—that is, in the domain of the addressees and the potential domain of application of moral considerations and deference. Where moral progress occurs, previously excluded groups such as strangers, slaves, children, and women are elevated step by step to the status of morally relevant citizenship with all that this entails. The “morally relevant we”, the description of the circle of those whom we owe a certain kind of treatment, is extended; the circle has become more inclusive, and hence wider. As Michael Walzer puts it: "Insofar as we can recognize moral progress, it has less to do with the discovery or invention of new principles than with the inclusion under the old principles of previously excluded men and women."11 And in concrete terms: “Before the ethical change, black men and women did not count as full people; after it they did, and old proscriptions now applied to them, too.”12 Moral progress, if we follow such a conception, is a matter of correcting epistemic errors, even if we grant that such correction calls not only for cognitive “insight”, but also for heightening moral awareness or extending the capacity for empathy. We already have the correct norms for how we should treat people; but until now we were mistaken about who “counts” as a person. A second approach to moral progress describes it in terms of improved institutional implementation of moral principles. Moral progress on this understanding is a matter of doing ever better justice to what is meant by certain moral principles or what is implicit in them, and of realizing them in “deeper” or more complex ways in our institutions.13Assuming that the institution of civil marriage is based on the idea of love, then—this seems to be the suggestion—the idea underlying marriage is realized 10



Cf. Peter Singer, The Expanding Circle: Ethics, Evolution, and Moral Progress (Princeton: Princeton University Press 1981). 11 Michael Walzer, Interpretation and Social Criticism, Harvard University Press 1987, p. 27. 12 Philip Kitcher, The Ethical Project, 214. Kitcher himself is critical of the "expanding circle" thesis. 13 For such a notion see e.g. Axel Honneth, “Rejoinder”, Critical Horizons. A Journal of Philosophy and Social Theory, vol. 16, 2 (2015): 204-226.
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only if marriage is lived as a relation between autonomous human beings and, for example, rape is also outlawed within marriage. As we see, common to both versions of the understanding of moral progress is the notion that moral progress is not a matter of inventing and implementing new moral principles. Rather, it is a matter of reinterpreting or realizing or rightfully attributing already existing principles. There is certainly something to be said for this: - It is not at all evident that such a thing as a total innovative transformation—that is, an invention of radically new practices and principles, unconnected to the ones which are overcome—could even be conceivable at all. - Also, to conceive of moral progress as a deepening of already existing principles has the indisputable advantage that the problem of the evaluative standards—“why should these changes count as progress?”—doesn’t even come up. But still: Despite these advantages, for my part, I consider it more than doubtful that all moral improvements really adhere to this pattern of moral progress. And more than that: I doubt that when it comes to the moral principles themselves, we somehow already have what we need.14 Even in those cases where interpreting progress as a widening and deepening of already existing principles seems to be especially reasonable, sometimes the plausibility is merely apparent. When slavery is abolished, or women included, it is not just that “slaves or women are suddenly also people”, in the full sense. Rather, our understanding of what it means to be a human being or a person has changed. As Timothy Jackson has it: "Moral principles and their human application cannot be so neatly separated. The very humanity of slaves was at issue in the civil war and, and America's 'old principles' themselves had to be changed if black man and women were to be included in civil society."15 But then it is not just that the “circle” has expanded; it (and hence our conception of morality) has changed its character. And even where it seems especially 14



