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Abstract 

This thesis represents an attempt at a philosophical 

inquiry into the nature of political action and its place in 

liberal theory .. 

I begin by considering whether action must be explained 

teleologically and whether non-purposive accounts of 

behaviour can be generally adequate. In finding that 

purposive behaviour fundamentally characterizes action, I 

question ~he assumption in liberal political theory, 

beginning with Hobbes, that mechanistic laws of behaviour 

can provide man with a science of politics. 

Bobbe·s , represents for me, the first stage in the 

revolt against teleological politics. I consider the 

important contributions that Immanuel Kant and finally John 

Rawls make to the liberalism of anti-telelogical politics. 

I then consider the liberal critique of Hobbes' 

portrait of man. This is represented by Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau. Rousseau's cri tique is undermined by his failure 

to reject market politics. 

Finally, I consider the market-model of society, which 

is seen to be the ultimate embodiment of mechanistic, anti

tel eol 09i cal pol i ti cs. 
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All action is for the sake of some end, and rules 
of action, it seems natural to suppose, must take 
their whole character and colour from the end to 
which they are subserv ient. 

John Stuart Mill, ~~jlj~~~j~Di~~ 

In this essay, I attempt to use the concept of 

teleological explanation, that is, explanation of action 

premised upon some notion of moral purpose, to explore the 

nature of liberalism. 

I consider the argument that action is necessarily 

premised upon some conception of telos, that is, upon some 

conception of moral purpose. I consider whether liberal 

political theory denies the possibility of action because 

liberalism appears to be devoid of teleology. 

This essay is not an exposition or a defense of 

teleological explanation per see Yet the inquiry into the 

nature of liberal political theory, proceeding on the 

assumption that it lacks an adequate conception of action or 

mor al purpo se, depends ul tima tely upon a teleol ogi cal 

characterization of action. 

It is because of liberalism's rejection of a 

teleological account of action that an inquiry into the 
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nature of action itself is necessary. If I were to begin by 

asking, "What is the place of action in liberalism?" I would 

only be able to answer by providing an account of the way in 

which liberals speak about action. But in beginning my 

inquiry, as I do, with an investigation into the nature of 

action, I am able subsequently to more critically explore 

liberal theory. For in the discussion of liberal theory, 

there is already a more adequate conception of action and 

its explana tion. 

In chapter 1, I consider whether action can only be 

appropria tely under stood in teleologi cal term s. If action 

presupposes an actor (or agent), must all action be 

understood as a function of the purposive character of the 

actor? Action, involves the actualization of the actor's 

potentialities. Any account of action which ignores the 

questions of potentiality and moral purpose, denies the 

essen.ce of the actor and treats him as a mere machine. 

The explanatory system of Thomas Hobbes is discussed in 

order to show that while Hobbes certainly provides a 

mechanistic account of man and civil society he is unable to 

avoid the use of teleological explanation in characterizing 

human action. Hobbes becomes the central figure in the 

thesis, for he represents the first crucial stage in the 

critical revolt against teleological politics. 

In Chapter Two I attempt to map out the evolution of 
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the liberal revol t against the poli tics of the teleological 

tradition. I argue that the liberal political tradition 

abandoned its appeal to "telos" and eventually replaced it 

with an appeal to "right". 

The process of abandoning teleology and erecting a new 

political philosophy is illustrated by reference to the 

relevant aspects of the work of Hobbes, Kant and Rawls. 

These thinkers represent the liberal rejection of 

teleological politics. 

In Chapter Three I examine the liberal perspective of 

human nature, in order to demonstrate that a politics 

prejudiced by that perspective makes political action 

prohibi tive. Beginning with Hobbes, liberalism looks upon 

man as a creature of the market; Le., the market is an 

authentic reflection of the natural condition of man. The 

market becomes the civilizing factor, whereby man can escape 

the "brutish" conditions of the state of nature while 

continuing to express his own "nasty" character. I argue 

that this approach to the c,onstruction of civil society is 

logically flawed because it founds conventional rules upon 

natural laws. I also suggest that the empirical quality of 

those "natural laws" is itself questionable. 

I then consider the idealist response to the Hobbesian 

assessment of human nature, best represented by Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau. While Rousseau rejects the inadequate vision of 
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man propounded by Hobbes, he reluctantly accepts market 

society because he does not embrace teleology. In contrast 

to Hobbes, who defines the essence of man as "felicity", 

Rousseau sees "freedom" as the essential quality in man. 

But in understanding freedom as obedience to one's laws, 

Rousseau fails to make politics a truly responsible 

enterprise. He reverts to a Hobbesian justification of 

civil society, perceiving it as a refuge from the 

"preca.rious" condi tions in the state of nature. Detached as 

he is from teleological considerations, he fails to provide 

adequa te grounds f or an al terna tive conception of civ il 

society. 

The three main sections of this thesis are designed to 

contribute to a larger, more comprehensive exploration of 

the nature of liberalism. This essay focuses on the problem 

of action and its explanation, suggesting that at the very 

heart of a pol iti cs of action there must be a conception of 

a person with moral purpose. It remains to be seen here 

whether liberal ism has or appears to have such a conception. 



ACTION AND THE NATURE OF TELEOLOGICAL EXPLANATION 

i) ~.b~_~.z.PJ..2..D.2..tj...9lL..9.f_.b~ .b,§,,Y i..9.1u L . ..c.b.§..1' .lg.s_.~.§.'y .l.Q .:r~_j..D.s i.g.b.t 

(.'I'~J.~..9.l..9.gy_..Y..s_.I,tel@.Yi..9..I.Ui.s.ID) 

In this chapter I, consider the problem of the 

explanation of action using Charles Taylor's argument to 

direct the inquiry. In his first work, ~~_~.P.l~~.t~lL.Q.f 

..5~.hg,'yj..Q.u.r, Taylor addresses the question, "whether animate 

beings must be given a different status from inanimate 

things in that their behaviour can only be explained in 

terms of purpo se. lIl 

Far from being an anthropological investigation, his 

work is concerned with the epistemological problem of the 

character of explanation. More precisely, his study 

examines and analyses the nature of the explanation of 

action. What makes the work so remarkable is the 

consequential link that Taylor draws between action and its 

explanation. His analysis reveals that there is virtually 

no way to speak about action without in some fashion 

reflecting back upon the nature of that speech. 2 His 

argument does not imply that action cannot exist without its 

own lIexplanation" in a linguistic sense, but it does imply 

that the information necessary for the explanation of the 

5 
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action exists before the action actually occurs. This means 

that if that information were somehow accessible before the 

occurrence of the action, the explanation of the action, and 

consequently the prediction of that action, could be 

provided a priori. Taylor explains, however, that such 

information is generally not accessible to the scientist or 

observer. 3 

T a y lor's w 0 r k e Iud i cat est h e c r u c i al dis tin c t ion 

between two types of explana tion, teleological explanation 

and behavioural explanation. Teleological explanation is 

characterized in the following way by Taylor: 

Now, as we have said, explana tion by purpose 
involves the use of a teleological explanation, of 
explanation in terms of the result for the sake of 
which the events concerned occur. Now when we say 
that an event occurs for the sake of an end, we 
are saying that it occurs because it is the type 
of event which br ings about this end. This means 
that the condition of the event's occurring is 
that a state of affairs obtain such that it will 
bring about the end in question, such that this 
event is required to bring about that end. To 
offer a teleological explana tion of some event or 
class of events, e.g., the behaviour of some 
being, is, then, to account for it by laws in 
terms of which an event's occurring is held to be 
dependent on that event's being required for some 
end. 4 . 

In his characterization of teleological explanation 

Taylor shows us that explanation is not at all incidental to 

the explicans5 • The very opposite is true: explanation both 

defines and is defined by the explicandum. This is 

epistemologically problematic, as Taylor acknowledges, 
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because the possibility of verification remains doubtful, if 

not impossible. Taylor addresses the problem by arguing 

that there is no need to make verifiable claims any more 

than there is a need to postulate unobservable entities in 

order to explain a system in terms of purpose.6 

The element of purposiveness in a given system, 
the inherent tendency towards a certain end, which 
is conveyed by saying that events happen 'for the 
sake of' the end, cannot be identified as a 
special entity which directs the behaviour from 
within, but consists rather in the fact that in 
beings with a purpose an event's being required 
for a given end is a sufficient condition of its 
occurrence. 7 

In presenting his argument, Taylor exposes a very 

complex problem inherent in teleological explanation. The 

claim that the explicans can be derived from the explicandum 

is unproblematic if we unquestionably accept the thesis that 

an action must be understood in terms of a prerequisite for 

some desired end. If this purposive character of an action 

is not assumed sL.l;>.Ii.Q.,ri, there is no logical means of 

deriving it from the explicandurn. This problem must first 

be acknowledged before the case for teleological explanation 

is to be given serious consideration. There are, in many 

instances, practical ways of determining whether or not an 

action was clearly purposive, but these instances may be 

infrequent and unreliable.8 

A brief digression from Taylor's analysis will help to 

demonstrate that this logical problem is explained more 
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fully by Karl Popper. He argues that the problem is one of 

logical ci rculari ty, and consequently of the impossibil ity 

of validly deriving purpose from action: 

Consider the following dialogue: 'Why is the sea 
so rough today?' - 'Because Neptune is very angry' 
- 'By what evidence can you support your statement 
that Neptune is very angry?' - 'Oh, don't your see 
how very rough the sea is? And is it not always 
rough when Neptune is angry? This explanation is 
found unsatisfactory because ••• the only 
evidence for the explicans is the explicandum 
i tself. 9 

The logical problem of teleological explanation is not 

trivial; it cannot be resolved with the use of logic.lO If 

the logical status of the teleological argument is in 

question, then we must examine what Taylor suggests are 

compelling grounds for preferring teleological explanation 

to a different form of explanation, one which circumvents 

altogether the problem of an undecidable purpose. This 

other form of explanation is called "behavioural" 

explanation. Behavioural explanation does not understand 

action in terms of purpose or goal. Instead, it analyses 

"behaviour" in terms of stimulus-response theory. It 

searches for the cause rather than for the purpose of an 

action. The behavioural form of explanation is concerned 

with all the external factors in the environment in which 

the behaviour will occur. It seeks to establish "laws of 

behaviour" which can be empirically determined from careful 

observation and from "systematic" analysis of the conditions 
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which gave rise to particular behaviour. In fact, the 

language of behaviourism is radically different from that of 

the teleological tradi tion. Behaviourists do not speak of 

"purpose and action", or "design and actualization", they 

speak of "stimulus and response", "action and reaction", and 

of "environment and conditioning". 

The behavioural mode of explana tion has been justified 

primarily on empirical grounds as opposed to the 

teleological form of explanation which can be justified only 

in terms of the "form of its laws and not by reliance on 

some special type of antecedent variable".ll It must become 

clear that as a behavioural attitude to "action" is exposed, 

the very concept of "action" as actualization of purpose 

evaporates. For the behavioral conception of action 

virtually denies the possibility of "self-expression" or 

"self-actual ization", it attributes "behaviour ll to 

externally stimulated reactions. Effectively, it denies the 

existence of a "person".12 Taylor states: 

The attractions of the positivist arguments for 
thinkers of this cast (the behaviourist cast) of 
thought are evident. Opponents of the view that 
living beings are purposive, they wish to approach 
the study of behaviour with a method as close to 
that of the natural sciences as possible, and this 
for them means explaining behaviour by laws 
linking physical events. But the whole weight of 
our common-sense understanding of, and everyday 
language l~bout, our behaviour is against this 
approach. 

Taylor is deterrn ined to show the unsubstanti al na tur e of the 
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behavioural approach to the e xpl ana tion of behaviour. He is 

resolved to rehabilitate the possibility of purposive 

explanation based on his conviction that man is, indeed, a 

purposive being. 

Taylor acknowledges that the logical problem of 

circularity in the teleological form of explanation cannot 
I 

be resolved or ignored. Nevertheless, he suggests that it 

cannot be proved to be incorrect.14 In order to ensure the 

substance of the argument, he appeals to a commonsense view 

of purpose: 

Granted that we cannot summarily decide the issue 
in favour of 'mechanism' by showing the notion of 
purposiveness to be non-empirical, can we not 
nevertheless turn the tables and decide in favour 
of the contrary thesis by showing this notion to 
be inescapable? An argument to this effect would 
start from the fact ••• that the logic of our 
ordinary language, and particularly of terms like 
'action' and desire', contains implicitly the 
assumption that our behaviour is purposive. If 
this is so, how can we doubt that we are 
purposive beings without introducing the implicit 
hypothesis that we may have been talking nonsense 
all these centuries? But surely this latter 
hypothesis is untenable, since we have managed to 
communicate, to verify propositions, to reach 
inter-l~ubjective agreement in a great number of 
cases. 

In arguing that a purposive form of explanation is 

inescapable, Taylor is arguing that man's behaviour must be 

judged in terms of his aspi rations and not in terms of his 

conditioning. While one might make the argument that one's 

aspirations are in fact directly or indirectly determined by 

one's conditioning, Taylor's thesis has asserted that human 
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actions cannot logically be derived from any set of external 

conditions, al though they may vary tactically according to 

those conditions. Taylor has even gone so far as to show 

that the first-level correlations which hold between 

environment and behaviour (a behavioural approach) generally 

depend upon some notion of "action" or I goa l".16 

A restatement of Taylor's position might take the 

following form: Given that an appeal to some form of 

purposive explanation has been shown to be indispensable for 

an adequate understanding of action, the behavioural mode of 

explana tion must ei ther appeal to teleological ass umptions 

at some hidden fundamental stage, or it must face the 

prospect of inevitable failure, scientifically and 

epistemologically, in its attempt to provide adequate 

accounts of actio~ 

i i ) .'l'..el.eQj.Q.9.Y_..§..D.......§..d...elll1.§..t....e_...e-z'pj..§.ru..t.l.£>.n.:.J.Q.Q...e.n..t.j.§.li.QJIL.§..n..9 

.t..b...e b.1"l.s.t.Q.t....ej.l.§..D......l.n.f.l..J..l.eM...e 

I would like to consider here, the argument that any 

adequate account of action must rely upon teleological 

explanation, and, furthermore, that the very logic of 

teleological explanation involves the logic of essentialism. 

Taylor has shown how any adequate statement about the 

origin and result of an action must be understood in terms 

of behav iour as a response to stimul us. He has thus exposed 
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the limits of the behavioural form of explanation. He has 

identif ied how, in behav iour ism, even where the studies may 

be useful, they fail to properly locate the "responsibility" 

for actions and their consequences. In more extreme terms, 

this can be understood to mean that the behavioural form of 

explanation denies the fact of "responsibility" or 

"responsibl e action II al together.17 

The essentialist tradition in philosophy found its most 

powerful articulation in the works of Plato and Aristotle. 

This tradition is most often identified with the Platonic 

theory of "forms and ideas", with the notion of absolute 

values, e.g., goodness, justice, beauty, and truth. The 

fundamental claim of essentialism is the assertion of the 

existence of universals; it also stresses their importance 

for science.18 It has also been suggested that Aristotle 

was the founder of the "methodological essentialist" school 

of thought. It was Aristotle "who taught that scientific 

research must penetrate to the essence of things in order to 

explain them".19 While I do not intend to analyse 

Aristotle's philosophical oeuvre in this essay, I am obliged 

to recognize him as the most powerful and influential 

representative of the essentialist and teleological schools 

of thought. Throughout the essay I assume this Aristotelian 

position, without needing to consider any of Aristotle's 

texts. 
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An essentialist conception of IIscience ll and 

lIexplanationll insists that very little of lasting 

significance can be asserted or discovered about an object 

or an action by appeal ing to factors which are extraneous or 

external to the object or action. What is intrinsic or 

essential is what counts. While it may be possible to 

obse rve exter nal factor s w hi ch e xi st separa tely from the 

object or action, and which may appear to be affected by 

some quality of the object or action, it is not possible to 

understand the essence of the obj ect or action by logically 

identifying it solely with these external factors. The 

explanation of an action must be found in the nature of the 

action itself. The significance of an action lies in its 

own execution; its result is its intrinsic purpose. 20 

Act ion has its 9 en era t ion wit hi nit s elf. Th a tis th e ca s e 

of essential ism. 

