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OF LOVIBOND'S MORAL REALISM 
W. S. K. Cameron 

A s Alison Jagger showed in her masterful 
overview of feminist politics/ the political lib
eralism of most early feminists has been at
tacked on many fronts. Despite the universal 
acceptance of the rhetoric of equal opportu
nity, the persistence of "glass ceilings" in 
Westem democracies^ reveals at least the inad
equacy and arguably the deceptive abstract-
ness of liberalism's focus on equal rights. Nor 
is merit the most significant criterion of suc
cess even in the academy, despite its historical 
commitment to Enlightenment ideals and de
spite the public perception that it is a haven for 
feminists, liberals, and possibly even social
ists. In the empirical sciences, for instance, the 
availability of "hard" results might have 
seemed proof against gender discrimination. 
But even there, as a study in the prestigious 
joumal Nature has shown, women really do 
have to be twice as good as men to be consid
ered their equals.^ 

A n d i f such political objections might 
merely provide evidence that liberal principles 
have been ignored, others have raised more 
radical challenges to the principles them
selves. B y revealing power relations within the 
h o m e , the t echn ique o f " c o n s c i o u s 
ness-raising" bolstered the insight that "the 
personal is poUtical," thereby breaching the 
line between private and public life—^the his
toric core of liberal theory. One altemative was 
to retain that theory by extending the notion of 
rights within the family. But soon Carol 
Gilligan's work gave empirical support to the 
suspicion that the "thin" self of liberal anthro
pology reflected a distinctively Westem and 
male understanding of moral reasoning as ab
stract, principled, and universal.^ 

But i f liberalism has failed, what can re
place it? Its virtue had been the hope it offered: 
that all rational people could recognize univer
sal rights and responsibilities as the core of a 
working political accord. But i f we cannot now 

justify this "thin" universal moral and political 
theory, or if—what amounts to the same—the 
thin theory is too abstract to give us substantive 
guidance in concrete conflicts, how can we re
sist the apparently inevitable slide into paro
chialism and irrationalism? Must we revert to 
resolving difficult conflicts "the old fashioned 
way"—by gender, class, race or ethnic war? 

In epistemology, "standpoint theories" raise 
para l le l problems.^ The "standpoint o f 
women," for example, is not gender neutral; it 
attributes to women an epistemic privilege. 
Exposed through oppression to experiences 
from which men are sheltered, women gain in
sights inaccessible to men. One virtue of a 
standpoint epistemology is that it can be gener
alized: other kinds of oppression generate 
other forms of experience and corresponding 
counter-narratives. But just as clearly, its 
generalizability produces a theoretical and 
practical problem: what happens when differ
ent kinds of oppression overlap? Black women 
are doubly disadvantaged, as are gay women 
and the disabled. Must we rank forms of 
epistemic privilege, awarding highest honors 
to the most victimized? Most recoil before the 
one-up(man)ship that this presupposes, yet it is 
suggested by the logic of the theory; and 
worse, it is a practical concem when belliger
ent or resentful fragmentation threatens the 
reconciliation sought through institutional 
commitments to "multiculturalism." 

Can we admit the plausible claim that op
pression may produce characteristic insights 
without at the same balkanizing the discursive 
community? Can we recognize how hard it is 
to hear another—^particularly when our hear
ing is impaired by interference which ampli
fies some voices at the expense of oth
ers—^while still maintaining the possibility of 
communication across divisions of race, cul
ture, and gender? In this essay I wi l l draw at
tention to the under appreciated resources that 
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Sabina Lovibond has brought to the table. I 
wi l l then point out two puzzles in Lovibond's 
account. M y aim is to point a way through 
these problems in an attempt to bolster its over
all adequacy. 