See “No circle is expanded; one circle is replaced by another.” (Kitcher, The Ethical Project, 215) Philip Kitcher has argued convincingly in his book The Ethical Project, using several examples, that changes in legal conceptions, such as the abolition of the lex talionis (but the same argument could be made for blood revenge in general), cannot be understood so easily as an extension of the domain of moral consideration. These changes cannot be easily conceived as a more appropriate realization of the “meaning” of our legal institutions, either—that is, not unless we extend both the idea of law and the “we” (i.e. the community that has such intuitions or ideas) to such a degree that they drift into vagueness. (726) 15 Timothy P. Jackson, Political Agape, Eerdmans Publishing, 2015, p. 79.
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obvious that moral progress involves a kind of deepening of the understanding of our institutions, it is not easy to draw the boundary between the progressive adaptation to the idea and the genuine renewal of an institution. If today the social institution of marriage is no longer restricted to heterosexual relations, and the idea of a “family” no longer solely associated with heterosexual reproduction: does this really mean that we only now have realized that the deeper meaning of these institutions is that of enabling and protecting intimate relationships, no matter the sexual and/or gender orientation of the involved? Isn’t it at the same time a pervasive renewal of these institutions? However, a more important point is the following: perhaps the present-day prohibition of sexual violence gets in fact closer to the normative understanding of marital relations as this developed in the context of the bourgeois nuclear family since the eighteenth century. But since this understanding of marriage is itself a historically specific phenomenon: How does this transformation come about? And, if it is in addition a matter of moral progress: How can we understand this transformation itself – the transformation leading to the concept of the bourgeios nucelar familiy - as progress? How can it be understood as a change for the better if the framework for such an evaluation no longer exists here respectively if the framework itself has changed? The dilemma here is: The benefit of “solving” the normative (evaluative) questions with an “expanding the circle/deepening our understanding” approach comes at the price of leaving the social innovations that transcend this framework in the dark of a no-longerintelligible paradigm change of some sort. But if I'm right here, this seems to be a good reason for adopting a different approach to the question of moral change. The approach that I suggest aims at overcoming the alternatives of either (a) conceiving progress or progressive change as somehow continuous, as it is implied in the idea of expanding or deepening our understanding of existing institutions; or (b) conceiving of it as discontinuous, as a real innovation or paradigm change. My intuition is: Most of the social transformations that interest us—the “moral revolutions” (Appiah) as well as the “real” ones, the radical and thoroughgoing transformations as well as the local



9



ones—are continuous and discontinuous at the same time, discontinuous in its continuity and continuous in its discontinuity. The orientation that I will adopt here consists, in a first step, in not treating moral change in isolation and in not regarding it as a purely endogenous phenomenon. Locating the problem of “moral progress” within the broader realm of social changes, and inquiring into those processes of transformation (as I suggest doing), will enable us to face the possibility of “rational paradigm changes.” At the same time, this allows us to avoid assimilating the all too strong (or even deterministic) “logics of history” that the critiques of progress rightfully question. The thesis that I will pursue here is thus: In order to understand moral progress, we must understand that and how it is embedded in overarching social changes and transformation processes and we must understand that and how those, in turn, depend on erosions and crises in the existing moral and social order. I will start with a remark from Marx in order to introduce the first point. III. Social Change as a Condition of Moral Progress In the third volume of Marx’s Capital, we find the following, in many ways remarkable, statement: “From the standpoint of a higher socio-economic formation, the private property of particular individuals in the earth will appear just as distasteful [abgeschmackt] as the private property of one man in other men.”16 What interests me about this quotation is less the character of the earth as property, as important as it is, than a small, at first sight inconspicuous, but nevertheless quite astounding accentuation. Marx claims here that the notion that human beings could fall under the legal form of private property must seem “distasteful” to us today. This way of describing our attitude toward slavery is disconcerting. Most of us surely think (as Marx certainly also did) that private ownership of other human beings—enslavement or servitude—is not only somehow “distasteful”, but profoundly abhorrent. Why does Marx use what is in effect an aesthetic category—“distasteful”—to refer to such a degradation of persons? It is as if he were talking about a mere lapse of taste, a



16



Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, vol. 3, trans. David Fernbach (London: Penguin Classics, 1981), 911 (translation amended).
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somehow inappropriate, despicable, deflated, but also slightly ridiculous, ugly, vulgar social institution or even one lacking in style? Normality and the ethical context of moral evil I suspect that this expression was no mere slip of the pen of such a great polemicist and stylist as Marx. That ownership of human beings now strikes us as “distasteful” indicates that today the institution of slavery is in a certain sense completely unthinkable for us. As something “distasteful”, this social institution is not only morally outrageous, but is no longer intelligible in the (in Hegelian terms) “ethical context” of practices, beliefs, and institutions in which we live. To treat a human being as property, to treat someone as a thing, therefore, is not, for example, worse or less bad than deceiving him, stealing from him, or murdering him; insofar as slavery has been overcome, it is a category mistake.17 Therefore, when Marx asserts that “from the standpoint of a higher socioeconomic formation, the private property of particular individuals in the earth will appear just as distasteful as the private property of one man in other men”, he means: Today private ownership of the earth seems to us to be completely unproblematic and without alternative. Unable to imagine a different relation to the world than that of property, it does not dawn on us that this could be a problem. But a different time and a different social order are conceivable in which precisely this basic understanding and agreement (i.e. our moral sense) will have changed, just as already occurred with regard to ownership of human beings. Understood in this way, the designation “distasteful” points to the ethical background conditions, the changes in the proto-values of the society and possibly also in its fundamental social ontology, that make the institutions and practices described possible or impossible, conceivable or inconceivable, at a basic level. But then: How do we get from here to there? 17