It is only through an understanding of an action that 

the consequences of the qualities of that action can be 

understood. It is, therefore, only through an understanding 

of a "personll that the actions of that IIperson" can be 

explained. In his essay entitled IIInterpretation and the 

Sciences of Man II, traces this position back to Aristotle.21 

His argument not only makes an important epistemological 

claim but it also identifies the crucial connection between 

know 1 edge and mor al i ty. He states that the human sciences 
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••• moral sciences in a more radical sense than 
the eighteenth century understood ••• their 
successful prosecution requires a high degree of 
self-knowledge, a freedom from illusion, in the 
sense of error which is rooted and expressed in 
one1s way of life; for our capacity to understand 
is rooted in our own self-definitions, hence in 
what we are. To say this is not to say anything 
new: Aristoite makes a similar point in Book I of 
the Ethi cs. 

The appeal to the Aristotel ian posi tion cannot be 

overstated. It is especially in the works of Aristotle that 

this crucial argument is introduced; and the connexion 

between the explicandum and the explicans is made in terms 

of "tel os" and essence. For Aristotle, telos is purely a 

"self-definition" or "self-expression) of the essence. 23 

If Tay lor, echoi ng th e Ari stotel ian posi ti on, is 

correct, then it is not the resul t of any inqui ry but ra ther 

the fact of it which attr ibutes purposiveness to that which 

wear e trying to e xpl ain. By simply embarking on the 

explanatory enterprise, we attribute purpose to action. The 

results of our inquiry are secondary in the sense that the 

important assumptions have al ready been made. Like trying 

to pull ourselves up by our boot-straps, this enterprise 

appears unachievable. This is so because we are trying to 

prove the soundness of a system using the language of the 

sy stern itsel f. The mathematician and logician Kurt Godel, 

for example, formulated the theorem of undecidable 

propositions. 24 This theorem proved that every kind of 
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statement which implies the existence of a consistent and 

complete system or language contains undecidable 

propositions. It follows that no system or language can 

prove itself to be valid within its own framework. It is 

thus necessary to use a meta-language to describe and 

logically prove the validity of the sub-language. The 

problem of logical circularity is seen here to eludicate the 

nature of explanation which does not possess a meta-

language. 

Human action, for example, is teleological only by 

vi rt ue of the ne ce ssi ty of the "poten ti al i ty" f or the 

realization of the "actuality". Thus, it is only when an 

action is completed that we (as scientists or observers) are 

able to determine its purpose. 

ACTION /, 
PURPOS E "< RESULT 

The great difficulty with this is that the tendency to 

reconstruct events in terms of causes and effects instead of 

purpose is encouraged because the observer can more readily 

establish an apparently sensible relationship between a 

series of events, than he can by understanding an internal 

pre-existing disposition to action. We have a tendency not 
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to differentiate between potentiality and actuality, or 

simply to disregard potentiality altogether. In trying to 

explain this difficulty, one commentator asserts that 

The existence of change, Aristotle points out, 
depends on the fact that while certain things 
never exist except in fulfillment or actuality, 
others exist potentially before they exist 
actually ••• Change is ~~ways the actualization 
of potentiality as such. 

Here the notion of action is understood as change. But 

if we examine the relationship between potentiality and 

actuality, we see that the only difference between the two 

is one of state, or time and space; it is not one of 

essence. While the outward presentation or external 

appearance of the essence might be transformed by change, 

this represents only the expression of the same essence in a 

different condi tion. The concept of potentiality requires 

that explanation should seek to expose the pre-existing 

disposition to particular action. This cannot be seen to 

suggest anything about the cause of behaviour. 

While I have discussed Taylor's account of the 

characteristics of the teleological form of explanation, I 

have not considered the factors which predispose actors to a 

particular action or type of action. I have sai d only tha t 

action is determined by the necessity to achieve a 

particular result. To put this somewhat differently, I have 
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suggested that the action and the consequences of the action 

do not come about solely because of the pre-existing 

circumstantial conditions; instead, the pre-existing 

conditions are contextually significant for the action and 

its consequence. The quali ties which predispose particular 

acti ons m us t be unde rst ood to incl ude th e intenti on, de si re, 

or design of the actor. In all cases, teleological 

explanation is necessary. This is because even desi re 

cannot be understood to be independent of essence. The 

essence of any organism must profoundly influence its 

actions; in fact, it will determine those actions, at least 

to the extent of defining the organism's range of possible 

movement or potentiali ties. 

While this statement may appear to be similar to the 

behavioural argument, it is indeed quite different. This 

argument asserts only that the essential qualities and 

structure of an organism define the "telos" of that 

organism; the argument does not imply anything about the 

relationship between the environment and the dynamics of the 

organism. 

The concept of essence is crucial to further 

elucidations of this teleological characterization of 

action. When we say that change is always the actualization 

of potentiality, we imply that potentiality as necessary is 

al ready determ ined. Change is, at heart, transformation of 
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one state to another sta teo The pro ceeding sta te, how ever, 

is, in a real sense, the necessary extension or fuller 

realization of that which is contained in the matrix of 

potentialities in the preceding state. In this sense, the 

actual iza tion of potentiality is the necessary coming into 

being of the na ture of change. 

In terms of the genetic metaphor, I might suggest that 

there is a code which exists in a pre-actualized state. 

This code contains the information which will determine the 

telos and which will eventually lead to the realization or 

attempted realization of that telos. In effect, the telos 

is itself a particular expression of the identical 

information contained in the code while in its pre-

actualized state. This is an example of a kind of 

isomorphism. An isomorphism is an information-preserving 

transformation. Douglas Hofstadter explains it as follows: 

The word "isomorphism" applies when two complex 
structures can be mapped on to each other in such 
a way that to each part of one structure there is 
a corresponding part in the other structure, where 
"correspondingll means that the two parts

26
play 

similar roles in their respective structure. 

The concept of isomorphisms can be used to understand both 

the essentialist and the "genetic" quality of teleological 

explanation and action. Human action must be understood in 

terms of change or the actualization of potentialities. In 

this sense, all change involves the notion of development, 

which is itself implied in genetic structure. The "two 



19 

complex structures" mentioned above, might be identified as 

the "purpose" (the information bearer) and the "action ll or 

IIdevelopment" (the information-preserving transformation). 

Let us imagine that each person is like a cell in the 

human body. Each person, like each cell, contains all the 

"genetic information" for the entire range of future 

developments. From the transmission of the information 

contained in a human cell emerges part of a human being. In 

fact, the cell contains the inf orma tion necessary to become 

a whole human being, but it is not specifically designed for 

this purpose. The human being, like the cell, carries an 

enormous amount of information, it has certain 

potentialities, it has a certain purpose. But, as in the 

case of the cell, its purpose becomes evident only upon its 

complete actual iza ti on. In the case of the cell, the human 

being was potentially there all along, although it was 

necessary for a maj or transformation to occur in order to 

recognize the essence of the cell. Each cell develops into 

one very specialized part of the human being. Human beings 

also have potentialities, and these potentialities are 

revealed when humans act. 

In l'.b.sLll1.1..ID£l.D_ . .1;.Q.D.£l.i..t.i.Q.D Hannah Arendt prov ides an 

account of the genetic metaphor, but with men rather than 

cells as actors: 

In acting and speaking, men show who they are, 
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reveal actively their unique personal identi ties 
and thus make their appearance in the human world, 
while their physical identi ties appear wi thout any 
activity of their own in the unique shape of the 
body and sound of the voi ce. 27 • 

Arendt's crucial argument here, is that identi ty or essence 

is only revealed through some action. In making a 

distinction between the human world and the physical world, 

Arendt is suggesting that mere existence does not reveal 

personal identity or potentiality. When humans act, they 

reveal their identities. The process of becoming is not a 

function of physical identity or of causal relations; it is 

a function of what one might be - of potentiality. 

i v).c .9.D.dj..tj...Q D_..Q,.D.~L . .c..Q .D.dj..tj...Q.Dj..D,g.LA..~..Q .ID.ID..Q.D..S~.D..S~~ 

1.D.t~.1".p.1"~..t..Q...tj..Q.D 

The genetic understanding I have alluded to above and 

the observation on action and identity by Hannah Arendt 

raise a most complex problem, namely, the problem of the 

naturle of the "prime mover" or "factor of design". Some 

people would argue that the only way to sustain the 

tele 01 ogi cal under standing adeq ua tely is to resolve it in 

terms of the notion of the prime mover, or, in other words, 

the adequate underpinning of all teleological explanation 

must be resolved in terms of some deistic notion - the prime 

mover. There is, however, another way of sustaining the 

adequacy of the teleological understanding and that is by an 

appeal to the "commonsense" understanding of action. While 
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the appeals to a genetic model and to Arendt's comment do 

not help us to locate the prime mover in the actualization 

process, they do provide a commonsense j ustifica tion of the 

teleological position. Charles Taylor also appreciates this 

problem, as he appeals to common sense or to ordinary 

experience. 

I would argue that the appeal to teleological 

explana tion is deeply embedded in 0 ur ordinary language and 

in our commonsense thinking. We normally claim to judge a 

person by his or her actions. We mean by this that we 

assess a person according to the way in which that person 

expresses or defines himself or herself. This implies two 

things about our commonsense approach to explanation and 

eValuation. It suggests that we make judgments about people 

on the basis of what we take to be their "essential 
, 

qual i ties ". If we judge people by th ei r actions, we mean 

that the action tells us something essential about the 

person who acts. This is very different from the 

behavioural position in which all behaviour is understood as 

a reaction or response to stimulus, or as a necessary 

response to environmental conditioning. 

The second thing that the comm~nsense approach suggests 

is that we normally wait for the occurrence of action before 

making a judgment abo ut a per son. In the commonsense 

approach, we usually make assumptions about the essence of 
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human actions, but we do not acknowledge those assumptions, 

or have a clear understanding about those essences until the 

actor acts. We are then in a position to judge those 

actions on the basis of the assumptions we have made and on 

the basis of the acknowledgement of the assumptions which 

the actions bear out. 

This commonsense understanding of action also implies a 

very complex notion of the rela tionship between the actor or 

person and his/her action. The action is in a fundamental 

sense an expression of the per son. Hence, action alway s has 

within it the notion of responsibility - the necessary 

relationship between the actor and his/her action. The 

notion of person is necessarily tied up with the nature of 

acting. Even when we try to predict the actions of 

someone, in the context of a particular environment, i.e., 

in a certain situation, we normally do so on the basis of 

what we know about that person. We imagine that the 

person's actions would reflect his/her own qualities -

potentialities - rather than merely reflecting the 

environment in which actions occur. We know that different 

people react differently in similar situations. We also 

know that if we were asked to predict the actions of the 

average person in any given situation, without knowing 

anything about the person, we would immediately try to 

imagine how we, ourselves, would act in the same situation. 
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The fact, once again, is that when we try to understand 

human action we rely very heavily upon that which is common 

to all persons, the common sense of action. This statement 

cannot be tested in any other way than through personal 

observation of others and more fundamentally in reflecting 

upon the na tur e of our own judgment of others. We are faced 

with the necessity of relying upon the delicate and 

difficult generalization of personal intuitions to all 

mankind, in order to find acceptance of the teleological 

~nderstanding of action. This is not intellectually 

licentious, it is morally necessary. We have no other way 

of proceeding unless we assume that there are necessary and 

unavoidable "laws of behaviour". This latter argument, 

however, is pr em ised upon a denial of the common sense of 

action which, I think is fundamental to an understanding of 

the nature of human action; and, which is at the heart of 

the nature of teleological explanations of action. Even 

Taylor's "inescapabil ity" argument appeal s in the final 

analysis to a commonsense appraisal of the notion of action. 

It is important to recognize that the teleological 

argument does not deny a significant role for condi tioning 

or environment in the explanation of human action. In fact, 

without conditions or environment there would be no way of 

actual iz ing potential ities. It is pr ecisely the existence 

of conditions and constraints that allows us to express 
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ourselves in a meaningful sens~ We do not act in a vacuum. 

Without limits or constraints there can be no direction. 

Without direction, that is, without movement that can be 

univer.sally recognized (towards something and away from 

something else), there is no sense to action. All human 

action, in a fundamental sense, is circumstantial; it takes 

place in the context of human situations, in a particular 

environment, within circumstances which can be explored, 

described and analyzed. There is no way in which we can 

understand human action as non-circumstantial. Furthermore, 

these circumstances, or these conditions, or this 

env ironm ent, do have a def ini te impact upon the character of 

human action. Tha t is simply the case. But, when we try to 

understand the design, intention, or purpose of human 

actions, and we look at the results or consequences of human 

action, we necessarily imply within our understanding an 

apprecia tion of those condi tions or circumstances. In this 

fundamental sense, the commonsense understanding of human 

action has buil t into it an apprecia tion of the condi tional 

or circumstantial nature of human actio~ But this does not 

deny the notion that human action is teleological. 

Teleological understanding, in the commonsense view that I 

am arguing respects this acceptance and appreciation of the 

conditional or circumstantial nature of human action. 

Ther ef ore, man's exi stence must be condi tioned or def ined. 
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As Arendt puts it 

Whatever touches or enters into a sustained 
relationship with human life immediately assumes 
the character of a condition of human existence. 
This is why men, no matter what they do, are 
always conditioned beings. Whatever enters the 
human world of its own accord or is drawn into it 
by human effort becomes part of the human 
condition. The impact of the world's reality upon 
human existence ~s felt and received as a 
conditioning force. 

Arendt is not suggesting that it is in man's nature to be a 

conditioned being. She is suggesting that it is simply a 

fact of our existence that we are conditioned. It is simply 

a fact that we must act cognizant of our condition. This 

does not imply that our condition sets the agenda of human 

action; rather, it implies that we cannot act independently 

of our own context. Our condition does not determine our 

goals but it does influence the manner in which we try to 

achieve those goal s. Taylor's account of teleological 

explanation allows for this influence: 

O:E course, the action emitted would also be 
determined by the situation and, in some cases, 
the history of the animal; but it could never be 
entirely determined by them, for the effect of 
history or environment on behaviour would itself 
be a function of the goal or purpose of that type 
of behav ior. 2 9 

Taylor's thesis challenges even the most secur e of the 

S-R theories of conditioned behaviour, that is the theory of 

"conditioned reflex". Through a thorough investigation of 

learning th,eory, Taylor demonstrates that even conditioned 
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response is goal-directed rather than mechanical.30 If 

Taylor's argument is sound, then the implications for the 

way in which we explain human behaviour are enormous. The 

very noti on of "behav iour II in a pur ely mech ani cal sense 

would become irrelevant to the study of human affairs; for 

everything of importance that we would wish to explain 

should be reduced to a form of teleological explanation. 

v ) .M~.Q.b~.ru~j!L~.ruL.t.b~_.sJJ.I.I~.P.tj..tj..QJJ.s_.b.p.p~~L~.Q_j;'~~.Q.l.Q.gj..Q~.l 

i!.xp.l'§'.D.E...tj..Q.D.Lj;' .. h£L~.§..s~_.Q.f_llQ.b.b~.s 

I have stated that the roots of the teleological form 

of explanation can be traced back to Aristotle, and that 

Taylor's argument owes much to the philosophical foundation 

set down by Aristotle. Taylor's argument has two 

significant consequences. First, Taylor is asserting that 

we can conduct the science of human affairs properly and 

adequately only on the basis of teleological explanations. 

But he is also implying that at the heart of behavioural 

explanation itself, even if it is to be conducted in 

relation to non-human affairs, there is still a 

surreptitious or unacknowledged reliance on teleological 

explana tion. 

The ingenious work of Thomas Hobbes is an example of 

this surreptitious appeal to teleological explanation. 

There is hardly a doubt that Hobbes is the most powerful and 

cl ever cri tic of the Aristotelian conception of philosophy 
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and pol i ti cs. I would certainly not suggest here that 

HObbesis Leviathan even remotely resembles the Aristotelian 

polis. It is, however, very surprising that Hobbes', thesis 

depends upon a teleological form of explanation. Taylor 

even mentions thi s in l'.bjLi!1{pl~D~j;.j...9.D.-.Q.f_.s~l;@'yj...9.JJ..r: 

With the modern era, and specifically with Hobbes, 
is born the ambi tion to account for the behaviour 
of organisms by means of a mechanical model, using 
the concepts of 'body' and 'motion', and even this 
has been relatively half-hearted until fairly 
recently; the 'mechanisms' were often mentalist in 
character, and the link between the 'ideas' and 
action was often surrepti tiously teleological in 
form. 31 

Chapter 6 of the L~'yj.~j;..b~D, "Of the Interior Beginnings 

of Vol untary Motions, commonly called the Passion.s; and the 

Speeches by which they are expressed", is replete with 

examples of purposive language. Taylor's claim that the 

teleological argument is couched in the language of 

"mechanism" is supported in the very first paragraph of 

Chapter 6: 

That sense is motion in the organs and interior 
parts of man's body, caused by the action of the 
things we see, hear, & c.; and that fancy is but 
the relics of the same motion, remaining after 
sense, has bee~2al ready said in the first and 
second chapters. 