In Realism and Imagination in Ethics, 
Lovibond's primary aim was to develop a plau
sible form of moral realism.^ The dominant 
empiricist tradition of non-cognitivism had, 
after all , generated two persistent problems 
that a half-century of work had still not re
solved. First, non-cognitivism entailed a radi
cal redescription of moral discourse. Despite 
our efforts to justify moral decisions rationally, 
non-cognitivists claimed that such "argu
ments" were confused: we never give reasons, 
but rather express evaluative commitments not 
subject to rational justification. Such a radical 
redescription inevitably invited some skepti
cism; and this suspicion seemed confirmed by 
a second, phenomenological objection. Since 
we choose our ultimate value commitments, 
non-cognitivism appeared to identify our de
sires with the meaning of lives. Yet in con
sumer societies, as Lovibond notes, "the goods 
are laid out on the counter—but the relation be
tween taking what one wants and achieving 
happiness remains problematic."^ B y reducing 
our values to our desires, non-cognitivism 
eliminated the very possibility of a real tension 
between the two. It thus achieved its valoriza
tion of freedom and responsibility only at the 
cost of subjectivism and irrationalism. 

If the traditional forms of moral real
ism—^Kantian, utilitarian, intuitionist, and 
eudaimonist—each faced their own difficul
ties, Lovibond saw an opening for a new form 
of moral realism in empiricism's failure to an
swer Wittgenstein's challenge. To their credit, 
the positivists had pursued their program with 
an admirable intensity. But their attempt to 
found science on a phenomenalist reconstruc
tion of experience foundered on a dilemma. If 
immediate sense experience was to be known, 
it had to be expressible according to some rule. 
This required relating the sensa to concepts in a 
judgment; yet i f the phenomenalist did this, her 
sense experience would no longer be immedi
ate. One could avoid this consequence by in
s i s t i n g that sensa were i n e f f a b l e or 
non-propositional, but this only delayed the 
problem. The point of phenomenalism had 
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been to secure science systematically to its per
ceptual foundat ion. To admit that this 
"systematic" relation was inexpressible was in 
e f f e c t to root s c i ence i n " a n i m a l 
faith"—^hardly the degree of security the 
positivists had originally intended. Quine's re
j ec t ion o f the "two dogmas" i m p e l l e d 
post-empiricists toward a non-instrumental, 
holistic account o f the relation between 
thought and experience.^ But his holism had a 
stunning consequence. If thought is embodied 
in language and i f language is socially institu
tionalized, then we are epistemically depend
ent on the community that socialized us. A c 
cording to Lovibond, this holism inadvertently 
prepared the path for a retum to moral realism. 
This new "realism," to be sure, takes an untra-
ditional form, but her use of the term was not 
arbitrary. 

For the holism which abandoned the dichot
omy between "theory" and "fact" at the same 
time undermined the fact/value distinction. 
And i f there can be no final distinction between 
facts and values, between judgments about the 
objective world and merely subjective com
mitments, moral judgments can and must be 
justified in the same way as factual ones, by 
their systematic coherence with the many other 
moral and factual judgments we make.^ 
Lovibond thus legitimates a role for moral ar
gument. Moral judgments really can be right or 
wrong, as long as the disputants share enough 
of a form of life to understand one another. A s 
Lovibond notes, we may regard this as the 
"leveling down" of scientific judgments to the 
plane of moral ones, or as the "leveling up" of 
moral judgments to the plane of scientific 
ones.̂ ^ Indeed there may be a continuum from 
commitments which are purely voluntary to 
those which are presupposed by all competent 
speakers.'' But all judgments have a factual 
and an evaluative side; they are all constituted 
in language which it tum is grounded-in a form 
of life, in our having been trained to see the 
world a particular way. Consequently there is 
no difference in principle between scientific 
and moral judgments. If we cannot be thinking 
beings on our own, we cannot be evaluating 
beings on our own, either. 

Yet moral argument's reliance on a shared 
form of life raises the political challenge: 
Lovibond's realists clearly cannot claim the 
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"objectivity" to which traditional moral real
ism had aspired. A n individual may be right or 
wrong vis-a-vis her cultural authorities, but no 
individual and no community can grasp or 
communicate moral truths directly. And thus 
we return to our introductory problem: com
municating and resolving differences across 
fundamental divides of race, class, culture, and 
gender. 