In order to avoid misunderstandings: I am not denying here that we are faced with various new forms of unfree labour as in human trafficking that might with good reasons called "modern slavery". But even if social practices exist that resemble slavery in various ways and even if it might be useful to denounce them as slavery it is important to note (and this is what I am referring to here) that these institutions do not openly claim a right to property in human beings, thus they do not openly legitimate slavery as an institution. As important as it might be to disclose the similiarities as important is it to spell out the differences as well. This at least is what Marx did when he spelled out the differences bewteen exploitation under feudal regimes of direct domination and exploitation within the framwork of (double) free labour and contracts.
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It seems to be something about the phenomenology of our moral experience that, in particular when it comes to what are for us such salient moral wrongs, we are sometimes confronted with changes that seem at first sight to present us with something like a gestalt switch, like the famous duck-rabbit switch. At the same time, however, the Marxian interpretation suggests that we are not dealing with an unconnected paradigm shift, but with a motivated and intelligible transition. As is well known, the Marxian “solution” to the problem is to claim that “underlying” the seemingly abrupt change in our moral sensibility is a material transformation that follows an intelligible and necessary logic. The social dynamic involved then doesn’t originate from a transformation of our moral sensitivity itself but stems from somewhere else, the development of the forces of production, whereas morality (conceived of as ideology) “does not have a history”18, hence a dynamic of its own. Now there are a number of reasons why I do not want to embrace (or even, because it is well known enough, further discuss) the whole orthodox-materialist narrative in its one-sided determinism. Nevertheless, the insight that changes in our moral conceptual world are not purely endogenous phenomena, but that they are interconnected with other social changes, seems to me to merit serious consideration. The “embeddedness” of moral practices in the other social practices Thus, we can derive a first thesis about the dynamics of moral progress from this first approximation inspired by Marx. Moral progress, this thesis asserts, does not stand on its own. It is framed by social context and background conditions and is reliant on them, even if moral virtuosi exist whose judgement is ahead of their social context. Therefore, the change in the normative evaluation of institutions and in their practically effective form described as “moral progress” would not be the result of a freestanding moral insight or of a freestanding development of the faculty of moral empathy. It would instead be the effect of a change of whole social formations, of a change in the surrounding or adjacent practices and of the social horizon of interpretation within which the practices in question can be understood and stabilized.



18



See Karl Marx, The German Ideology, ed. C.J. Arthur (New York: International Publishers, 1970), 47.
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Let us take the example of “marital rape” mentioned at the beginning. The de facto toleration of marital rape (in Germany until 1997, rape was defined by law as an “extramarital occurrence” with the effect that marital rape is ruled out for conceptual reasons) is situated in the context of other provisions of marriage law. Take, for example, the bizarre state of affairs (again, in Germany) that a husband could dissolve his wife’s employment contract at will and also could dispose freely over his wife's property, provisions that remain in effect until 1953. The legal status of marital rape is furthermore situated in the context of a social arrangement in which women are typically economically dependent on their husbands.



And it fits closely with the



interpretation of marriage as an intimate community of fate, and an “organic unity” that would be disrupted by the interference of law. From the general “duty of obedience” of the wife operative here it seems to be but a small step to the duty of sexual obedience. A specific interpretation of male and female sexuality may also have contributed to the fact that the violent-dominant violation of the woman’s sexual integrity could even be conceived as a variety of sexual relations, and not instead under the aspect of violence—as we nowadays say “sexual violence” (with an emphasis on violence!). Similar embedding relationships could be demonstrated for the institution of slavery and for the problem of violence in education. Thus, slavery in its manifold forms is situated both in a practical continuum with other practices of social domination and of racist exclusion, and with other forms of (unfree) labor and with social practices of exchange. Corporal punishment of children, as well, is connected with the guiding concepts of childhood in education in general and it becomes intelligible if one assumed that the nature of the child is essentially wild and untamed, so that it must be tamed by civilization. But it is also situated in the context of the different social ways of dealing corporal punishment and the respective changes they undergo. Contexts, ensembles, constellations Thus, morally relevant practices and interpretations are connected with a whole variety of other practices and interpretations within an ensemble of practices, which bear on the domain of “morality”, but also in part much on more wide-ranging life problems. These ensembles of practices also include technical skills and the “material” with which we deal practically. It is when a whole constellation changes that a specific 13