Hobbes argues for a system of explanation which would depend 

upon the logical derivation of all consequences from 

preceding motion(s) and conditions. 33 This constituted the 

basi s f or the superi ori ty of "s cientif ic" over "prudenti al" 
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accounts of the world. And yet, in the very next line of 

Chapter 6, Hobbes reveals the inescapable appeal to a 

teleological form of explanation. 

And because going, speaking, and the like 
vol untary motions, depend always upon a precedent 
thought of wither, which way, and what; it is 
evident, that the imagination is the first 
internal beginning of all voluntary motion. 34 

The rest of Chapter 6 is devoted to the exposition of 

the characteristics of what Hobbes calls "endeavour ". The 

most important characteristic is., of course, the purposive 

and "self-originating" quality it possesses. Hobbes speaks 

at great length of the two most fundamental purposive 

qualities in man: desire and aversion. It is out of a 

discussion of these fundamental qualities that Hobbes 

develops the several "passions" which def ine the character 

of man: hope, despair, fear, courage, anger, confidence, 

diffidence, indignation, benevolence, good will, charity, 

covetousness, ambition, curiosity, and so on. 

Hobbes then proceeds to identify the ways in which 

these passions influence the behaviour and disposition of 

man. In providing an account of the process of 

"delibera tion ", Hobbes has made central to his whole system 

of thought a phenomenon which can hardly be divorced from 

the tele ologi cal form of e xplana ti on. The human pas sions 

which,. themselves, have a purposive quality, will from time 

to time create conflicting dispositions in man. It is at 
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this point that the process called deliberation begins. The 

exercise of weighing the benefits and disadvantages of 

acting according to one disposition, rather than to another, 

is what Hobbes calls deliberating. The termination or 

resol ution of the conflicting disposi tions is the resul t of 

what Hobbes calls the "willll. The act of willing is a 

response to lithe last appetite or aversion" in the process 

of deliberation. The purposive character of the will is 

never left in doubt.1I For, a voluntary act is that which 

proceedeth from the w ill and no other. 1I35 

This process of delibera ting and willing is precisely 

what Charles Taylor describes in his own explanation of 

action. The ~ecision finally to end the process of 

deliberation, that is to tend towards one disposition or 

inclination and away from others, cannot be explained in 

mechanistic terms. It leads to what Taylor calls the 

"asymmetry of explanation".36 Nevertheless, Hobbes attempts 

to provide for this assymetry mechanistically by arguing 

that actions resulting from the "wili ll are both voluntary 

and involuntary.37 Hobbes is forced, nevertheless, to 

acknowledge that all actions have their origins in voluntary 

acts. 38 In light of these conclusions, Hobbes' suggestion, 

that all acts which follow from the original act are 

necessary or mechanical, might be considered with a degree 

of skepticism. While he states that each act is merely a 
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reaction to the "last inclination", its dependence on the 

original voluntary act is "inescapable". Two of the most 

centr al concepts in L..e.Y.i.Q..t;M.n would be without signif i cance 

were they not inescapably dependent upon purposive action; 

these are "felicity" and "power" - both of which become 

essential to that which is called man, and both of which are 

the essential quali ties of original action.39 

Even with Hobbes, the concept of action cannot be 

divorced from some notion of "prime-movement", from the idea 

of a "w ill" that does not respond to any pr ior stimul us or 

appetite, but which itself determines the appetite. We 

arrivle at the position that this concept of action is 

coterminous wi th the teleological form of explana tion 1 

What makes Hobbes' appeal to teleological explanation 

difficult to discern is that he does not satisfactorily 

establish an account of "original acts" versus 

"consequences".40 While the concept of action which we find 

in Hobbes' work cannot be disconnected from som e notion of 

"prime-movement" or "will", Hobbes, does not help us to 

locate the critical moments of action. How do we determine 

the point of "origin", the initial act? Hobbes seems to be 

suggesting that everything follow s conseq ue ntially from the 

first IImotions". At the same time, his accounts of 

"deliberation" and "will" suggest that there is always room 

to make choices, to calculate various possibilities. Taylor 
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is unequivocal on this question, where Hobbes seems 

unde cide d. Taylor believes that all acts are in and of 

themselves initial acts; it cannot be otherwise. 

Using Taylor's borrowed logic (i.e. borrowed from 

Aristotle), I have argued that Hobbes' system of explanation 

is inescapably teleological, and I have also argued that 

teleological explanation is self-referential and therefore 

that it appeals to the essence of the subject of action. It 

should follow from this that Hobbes was an essentialist, 

surreptitiously or by implica tion. This conclusion would 

appear even most surprising to many readers of Hobbes, since 

Chapter 1 of L . ..eYi.ru:.bll..D seems expressly designed to reject 

Aristotle's essentialism totally.41 Nevertheless, it cannot 

bed e ni edt hat Hob be sma k e sma nth e " c rea tor" , th e 

"artificer"; and if the Leviathan is man's creation, it can 

be said to be "of manu. The essence of the Leviathan is not 

to be fo und in the instit utions of the L evia than but in man 

himself. It is in understanding man that Hobbes comes to 

understand the character of civil society. Through the 

process of introspection - "to read himself" - Hobbes "read ll 

all of mankind. 

In the w or k of Aristotle the essence of man finds its 

highest com pletion in the polis. Man actualizes "himself" 

only in the social context of political life. So it would 

appear that the polis is for Aristotle the "end" or "telos" 
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of man. It is his participation as a citizen in the life of 

the polis that makes man human. To live outside the polis 

one would have to be "either god or beast ll
, but certainly 

not "man II. 

Clearly the obj ective of the Aristotelian polis and the 

Hobbesian Leviathan are quite different but there are some 

consequences which are common and crucial to both polities. 

Crudely stated; for Aristotle the end of man is to lead the 

"good II life. This can only be achieved in the polis. For 

Hobbes the "object of desire" is "felicity" - that is self

preservation or "commodious living ". While this might be 

achieved outside of civil society, it is unlikely to occur. 

The Leviathan appears to provide the environment win which a 

condition of "felicity" is most readily established. 

Despite the difference of "ends" between Aristotle and 

Hobbes, both philosophers would have man pursue those "ends" 

in civil society. Aristotle sees life in the polis as 

inevitable be ca use it is in the nature of m an to be in the 

polis. Hobbes sees life in the Leviathan as chosen or 

preferred by man, in spite of the fact that man can still be 

human outside the Leviathan. Yet both philosophers see men 

as the building blocks of society. While for Aristotle man 

is inherently political, for Hobbes man chooses to be 

political. In both ca ses the state is "of man ". This is 

true in spite, of the f act that m an sacrifices a de gr ee of 
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liberty to live in the L evia than while he sacrifices nothing 

to live in the polis. 

Taylor considers the possibility of Hobbes' man as 

being "naturally" political. Hobbes uses the language of 

"felicity" rather than "politics", but the felicitous 

condition can best be attained in civil society. In his 

traditional view of Hobbes' man. This view holds that since 

m an is a self-defining subject he is not "of nature" but "of 

him self ". Taylor introduces a new view of Hobbes' man, a 

view of man acting "according to nature": 

Man as a subject of desires had one great second
order goal, that the first-order desires be 
satisfied. Their satisfaction was what was meant 
by 'happiness' (Hobbes' 'felicity') which was 
therefore given a quite different meaning than it 
had in the Aristotelian tradition. But then, 
whatever effect education (artifice) had in 
shaping the detail of our first-order desires, one 
could say that by nature and inescapably men 
desire happiness. 

Now if intelligent calculation can show how 
to shape men and circumstance so that men achieve 
happiness, and all of them achieve it together and 
compatibly with each other, then is this not the 
highest goal, and one that is according to reason 
(intelligent calculation) and nature (the 
universal desire for happiness) ?42 

What makes Taylor's argument so remarkable is the way 

in which he alters the founda tion upon which Hobbesian man 

constructs his Leviathan. In m a king the universal de sire 

for happiness (Hobbes's notion of "felicity") a natural 

inclination, Taylor suggests that politics is a natural 



34 

human enterprise - even for a Hobbesian man. While Taylor 

is not suggesting that Aristotle and Hobbes possessed the 

same conceptions of politics, he is certainly implying that 

both had teleological conceptions of political life. 

In this essay I consider the argument that Hobbes is 

both teleological and an essentialist. I qualify Hobbes' 

teleology by arguing with Taylor that it is surreptitious 

and by suggesting that it is packaged as a mechanistic 

argument. Therefore Hobbesian man is not by nature 

political in the way that Aristotelian m an can be said to be 

poli tical. 

Taylor's analysis is valuable beca use he stresses the 

importance of teleology in politics. Th ere can be no 

politics without "telos". This implies that any account of 

political life which is devoid of teleological explanation, 

or which explicitly attem pts to r ej ect teleological acco unts 

of action, must be inadequate. Whether Taylor "gets" Hobbes 

righ t or wrong II is not of prim ary importance here. W hat is 

important in Taylor's argument is that it exposes the 

tension between purposive and mechanistic explanation in 

Hobbes. Within Hobbes's own system of thought there exists 

a tension between political and apolitical man. The 

question of which is the dominant strain in Hobbes depends 

upon the extent to which Hobbes commits himself to a 

mechanistic account as opposed to a teleological account of 
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political life. I believe that the place of action or the 

absence of it, can be usefully explored in the context of 

this tension between purposive and mechanistic explanation. 
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THE ABANDONMENT OF TELEOLOGY: HOBBES TO RAWLS 

The modern liberal account of political life abandoned 

the classical acceptance of teleological explanation. In 

liberal thought, as it developed from Hobbes to Rawls, we 

witness the degeneration of any positive notion of telos. 

In order to outline this most significant development, I 

will look at three representative thinkers in the liberal 

tradition; Thomas Hobbes, Immanuel Kant, and John Rawls. 

i) .H.Q.Q.Q~~J._..s.u.L.r ~.P..tj..tj.QjJ.fL..1..e.l~.9.l.Q~_~.D.~L..t.b..e_.9.rj..gj..D.s_.9.f 

D..e.9.nt.Q.l..9-SY 

I argued in the first chapter that in spite of Hobbes's 

express appeal to a mechanistic account of political life 

his explanation of politics is surreptitiously teleological. 

What distinguishes Hobbes from teleologists such as Plato 

and Aristotle is the manner in which he understood the ends 

of action to be determined by the human condi tion. I 

suggested earlier that teleological explanation must contain 

an essential premise and I maintain that this is the case in 

Hobbes' thought. But his essentialism is different from 

that of Aristotle. This marks the first break in the 

liberal tradition from pure teleological explanation of 

41 
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poli tical life. 

The significance of Hobbes in freeing liberalism from 

teleological thought depends upon the transference of 

essence from man to the concerns of man. This I propose to 

call an ontological abstraction. I mean by this that 

essence becomes lodged in our person (consciousness) rather 

than in our empirical existence. The point of reference for 

action resides not in man but in his preoccupations. The 

process of rational calculation enables man to identify and 

investigate that which is most essential to him. He acts 

according to his knowledge of himself and of the world 

rather than acting according to his nature. 

This does not make existence any less real but it does 

fundamentally shift the ground upon which normative theory 

is constructed. In Aristotelian teleology, political life 

is determined and ordered by nature; man does not logically 

derive conventional laws from nature, he merely actualized 

natural potenti al ities. For Hobbes, however, man 

consciously established the Leviathan as a necessary 

response, even a logically necessary response, to the 

condi tions in the state of nature. 

The classical position holds that what is desirable in 

political life is consistent with nature - that it is 

natural rather than conventional - and that man actualizes 

his potentialities or reveals his essence in political life. 
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Hobbes, however, finds it necessary to derive the conditions 

of politics from an understanding of the state of nature. 

It can therefore be argued that Hobbes derives conventional 

normative laws from natural laws. (This is what has been 

called the "naturalistic fallacy".) Hence, the ontological 

abstr acti on becom es appa rent with a sh ift of essence from 

"being" to a concern with knowledge of "being" and rules of 

conduct. As a result, the appeal to teleological 

explanation becomes clouded by the more apparent concern 

with the necessary consequences (the mechanistic account) of 

Hobbes' knowledge of mankin~ 

transference of essence and, consequently, of ends that I 

refer to as Hobbes' ontological abstraction. 

To return to Hobbes, his notion of philosophy 
or science has its root in the conviction that a 
teleological cosmology is impossible and in the 
feeling that a mechanistic cosmology fails to 
sa tisfy the requirement of intelligibility. His 
solution is that the end or ends without which no 
phenomenon can be understood need not be inherent 
in the phenomena; the end inherent in the concern 
with knowledge suffices. Knowledge as the end 
supplies

l 
the indispensable teleological 

principle. 

Strauss here refers to the problems raised by both the 

mechanistic and the teleological forms of explanation. In 

pointing out that the mechanistic account of the world is 

inadequate for Hobbes, Strauss exposes Hobbes' inescapable 

appeal to teleological explanation. But this appeal is 



44 

clearly different from the Aristotelian appeal to teleology 

in that Hobbes makes knowledge of nature an end rather than 

making the actualization of nature in man the end. In 

making knowledge an end, Hobbes facilitates the possibility 

of ar tif i ci al construction. Instead of under standing 

politics as the actualization of man according to nature, 

Hobbes gives rise to the possibility of political life as a 

wholly human construct. But the one political act in which 

man engages, is the establishment of the sovereign. 

Afterwards there appears to be no politics for man, only for 

the sover eign. 

The possibil ity of pol itics as a wholly human 

enterprise rather than as the expression of nature in man is 

due to Hobbes' ontological abstraction. Because man's 

essence resides in his consciousness, man is able 

conceptually to divorce himself from it. In making himself 

a subject of study, man is capable of divorcing himself from 

the results of that study. He is, therefore, capable of 

constructing the Leviathan according to his knowledge of 

nature, not according to nature. Although it can be said 

that nature remains the crucial point of reference for the 

construction of the Leviathan, the author of civil society 

is not nature but man, while for Aristotle the author of 

civil society is nature. 

Knowledge of the world establishes man as "maker" of 
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civil society. Hobbes, however, gives up on the notion of 

complete knowledge. 2 It is the impossibility of complete 

knowledge which fully liberates man from the chains of 

natural design or teleology. This is because man can only 

"express the will of nature" if he knows what it is. This 

appeal to an unintelligible world, combines with the 

objective of knowing what little we can about such a world, 

is the formula which Hobbes employs to break from the 

classical teleological posi tion. 

for Hobbes: 

The problem of knowledge 

We can have complete knowledge of nothing. 

We can have incomplete knowledge of Man and Nature. 

We can have no knowledge of God. 

Leo Strauss elucidates this argument in this way: 

We understand only what we make. Since we do 
not make the natural beings, they are, strictly 
speaking, unintelligible •••• For Hobbes, the 
natural origin of the universals or of the 
anticipations was a compelling reason for 
abandoning them in favor of artificial 
"intellectual tools". • •• Man can guarantee the 
actualization of wisdom, since wisdom is identical 
with free construction if the universe is 
intelligible. • •• Man can be sovereign only 
because there is no cosmic support for his 
humanity. He can be sovereign only because he is 
absolutely a stranger in the universe. 3 

It is a result of this world-view that Hobbes was able 

to establish the priority of the individual to civil 

society. Because the world is largely unintelligible, 

political life cannot be shown to be the expression of human 
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nature. Therefore, the individual must have existed, at 

least conceptually, prior to, or outside of, civil society. 

This led to the affirmation of the primacy of "right" over 

"duty", since man is indeed man independent of the 

Leviathan. Hobbes can therefore be seen as the founder of 

modern "natural right". Political life is the result of 

human choice, not of the inevitable expression of human 

nature. Man is therefore liberated from the primacy of duty 

over right, since he is mot defined as a being whose essence 

can properly be expressed only in political life. 