Lovibond is no naif. Having defended the 
"expressivist" claim that thought is mediated 
by a rule-governed, socially institutionalized 
language,' she highhghts Wittgenstein's met
aphor of "training," an image which, in its neu
trality with respect to the good, evokes suspi
cion of the ugly possibilities to which training 
can be directed.' Yet Lovibond rejects the ten
dency to link this view directly with a conser
vative, even reactionary politics."' We may 
consistently argue for a conservative, liberal, 
or radical attitude to change; no practical polit
ical orientation follows immediately from 
Wittgenstein's private language argument. We 
cannot examine Lovibond's discussion in all 
the detail it deserves. But we must examine the 
rationale for her central claim: that a language 
constituted by shared social rules does offer 
the possibili ty o f a radical, yet rational, 
self-criticism—^and thus the hope that we can 
move beyond ourselves to hear another. 

Lovibond begins by acknowledging the ob
vious: an expressivist must admit the role that 
coercion plays in primary socialization. We do 
insist, in many different ways, that our children 
see the world as we do. Yet this admission is 
not altogether bad; it does at least clarify why 
communication can be so difficult across di
vides of gender, culture, and time. And i f com
munication across such barriers is difficult, it is 
not impossible. The language which consti
tutes the way we see the world provides re
sources for its own internal development. 
Lovibond makes three important observations: 

First, though constituted by relatively con
stant rules, every language must allow its users 
to apply its concepts in changing situations. 
A l l concepts thus allow some flexibility in 
their application, and this is especially true of 
the critical concepts central to every language: 
dyads such as good/bad, right/wrong, and 
true/false. Such concepts provide a permanent 
resource for social change, as the rules which 

govern their use specifically allow the possi
bility of application in new ways after critical 
reflection. 

Second, while she admits the limiting case 
of small, highly integrated primitive communi
ties, Lovibond insists that societies and tradi
tions are not functionally monolithic. A com
munity of any complexity includes competing, 
even conflicting elements; and while the domi
nant group wi l l favor its own interpretations, 
minority views form a permanent resource for 
critiquing the status quo.'^ 

Finally, non-dominant groups can develop 
new concepts to initiate critique. Such new lan
guage games can only be formed amongst peo
ple who share the new meanings: this is the 
consequence of denying the possibility of pri
vate languages. But it does remain possible 
that by working together—in fits and starts, 
and often by stretching old concepts—people 
can embody thoughts that are new. We can see 
this happening historically. To adopt a particu
larly germane example: the concept of aHen¬
ation sprouted from the Augustinian notion of 
sin as self-estrangement, grew to a social cate
gory in the work of Hegel and Marx, and cir
cled back through Freud's work on the individ
ual psyche to provide Habermas with a 
powerful model for critical social theory. 

Lovibond thus insists that linguistic tradi
tions are transcendental conditions of the pos
sibility of human thought and experience. Cr i 
tique arises within and applies to a specific 
location, and thus we cannot but accept many 
of our local authorities. Yet she also insists on 
the p o s s i b i l i t y o f s e l f - c r i t i c i s m and 
self-development;'^ we are not condemned to 
our prejudices. To be sure, our thought's em
bodiment in language does limit its free
dom—but this is only the obverse of the insight 
that shared linguistic rules make thought possi
ble in the first place. Indeed Lovibond's argu
ment has a rather surprising implication. Far 
from legitimating the abandonment of critical 
method, Lovibond reveals why we could never 
reify a minimally complex society even i f we 
wanted to. 

B y revealing how our thought is constituted 
but not finally trapped by our linguistic tradi
tions, Lovibond shows why standpoint theo
ries have seemed so plausible without faUing 
victim to the paradoxes to which they seem to 
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lead. If the members of an oppressed group 
share a common set of experiences from which 
the dominant culture is protected, they 
can—^using the three sets critical resources 
above—come up with new and potentially i l lu
minating insights. Yet because their insights 
w i l l inevitably be formulated with resources 
from the dominant language, they need not 
be—and are usually not meant to be—^inacces
sible to the comprehension of sympathetic out
siders. Members o f other non-dominant 
groups are most likely to recognize common 
experiences and insights. But even the mem
bers of dominant groups, given sufficient time, 
interest, sympathy and willingness to share rel
evant experiences where possible, can in prin
ciple come to understand the world "from be
low."'^ A n d yet while I think that Lovibond 
makes some of the most promising sugges
tions I've seen, I think her position would be 
stronger i f she could resolve the following two 
problems. 

