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THE PRAGMATIC CONCEPTION OF VALUE |

In his discussion with Harry and Lisa, Mickey makes several statements about how we
know if something is right. His view can be summarized into three main points: 1) if
it feels good, then it’s right; 2) what is wrong fails and what is right succeeds; and,
3) wrong ideas won’t work.(1) This view is often attributed to pragmatism, which holds
that ideas can be judged by how well they satisfy our purposes. Yet the pragmatism of
Pierce, James, and Dewey departs significantly from the crude hedonism that Mickey is
espousing. Dewey, in particular, is concerned to do two things in the realm of value
theory: 1) to overcome subjectivism by placing the biological and psychological
origins of value within a framework of rational inquiry, and 2) to refute the
transcendental and emotive theories of value by defining means and ends functionally
rather than substantially. Dewey denies the distinction between instrumental and final
ends; the only things that count are values that work in human affairs by ameliorating
ills and problems. What "works" is not determined by mere expedience, but by
reflection upon all of the consequences of the means we have chosen to produce specific
ends.

Mickey’s first point, that if something "feels good, then it’s right," demands
further analysis. According to Dewey, desire and interest originate in the motor-
affective life, yet feeling itself cannot constitute a value-judgment. Similarly, the
existence of brute pleasure, apart from its role in the means-ends relation, has no
value e¢lement. In short, when we act purely out of desire, impuls, or habit, no i
valuation activity occurs. Moral judgments arise only with reflection - an inquiry
into the existential conditions and consequences of some projected or actual end.
Desire and interest emerge from a concrete situation which is perceived as having some
lack, need, or problem that requires resolution. Values enter only when an "end-in- i-";
view" is conceived which will guide action and coordinate activities in the realization '
of the desired end. When the organic interest and the activity are mediated by an
anticipation of the consequences, then cognition informs feeling.

.if and when desire and the end-in-view intervene between the occurrence of a ‘
vital impulse or a habitaul tendency is to some degree modified and transformed.(2) .

The satisfaction of some existing needs relates not to some state of mind or
feeling, but to the actual conditions of the situation. It involves the difference
between what Dewey calls "prizing" and "apprizing". Prizing, or holding a value, is .
passive and possessive, while apprizing is evaluation involving inquiry and judgment.
Mickey’s position involves only prizing, "whatever lights your candle,” but he makes no
attempt to justify his values. :

Mickey also claims that "what is wrong fails and what is right succeeds." This ‘
statement is probably the quintessential pragmatist maxim, but it requires significant
qualifications before it represents the mature pragmatic position. Indeed, we evaluate
the effectiveness of an action by how well it serves our purposes or mects our needs. ;!
But before we can make a value-judgment, we must examine all the consequences of an i
action, not just the ones we intended. When we choose means to accomplish an end, a
number of diverse consequences may result. When we evaluate only the intended
consequences selectively, we ignore other, possibly more odious ones. In short, we
cannot judge ends apart from the means used to produce them, "Ends do not have value
independent of appraisal of the means involved and independently of their own further
causal efficacy," says Dewey.(3) Thus while something might "feel good" and "succeed",
it might have produced consequences that are moraily reprehensible.
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Central to Dewey’s theory of valuation is the means-end continuum. According to
this principle, there are no final and fixed ends, only a "plurality of goods and
ends," each capable of functioning as means in some contexts and as ends in others,
with each end being successively transformed into the means to further consequences.
This principle provides an alternative to the classical dualism which holds some goods
to be intrinsically valuable and others to be merely instrumentally valuable and hence
inferior, a position that has shron practical affairs of worth and dignity. Dewey
countered the criticism that the means-end continuum results in an infinite regress by
contending that while in principle, any end can become a means to further consequence,
in terms of the original situation that gave rise to the end-in-view, the final end is
the satisfaction of that particular situation.