This is perhaps the most striking contrast to the 

Aristotelian view that man could be man only inside the 

poli s. To live outside the polis one would have to be 

"either god or beast". Hence, since human nature could 

find its full expression only in political life, for 

Aristotle, nothing precedes the duty of citizenship. 

The grounds of legitimation or validation of the 

natural-right position can be traced to the priority of the 

individual to civ il society. While the argument ass urnes a 

relatively unintelligible world, it, nevertheless, is rooted 

in a limited knowledge of that world.4 As I suggested 

earlier, nature does not order and determine the Leviathan, 

but it is the point of reference for the construction of the 

Leviathan. I would suggest that in Hobbes' system, natural 

right is, at best, the point of departure for the 
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establishment of civil society. Once the institutions of 

government are in place, citizens are required (by their own 

consent) to waive their natural rights; thereafter, 

political obligation effectively becomes primary. This is 

perhaps another conseq uence of wha t I have called Hobbes' 

ontological abstractio~ 

The idea of the pr imacy of right which we find in the 

thought of Hobbes becomes the central theme of the tradition 

of liberal political thought. It is at the very heart of 

what later emerged as "deonto1ogical" 1iberalism.5 Natural 

right theory takes as the most fundamental fact of human 

existence the right of man to adopt the necessary measures 

for his own preservation. 6 Since man is the creator of 

civ il society prior to being its subj ect, he determines his 

own duties and his own privileges, and therefore, beyond 

mere self-preservation, he selects his own pleasures. His 

political obligations are contingent upon his right to enjoy 

tho se pI eas ur e s. 

It is crucial that we recognize the unflattering appeal 

to nature inherent in the Hobbesian argument. This appeal 

to nature is based upon Hobbes' notion that the state of 

nature is rough and tough. The principles of civil society 

must offer a response to these condition. In Aristotle's 

thought, conversely, the notion of nature is a more positive 

one in that the pr incip1es of civ i1 society are not seen as 
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a response to nature; they are instead an expression of the 

very best and truest aspects of nature. Man is part of that 

nature and, as such, the polis is a full flowering of that 

nature, which is intrinsic to man. 

In order to understand properly the transition from 

teleology to deontology, it is necessary to locate the 

difference in origin of the deontological primacy of right 

from the Hobbesian primacy of right.7 

Teleology 

Aristotle ----,;)~- ~~,.., 

Prima,¥, of 
"nature II 

Man seeks self 
fill filment/self
actuaUza tion i:¥ 
living in the 
polis. 

prima,¥, of 
"right II 

Man seeks self
preservation l::¥ 
constructing and 
living in the 
Lariathan. 

Man is the instru- Man is the art
ment of nature. ificer but he is 
Man is the builder driven l::¥ a fear 
- Nature is the of death in the 
architect. state of 

"nature", a 
state of war. 

Deontology 

prima,¥, of 
"reason" 

Man see ks peace 
and or ce r l::¥ 
deriving lcws 
fran a priori 
reason. 

Man is the art
ificer rut his 
construction is 
the necessary 
expression of 
reason. 

prima,¥, of "right" 

Man seeks justice 
i:¥ fictionally choos
ing principies of 
fairness. 

Man is the artificer 
rut he is limited l::¥ 
the prwisional non
existence of his own 
"person". 
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Aristotle Hobbes .Kgnt. ~ 

Prirnaq{ of Prirnaq{ of Prirnaq{ of Prirnaq{ of "right" 
"nature" "right" "reason" 

The p::>l is is a The Lariathan is The state is The state is the 
natural resp::>nse a ra tional res- the mor al exrr amoral expcession of 
to the condition p:mse to the con- ression of hunan reason guid.=d 
of man. ditions of reason. uncertainty and 

"nature". mistrust. 

Man governs him- Man governs him- Man governs him- Man governs him-
self according to self according self according self according to 
nature. to his knCMledge to mor al pr in- amoral princi~es 

of nature. d ~es der ived rationally calcu-
f ran reason. lated fran arti-

ficial pranises. 

I have argued that Hobbes distanced himself considerably from 

Aristotelian teleology. Nevertheless, I have maintained 

that Hobbes' philosophy is surreptitiously teleological. 

In the above schema, teleological explanation is 

premised upon a direct appeal to nature, as seen in the 

works of Aristotle. The ends are inherent in the actor, or 

the person, from whom actions emanate~ There is a second 

form of teleological explana tion, which is premised upon an 

indirect appeal to nature. This indirect appeal is based 

upon the actor's knowledge of the condi tions of nature, even 

if that knowledge is incomplete knowledge. This second form 

of teleological explanation is what I refer to as an 

"ontological abstraction" or the transference of essence. 

This ontological abstraction is crucial in understanding the 

transition from teleology to deontology. It is the critical 
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first step in the abandonment of teleological explanation 

which is at the heart of deontological liberalism. 

Kant is the critical figure in understanding the revolt 

against teleology. While Hobbes originated the idea of man 

as artificer, Immanuel Kant freed the artificer from his 

illogical appeal to nature.8 That is to say, he elucidated 

the problem of the naturalistic fallacy. While appearing to 

be value-free and scientific, the appeal to nature suggests 

that proposi tions concerning how human beings ought to act 

can be derived solely from factual proposi tions about man's 

nature. In fact there is no logical relationship between a 

statement about the nature of men and a normative response 

to that statement. Man cannot truly choose rules of conduct 

himself and live according to the laws of nature at the same 

time. He cannot logically derive a set of conventional 

obligations from his knowledge of nature. Kant adopted 

Hobbes' faith in human responsibility, that is, in man's 

ability to choose his political principles; but he derived 

this ability from $_~L~9L~ reason rather than from man's 

desire to escape the harsh conditions of the state of 

nat ure. 

The ontological abstraction in Kant's philosophy can be 

understood as the transference of a concern wi th knowledge 

of nature to a concern with the explication of human reason. 

Since knowledge of the noumenal world is impossible, we must 
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construct our institutions in accordance with the moral 

principles which are derived from our own reason. 9 Kant 

gives great importance to the consequentialism of the 

empirical world but he demarcates such a world from the 

intelligibility of pure reason. lO Man is free to choose 

principles of political life because those principles can be 

derived from the facul ty of reason which resides not in the 

state of nature but in man himself. The regulative principle 

of reason can be ill ustrated by an example of its em pi rical 

application, but it cannot be confirmed by such an 

example.ll The following passage from Kant's ..c..r.i..t.i,g..lJ.sL..Q.f . 

.P..IJ..r~_...R~~~..Q.D, conveys most of what is essential to our 

present concern with the IIprimacy of reason ll position. 

Reason is therefore the constant condition of 
all free actions by which man takes his place in 
the phenomenal world. Everyone of them is 
determined beforehand in his empirical character, 
before it becomes actual. With regard to the 
intelligible character, however, of which the 
empirical is only the sensuous schema, there is 
neither before nor after; and every action, 
without regard to the temporal relation which 
connects it with other phenomena, is the immediate 
effect of the intelligible character of pure 
reason. That reason therefore acts freely, 
without being determined dynamically, in the chain 
of natural causes, by external or internal 
conditions, anterior in time. That freedom must 
then not only be regarded negatively, as 
independence of empi rical conditions (for in that 
case the faculty of reason would cease to be a 
cause of phenomena), but should be determined 
posi tively al so, as the facul ty of beginning 
spontaneously a series of events. Hence nothing 
begins in reason itself, and being itself the 
unconditioned condition of every free action, 
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reason admits of no condition antecedent in time 
above itself, while nevertheless its effect takes 
its beginning in the series an absolutely first 
beginning. 12 

Kant's implicit theory of freedom is at the heart of 

his deontology. For Kant, the primacy of reason gives rise 

to the priority of right over ends. It is this conception 

of the autonomy of reason f rom ends which permits man to be 

free to choose his own ends. 13 We can see that this marks a 

significant break from Hobbes' philosophy. Hobbes says that 

man may pursue his ends in a variety of ways but he is not 

actually free to choose them. This is implicit in Hobbes' 

tel eol ogy .14 

Kant's reasoning poses certain epistemological 

problems, the most troublesome of which is the status of the 

"unconditioned condition". If reason is prior to everything 

else, if "its effect takes its beginning in the series of 

phenomena, though it can never consti tute in that series an 

absolute first beginning", what is the origin or reason? I 

do not propose to investigate this problem for it would 

require a very elaborate trea tise on the "groundwork of the 

metaphysics of morals" and on what Kant calls 

"transcendental philosophY"i1 5 but it is essential that we 

recognize the ultimate appeal to metaphysical concepts which 
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is explicit in Kant's argument. 

This point, more than any other, distinguishes Kantian 

liberalism from Rawlsian liberalism. While Kant's doctrine 

of the "highest mor al law" (I should never act in such a way 

that I could not also will that my maxim should be a 

universal law,,)16 is enthusiastically espoused by Rawls, 

Kant's reasoning hinges on sheer faith in the existence of 

an "unconditioned condition". Rawls, however, does not rely 

on any metaphysical appeal to support his argument. He 

simply takes for granted the rational character of man and 

simulates its operation in the context of an engineered 

original position. This marks the complete abandonment of 

the teleological system of thought. 

Rawls ' theoretical contribution to this problem in 

liberal thought is worth considering here because it is the 

most recent and powerful expression of the anti-teleological 

position in the liberal political tradition, and because it 

marks the logical end of the transition away from 

teleological thinking via Hobbes and Kant. 

JJJ...s.t.iJ:!...e, John Rawls extends the deontological vision of man 

and society.l? He admits that the theory which results from 

his investigation is "highly Kantian in nature,,18, but it 

differs from Kant's work in a way that is crucial to the 

central theme of this study. Rawls shares Kant's moral 

convictions but he does not make them part of his own theory 
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of justice. That is, Rawls takes his theory of justice to 

be consistent with Kantian morality, but he derives, or 

rather constructs, such a theory quite independently from 

moral grounds. For Kant, if reason can be practical, then 

its highest principle must be the highest moral law.19 

Rawls, however, arrives at the principle of "justice as 

fairness" wi thout relying on moral principles. For Rawls, 

"right" is pr imary rather than "reason". Kant, on the other 

hand, sets out to work through the necessary qualities of 

reason, and to elucidate the kind of world to which it gives 

form. 

Kant explicitly asserts the necessity of a 

~.1l.m]l.1l1!LD'£>.D.1l.m, and he s ugge st s tha tit dete rm i ne s th e 

ul timate aim of pure reason. 20 It is in the context of that 

discussion that we find a trace of the teleological form of 

explanation. While explicitly rejecting "nature" and 

"experience" as the basis of knowledge of what is right2l , 

Kant appeals to the metaphysics of morals, to a belief in 

destiny and to common sense. The following passages from 

interpretation. 

I assume that there really exist pure moral laws 
which entirely a priori (without regard to pure 
empi rical motives, that is, happiness) determine 
the use of the freedom of any ra tional being, both 
with regard to what has to be done and what has 
not to be done, and tha t the se law s ar e impera tive 
absolutely (not hypothetically only on the 
supposition of other empirical ends), and 
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therefore in every respect necessary. I feel 
j ustif ied in assum ing th is, by appeal ing not only 
to the arguments of the most enlightened 
moralists, but also to the moral judgment of every 
man, if he only tries to conceive such a law 
clearly.22 

The true morality of actions (merit or 
guilt), even that of our own conduct, remains 
therefore entirely hidden. Our imputations can 
refer to the empirical character only. How much 
of that may be the pure effect of freedom, how 
much should be ascribed to nature only, and to the 
faults of temperament, for which man is not 
responsible, or its happy constitution (merito 
fortunae), no one can disffver, and no one can 
judge with perfect justice. 

We shall believe ourselves to be serving Him only 
by promoting everything that is best in the world, 
both in ourselves and in others. Moral theology 
is, therefore, of immanent use only, teaching us 
to fulfill our destiny here in the world by 
adapting ourselves to the general system of 
ends, • • .24 

The above passages expose the importance of Kant's 

metaphysical appeal; they represent also, that element of 

Kantian philosophy that does not sit well with John Rawls. 

Rawls certainly does not argue for the existence of "pure 

moral laws which determine the use of freedom". Quite the 

opposite seems to be the case; Rawls aims to construct 

principles of fairness which will regulate the use of 

unequal distribution of resources (e.g., wealth, talent, 

strength, access to technology ••• ). 

makes this point explicit: 

••• Rawls is resistant to Kant's solution in so 
far as it seems to depend on metaphysical 
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assumptions he finds objectionable. He is dubious 
of the idealist metaphysics by which pure reason 
does its work, and is troubled by what seems to be 
the arbitrariness of 2~e ~_ . .p..r.i.Q..r.i derivation of 
the Kantian moral law. 

Rawls rejects altogether the notions of "fulfilling our 

destiny" and adapting to "the general system of ends". He 

is explicit in this rejection. Man decides his own ends 

and, moreover, he chooses the principles of organization and 

conduct which w ill allow him to reach those ends in an 

orderly way. But Rawls pays little or no attention to the 

sUbstance of ends which man might establish for himself 

unless we mean by "ends" simply the "primary goods". Rawls' 

conceptions of "goods" or "the good" are reducible to the 

various commodities of market society. This is very 

different from Kant's conception of the u'§.ll,.ID.IDJJl!LD..Q,D.lJ.ID" which 

is partially revealed in the above passages from the 

areas of substantial departure from the Kantian system, and 

this is, possibly, the most crucial departure of all. 

George Grant also recognizes the fundamental departure 

in Rawls' work from Kantian thought. 

For all Rawls' appeals to Kant, the central 
ontological affirmations of Kant are absent from 
Rawls. Clearly in Rawls' account of philosophy 
there can be no fact of reason. Justice, 
ther ef or e, cannot be j ustif ied as com ing for th 
from the universal morality given us in reason 
itself. Rawls cannot make the affirmation that 
the good will is the only good without 
restriction, or that the good will is that which 
wills the universal moral law. His account of 



57 

philosophy does not allow him such statements 
about the supr erne good. 26 

Both Grant and Sandel are quick to expose the emptiness of 

Rawls' conception of "good" and of his often unwarranted 

appeal to Kant's philosophy.27 

Today, it is widely assumed that John Rawls is the most 

important contemporary theorist in the liberal tradition. 

However, what is essential to my own investigation is the 

way in which Rawls explicitly rejects the teleological 

tr adi ti on. Even Kant, who was the first authentic 

"deontologi st", remained attached to metaphy si cal premi ses 

and to a powerful idea of the "summum bonum". While he 

freed man from Hobbes' and Lockes' direct appeal to the 

state of nature, Kant replaced it with a moral imperative 

whi ch had metaphy si cal roots. It was, therefore, still 

possible to say that the "freedom to choose" principles of 

government was restricted by reason. AI though Kant argued 

that moral principles could be derived independently of any 

consideration of ends, the ends chosen by men would indeed 

be consistent with the moral principles they held. It could 

not be otherwi see 

The transition from Aristotelian teleology to Rawlsian 

deontology should be clearer at this stage in the essay. I 

propose now to examine the character of the deontological 

argument as it is expressed in lL~~~~Y-9~_~~~j~~. 