The first problem concerns the possibility 
of "recognition transcendence." To recall, 
Lovibond's defense of realism depended on 
the claim that I may be wrong vis-a-vis my lo
cal intellectual authorities. If I assert that 
2 + 2 = 5,1 am not being creative: I am simply 
wrong; I have not mastered the practice of sim
ple addition. Having called this "recognition 
transcendence" at the ind iv idua l l eve l , 
Lovibond goes on to ask whether recognition 
transcendence is possible at the collective 
level. Could we all be wrong within a linguistic 
community? A t this point in her argument, 
Lovibond appears to slip. 

In one sense, there is no problem with rec
ognition transcendence at this level: the sys
temic character of language allows us to decide 
that one set of judgments is wrong by reference 
to another set.'̂  But Lovibond distinguishes 
between moral and physical beliefs: only the 
latter, she contends, allow collective recogni
tion transcendence. I w i l l now argue that 
Lovibond is wrong to deny the possibility of 
collective recognition transcendence to moral 
judgments.'^ 

In distinguishing the possibility of collec
tive recognition transcendence of moral judg
ments from that of physical beliefs, Lovibond 
is not simply retuming to the non-cognitivist 
view. On her expressivist conception of lan-
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guage, as we saw, physical as well as moral 
beliefs are rooted in an intersubjective consen
sus: in neither case can there be any appeal to 
an "objective" authority extemal to human 
practice. But there is, Lovibond contends, a 
phenomenological difference which justifies 
"a distinction between moral judgments and 
material-object statements in respect of [col
lective] recognition-transcendence."^^ 

Lovibond bases her distinction on the fo l 
lowing claim. 

The idea of a circumstance which may obtain 

beyond the awareness of the entire community 

is bound up with that of a possible experience 

which would prompt a more or less uniform and 

immediate response among competent speak

ers, in terms of their becoming disposed to make 

a change in their assignment of truth-values to 

particular sentences.. ?̂  

In science we can cite many examples of expe
riences which have led people to agree that a 
belief has been refuted. Changes in moral con
sensus, however, generally occur much more 
slowly, and fresh experiences do not play as 
pivotal a role. Lovibond is not denying the pos
sibility of fresh evidence in moral life. But " in 
tellectual authority is not so extensive in mor
als," and thus we find ourselves "not only 
'without guidance' in the transcendent sense 
[i.e., from a non-human authority]. . . but also 
'without guidance' in the immanent, or mate
rial sense."^^ More room is left for individual 
decision. 

Clearly Lovibond has noted some signifi
cant differences between moral and physical 
beliefs. Measurable anomalies in the physical 
sciences, while not indubitable, are often 
harder to ignore than, for instance, inconsistent 
moral beliefs. Moreover in modem Westem 
democracies, intellectual authority is clearly 
not as pervasive in the moral as in the physical 
sphere.̂ ^ Finally, while scientists can under
take controlled experiments, new moral expe
riences cannot (or ought not) be arranged in ad
vance: their occurrence and their results are 
often surprising. The import of new moral ex
periences is often unclear until we sort out their 
character and relevance to our current beliefs. 

These observations explain both our higher 
consciousness of recognition transcendence in 
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science and why non-cognitivism could have 
been thought convincing. Yet neither individu
ally nor in concert do they justify Lovibond's 
denial of recognition transcendence in morals. 
If a consensus that "we were wrong" forms 
more quickly in the physical sciences, a new 
consensus may result from moral deliberation 
or experience; indeed under the right condi
tions, such changes in moral consensus ma^ 
occur surprisingly broadly and quickly. 
Moreover insofar as we ever come to a consen
sus that we were wrong on a moral question, it 
is hard to see why that judgment would not 
constitute recognition transcendence at the 
collective level. 