Since there is a plurality of goods and ends, rather than ideal, fixed ends, each
situation has its own unique good, and "every case where moral action is require
becomes of equal moral importance and urgency with every other."(4) It is the function
of inquiry to discover the good of cach situation and to formulate a plan to actualize
it. Inquiry relies on the inductive method, because the closer we examine actual
conditions and consequences of our end-in-view, the more intelligent our choices will
be. Emphasizing the practical and social dimension of value theory, Dewey argues,
"Moral goods and ends exist only when something has to be done,"(5) and what makes
something good is its function in contributing to the "amelioration of existing
ills."(6)

In summary, Dewey’s valuation program consists of two major threads: the
application of the general theory of inquiry to moral conduct, and the reconstruction
of moral conceptions of instrumental and final ends. Dewey is sometimes disparaged as
the prophet of progress, extending the calculating gaze of science into all human
affairs, but these critics fail to realize Dewey’s commitment to restore values to
science. For Dewey, the scientific method is not value-free; rather, its true vocation
is to assist man in moral inquiry and in choosing ends that will contribute to the
growth of all members of society.

Mary Melville Ryan
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INDIVIDUALITY AND THE MORAL LIFE

In their discussion on love and friendship, Millie tells Harry that what we love
about someone or something are the qualities that makes them special.(1) As Harry
phrases it, other people’s differences are just what we like about them. Two issues
seem to be implied by these statements: first, what is special or unique about someone
is an expression of individuality; second, those individual differences become precious
to us as we enter into a significant relationship with another.

Millie and Harry similarly have come to appreciate each other’s uniqueness as a
result of sharing in the project of meaningful inquiry about matters of importance to
them. Indeed, other classmates who share their interest have come to value each other
as individuals with different points of view, each working toward the common goal of
finding his or her place in the world. As Lisa has emphasized, "I want to find what’s
right for me," but she soon realizes that her conclusions are valid only in relation to
the whole - to the community of significant others.

Few philosophies deal successfully with the problem of individuality. Some see the
individual as a brute fact, no different from other facts in a physical universe;
others see him as consisting of higher and lower natures, of spirit and matter; others
lose the individual in the grandeur of the whole, 2 mere instance of a universal
principle; and the final alternative touts the individual as the supreme reality, but
leaves no room in the community.

The American idealist Josiah Royce tried to rescue the individual from the morass
of traditional philosophy. Although he views the world against the backdrop of
eternity, the concrete individual is the centerpiece of his cosmology. Somewhat of an
anomaly in American philosophy, Royce was trained in the tradition of German idealism,
but he was pressed to grapple with the same issues that confronted his contemporaries,
James and Dewey - the role of experience, the relation of the practical to the
theoretical, and the significance of the individual to some larger whole. Although
Royce incorporated Hegel’'s Absolute and the dialectical method in his thinking, he was
equally concerned to restore the individuality of life and experience, not as the
expression of some impersonal Being or legalistic society, but as the uniquely personal
and purposeful expression of the moral order. The bond which links one individual to
another is the same that ties the individual to the universal system of meaning:

It is thus, for instance, that the lover says, There shall be none like my beloved.
It is thus, too, that the mother says, There shall be no child like my child.

It is thus that the loyal friend says, There shall be no friend like my friend.

It is thus that the finite Self says, No life shall have precisely the meaning that
my life has. It is thus also that the ethical consciousness says, My duty shall be
that which nobody but myself can conceivably do.(2)

The individual achieves his individuality or Selfhood to the extent that he consciously
chooses a plan and performs deeds for the realization of some ideal. Only through such
a life-plan or vocation do we define and create ourselves. In order to demonstrate

this idea more adequately, we must briefly explain Royce’s view of the relation between
the subject and the object of consciousness. This sketch will be necessarily

superficial, since it is drawn from his two-volume treatise on metaphysics, The World

and the Individual. :
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Reality, according to Royce, consists not of facts, but of ideas. The idea is
defined as "a state of mind that has a conscious meaning."(3) The idea of the
individual, which Royce calls the "internal meaning", is only a partial and inadequate
grasp of the intended object, in the way that humming a tune is a partial fulfillment
of a song. The self’s idea, in seeking for the fulfillment of its internal meaning,
strives to become more and more determinate, until it is embodied in an individual
reality; the idea wants to be fulfilled by an actual entity, which is the "external
meaning” of the idea.