moral institution can become peculiar, weird, repugnant or even outlandish. And, as for that, can be thematized, rejected and denounced by social actors or social movements. The “ensemble structure” that we encounter here is diverse: moral practices and interpretations exert influences on other practices and are influenced by the latter in turn; they make other practices possible and are made possible by them in turn. Some of these practices are functionally interconnected or interwoven; but there are also elements that just “fit together” somehow, that are interlinked, stabilize each other or belong to the same context of interpretation in a broad sense. And because practices are never “raw facts”, but are always interpreted as something the possible interpretations change along with the constellation of practices involved. Thus, if (moral) practices are framed in a context of other practices, then they are also interpreted from out of this context and are intelligible within it. If marital rape is (in the context I referenced) interpreted as a version of sexuality; or the beating of children as education; then the fact that these practices have not been morally condemned for the longest period of time is related to this context and the respective interpretations. We should expect then, that change within our moral behaviour occurs within this context as well. The formation of our “moral sense” or our faculty of moral perception that we asked about above, then, is not an unmediated gestalt switch that leads from one moral evaluation of a situation to another. It is actually not merely a change in our “moral sense” or “moral awareness” after all. Instead, it can be attributed to the change in the background conditions, the subsequent practices and interpretations, which transforms the surroundings of the morally relevant practice in such a way that they appear in a different light. However, now the question arises, of course, of how these changes, the transformation of such ensembles, can be conceived. Thus, our initial question about the genesis of moral change has shifted to the questions of social change, its interrelation with moral change, and its dynamic in general. IV. Relations of Fit, Mismatches, and the Crisis Dynamic of Social Change
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As we will see, social change is a somewhat messy affair with a variety of components and a variety of interdependent dynamics involved. Still, the conception of social contexts of practice suggested here yields some initial clues for answering these questions. If different practices are interconnected in the ways described, then the changes that they undergo can be explained in terms of shifts in a nexus of practices—shifts which are caused by the dissolution of the relevant “relations of fit” tensions



(or



even



contradictions)



between



coexisting



practices



and



their



interpretations. As is well known, Marx (as a historical materialist) has a very specific relation of fit (as I would like to put tentatively) in mind, which he expresses pointedly—perhaps even somewhat over-pointedly—as follows: “The hand-mill gives you society with the feudal lord; the steam-mill society with the industrial capitalist.”19 The dissolution of this relation of fit (which in this case is a relation of functional conditioning) now gives rise to the dynamic of change. Maintaining feudal relations under conditions of the steam- mill would be a mismatch leading to social upheavals and (according to Marx) ultimately to a social revolution. Or, to put it in terms of historical materialism: the development of the forces of production represents a dynamic within which the relations of production that no longer “correspond” to these forces become dysfunctional and a “fetter” on their further development. Here, again, I do not want to defend these theses. They involve thoroughly problematic assumptions whose functionalism is too one-sided and too deterministic to be of help in a world of complex webs of practice. Still, if we try to understand the “ensemble structure” in a “looser” and more open sense, a “weaker” version of the idea of “relations of fit”—and, conversely, of mismatches between different practices and practices and ideas as origin of social change —seems to me to be still instructive and worth defending. Shifts If one enquires into changes that actually happened in the practical field, one will actually often observe that in such situations relations of fit have become eroded and correspondingly vulnerable. New practices (and new technologies) are added to an 19