58 

Very early in Rawls' lengthy treatise, the author 

identifies the character of his form of liberalism as being 

"deontological". Since Raw Is only ref ers to "deontologi cal" 

theories on two occasions in a book that is six hundred and 

seven pages in length, and since I am making so much of 

"deontological" philosophy in this essay, it is worth 

considering Rawls' own account of deontology. He asserts 

that justice as fairness 

••• is a deontological theory, one that either 
does not specify the good independently from the 
right, or does not interpret the right as 
maximizing the good. (It should be noted that 
deontological theories are defined as non
teleological ones, not as views that characterize 
the rightness of institutions and acts 
independently from their consequences. All 
ethical doctrines worth our attention take 
consequences into account in judging rightness. 
One which did not would simply be irrational, 
crazy.) Justice as fairness is a deontological 
theory in a second way. Fori it is assumed that 
the persons in the original position would choose 
a principle of equal liberty and restrict economic 
and social inequalities to those in everyone's 
interests, there is no reason to think that just 
institutions will maximize the good. (Here I 
suppose with utilitarianism that the good is 
defined as the satisfaction of rational desire.) 
Of course, it is not impossible that the most good 
produced but it would be a coincidence. The 
question of attaining the greatest net balance of 
satisfaction never arises in justice as fairness; 
this maximum principle is not used at al1.28 

In characterizing deontological theories as "non

teleological", Rawls implies the primacy of "right". He 

states in his introductory remarks: "Justice is the first 
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virtue of social institutions, as truth is of systems of 

thought ll
o
29 

It is perhaps unimportant, but certainly ironic, that A 

j'.b~.Q.I..¥_.Q.t_.JJJ..S.t..ij,":~ should begin by identifying tr uth as the 

first virtue of systems of thought, while the system in 

Rawls' own discourse is premised upon conditions which, to 

paraphrase a well known Machiavellian expression, "have 

never in truth been known to exist ll .3 0 Nevertheless, Rawls' 

introduction of an artif icial point of departure, which he 

calls lithe original position ll , is a brilliantly conceived 

device that allows him to reconstruct a just society while 

avoiding any reliance upon the metaphysical aspects of 

Kant's philosophy of reason and mopality. Rawls would like 

to appeal to Kant's rejection of the tradition of 

teleological explanation and to his legalistic orientation, 

but he also aims to avoid the philosophical difficulties 

inherent in the postulation of the primacy of reason. 

Hence, Rawls is determined to establish the primacy of right 

over all else, This is why George Grant argued that for 

Rawls IIthere can be no fact of reason ll • 

The original position was conceived as a device which 

would allow Rawls to IIconstructll a desired conception of 

justice. While this represents the most extreme movement 

towards the idea of IIman as artificerll that has been seen in 

political philosophy, it becomes apparent that the artificer 
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is not actually "the citizen as free agent" but Rawls 

himself. Rather than beginning his enterprise by working 

through all of the logical and moral implica tions of a given 

"truth" or "set of truths" concerning reason, nature, or 

man, Rawls carefully modifies his "original position" so 

that it should yield a result of "justice as fairness". 

Rawls admits as much: 

This original position is not, of course, thought 
of as an actual historical state of affairs, much 
less a primitive condition of culture. It is 
understood as a purely hypothetical situation 
characterized so a~l to lead to a certain 
conception of justice. 

In order to arrive at that "certain conception of 

justice", Rawls is forced to modify the original position by 

introducing a· "veil of ignorance". The reason for such 

conditions is that individuals would be able to choose 

principles of justice without regard to their particular 

circumstances, e.g., wealth, social status, health, even 

their historical and technological "moment". In this way 

they would choose fairly, that is, they would choose 

principles which are good for all, or at least principles 

which are equally unfavourable for all. Because the 

particular situation of the "rational calculator,,32 would be 

unknown to himself, his concern would be to choose 

principles which would apply regardless of ends. This 

suggests that ends would be irrelevant to the process of 

"constructing justice". Because the rational calculator 
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would not know who he was, he could not possibly know what 

his goals were. He would think only of choosing principles 

of justice which would provide everyone with a roughly equal 

possibility of attaining those goals. The result would be a 

sort of "rough justice'" In this regard it is worth noting 

that the rational calculator acts not out of any concern for 

the welfare of other members of society but only out of pure 

self-interest. His ignorance of his own identity forces him 

to recognize that his welfare can be protected only through 

the establishment of rules which protect the welfare of all 

members of the community. 

The establishment of a system of thought which is 

clearly designed to ignore fundamental questions about human 

ends is what is problematic in Rawls' work. More 

importantly, it is the lack of consideration given to human 

ends which is problematic in modern liberalism and modern 

liberal-democratic societies. There is no question that 

Rawls provides an account of justice that is fair to all 

members of society, but he never considers the possibility 

that the best human ends might not be achieved if such an 

account is actualized. Justice as fairness clearly 

di sr ega rds human potenti al i ty and instead co ncentr ates on 

the abstract priority of the "right to choose" over the 

"possibility to act". Viewed in this light, it is not 

encouraging to think that this kind of justice is all that 
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we are fit for. 

I n Ljl.?~.L£llj~l!L£l.D.d...t.b~_LjJ!lj..t~_.Q.f_..J~j;:j...c~, M i ch a el Sandel 

takes careful aim at the deontological liberalism of Rawls. 

Sandel is troubled, not only by the priority of right over 

ends that is assumed in deontological liberalism, but also 

by the absence of any presupposition of a vision of the good 

life in the deontological account. He ar gues tha t the 

deontological vision denies the possibility of telos in 

political life altogether. For while "justice" may be a 

noble ideal and whil e it does not excl ude the attainment of 

ends as a secondary ideal, it effectively trivializes such a 

secondary ideal by disembodying it from the rational actor. 

This means that the attainment of ends becomes merely a 

function of that which is primary, namely justice. Ends are 

not of the first order of consideration. Given this fact, 

what kinds of ends will we pursue? Sandel recognizes that 

the emptiness will lie not in the ends themselves, but in 

the vision of the actors or persons left to pursue the ends. 

The liberalism of Rawls must admit that justice is what we 

are fit for; it would otherwise have to acknowledge its own 

incompleteness. Sandel wants to make the case, in the 

tradition of teleological philosophy, that we are fit for 

much more than an existence in which the highest value is 

political fairness. Therefore, Rawls' liberalism would 

appear to be indeed incomplete. 
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In the same way that Charles Taylor exposed the 

emptiness of the behavioural account of persons, and showed 

that behind every action I ies and end, Sandel exposes the 

incompleteness of the deontological account of political 

life. He shows that inside every "rational calculator" 

there is a person. While Sandel does not extend his book to 

include an account of that person nor of what politics might 

be if such a person were to be the political subject, he 

clearly draws our attention to the inadequacies of the 

deontological vision of man and society, and he exposes the 

apolitical character of II community II implied in that vision. 

Sandel exam ines the roots of the deontological argument 

and considers the intellectual problem that Rawls seeks to 

resolve. He acknowledges that contemporary liberalism is 

located in the tradition of Kantian philosophy and that 

major disputes in liberalism centre around the conflict 

between utilitarianism and contractarianism. While Kant 

certainly sides with contractarianism, he broke with the 

Lockean tradi tion of founding contract upon natural right. 

He argued that the rules of civil society could properly be 

developed by an appeal to the principles of reason, but it 

would not appeal to empirical considerations as did the 

"natural right" of Hobbes and Locke. 

This purely "intelligible" basis for the primacy of 

right - as distinct from the "sensible-empirical" basis - is 
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very problematic for Rawls, because he does not want to 

found a theory in which rational subj ects are the 

calculators of their own interest (s), and hence, of their 

own principles of justice, upon an idealist conception of 

pre-physical or metaphysical phenomena. Sandel explains: 

For Rawls, the Kantian conception suffers 
from obscurity and arbitrariness, for it is 
unclear how an abstract, disembodied subj ect could 
without arbitrariness produce determinate 
principles of justice, or how in any case the 
legislation of such a subject would app'ly to 
actual human beings in the phenomenal world. 33 

If the deontological thesis rested, in the final 

analysis, upon a theory of transcendental logic, then the 

autonomy of individual choice would be severly undermined. 

For Rawls, the source of reason is problematic in Kant's 

philosophy, and consequently the ul tima te a uthori ty of that 

reason is very difficult to justify. In fact, Rawls does 

not attempt to justify it. He merely circumvents it by 

replacing the primacy of reason with the primacy of right, 

andhejustifies the primacy of right notwith any appeal to 

reason but with an appeal to an iL . .p..ri.Q..ri desired outcome. 

That outcome is, of course, IIj ustice as fairness ll
• Rawls 

identifies his task in relation to his difficulty with 

Kantian metaphysics: 

The theory of justice in turn tries to present a 
natural procedural rendering of Kant's conception 
of th e ki ngdom of ends, and of th e noti ons of 
autonomy and the categorical imperative. In this 
way the underlying structure of Kant's doctrine is 
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detached from its metaphysical surroundings so 
that it can be seen more cle~rlY and presented 
relatively free from objection. 4 

It is clear what kind of "objection" Rawls is referring t~ 

He wants to found his own theory of justice on empirical 

grounds, but such a foundation may at best be coincidental 

wi th the product of transcendental logic. 

In an article written several years after the 

discomfort with Kant's system. 

ITo develop a viable Kantian conception of Justice 
the force and content of Kant's doctrine must be 
detached from its background in transcendental 
ideali sm l and recast wi thin the I cannons of a 
reasonable empi ricism 1.35 

Sandel's project is, in part, to demonstrate that Rawls 

cannot have it both ways. He cannot appeal to a system of 

thought which derives "justice" independently from 

"goodness" while at the same time discarding the grounds 

upon which that system was founded. 

Whether Kant's metaphysics are detachable 
IS ur ro undings' 0 r ines ca pabl e pres uppo si ti ons of 
the moral and political aspirations Kant and Rawls 
share - in short, whether Rawls can have liberal 
politics without metaphysical embarrassment - is 
one of the central issues posed by Rawls ' 
conception. This essay argues that Rawls ' attempt 
doe s not succeed, and that de ontol 0 gi cal 
liberalism cannot be rescued from th!6difficulties 
associated with the Kantian sUbject. 

Wheth er Rawl Sl at tern pt to br eak away from Kan tian 
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metaphysics while remaining truly deontological can succeed, 

or whether it must stray from his questionable appeal to 

pure empiricism, the reason for his discomfort with 

metaphysics is not merely epistemological, it is also 

strategic. Clearly, at the heart of Rawls' philosophy is an 

attempt to make personal choice the legitimate source of the 

principles of justice and of the conceptions of the good. 

It would be quite impossible to argue that men are free to 

choose their own principles of justice, while at the same 

time imposing on those men the constraints of reason. 

Either men freely choose principles of justice or they 

accept the necessary derivations from Kant's primacy of 

reason. Rawls explicitly states that "the principles of 

j usti ce are not sel f- ev ide nt, but have thei r j ustif ica ti on 

in the fact that they would be chosen". 38 This conception 

of choi c1e needs to be el ucida ted. 

My argument here is that liberalism uses the language 

of choice, but gives no account of the person making choices 

and doing the bargaining. This is the problem. It resolves 

itself into an account of a process, but without an account 

of the person or "agent" involved in the process. 

Furthermore, I contend that an adequate notion of 

choice is incompatible with any mechanistic form of 

explana tion, such as the form of explana tion underlying the 

Rawlsian argument. 
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Rawls states that the principles of justice will be 

arrived at through a process of bargaining in the original 

posi tion. We already know that this bargaining takes place 

under a veil of ignorance so that the participants in the 

process do not properly know themselves. There is no 

possibil ity for introspection, since ei ther the essence of 

the person has been provisionally removed or access to any 

self-recognition has been neurologically or chemically 

prevented. Of course neither is the case because Rawls 

admits that his scenario is a historical fiction. The point 

is that we want to know the identity of the individuals 

establishing the principles of justice. The identity is 

simply all of mankind, or more precisely, it is those 

characteristics that all men share. Indeed, it is quite 

important that any qualities which are common to all men 

must not be concealed under the veil of ignorance. But it 

is crucial that the individual must not be able to 

distinguish himself or his own interests from those of 

others while he is choosing principles of justice. 

While the problem of choice must be reduced to the 

question of the identity of those doing the choosing, it is 

possible for the bargaining process to result in a social 

contract only, if Rawls is correct that all men are 

rational. And even if this is the case, Rawls would not be 

able to explain away the case of the one individual who 
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might "choose" to act irrationally. Although this is 

unlikely to occur, it raises the question of the nature and 

depth of Rawls' "voluntarism". If there is a rational agent 

who can truly choose the principles that are acceptable to 

him, why must the bargaining process have a predictable 

outcome? The answer to this question lies not in the fact 

that through a process of bargaining - that is, "give and 

take" - the necessary compromise will be the one which is 

equally satisfactory to all parties; it lies in the 

underlying appeal to mechanism in the Rawlsian argument. 

While Rawls goes no further than saying that the "force of 

Kant's doctrine must be recast in the canons of empiricism", 

he is in fact engaged in the enterprise which Charles Taylor 

so f ier cely cr i ti ciz ed in .l'.b...e_i!~.pl£l..l@..t..iQlL..Q.f J?...e..l@.Yi.Q..l.'I.L. By 

denying the indivi dual any knowledge of hi s own "per son" 

during the bargaining process, Rawls is not only suggesting 

that true knowledge of the agent would prevent the 

establishment, based on consent, of the principle of justice 

as fairness; he is necessarily making the agent qua "person" 

irrelevant for the principles he is to choose. 

In chapter one I argued that Hobbes tried to present a 

mechani sti c model for the establ ishment of the Lev iathan, by 

asserting that men would agree to certain pre-conditions so 

that they might attempt to achieve a state of "felicity". 

Hobbes believed that his method of analysis or "political 
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reconstruction was scientific, (or what I have called 

"consequential"), in that each stage necessarily followed 

from the previous "motion". While his argument is 

beautifully structured and systematic, I suggested that 

Hobbes owed the results of investigation not to any 

scientific "deductivism", but to the teleological 

assumptions which were at the heart of his thesis. I would 

argue, at this stage, that were it not for the teleological 

appeal in Hobbes' argument, he would have ended up in the 

dilemma in which we at present find Rawls. For if we 

examine the point of departure of both Hobbes and Rawls, we 

find very str iking si mil ari ti es • 

• nosce te ipsum •• [learn to know 
yourself]. •• that for the similitude of the 
thoughts and passions of one man, to the thoughts 
and passions of another, whosoever looketh into 
himself, and considereth what he doth, when he 
does think, opine, reason, hope, fear &c. and upon 
what grounds; he shall thereby read and know, what 
are the thoughts and passions of all other men 
upon the like occasions. I say the similitude of 
passions, which are the same in all men, desire, 
fear, hope, &c.; not the simil itude of the obj ects 
of the passions, which are things desired, feared, 
hoped, &c.: for these the constitution indt~idual, 
and particular education, do so vary ••• 

This passage could well have appeared in the 

in tro du cto ry se c tion of lLj'M.Q.L.Y_...Q.f_..J.JJ~..tj.~~, for, indee d, 

these are the conditions of knowledge for the bargainers. 

Rawls merely ensures that in the original position the 

bargainers w ill have no access to any information concerning 

their "individual constitution and particular education"; 
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this is what is concealed by the veil of ignorance. What is 

important for Hobbes' system as it is for Rawls' system, is 

that the contract is a fact at the very outset of 1 ife in 

the real world. Therefore the choice of principles has 

already been made. Neither Rawls nor Hobbes have much 

interest in the kinds of "life-plans" or "objects of the 

passions Ui which are pursued in the real world. They are 

concerned only with the principles of justice or government 

that must be established prior to the free pursuit of such 

plans or obj ects. Clearly, the concept of agency is absurd 

during the pre-contract period - because for Hobbes the pre

contract period (or the extra-contract condition) is at best 

an historical abstraction and for Rawls it is at best an 

intellectual device which does not even pretend to be 

grounded in legitimate political debate among men of 

conflicting convictions - that is, during the bargaining 

period, or the period of "introspection" and it is 

irrelevant in the real world. We would expect that the 

freedom to choose the "good" once in the real world, would 

be a crucial sign of the importance of agency. But 

particularly in the context of Rawls' thought, this cannot 

be the case. What can be the value of agency, (that is, of 

the expression of the "self" in choice), when the kinds of 

choices to which the agent is restricted are strictly 

determined (or 1 imited) by the principles of justice, the 
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selection of which was strictly prohibited for the agent qua 

"person"? Rawls suggests that we are free to choose our 

ends once we are in the real world, but those ends will 

necessarily be the reflection of the principles of justice 

that are chosen when we are not, properly speaking, 

ourselves, and not a product of out "person(s) ". 

Just as Hobbes is the "scientist" and the true 

"artificer" of the Leviathan, Rawls is effectively the 

author of the two principles of j ustice40 • The processes of 

rationally calculating in an original position and of 

establishing a covenant at the outset of political 

existence, are clearly heuristic and 'justificationist' • It 

is certain that given the pre-condi tions of the bargaining 

or contracting process, there is, in fact, no need for the 

bargaining or contracting to actually occur. Since both 

Rawls and Hobbes have "discovered" what is common to all 

men, there is no need to engage the multitude in any 

exercise of choosing principles of justice. The results can 

be known a priori because if the original assumptions about 

the nature or character of men are correct, then everything 

else should follow consequentially. The 0 ri gi nal 

assumptions are, for Rawls, that man is rational, and for 

Hobbes, that all men desire "felicity". The mo st 

fundamental assumption of both philosophers is that all men 

are essentially the same. This is also indispensable, for 
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any mechanistic explanation, that the various differences 

between the agents under investigation, be quite trivial. 