Royce describes, almost phenomenologically, the intentionality of consciousness,
the striving for the ideal correlate of the idea. Cognition alone is insufficient to
grasp the individual reality, because cognition as such deals with abstractions. What
is needed is the volitional element of consciousness. Royce criticized his
contemporary psychology and earlier rationalism for separating the will and
intelligence. Along with the other pragmatists, Royce saw them as inextricably linked
in the individual’s successful adjustment to the environment., The intellect is
influenced by our motives, and likewise, our interests guide our conceptions. Knowing
is an activity embodying our will because all ideas are used for a purpose or plan.
"Facts are never known except with reference to some value that they possess for our
present or intended activities,"(4) The volitional aspect, which Royce often refers to
as attraction or love, leads us to the individual; it allows us to recognize the
uniqueness of the individual for the sake of our purposes.

We know that interest, by definition, is selective. It chooses from among the
possibilities of the situation those that fit its purpose. The world is, therefore, an
individual fact by reason of "the definiteness of the seclection of that object which
shall be permitted to fulfill the final meaning."(5) The individual exists as the
object and expression of an exclusive interest. Royce concludes that the individual is
the only ultimate form of Being, and the expression of ideas is always unique and
individual.

Royce’s theory of human individuality rests on the same presuppositions as his
metaphysics. He disavows any kind of soul-substance beneath the ephemeral stages of
human growth. The self is a "meaning embodied in a conscious life. Its individuality,
in the case of any human being, implies the essential uniqueness of this life."(6)

Royce looks at the self both genetically and teleologically: how did it arise?
What is its purpose? How does it fulfill that purpose? The self is not antecedent to
social experience, but rather is derived from it and always refers back to it. |
Sometimes we feel as though we have no real Self at all, that we are swayed by other’s
thoughts, beliefs, and images of us. Yet this phenomenon provides a clue to the self:
We always develop in contrast to others. Qur empirical self-consciousness relies "upon
a series of contrast-effects, whose psychological origin lies in our literal social
life."(7) Through interaction with others and reflection upon these contrasts, the
individual forms a definition of himself. The distinction between the self and the
not-self is similar to that between the internal and external meaning of ideas; both
imply each other. Because we live in an intersubjective reality, there is no original
chasm to be bridged between the self and others. We constantly refer back to the
social matrix for the realization of our goals and purposes.

We are commitied to cooperating with others in the pursuit of common goals. Our
goals are fulfilled only by recognizing the life-plans of others as similar yet
different from our own. An individual’s life-plan is

98 |‘



Analytic Teaching: Vol. 8, No. 2

an ideal whose expression needs indeed the cooperation of countless other selves,
of a social order, of Nature, and of the whole Universe, but whose individual
significance remains contrasted with all other individual significance.(8)

In short, we derive from others everything except what is unique about ourselves.
Individuality cannot be reduced to causal factors. True, a person’s heredity,
education, and temperament can be causally interpreted, but the individual’s "conscious
intention to be," his "expression of a rational purpose to win a unique relation to the
universe as contrasted with all other selves is inexplicable and irreducible."(9)

The meaning of a life is not to be found in a single part or stage of it, but in
its entirety, in the total fulfillment or realization of its purpose. As the
existentialists would say, there is no instant at which I can say, Here, now I finally
“observe what I finally am."(10) We are always becoming, each life’s moment a "glimpse
of a task now assigned to you, the task of your life as friend, as worker, as loyal
citizen, in general as man, i.c., as one of God’s expressions in human form."(11)

Each person has a role to play, a set of tasks to be performed, and
responsibilitics to be met which can be accomplished only by that individual. Every
portion of our experience is unique, because it represents an opportunity for choices,
decisions, and actions that will help to realize our life-plan.

Millie, Harry, and Lisa have learned that they are morally free and independent,
that their lives are unique paths to be consciously chosen. Each self is defined and
created by its unique way of viewing its relation to the whole(12) and expressing its
ideals regarding this relation.

Mary Melville Ryan
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