Karl Marx, “The Poverty of Philosophy”, Marx-Engels Collected Works: Volume 6: Marx and Engels, 1845–1848 (New York: International Publishers, 1976), 166.
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ensemble of practices and interpretations; the conditions under which the latter are exercised, as well as their interpretation, undergo change. Some practices fit into the ensemble, whereas others seem to break it apart—so that in some cases an entire context or nexus of social practices undergoes a complete or partial shift. A well-documented example of this is the social shifts in gender relations that occurred during and after World War II as a consequence of women entering into work relations that had previously been closed to them and assuming sole responsibility for the upkeep of the family. But even aside from such dramatic impulses, social relations of work can change in such a way that the institution of the “head of household” (and the “housewife marriage”) no longer fits, or fits only poorly, into social life. But at first sight inconspicuous technical inventions can also “trigger” social and moral changes. What makes the television series Downton Abbey so ingenious is its depiction of how love, war, radio, the telephone, and the typewriter combined with the ineffectiveness of aristocratic agriculture generate an irresistible dynamic of transformation that undermined—and would ultimately destroy—the way of life of the English aristocracy. Thus, there are shifts in structures of practice—caused by developments, innovations, or different kinds of crises, involving change or the detachment of individual moments from structures of practice—which lead to changes in a whole ensemble of practices and their interpretation. Spaces (or gaps) open up as a result.20 Non-intentional concatenations Social (and moral) change, then, is sometimes a result of a complex concatenation of intended and unintended consequences of action.21 Changes in one complex of practices—the invention of the typewriter, the invention of the pill, or the invention of gunpowder—can give rise to changes in another area, without anyone actively intending the changes in question. (Indeed: such changes may be essentially impossible to foresee, let alone actively intend, by anyone.)



20



For an account of social change which takes place in the interstices, see Eva von Redecker, Metalepsis und Revolution, unpubl. doctoral dissertation HU Berlin 2015. 21 The classic text on unintended consequences of social action, see Robert K. Merton, “The Unanticipated consequences of social action”, in: American Sociological Review, vol. 1, 6 (1936): 894-904.
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In his book on moral revolutions22, Anthony Appiah defends the (in my view convincing) thesis that it was the new high social regard for and dignity of work, a recent development in the bourgeois world, that contributed to generating the solidarity of the newly self-confident working classes with the abolitionist movement—against the disparagement of work expressed in slavery. This is certainly only one aspect of the many stories to be told—including a whole set of narratives that include social struggles, acts of resistance and the agency of the involved. But nevertheless, with respect to this thesis, we have to ask what then, in turn led to the estimation of work? If we inquire further back, we will find that this change in the social regard in which work is held was conditioned in turn by a whole complex of social and economic factors, ranging from the loss in social relevance of the nobility, through the change in the technical boundary conditions of work and the new requirements for organizing it based on the division of labor, to the formation of the collective consciousness of the proletariat and the decline of aristocratic values. Insofar as this is conditioned in turn by a multiplicity of causal factors and already began with the invention of gunpowder23 that rendered the martial virtues of the aristocracy superfluous, one could develop an (admittedly rather simplistic) narrative according to which the invention of gunpowder led (however indirectly) to the abolition of slavery. Similarly, it could be claimed that the inventor of the typewriter or the pill contributed to the prohibition of marital rape, without—over long stretches of the plot—any of those initially involved having intended, or even having been able to intend, this development. The Dynamics of Moral and Social Change From what has been we can derive a couple of initial insights for the question of the emergence and the dynamic of both moral progress and social change in general. (1) Assuming that moral progress (as described) unfolds within the broader context of social change, hence in situations in which, together with the established moral judgments and institutions, other ethical, technical, and cultural practices also undergo change or become “obsolete”, then it develops in a non-endogenous way. On the other hand, if we proceed from a web of different practices each with its own



22



Appiah, The Honor Code: How Moral Revolutions Happen. 23 I would like to thank Terry Pinkard for a very helpful discussion of these matters.



17



developmental logic, its own specific normative character, and the resulting dynamic, moral progress is not one-sidedly dependent on or determined by the other changes, thus not completely exogenous either. (2) But with this the locus of (moral) change has shifted in another respect: it is not the ideas which first undergo change, followed by the practices, so that the new (or newly interpreted) moral principles are applied at the practical-institutional level in a next step. To the question: “Who influences whom here? Do the moral convictions and practices influence the other social practices, or vice versa?” one can answer: in case of doubt, they both influence each other. They form different constellations with in part different logics whose dynamics can become interlinked. The practical dynamic intimated here suggests that the decisive processes can be represented as a somewhat “messy” tangle of ideas, practical changes, and (there) interpretive “recuperation”. Sometimes newly emerging interpretations lead to practical changes, while at other times practical changes lead to new interpretations. Sometimes (as Pascal famously had it) we “Kneel down, move our lips in prayer, and start to believe”24, and sometimes it is the other way around—and, in cases of doubt, dynamics are at work in which these two moments can no longer be easily separated or unraveled. (3) By embedding moral attitudes and practices in a more comprehensive context of the practice, they are placed in a continuum with other dimensions of social practice, together with their respective forms of knowledge and reflective capacities. As a result, it becomes possible to regard them (in the pragmatist spirit) as something that plays a role in the practical life of society and contribute to coping with its “life problems”. Morality as a reflective capacity merges with reflective capacities of other kinds. How we think about organizing our social life—how we should treat each other—turns out to be informed and influenced by other kinds of knowledge about the social and the human world—and the world as such. Coming back to the relation between technological, social and moral progress mentioned in the beginning one might say: As plausible it is not to take for granted that one would be the result of the other, and as important it is to grant an independent dynamic to the manifold