We can see that for both Hobbes and Rawls these criteria of 

"scientific credibility" are met. 

Unlike Kant, who explicitly rejected the possibility of 

"introspection" as a basis for "knowing" oneself4l - that 

is, as a way of making oneself intelligible - on the grounds 

that empirical or sense experience cannot give one knowledge 

of the noumenal world, Rawls has managed to avoid that 

qualification because he has explicitly appealed to a 

doctrine (a "modification'" of Kantianism) which is located 

in the "canons of empiricism". There are certain 

contradictions which arise from. this selective abandonment 

of Kantian premises; only one is of crucial importance here: 

How can Rawls properly argue that his theory is essentially 

voluntaristic, that it comprises a meaningful theory of 

human agency, while at the same time insisting on the very 

absence of the agent from the process of choosing the 

principles which will inevitably condition the agent's 

choice of ends in the real world? This contradiction is 

neither resolved nor even acknowledged in Rawls' book. 

Since the veil of ignorance is lifted only once the 

principles of justice are in place, the most fundamental 

political "choices" are no longer up for grabs; in fact they 

never were. The process of deliberation and reflection in 
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which Rawls would have the agent engage is nothing but the 

experience of consulting a transparent self with pre

conditioned tastes and preferences. 42 The only questions 

that might require some minimal form of deliberation would 

be questions concerning how one would go about satisfying 

those tastes and preferences, given the various practical 

and material constraints of one's own situation and of the 

principles of justice. 

Michael Sandel sums this argument up very elegantly: 

If it is clear that Rawls would describe my values 
and conceptions of the good as the products of 
choice or decision, it remains to be seen what 
exactly this choice consists in and how I come to 
make it. According to Rawls, we 'choose for 
ourselves in the sense that the choice often rests 
on our direct self-knowledge' of what we want and 
how much we want it. But a choice that is a 
choice 'in the sense that' it loften rests on' (is 
determined by?) my existing wants and desires is 
choice only in a peculiar sense of the word. For 
assuming with Rawls that the wants and desires on 
whi ch my choi ce 'rests' are not themselves cho sen 
but are the product of circumstance, ••• such a 
choice would involve less a voluntary act than a 
factual accounting of what these wants and desi res 
really are. And once I succeed in ascertaining, 
by 'direct self-knowledge', this piece of 
psychological information, there would seem 
nothing left for me to choose.43 

vi) .s.QlJl£!_.F£!.f.l£!J;:.1:j.Q.D..s_.Q1.L.t.b'£L.D£!.Q.D.t..Q.l.Q.siJ;:.§..l_j;.1:.hi~.l 

.I>JJ.I.p.Q..sj.Ysm~..s.~L.Q...rJ.Qj.JJ.n.t.Q..Ij..slJll 

Here we corne to the important difference between the 

teleological notion of purposiveness and the deontological 

notion of vol untari sm. It should be cl ear by now tha t the 
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conception of choi ce which is conveyed to us in the work of 

Rawls is entirely problematic. This is primarily because on 

the one hand, Rawls would place it at the very core of his 

th eory of j usti ce, and, on th e oth er hand, it is now her e to 

be found. In distinguishing deontological voluntarism from 

teleological purposiveness, it is necessary to ask the 

question: 'What is the limit of my ability to choose the 

kind of world I want to live in?' The question might be put 

differently: IDo I determine my life-plan, or do I simply 

choose between paths that are compatible with the pre

existing standards in my community?' It is evident that the 

teleological (purposive) response would affirm the 

responsible, expressive character of the agent. The 

deontological (voluntarist) response would affirm the 

relatively passive, repressed character of the agent. But 

it would be absurd to suggest that one response involves a 

choi ce and the other does not. Both positions involve 

choices; the difference between them is one of the "level of 

responsibili ty" and "ini tia tive ". 

Given the great gulf that separates these two visions 

of man and society, it is difficult to understand how Rawls' 

conception of human agency can be taken seriously. Yet it 

certainly is the dominant position of our day. Can it be 

that the voluntarist argument has simply been put forward 

with such elegance and conviction that it seemed 
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unreasonable to reject it? 

In leaving the choice of "life-plans" and "goods" open 

to the discretion of the agent, deontological voluntarism 

exposes itself to the charge of moral relativism. Rawls 

actually states that he is not concerned with the moral 

values of the individual agents, for morality is a private 

rather than a public concern.44 This is, of course, a 

significant departure from Kant's thought, in which morality 

is indeed a very public concern. 

,J.1I..s..ti...9S!, George Grant angrily takes aim at the modern 

liberal tradition, which, in his view, bastardized the 

Kantian moral ethic. He is thinking of John Rawls in 

particular: 

There is no clearer example of how the 
vagaries of intellectual history turn inside out 
the teachings of a great philosopher than the way 
Kant's assertion that the morally neutral state is 
the best state is now generally taken by his 
liberal successors. For Kant the morally neutral 
state is advocated on the basis of an egalitarian 
moral absolutism; today it is often advocated on 
the basis of moral relativism.45 

It is of course right to confront Rawls with the 

problem of "moral relativism", but not as the "Kantian" he 

wants so much to be. What needs most of all to be 

recognized is that the moral "freedom" left to us by the 

deontological project consists not in the possibility of 

actualizing our individual or collective potentialities as 

authentic "persons", but rather that it consists in the 
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unavoidable process of choosing private life-plans which are 

of no interest and, worse, which are of no consequence, to 

one's fellow citizens or to the welfare of the community as 

a whole, except in the negative sense of not harming the 

general welfare. 
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lLeo Strauss, .N~..t..lJ..r;~l._ ... Ri..9.b..t_.~D£L . .f! ... ts..t.Q..r;..¥ (Chicago: 
Univer si ty of Chi cago Press, 19S O), p. 176. 

2 This is mainly a reference to Hobbes' claim that he 
can only speak of the attributes of man but not of God, 
since demonstration is impossible in such matters. While 

, Hobbes speaks of the role of God and of religion, he assigns
to them a political role rather than a spiritual one. 

3Leo Strauss, .N~..t~~l_~j~_~~.f!j~..t.Q..r;..¥, pp. 174-77. 

4This is a primitive form of the famous Grelling 
Paradox: "The following sentence is true. The previous 
sentence is false". 

See Douglas Hofstadter'~ clever account of the 
linguistic adaptation of the Russell Paradox, and the 
G r e 11 in g Par a do x, i n .G.Q.9~l...l._.ERJ::.b~..r;...I._l?~J;!.b..:._l\D_.i:..t~..r;D~l 
§.Ql~~~~..r;~j~ (New York: Vintage Books, 1980), pp. 21-22. 

SPor a critical account of deontological liberalism see 
Michael J. Sandel's book, .1j1>~.r..Q..lj.s.ID_2.D .. ~L.t_b.~LLj.IDj..t.~L.Qf. 
Jl1.s..tj~~ (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982). 
Deontological liberalism is in effect the tradition of 
I iberal ism introduced in the thought of Immanuel Kant, and 
carried on by John Rawls. Sandel refers to Rawls' brand of 
liberalism as "revisionist deontology" because of Rawls' 
significant departure from the moral philosophy of Kant. 

6Although Hobbes was perhaps the founder of modern 
natural right theory, Locke raised the importance of natural 
right considerably to include an ongoing appeal to natural 
right even in the state. It will be recalled that Hobbes 
gave recourse to an active appeal to natural right prior to 
the establishment of civ il society, but after the contract 
has bee n a r r i v e d at, man I sap pe al to his "n at ural right s " 
are waived, (not strictly renounced, but provisionally 
waived) • 

See G eo r ge Grant, .ED.,glj.R.b=.s.P~2..k.j.D..9..-..J..lJ.s.tj.J::~ ( Sac kv ill e, 
N.B.: Mount Allison University 1974), p. 49. 

Locke took Hobbes' notion of self-preservation a step 
further, affirming the right of comfortable self
preservation. This suggests the validity of the right to 
pursue and enjoy what George Grant calls "the cosy 
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pI eas ures II • 

7r have designed this table to help organize the 
subsequent discussion; it is obviously incomplete, but it 
serves to point out some of the crucial differences between 
the thinkers whose thought is relevant to my discussion on 
the shift away from teleological accounts of social and 
political life. I have included Aristotle in the table 
although I do not critically discuss his work in this 
chapter; however, it is clear that we must take our point of 
departure from the extreme position which is represented in 
his philosophy. 

8Kant argued that empi rical experience could not make 
the world lIintelligible". We cannot derive knowledge about 
how we ought to live from experience of how the world is or 
appears to be; for experience give us, at best, IIphenomenal ll 

knowledge - not real knowledge at all - see his ~~~S~~_~J 
2~~~_~~~~QD, 1st ed., translated by F. Max Muller, (New 
York: Doubleday-Anchor, 1966), pp. 366-379, pp. 510-514. 

9.r..b~..d., pp. 187-202. There are numerous possible 
references for the problem; Kant discusses it later in the 
~xj~js~~, there are also extensive references in the 
~..rj~j_g..l.UL..Q.t_.2..r~J;:.tjJ;: ~.l_ . .F..S!~~.Q Dan d the Q . ..r.Q.11.D.Q~ Q..rJL . .f9..r_ . .tM 
l1~.t~.l?.b'y~jJ;:~_Q.f_l1Q.l"'§'.l~. 

lOKant, ~.l"l-.tl-S!J.~_.Q.t_J>.11X~_.E~~~.9D, pp. 376-77. 

IllDj~., pp. 377-78. 

12.rDl-.Q., p. 377. 

13 See Pierre Hassner's account of Kant's notion of 
lIa utonomy II in Leo S tra uss and Jo seph Cropsey eds. lti..s.t.9.l"Y-.9! 
,F.Q.ll-..tl-J;:.Ii.l_2.bj.l.9.,S.9.l?.b.Y, 2 nd e d., (Ch i ca go: Rand M cN ally Co., 
1972), pp. 544-593, (particularly p. 564). See also George 
A. Schrader's essay, IIAutonomy, heteronomy, and moral 
im pera tives II, in Robert Paul W 01 ff, ed., E.§.ill.l._i'.9..lJ.IJ..&@.tl-Q.IL.Q.! 
..t.b~_l1~..t.Ii.l?.by~jJ;:"s_.QJ_.N.9..r.Ii.l"s_.l..'J:~.z.t_.'§'.D.Q_~.l"l-..tl-J;:.Ii.L.ER..s.2.y..sl (New 
York: Bobbs-Merrill Co., 1969), pp. 117-134. 

l4See my discussion of "Hobbes' surreptitious appeal to 
teleological explanation" in chapter one of this essay. 

l5 See Kant, ~.l"l-..tjS!J.~_.9J_2.11X~_.F.~.2...sQD, pp. 1-18, for his 
own introduction to the subject; the rest of the book deals 
with it in a very complex and comprehensive fashion. See 
also Sandel's discussion of the transcendental subject, in 
Lj.b~~.2..lj..sj!L.2..ruL..t.b..e_.Li.II1j.t..s_..9.:f_..J.11..s.tjJ;:..e, pp. 7 -11 • 
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16 1 include it here as it was articulated by R.P. Wolff 
in his introduction to the .M~..t,,2..Pb.¥~j...Q~_..Q.L,.M..Q.J;",,2.lR, p. xv ii. 

17John Rawls, lL...'I'.b~.Q..r.Y_..Q.f_..J.lJ~..tj...Q~ (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press-Belknap Press, 1971). 

18.1.llj..&t., p. viii, (Preface). 

19 R. P. Wol ff, Intr odu ct ion to th e .M~..t...2-.P.b.YR.ll:jL...Qi 
.M..Q.J;",.9.1R, p. xv i i • 

20Kant , ~.J;"j...tj.Q»~_..Q.f_~~..r~_~~~~~D, pp. 515-523. (This is 
the passage on the IIS ummum Bonum ll

) • 

21 Sandel , .Lj..ll~..r,,2.].j.~jJL,,2.D.d.....t.w_.LijJIj...t~_..Q.f_.J"~~..tj...Q~, p. 118. 
Here Sandel is quoting from Kant, On the Common Saying: This 
may be true in theory, but it does not apply in practice". 
I n ~'§'D..t~_~..Qlj...tj~.§.lJ..rJ...tJ.1l9.S" e d. H. Rei s s , 1970 , pp. 61- 92. 
Cambridge. 

22Kant,..c.J;"J...tj.Q»~_.QL.2J.U'~_~~~~.QD' p. 516. 

23.1.llJ..&t., p. 376n. 

24.1..bj..Q., p. 523. 

25 Sandel, .LJ..ll~..r,.9.j.J..sjJI_~D.d.....t.b~_.LjjJIJ...t.s_..Q.f_.J.11..s..tj.~~, p. 119. 

26G rant, j:D-9lj..s.b=.S.P~.§...Is.j.M-.J..\,;W..tj.~~, p. 31. 

271.llJ..Q., pp. 14-50. See also Sandel, pp. 133-183. 

28 Rawl s, A...~.b£!..Q..r.Y_.Qi_.J"JJ..s..tj.~~, p. 30. 

2 9.1.llJ..Q., p. 3. 

30Niccolo Machiavelli, ~.b~_~..rj.D..Q..e, Translated with an 
Introduction by George Bull (revised ed.), (Penguin Books, 
1975, p. 91). Machiavelli's comment is well known; I have 
of course taken it out of its context, but one might do well 
to compare Rawl's enterprise with the object of 
Machiavelli's scorn. It is reasonable to assume that 
Machiavelli was writing about Plato's .R~.pMli..Q. Here is the 
passage as it appears in Bull's translation: IIMany have 
dreamed up republics which have never in truth been known to 
exist ••• 11 
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32Rawls' most fundamental assumption about human 
nature, is that man is rational. Rawls essentially 
understands the "good" to be the rational calculation of 
man' "life-plan", or of the desired primary goods. The 
deliberative process is one of "rationality calculating" 
ends. 

33 Sande 1, .Li.b~...r;.Q.li..sl!L.Q..D~j;.M_L.i.l!l..it.fL.QL.JJ.1Rj;.i~~ , p. 13. 

34 Rawl s, A..j.'.b~.9...r;.Y_.9i_.J..u.s..tlJ;!"§, P. 264. 

35Rawls as quoted in Sandel, .LiD~...t".Q.liR.l!I_~~~~_L.i~l..tR 
.9.f_.J..u.s..tiJ;!~, p. 13. Rawls' comment appeared in his article, 
"The basic structure as subj ect", A.ID£!...t"iJ;!.Q..D.-. . .P..bl..l.QR.9.p.biJ;!.Q,l. 
~...t"j;.~...r;l~ 14, 1977 pp. 159-65. 

36 Sandel, p. 14. 

37 So far, I have not used the terms "agent" or 
"agency". I use it now to .refer to the subject of political 
action, i.e., the actor. The language of "agency" is 
employed here because this is the language of modern liberal 
theorists such as Rawls, Nozick, Fishkin ••• and it is the 
language used by critics like Sandel. I do not, however, 
wish to provide an account of the literature on the subj ect 
of agency. I simply describe human agency as the expression 
of the self in choice. This is, in effect, the meaning 
which is implicit in my discussion of the teleological 
character of action. My notion of action is very much the 
same as my conception of agency in this essay. Clearly, 
however, the notion of agency has a richer, more developed 
idea of choice than does action. This is because the 
concepts of "choice" or "freedom" in action, are linked to a 
set of a priori potentialities. But these potentialities 
always remain unspecified. It is for this reason that the 
teleological argument cannot fall prey to the criticism 
which may be levelled against the mechanistic forms of 
explana tion. This cri tici sm rightly exposes the fact that 
once consequential relationships are imputed to the actors, 
(i.e., laws of necessary behaviour), the notion of choice 
becomes nonsensical. But teleological explanation does not 
argue for "laws of behaviour", it simply assumes that action 
originates in the very character of the actor; therefore, it 
is an expression of the essence of the actor rather than a 
necessary resul t of extr aneous conditions or events. 