Lovibond, however, resists this description. 
She concludes her argument with the claim 
that "we can be wrong about a question in 
physics, because there is agreement among 
competent users of natural-scientific language 
in their (potential) verbal responses to new ex
periences bearing upon that question." For 
moral experiences, on the other hand, this kind 
of agreement is absent: "We do not know 
where to look for the background consensus 
that would supply the relevant canons of judg
ment."'' 

This argument is confusing to me, and I 
think it is confused. Any judgment that "we 
were wrong," as a judgment, must presuppose 
some form of intellectual authority i f that judg
ment is to be communicable in language along 
with a reason. If the relevant intellectual au
thority is weak, in transition, or contested, then 
an individual may not be determined to only 
one answer; she may have to decide which 
competing partial consensus to join. But while 
the evidence for her judgment may be ambigu
ous, it could not be understood as a judgment at 
all except through some recognized consensus 
about possible views.'^ And i f she joins what, 
with the growth of experience and reflection, 
becomes the dominant view, she wi l l inevita
bly say of her attraction to the losing view "we 
were wrong"—just what a scientist would say 
about a defeated former paradigm. 

To be sure, it may be hard to identify the rel
evant authorities. Scientific authorities are rel
atively well-marked both by training and place 
of employment; moral authorities in Westem 
democracies are much harder to identify. But 
again, the difficulty of identifying the consen

sus does not render the moral judgment "we 
are wrong" impossible. And given that we do 
make such judgments as, e.g., "we were 
wrong" about the slave trade of a century ago,'^ 
or about the innocuousness of exclusively 
male-gendered language twenty years ago, 
surely we must admit that some of the beliefs 
we currently hold may come to be de
scribed—^albeit by a new or re-constituted in
tellectual authority—^as wrong.'^ Lovibond's 
arguments show the difficulty of achieving a 
new moral consensus, but they do not suffice to 
mle out the very possibility.'^ 

The second puzzle is less serious; I merely 
want to supplement Lovibond's discussion. To 
recognize that our consensus may be wrong is 
potentially threatening, and Lovibond distin
guishes "liberal" from "conservative" attitudes 
to the possibility of change. Yet i f the contrast 
above between moral and scientific beliefs in
volved one distinction too many, the analysis 
here involves at least one distinction too few. A 
binary division between liberal and conserva
tive reactions cannot even do justice to rela
tively simple traditions. People may be more or 
less willing to consider altemate views, but 
their willingness cannot be categorized inde
pendently of the substantive change proposed. 

To make this point, we must start from 
Lovibond's distinction. If we are very comfort
able in the present moral/political order, the 
possibility that "we are wrong" may be threat
ening indeed. Lovibond thus sketches two 
possible attitudes to change. One posture 
would commend "a policy of toleration—of 
keeping an open mind as to whether the anom
alous way of acting can be brought into con
nection with established social practices."^^ 
Mere non-conformity would not be a sufficient 
ground for expelling the dissident, on this 
view; indeed one would "attempt to adopt a 
'participant' attitude towards experimental or 
dissident thinking, i.e., to treat the dissenting 
views as possibly tme."^' The other posture 
would involve a greater willingness "to call 
into question the participant status of any per¬
son who expresses u n o r t h o d o x or 
non-consensual opinions."^' Committed to "a 
strict policing of Sittlichkeit^' it would demand 
"positive disciplinary measures against the au
thor of any anomaly."" 
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While her distinction between these two re
actions is reasonable and important, Lovibond 
muddies her claim by using "the familiar 
terms, 'conservative' and 'liberal'."^^ B y call
ing the terms "familiar," Lovibond suggests 
that she is using them in an ordinary sense, and 
one can understand the associations she has 
made. One could, for instance, gloss the devel
opment of the concept of "respect" as having 
undergone a shift in application to ever wider 
groups: e.g., from Protestant white propertied 
men, to propertied Catholics, to propertyless 
white men, to men of color, and, finally, to 
women. Since political liberals have consis
tently championed these extensions against 
conservatives committed to the status quo ante, 
one can understand the link that Lovibond has 
suggested. Ronald Dworkin begins his essay 
"Taking Rights Seriously" with a correspond
ing categorization of liberals as "much more 
sympathetic to at least some cases of [civil] 
disobedience," while conservatives "seem to 
disapprove of any act of disobedience" aimed 
at changing the law.^' But in traditions with the 
historical and political complexity of Westem 
democracies, we can no longer divide those for 
or against change using only a two-fold dis
tinction. 