24 This is attributed to Blaise Pascal and famously quoted by Louis Althusser, Lenin and Philosophy and other essays, trans. Ben Brewster (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1971).



18



transformations in play—to retrieve insights to their respective influences, interdependencies and intersections might be decisive as well. A (Very) Short Theory of Social Change A tentative theory of social change (roughly pragmatist in spirit) then evolves that can be outlined in three theses. (1) Social transformations do not arise out of nothing. They are motivated by problems and crises such that existing practices and institutions “no longer function” or confront a problem they cannot solve. Social (and moral) change becomes possible where there is a mismatch between different social practices and institutions, thus where the relation of fit between them is no longer exact. It becomes necessary when the erosion of social institutions and practices calls for the formation of new institutions. If social change is triggered by crises and upheavals it is a response to the need to adapt to social situations that have become unclear, hence to “problems” (in the pragmatist sense) or even “contradictions” (in the Hegelian sense). The question of how social change occurs, then, does not take the form: “Why is it changing at all?”. Rather, social formations present themselves as intrinsically dynamic formations which are “driven beyond themselves” by problems of all kinds in a crisis-prone dynamic. Progress, then, is a dynamic within an already dynamic situation. (2) As an effect of challenge and response, the “new” (the new social practice, institution, or formation and the new understanding of our practices) is a transformation within a constellation that springs from the manifestations of erosion, of the “old order”. The question of how “innovative” moral progress or change can be (and whether it can be conceived only as a deepening or extension of existing ideas and positions) is thereby defused in a certain sense. Problem-solving transformations, as they can now be understood, are at once continuous and discontinuous with previous practice. The “solutions” neither “really” already belong to our moral household, nor do they arise in an entirely innovative way “out of nothing”. (3) As for the role of social movements and human agents a multi-level picture comes into view: If the possibility of change, the possibility of turning moral wrong into an object of opprobrium (as feminists did in the case of rape and revolting slaves and abolitionists in 19



that of slavery), is bound up with shifts and with disjointed relations of fit, as I have argued, it is both correct and a simplification to say that social change rests on “social struggles” or social movements25. Neither the existence nor the success of social movements rest exclusively on the will and resoluteness of the actors involved. These will depend rather on social and material enabling conditions that must be fulfilled if social actors are to be able to make practical interventions. Against a “voluntaristic” interpretation, (radical) social change (following Marx) calls as much for a passive as for an active element. Or, put differently, social conflicts and struggles contribute to changing the “aggregate state” of possibly latent crises or phenomena of erosion. IV. How Do We Recognize Progress as Change for the Better? Thus, far I have dealt with the first of the questions raised at the beginning, namely how social (and moral) change (as moral change) occurs in general and how its dynamic should be understood. In conclusion, I want to turn briefly to the problem of understanding progress as change for the better. The evaluative framework Such an evaluation of social change as progress is so difficult (and hence in many cases so controversial) because we clearly need a frame of reference in order to be able to judge that, and in what way, something has not only become different, but better. This is why it seems easy to define in reference to technical what progress is—and difficult, on the other hand, when it comes to social and moral progress. The invention of the washing machine represents progress over the laborious practice of washing by hand; the invention of antibiotics and vaccines led to major progress in combating life-threatening diseases. The fact that we find it so easy to identify improvements in the case of these examples—notwithstanding all the ambivalences that are also possible here—is not because they concern such basic spheres of life but because here we can define the progress achieved within the framework of an existing means-end relation. Progress with regard to washing or healing means quite simply that we now have better means to realize our purposes. Social and moral, “ethical” progress 25