38 Rawl s, A..j.'M.9...t"..¥_.9i_.J..u.s..tiJ;!..§, p. 42. 

39Thomas Hobbes, .L£!~1.Q.j;..b.Q..D, .9.p~~ij;.., 
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40 Since I have made so much of the process of choosingr 
the principles of Justice without actually stating them, I 
will do so here. First the original formulations: Principle 
I. .. Each person is to have an equal right to the most 
extensive basic liberty compatible with a similar liberty 
for others. Principle II ••• Social and economic inequalities 
are to be arranged so that they are both (a) reasonably 
expected to be to everyone's advantage, and (b) attached to 
positions and offices open to all. (Rawls p. 60). The 
final formulations are as follows: Principle I ••• Each person 
is to have an equal right to the most extensive total system 
of equal basic liberties compatible with a similar system of 
liberty for all. Principle II. •• Social and economic 
inequal ities are to be arranged so that they are both: (a)i 
to the gr ea test benef it to the 1 east advantaged, consi stent 
with the just savings principle, and (b) attached to offices 
and positions open to all under conditions of fair equalit:y 
of opportunity. (Rawls p. 302). I cannot here go into an 
account of how Rawls arrived at the original and final 
formulations of the principles of justice. For an excellent 
reconstruction and explication of this, see R.P. Wolff" 
!J.D~.$!..r;..s..t.£l.D~j.D.g_ . .E.Q.lYl..s., (P r i nce ton, Pr i nce ton Uni v e r s i t~{ 
Press, 1977). 

41Kant , ~..r;j...tj.~.$!_Q~g~..r;~_.E.$!.Q...sQD, p. 373-74. 

42 Raw l s, .A_j'.b~Q.I.Y-.Q.:f_ . .J~..s.tj...Q'§, pp. 416-424. See al so 
(Sandel pp. 154-165). 

43 Sandel, lJ..Q..e..r~lj..slIL2.ruL.tM_.IJ.J!lj.t.s_.Q.f_.J.Y.S..tj..Q..e, p. 162. 

44.l.bJ..,d., p. 165. This is a reference to Rawls' 
arti cl e. "Fai rness to Goodness", in .PhllQ..sQ'p.bJ...Ql}.L.B..esJ...elY 84, 
1975, p. 537. 

45 Gran t , ..ED.glJ...s.b::.S.P..e,g.k,J..ruL.J.Y.S.tJ...Q..e , p. 1 04 n. 



MARKET MAN AND THE ABSENCE OF TELEOLOGY: 
THE LIBERAL ASSESSMENT OF HUMAN NATURE 

Up to this point, we have seen that the notion of 

teleological explanation is a vital element in an 

appropriate characterization of the nature of action and 

political action. We have also seen that, beginning with 

the Hobbesian enterprise, teleological explanation has been 

disengaged from the attempt to understand and explain 

political action. We have seen that at the very heart of 

the liberal tradition is a willingness to accept this 

disengagement. Indeed, we have seen in the work of John 

Rawls a logic of argument which asserts that liberalism can 

be seen as an adequate political theory devoid of the 

characteriza tion of man in teleological terms. We end up, 

in liberalism, with politics without persons, behaviour 

without agency, political action without telos. 

This chapter is crucial to the thesis because it 

presents the market as the very embodiment of anti

teleological politics, as the mechanism which orders social 

relations and which prevents political action. The purpose 

of this chapter is to argue that there is a fundamental 

difficulty with the liberal portrait of human nature. That 
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is, the characterization of man as a "market" creature is 

very inadequate, and it serves to perpetuate and to 

aggravate the very condition from which some liberals would 

have man escape. Rather than offering man a way of 

improving his condition and of actualizing unrecognized 

potentialities, the market qualifies human potentialities by 

defining the political enterprise. Politics can no longer 

be a responsible project, for the task is not chosen by 

those who would carry it out. To "act" in market society is 

to accept the implications of being "market man". I argue 

that this implies the acceptance of the impossibility of 

politics as a teleological enterprise. 

I shall develop this argument in three stages. First, 

I shall argue that the portrait of man as "market creature" 

finds its original expression in the thought of Thomas 

Hobbe s. I suggest that Hobbes was instrumental in 

establishing the notion of civil society as a forum for the 

expression of man's "natural" inclinations, without 

detriment to the security of all men. The second stage of 

the argument consists in an examination of the "idealist" 

response to the Hobbesian portrait of human nature. I 

suggest that this view is best represented by Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau. I argue that in spite of Rousseau's disdain for 

the Hobbesian portrait of man, he is nevertheless a liberal. 

For he reluctantly accepts and even defends the important 
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liberal concepts and most fundamentally the market 

institutions (such as the social contract and private 

property), and he rejects the teleological conception of 

politics in the end. The third stage of the argument 

consists in an explication of the logic of the market and of 

the na tur e of IImarket man". 

Since this chapter investigates the character of the 

market, it would be reasonable to expect careful 

consideration of Locke's contribution to the subject. I 

have, however, chosen not to treat Locke here because I 

argue that what is essential to the concept of a market is 

implicit and at times explicit already in Hobbes's thought. 

In this study I consider the implications of some very 

fundamental and, indeed, primi tive tenets of the market, and 

a treatment of Locke's very elaborate and important 

contribution to market theory is not essential here. It 

should be noted also that my concern is primarily with the 

way in which political philosophy broke from the tradition 

of teleological thinking and first revealed the basic signs 

of market logic. Hobbes, whether he is seen as a liberal or 

a pre-liberal thinker, first represents this monumental 

development. 

Rousseau is examined later in this chapter, not because 

he makes any significant contribution to market theory - for 

he does not as such - but because he represents liberal 
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self-criticism as it pertains to the market portrait of 

human nature. In Rousseau, liberalism expresses its disgust 

recognition of its own limits but then fails to present a 

viable alternative to the market. Liberalism grudgingly 

accepts the important tenets of the market and rejects the 

teleological explanation of political action. 

C.B. Macpherson's reading of the history of market 

liberalism, although not uncritically accepted in my own 

study, nevertheless serves as a useful commentator and guide 

to the discussion. 

i) l'.b.fL..Q.Q.D.fll..Q.t_..b~.t1V..e~~~l.f=.Q...Q.t.1l.§.lj . .z.§..tJ...gl.L.£i.ruL.P..9.s.s~.s.sl.Y~ 

l.ruU..Yl.£lJ.l.§.]'l.s.ml 

When we examine the liberal tradition, its major 

exponents, its critics and commentators, we see that there 

has emerged a general recogni tion that there exist a number 

of strands, or tensions, within that tradition. There is a 

recognition that liberalism has within it a variegated 

conception of human nature, a conception which has led to 

confusion and difficulty. 

Perhaps C.B. Macpherson has understood the tension 

inherent in the liberal tradition. He argues that 

••• the ontological assumptions of our Western 
democratic theory have been, for something like a 
hundred years, internally inconsistent, comprising 
as they do two concepts of the human essence which 
are in the circumstances incompatible. One of 
these is the liberal, individualist concept of man 
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as essentially a consumer of utilities, an 
infinite desirer and infinite appropriator. This 
concept was fitting, even necessary, for the 
development of the capi tal ist market society, from 
the seve nteen th cent u ry on: it antedate s the 
introduction of democratic principles and 
institutions, which did not amount to anything 
before the nineteenth century. The other is the 
concept of man as an enj oyer and exerter of his 
uniquely human attributes or capacities, a view 
which began to challenge the market view in the 
mid-nineteenth century and soon became an integral 
part of the justifying theory of liberal 
democr acy • 2 

, 
In the above passage, Macpherson identifies two 

currents tha t run through the liber al tradi tion: the market 

conception of man and society, and the idealist "self-

actual iza tion II current. Macpher son suggests that these two 

currents are internally inconsistent because they comprise 

two concepts of human nature which are incompatible. 3 

Macpherson clearly prefers the concept of "man as 

exerter of his uniq uely human a ttri butes", and he expresses 

some optimism at the prospect of the actual ization of this 

vision of man.4 Nevertheless, Macpherson suggests that the 

pr edom inance of th e lim ar ke t" ide al had a usef ul and 

justified place in the development of liberal thought and 

indeed in the evolution of liberal society.5 Although he 

believes that such a vision has outlived its ability to 

maximize democracy, he is hopeful that it has served to 

facilitate the emergence of a polity dedicated to the 

actualization of human potentialities, as distinct from a 

polity organized expressly around the objectives of 
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preserving order and facilitating exchange. 6 This 

development would rest on the capability of man to free 

himself from the chains of labour by means of his total 

replacement by technology. The remaining economic problem 

would no longer be one of production but one of 

distribution. 

The importance which a political tradition gives to the 

concept of human essence is perhaps more significant than 

any other facet of that tradition. A political system is 

invariably justified and legitimized by an appeal to the 

condition to which men are best suited. From time to time, 

the system is legitimized .Q,_.P.Q.fi.t~..r.i.Q..rj., by a fitting 

understanding of the essence of man. 7 

1 Portrait of Human Nature 

2 Pol i ti cal System 

3 Justification of Political system 
depends upon 1 

In the first chapter, I suggested that the most 

adequate account of poli tical action must be given in terms 

of teleological explanation. I suggested that if we think 

of man solely in terms of behaviour, devoid of the 

purposive, self-developmental quality of action, then 
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poli tical action could not be attributable to man. I It would 

follow, then, that a political system which is designed to 

facilitate political action must account for human nature in 

teleological terms. It would also follow that a political 

system which denies the purposive, self-developmental 

character of human action would deny the teleological 

dimension of action altogether. 

Of course, there is a political theory which denies the 

teleological explana tion of human action. In doing so, this 

tradition gives us an account of man and his behaviour which 

is devoid of purpose, telos, and self-actualization. The 

portrait of man that emerges in this political theory, I 

would argue, is the portrait of man we find in liberalism. 

Let us explore this problem more fully. 

When we examine the liberal tradition, we see that 

there are, indeed, two portraits of man which co-exist in 

tension. The first one we may call the Hobbesian portrait, 

which has become characterized as the possessive-

individualistic portrait. The second portrait, best 

epitomized by Rousseau, and later by J.S. Mill, Hobson and 

others, we may call the idealist portrait. Again, C.B. 

Macpherson outlines for us this dualistic portrait: 

From Aristotle until the seventeenth century it 
was more usual to see the essence of man as 
purposeful activity, as exercise of one's energies 
in accordance with some rational purpose, than as 
the cons umption of sa tisfaction. It was only wi th 
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the emergence of the modern market society, which 
we may put as early as the seventeenth century in 
England, that this concept of man was narrowed and 
turned into almost its opposite. Man was still 
held to be essentially a purposive, rational 
creature, but the essence of rational behaviour 
was increasingly held to lie in unlimited 
individual appropriation, as a means of satisfying 
unlimited desire for utilities. Man became an 
infinite appropriator and an infinite consumer; an 
infinite appropriator because an infinite desirer. 
From Locke to James Mill this concept of man 
became increasingly prevalent. The nineteenth
century reaction against it, radical, moderate, 
and conservative, was an attempt to reclaim and 
restate the much older tradition. But the 
Utilitarian concept was by then too deeply rooted 
in the market society to be driven out of the 
liberal tradition, while too clearly ~nadequate to 
be allowed any longer to dominate it. 

Here, Macpherson identifies the crucial degeneration of 

the teleological tradition and its subsequent replacement by 

the mechanism of market society. While he suggests that 

only in the nineteenth century did liberalism rebel against 

the market conception of man, I suggest that this occurred 

much earlier with Rousseau. Chronology, however, is not of 

the highest importance in this matter, as long as the 

liberal reaction is understood as a response to a philosophy 

that was introduced - if only in a primitive and incomplete 

form - by Hobbe s. Macpherson does n.ot employ the language 

of "behaviourism", but he clearly suggests that the 

purposive character of man is strictly def ined by the 

objectives of the market. Those objectives he says, are 

infinite consumption of satisfactions, and unlimited 

appropriation as a means of satisfying unlimited desire for 
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utilities. In other words, man's behaviour is no longer 

seen as being strictly a function of the actualization of 

his potentialities. Instead, it becomes a response to the 

built-in objectives of the market. It is, nevertheless, 

important to note that Macpherson asserts that even in the 

period of market liberalism (beginning in the seventeenth 

century), man was still held to be essentially purposive. 

But that purposiveness became subservient to the logic of 

the market. This analysis supports my assertion that 

Hobbes' teleology was a surreptitious and incomplete one. I 

have argued that this purposiveness has degenerated in two 

ways. First it has degenerated in that it is rooted in a 

base appeal to the condi tions of the state of nature. This 

means that because of the ontological abstraction, which I 

described in Chapter Two, the appeal to nature was based on 

a response to the conditions of the state of nature rather 

than on a direct expression of nature. It also means that 

the conditions of civil society are founded upon an enti rely 

inadequate portrait of human nature. 

The purposive character of man has degenerated al so in 

terms of the highest goals liberalism (of the market) sets 

for man. Instead of making the "good" the highest value, 

"felicity" is the value which defines the political 

enterprise. 

Hobbes' break from the old,er Aristotel ian tradition is 
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primar ily concerned with the question of the essence of man. 

Aristotle's conception of nature achieves its highest 

fulf ilment only inside the polis. Man's natural condi tion 

is the condition of political life. Man's highest goal is 

the actualization of his potentialities. This enterprise is 

qualified by the notion of "goodness" or morality. IIEach 

being is determined by an inherent design to it.s complete 

fulfilment. Man for Aristotle is by nature ordered to the 

complete life of moral virtue",9 says one commentator. The 

life of moral virtue fs, for Aristotle, the result of the 

full and proper actual ization of natural human 

potentialities, and it makes the pursuit of goodness the 

most valuable human enterprise. 

Hobbes, on the other hand, did not regard the 

actualization of human potentialities as the noblest of 

enterprises. To put is somewhat differently, Hobbes did not 

conceive of man as naturally political. Therefore, the 

Lev iathan was not intended as a means of facil itating man's 

personal development. If anything, civil society was a 

means of guarding against the ill effects of the expression 

of man's natural inclinations. For Hobbes civil society is 

necessarily an artificial construct. The Leviathan is 

merely a response to the condi tions of the state of nature. 

But if it is necessary, as Hobbes argues, to manufacture a 

safeguard against the consequences of life in the state of 
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nature, then this implies that there is something clearly 

undesirable about those consequences. This reveals the root 

of Hobbes' concept of the essence of man. If the 

establishment of civil society is primarily a protective 

measure against the natural inclinations of man, then it is 

normal to hold that man's natural inclinations are 

intimidating and unsettling. In the state of nature man is 

afraid of violent death, he is apprehensive about his self

preservation. He is, therefore, a threat to the welfare of 

other men. The most basic value is security or self

preservation and nothing is more likely to undermine that 

security than the competing desires and apprehensions of 

other men. 

In the state of nature the only right is the right to 

take any measures that will assure self-preservation. For 

Hobbes, it is simply the most basic fact of human nature. 

Men have an exclusive right to their property. (In the state 

of nature this simply means that they have the right to 

protect their selves (themselves). 

We have arrived at the first fact of the Hobbesian 

system. It is, I believe, the point of reference for what 

Macpherson has called "possessive individualism". In the 

state of nature men owe nothing to one another. The 

concepts of trust, co-operation and agreement are 

nonsensical in the state of nature, for such a state is a 
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that Hobbes ascribes to man, and he goes on to remark on 

the self-regarding character of man's politics: 

Laying the solid foundations for a political 
philosophy in man's passionate nature, Hobbes not 
only grounded political philosophy in the new 
natural philosophy, he adduced a new conception of 
human nature and law. Hobbes undertook to base 
politics on man understood as an apolitical being. 
He concentrated on men in their pre-political 
co ndi ti on and th ei r first pol i ti cal act s.14 

Both Hobbes and Locke viewed man as by nature his 
own master and the sole proprietory of himself and 
of his labor. But this means that by nature man 
is radically apolitical because he has obligations 
only to himself. The only way individuals can 
come together into a political or social whole is 
through consent - i.e., through the free grant of 
legislative authority to another. But even here 
Hobbes and Locke make it clear that in granting 
such authority the individuals intend to achieve a 
condition which will redound to their own 
indiv idual benef it.l 5 

Hobbes clearly established the principles of the 

Leviathan upon the notion of man as selfish, 

individualistic, competitive, acquisitive, and fearful. 16 

Rather than conceive of the political enterprise as a 

concerted attempt to overcome man's natural tendencies, 

Hobbes sees it as an effort to accommodate those tendencies 

while avoiding the extreme consequences they would have in 

the state of nature. My argument in this chapter is that 

such an attitude towards the question of the "essence of 

man" and towards the political enterprise merely encourages 

the exercise of those tendencies - if they are indeed 

natural - and in any case man is forced to behave in a 
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had to be tamed by reason. Hobbes makes them complementary 

qualities. Man's passion is understood as his restless 

desire for power; this is expressed in his efforts to 

achieve a condition of felicity. This, Hobbes says, 

••• is a continual progress of the desire, from 
one object to another; the attaining of the 
former, being still but the way to the latter. 
The cause whereof is, that the obj ect of man's 
desire, is not to enjoy once only, and for one 
instant of time; but

l3
0 assure for ever, the way 

of his future desire. 