A brief example w i l l illustrate the point. 
Pro-life activists protesting and going to jai l 
appear to be, in a straightforward sense, "con
servative"; yet they are fighting for a change in 
the law of the land: the repeal of Roe v. Wade. 
One might object that these activists want the 

law to change back\ that they are protesting 
what they perceive as an awfiil aberration of 
the last twenty-five years. But this observation 
makes my point just as well . One cannot iden
tify "liberals" as supporting change in the sta
tus quo, without identifying the status quo and 
the proposed direction of change. Again, i f I 
value the (admittedly minimal) toleration re
flected in our society, I am not unequivocally 
"conservative" with respect to someone who 
wants a retum to the "good old days" of overt 
anti-Semitism and Jim Crow. We need not re
ject Lovibond's distinction, but it is incom
plete as it stands. One's desire for change w i l l 
vary with the change proposed; and thus one 
cannot apply the terms "liberal" and "conser
vative" to someone's openness to or resistance 
of change without attending to the direction of 
change proposed. 

Lovibond's attempt to sketch the philosoph¬
i c a l and p o l i t i c a l i m p l i c a t i o n s o f an 
expressivist account of language is boldly and 
creatively drawn. B y focusing attention on the 
ways in which small communities may begin 
to fomi counter-narratives which express their 
unique experiences and insights, she makes 
clear why standpoint epistemologies have 
been plausible; at the same time, by showing 
how language can develop and grow she pro
vides a way around the paradoxes that such 
theories can generate. Though surely capable 
of further refinement, Lovibond's work pro
vides a breath of fresh air in the overheated 
moral and political climate of our day. 
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of the store with a fan he had just bought. The clerk 

asked whether he didn't want to wait for a bag and his 

receipt. To "no, thanks," the clerk objected: "what if 

they catch you outside the store with a new fan and no 

receipt?" In this context, as at the time, the referent of 

"they" is clear—^and also, I tmst, the point that mem

bers of out-groups both can and do repeatedly remind 

one another of the insights necessary to survive. 

18. Lovibond, pp. 73-77. 
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19. In arguing that Lovibond ought not distinguish scien

tific and moral beliefs with respect to the possibility of 

recognition transcendence, I am leaving aside the prior 

and arguably more important question whether 

Lovibond's expressivist view of language allows her to 

talk about collective recognition transcendence at all, 

even in the case of science. Doesn't her expressivism, 

one might well ask, commit Lovibond to a form of his

torical and culmral relativism? And if so, in what sense 

could we meaningfully say "we were wrong"? We 

might in a trivial sense think our former views wrong 

by our current lights. But at the former time we'd have 

thought our later views wrong, and if neither perspec

tive has independent access to reality, could the 

expressivist's claim that "we were wrong" amount to 

anything more than the observation that "then, our 

views were different"? 

Lovibond answers this question by drawing on Hegel 

(see note 29 below for detailed references). I'm not so 

sure that this strategy can work. But in a book I'm now 

revising, I will argue one can meaningfully and ratio

nally make claims of progress even if one has accepted 

an expressivist account of language. 

20. Ibid., p. 81. 

21. Ibid., pp. 78-79. 

22. Ibid., p. 80. 

23. Of course the relative weakness of moral intellecmal 

authority in our culmre is not obviously a reflection of 

the relative authoritativeness of moral and scientific 

beliefs per se. In Galileo's time, the relative strength of 

intellecmal authorities appears to have been the oppo

site. 