See also Anderson, Social Movements, Experiments in Living, and Moral Progress: Case Studies from Britain’s Abolition of Slavery.
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But how do things stand with social and moral progress—improvements in how we conduct our lives and organize our social life? If a “purpose” could be specified—either of human conduct or of social life as a whole—then it would be fairly easy to identify social or moral progress. Now, we are confronted not only (as a matter of fact) with ongoing controversies (in philosophy and in real life) regarding the objectives that should direct social life. Beyond this, the very attempt to determine overarching purposes, or the aims of human or social life as such, seems to be somehow misguided—if only because the individual instances of social life would then be reduced to a means to a predetermined end. The solution resides in the dynamic itself And more than that: Regardless of the opportunities and possibilities of reaching at least a philosophical agreement here, such an attempt would—with regard to social life— occasion a shift from the question concerning progress to the question concerning the good (or the right) and how it should be defined. As a result, the question of progress, as I mentioned at the beginning, would no longer be posed as a genuine question, but would be replaced by a discussion about how to define the telos, the content of a good life or the just society. Let’s therefore take up the issue of progress as a certain kind of—normatively charged—dynamics itself. From the proposed (pragmatist) perspective I have sketched out so far, this dynamic is a result of social crises, conflicts, contradictions—and an ongoing attempt to solve these problems: to adjust to the “new” and reintegrate the situation but also (in a more Hegelian spirit) to accumulate experiences, to “learn” from whatever has come up as a crisis and, as a result, establish new demands. Now, this dynamic of problem-solving doesn’t run smoothly. It is permeated by relations of domination, and prone to systematically and structurally induced learningblockages and upheavals. This opens up the possibility of evaluation qua evaluation of change as change itself: A social change is a change for the better because and insofar as it is a problem-solving process26 of a certain kind. With this, the question of the criterion for progress shifts to 26



For this see my Kritik von Lebensformen.
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the question of whether the dynamic of this movement is progressive—or alternately regressive. The brief formula that suggests itself is: progress is what is part of an accumulative problem-solving process that is not hampered by blockages or moments of regression. Progress would then be an experiential process that is becoming constantly richer—thus one in which experiences are accumulated and conflicting experiences are not systematically blocked. A typology of such experiential blockages and moments of regression—extending from ideological distortions and hermeneutic “gaps” to experiential impoverishment, alienation, and blockages to collective action—must then provide the normative criteria that in my project take the place of a positive description of the goal of progressive development. That things get better (if they do), then, is not because we are approaching an already fixed and normatively demonstrated goal; rather, it is a matter of the character of the “progressing” itself. It is this process and not (first) its result that provides philosophical orientation. Progress in this way is conceived, as it were, as freestanding—and hence as a principle of movement. Sum up: Non-teleological, formal, plural negativistic This is, to come back to the aims I sketched at the beginning, a non-teleological approach toward progress. Not only are problem-solving dynamics open-ended; within such a process, the problems themselves also undergo change—and with them the means-end framework as well. Then progress is not the ongoing mastering of a basic problem or a set of basic problems; instead it is a matter of ongoing and progressive problem-solving in the course of which its ends and means can undergo transformation—without a definite end. Not the least advantage of such a conception is that it can be conceived as plural. We will then be confronted with a variety of versions of a change for the better (of a “progressive transition” movement) and a variety of changes for the worse. And these transformations can be evaluated relative to the respective contexts in which they evolved—relative to the diverging problem-solving narratives. There is, then, not the one and only path to (or rather of) progress. Nevertheless, we still have the capacity to judge the very quality of these processes. That is: Their specific dynamic can be judged
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as more or less “progressive”—as adequate or non-adequate with respect to the (second-order) problems as they historically emerged. This is, to conclude, a somewhat “formal” account. It doesn’t say anything substantial about the “content” of progress—“progressive” would then be an evaluative means to judge a certain social dynamic of change. In other words: We would use it, then, as a critical (as well as analytical) concept. And it might very well be that progress then turns out to be a category that we can only use in retrospect. It is also a deeply negativist approach that is informed by the meta-category of non-regression. Which brings me to a supposition already expressed by Adorno in a short essay on progress: what progress is can be understood, assuming we want to do justice to the “dialectic of progress”, only in terms of the concept of regress or regression. “A situation is conceivable in which the category [of progress] would lose its meaning, and yet which is not the situation of universal regression that allies itself with progress today. In this case, progress would transform itself into the resistance to the perpetual danger of relapse. Progress is this resistance at all stages, not the surrender to their steady ascent.”27
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Adorno, “Progress”, 161.
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