24. Two historical examples spring immediately to mind. 

My interpretations of both may be contested, but they 

should at least suggest that swift changes in moral con

sensus are possible. 

First, the undeniable evidence of newsreel footage 

seems to have inspired an immediate, deep, and 

broadly shared revulsion at the horrors of the Holo

caust. Of course, one could argue that genocide has al

ways been considered mass murder and thus that our 

moral rejection of it was not (or should not have 

seemed) new. But it does seem to me that the Second 

World War generated not only a new name but a new 

degree of moral sensitivity. We have obviously not fig

ured out how to act on this sensitivity, as the genocides 

of the last four decades have shown, but the compul

sion at least to ring our hands about them does seem 

new. 

My second example concems the civil rights stmggle 

of the 1960's. According to at least one common inter

pretation, a defining moment came when— âs white 

"go slow" liberals hesitated to endorse change—Mar

tin Luther King Jr. led a major march in Birmingham, 

Alabama. Stopped on the road, the protest leaders fell 

to their knees to pray, whereupon Sheriff Bull Connor 

turned police dogs and policemen with billy clubs 

loose to tear at and beat the marchers before national 

T V . Martin Luther King Jr. and his heroic marchers 

may not have changed any of the Birmingham police

men's minds, but their courageous and dignified 

non-violent witness before manifest injustice pro

duced the consensus which allowed passage of the 

Civil Rights Act of 1964. 

Again, I'll admit that these examples are open to alter

nate interpretations. But they should at least shake any 

confidence that a broad, deep, and even quick change 

in moral consensus is impossible. 

25. Ibid., p. 81. 

26. If some moral choices are unguided because the rele

vant authority is so weak, surely scientists commonly 

encounter a similar simation in theory constmction at 

the growing edge of their field of specialization. There 

may well be a difference in degree; I do not think there 

can be a difference in kind. 

27. Of course the judgment that "we were wrong" would 

require an account of the integrity of "our" culture, so 

that we see our predecessors and our progeny as part of 

a common history. For one attempt to provide an ac

count of the integrity of our legal tradition, see Ronald 

Dworkin's Law's Empire, (Can"ibridge: Harvard Uni

versity Press, 1986), especially Chapters 3-7. 

28. If the above arguments suffice to resist Lovibond's ar

guments against the use of the phrase "we were wrong" 

with respect to moral beliefs, then the very existence of 

the phrase in our moral discourse must weigh heavily 

in its favor. Presumably this is part of what 

Wittgenstein means in saying that "philosophy can in 

no way interfere with the actual use of language; it can 

in the end only describe it." Ludwig Wittgenstein, 
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Philosophical Investigations, (Oxford: Blackwell, 

1986), I, #124. 

29. Indeed Lovibond herself seems to presuppose the pos

sibility of moral recognition transcendence in her 

proto-Hegelian references to the historical process by 

which '"dialectical reason' progressively encompasses 

and cancels" our "empirical parochialism" (on dialec

tic, see Lovibond, p. 188,cf.pp. 164,193,217,225; on 

empirical parochialism, see ibid., pp. 210-19). If there 

is no extemal Absolute from which to measure dialec

tical progress, then these evaluations must be made by 

people on the basis of some authority they respect. And 

as Lovibond points out following Wittgenstein, our 

critical concepts do attain some independence: "is 

wrong", while originally rooted in consensus, means 

more than simply "denies what the current majority be

lieves" (ibid., pp. 149-51). Our capacity to judge oth

ers is at the same time a capacity to apply our critical 

concepts to our own deepest beliefs. 

30. Ibid., p. 173. 

31. Ibid., p. 184. 

32. Ibid., p. 183. 

33. Ibid., p. 173. 

34. Ibid. 

35. Ronald Dworkin, "Taking Rights Seriously," in M . 

Winston, ed., The Philosophy of Human Rights 

(Belmont, CA.: Wadsworth, 1989), p. 98. 
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