Man is seen, therefore, to be a rational creature. It is 

this rationality which is at the heart of Hobbes' possessive 

individualism. The rational quality in man inclines him to 

seek the means of satisfying his passions. For the 

ancients, reason would have served to achieve the very 

opposite result. But Hobbes narrows the scope of the human 

enterprise by having reason serve the passions. Man's 

reason becomes the device which allows him to contract with 

"all of mankind"; not with a view to improving the lot of 

other man, but simply with the aim of enhancing his own 

condition. 

Understood in this light, self-regarding politics or 

the politics of self-interest actually creates a condition 

of "unpolitics". The apolitical character of a purely self

regarding enterprise is the inevitable result of Hobbes' 

v isi on of man. 

~~~Qnj~m, Frederick Vaughan identifies the apolitical nature 
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Aristotelian man aspires. The purs ui t of such things 

requires peace of mind and security; it requires freedom 

from violent attacks and from the exhaustion of vital 

resources. It is therefore understandable that Hobbesian 

man could not aspire to anything greater than the perpetual 

satisfaction of his desire to preserve himself. At its most 

basic level, this implies protection from violent death; at 

its loftiest heights, this consists in the gratification of 

non-essential, material and physical wants and even in the 

ability or, as Hobbes argues, "power" to command the use of 

another's "power ".11 

This represents the trap that is set for those who carne 

after Hobbes. The limits of the political enterprise is 

established at the outset. Given the natural character of 

man outside the Leviathan, man cannot aspire to anything 

unnatural within the Leviathan. He can, at best, express 

the very same natural passions in a civilized context; but 

he can never be anything other than the servant of those 

primitive passions. In this way, Hobbes constructs a polity 

with apolitical building blocks.12 

While the ancient Greek philosophers drew a clear line 

of demarcation between reason and passion - this was 

particularly true of the Stoics such as Plato and Aristotle 

- Hobbes brings the two forces into harmony with each other. 

In the older tradition passion was seen as a quality that 
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"state of war"lO. In a state of war one would not conceive 

of trusting one's enemy with one's well-being. 

If Hobbes' account of life in the state of nature is 

accurate, that is, if it provides a true reflection of human 

relations outside of civil society, then it should follow 

that man cannot be political by nature. Politics requires 

at least some minimal form of co-operation and agreement 

among men. It requires reflection upon and deliberation 

over the collectively desired ends. And it requires the 

ability and willingness of men to consider the undesirable 

consequences some actions might have on fellow men if those 

actions are not suppressed. For Hobbes, the notion of 

civilization would have a meaning that would literally be 

nonsensical to the likes of Aristotle. For the fact of 

civilization for Hobbes, is the establishment of an 

artificial human condition, whereas for Aristotle, the 

natural condition is one of civilization. Civilization is 

that state which is unnatural to man for Hobbes. For 

Aristotle, civ il iza tion is simply the inevitable expression 

of that which is man. 

The fact of the state of nature being a condition of 

perpetual war makes the quest for peace or self-preservation 

the most fundamental and perhaps the only real purpose for 

man. Such a condition makes it actually impossible for man 

to pursue the higher "life of moral virtue" to which 



97 

ruthless and competi tive manner. 

In his discussion of "worth", Hobbes sets out the most 

basic principle of market value, and in so doing he becomes 

the first to articulate what is later to be heralded and 

al so cri ticized as the logi c of the market. 

The value, or WORTH of a man, is as of all other 
things, his price: that is to say, so much as 
would be given for the use of his power: and 
therefore is not absolute: but a thffg dependant 
on the need and judgment of another. 

The worth of a man is defined by the unstated principle that 

one can in fact sell oneself. But the price of that sale is 

determined by the utility which the commodity has for the 

purchaser. Hobbes might thus be seen as the first theor ist 

of consumer society. 

The pol i ti cal tr adi ti on of I ibe r al ism has of ten been 

associa ted with the notion of the development or dis covery 

of the conception of market man and, concommitantly, market 

society. Indeed some commentators assert that the genius of 

liberalism is found exactly in the association of the 

conception of market man and market society. Remarking that 

"Hobbes was a little ahead of his time" in establishing the 

principles of the market, Macpherson outlines the market 

logic as it is found in Hobbes' system: 

The clearest model of such a society (one in 
which men are related to each other as possessors 
of their own capacities) was set up by Hobbes, • 
• • who sawall human attributes as commodities, 
to be contracted for and exchanged at values set 
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(and rightly set) by the impersonal operation of 
a market in power, and lHo reduced j usti ce to the 
performance of contract. 

In the above passage Macpherson is, in part, lamenting 

the fail ure of market society to achieve wha tit appears so 

well designed to do, namely, to allow for lithe freedom to do 

what one wills with one's own".19 This is, of course, not 

the same as self-actualization in the Aristotelian sense. 

For Macpherson's notion of freedom, extending itself from 

Hobbes, is tied to the concept of ownership and exchange. 

It is therefore not a developmental model. Nevertheless, 

the failure of the market to establish a freedom which 

could, in practice, be shared equally by all, is clearly a 

reflection on the assumptions about human nature that such a 

system must appeal to. This means that the market model 

does not result from a desire to fulfil man's natural 

potentialities, but from a need to control his temperament. 

Frederick Vaughan calls this temperament control a 

"manifesta tion of civ il ized hostili t y ".20 

The "civilized" human condition becomes, 
ther ef ore, the competi tive r ela tions of the mar ket 
economy. Man's natur al hostil ity is not 
obliterated in civil society; it is moderated and 
restrained within rules, which he gives himself to 
his own eventual benefit. The hostile and warlike 
savage becomes the peaceful pO~lessive individual 
of the competi tive marketplace. 

While the Hobbesian market conception of man 
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established the framework of liberal society, it is 

important to recognize that there was, and there remains, a 

very critical and powerful response to the Hobbesian vision 

of man. Although Hobbes met with great opposition to his 

ideas in his own day,22 perhaps the most influential and 

interesting cr iti c was Jean-Jacque s Rousseau. Rousseau is 

of interest not only because he was critical of Hobbes' 

conception of human na ture, but mainly because he remained 

fundamentally a liberal, in spite of his attack on Hobbes. 

In a profound way, Rousseau's argument is inadequate as a 

criticism of the Hobbesian vision. But eve n in its 

inadequacy, Rousseau's argument must not be ignored for it 

represents the most important direct challenge within 

liberal political discourse to Hobbes' portrait of human 

nature. 

Appr oximately one hundr ed-and-twenty years af ter the 

publication of the L~'yj.§..t.b.§..D, the most fundamental 

assumption of that work was challenged by Rousseau. That 

assumption concerned the very essence of man - i.e., the 

character of human nature. In a bold attack on Hobbes' 

portrait of human nature, Rousseau argues for a very 

different picture of humanity. In his opening sentence of 

the Pr ef ace to the .D..i.s..c..Q.1U".s~_..Q.D.....x.hsL..o.I.igjlL.§..n.d-.f..Q..IJ.Dde...t..i.QlL..Q.f 

Rousseau makes what appears to be a 

fairly innocuous claim about the state of human 
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understanding: 

The most useful and least advanced of all human 
knowledge seems to me to be that of man; and I 
dare say that the inscription of the temple of 
Delphi alone contained a precept m6re important 
and more dif~~cult than all the thick volumes of 
the moralists 

Rousseau is certainly commenting on the credibil ity of the 

Hobbesian enterprise. After all, Hobbes claimed that his 

L~y~~~b~n provided the kind of knowledge which Rousseau 

suggests was the "least advanced of all human knowledge ••• 

that of manll. The essay which follows his comment disputes 

the knowledge which Hobbes disseminated. Fur thermore, 

Rousseau's reference to the inscription of the temple of 

Del phi makes his concern with Hobbes' doctrine unmistakabl e. 

The inscription reads "gnothi seauton" - "Know Thyself, .. 24 

It is not a coincidence tha t in the Introduction to his most 

famous book, Hobbes states that the key to understanding all 

mankind is, "nosce teipsum" - "Read Thyself".25 What makes 

this comparison so significant is that while both 

philosophers imply that knowledge of man comes from some 

form of introspection, each one clearly reads something very 

different in himself. If it is true that both the Hobbesian 

and the Rousseauian conclusions are products of an 

essentially introspective enterprise,26 then the view that 

the market properly expresses man's natural inclinations in 

a civilized form must be challenged. 
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Rousseau articulates the challenge: 

Hobbes claims that man is natu~flly intrepid and 
seeks only to attack and fight. 

Above all, let us not conclude with Hobbes 
that because man has no idea of goodness he is 
na tur ally ev il; that he is v icious because he does 
not know virtue; that he always refuses his 
fellow-men services he does not believe he owes 
them; nor that, by virtue of the right he 
reasonably claims to things he needs, he foolishly 
imagines himself to be the sole proprietor of the 
whole universe. 28 

That these statements represent a direct assault on 

the tradition of possessive individualism is not 

questionable. Yet is it also true that Rousseau shared many 

of the ideas that Hobbes and later Locke advocated; so much 

so, that Rousseau is commonly si tua ted within the tradi tion 

of liberalism. He was an advocate of the social contract. 

He believed in a strong sovereign; he saw civil society as a 

means of escaping the "uncertain and precarious way of 

living" in the state of nature. 29 

But what distinguishes Rousseau's vision of civil 

society from Hobbes', is that for Rousseau civil society 

would not only provide man with a refuge from the 

"precarious" conditions in the state of nature, it would 

also allow man to express his natural sociability. Man 

would be more than a mere machine preoccupied with the 

perpetual gratification of insatiable passions. He would, 

in fact, be more interested in the well-being of the 

community than in his own material welfare. For, given the 
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security of livelihood, man could afford to be engaged in 

the political life of the community. But it is not enough 

that the possibility should exist for man to become involved 

in the affairs of other men. It is essential that he wants 

to become so involved. This is perhaps where Rousseau makes 

his most important contribution to political philosophy. 

For it is in "knowing himself II, in investiga ting the essence 

of man, that Rousseau reveal s a most fundamental qual ity in 

man, quality other than lithe fear of death and desire for 

sel f-preservation ll• This is the qual ity of IIcompassionll or 

"pi ty II. 

There is, besides, another pr inciple which Hobbes 
did not notice, and which - having been given to 
man in order to soften, under certain circum
stances, the ferocity of his vanity or the desire 
for sel f-pr ese rv a ti on bef or e th e bi rth of vani ty -
tempers the ardor he has for his own well-being by 
an innate repugnance to see his fellow-man 
s uff ere I do not beli eve I h ave any contradi ction 
to fear in granting man the sole natural virtue 
that the most excessive detractor of human virtues 
was for ced to r eco gniz e. I speak of pi ty, a 
disposi tion tha t is appropriate to beings as weak 
as subject to as many ills as we are; a virtue all 
the more universal and useful to man because it 
precedes in him the use of all reflection; and so 
natural that even beasts sometimes give percep
tible signs of it.30 

It is with this notion of pity that Rousseau 

facilitates a politics which is 1I 0 ther-regarding ll rather 

than "self-regarding ll • Pity as a fundamental human 

attribute undermines the politics of possessive 

individualism. Rousseau is adamant in his opposition to the 
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primacy of concern with private property, although he never 

advocates the dismantling of the system of private property. 

Rousseau sees it as an inevitable social institution, given 

man's political evolution. Property results from a long 

chain of developments in the emergence of civ il society. 

The impact of a system of private ownership upon the 

development of the essence of man is that man's 

compassionate qualities are repressed altogether. He is 

conditioned to be vicious and aggressive. 

The first person who, having fenced off a 
plot of ground, took it into his head to say "this 
is mine" and found people simple enough to believe 
him, was the tr ue founder of civ il society. What 
cr imes, wars, murders, what miseries and hor ror s 
would the human race have been spared by someone 
who, uprooting the stakes or filling the ditch, 
had shouted to his fellow-men: Beware of listening 
to this imposter; you are lost if you forget that 
the f r ui ts belong to all and the ear th to no 
one!31 

The importance of pity and the criticism of private 

ownership go hand in hand. Rousseau stresses the notion of 

communi ty as the highest val ue of pol iti cal 1 ife. The idea 

of pity or compassion extends beyond the "innate repugnance 

to see one's fellow-man suffer". It encompasses the act of 

expressing a general interest in the welfare of one's 

neighbour. It implies that one will be inclined to engage 

oneself in the discussion and resolution of other people's 

problems and in the celebration of their accomplishments. 

The idea of pity is certainly, in part, a product of 
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the Hobbesian-Rousseauian concept of similitude based on 

introspection. One is able to identify with the experience 

of the stranger, for one assumes a general understanding of 

and familiarity with the soul of all mankind. One can well 

comprehend the pain and the joy of the stranger's 

ci rcumstance. But the idea of pity extends beyond 

identification with others based on similitude. Rousseau 

speaks of the anguish and helplessness of a prisoner unable 

to prevent a terrible occurrence outside his cell. He 

descr ibes th is 

••• pa theti c image of an impr isoned man who sees 
outside a wild beast tearing a child from his 
mother's breast, breaking his weak limbs in its 
murderous teeth, and ripping apart with its claws 
the palpitating entrails of this child. What a 
horrible agitation must be felt by this witness of 
an event in which he takes no personal interest! 
What anguish must he suffer at this sight, unable 
to bring he~I2 to the fainting mother or to the 
dying child. 

This notion of pity is not concerned with self-love but with 

outwardly directed moral sentiment. This can only be 

tainted by the introduction of institutions which force men 

to envy and hate one another. The institution of the 

market, of property, I suggest, may well serve to achieve 

this resul t. 

But Rousseau betrays himself. He stands clearly with 

the market liberals, not against them. This can be argued 

in a number of ways, but perhaps the most reveal ing one is 
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to consider the implica tion of Rousseau's character iza tion 

of freedom in the SQ~j~l_~~~~~~~~. Freedom implies the 

"obedience to a law which we prescribe to ourselves".33 For 

the market liberals, freedom had traditionally been 

understood as the absence of coercion.34 In the Hobbesian 

system this would imply protection from the brutal 

conditions of the state of nature, although it would not 

mean protection from government coercion. To suggest that 

freedom is the obedience to self-prescribed laws is already 

to speak about political obligation. If man is to be free 

he must obey certain laws. This is a statement of 

obligation. That these laws are self-prescribed rather than 

being dictated by another is not germain to the question of 

obI igation. In fact the result of an obedience to 

theoretically self-prescribed laws is just what market 

liberal social contract is about. In assigning such 

importance to the fulfilment of political obligation, 

Rousseau is forced to accept the reality of civil rights 

and, consequently, of property rights. While he is 

reluctant to defend the preservation and acquisition of 

private property, he cannot overlook the ugly reality of his 

age, as he understood it: Man has, over time, been forced to 

become a selfish beast in civil society.35 Rousseau, 

therefore, justifies the institution of property not in 

terms of the system of production and market exchange, but 
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in terms of its compatibility with, indeed its moral 

necessity for the preservation of civil liberties. Since 

civil society already deprives man of his natural liberty or 

the possibility of not being corrupt, it must at least give 

a guarantee of his civil liberty "and of the proprietorship 

of all he possess".36 This enormous compromise, or as some 

have called it, a Rousseauian paradox,37 puts Rousseau in 

the unenviable posi tion of defending that which he appears 

to despise - the corrupt institution of private property in 

civil society. This also severely undermines his concept of 

freedom, for in reducing it to the notion of civil liberty, 

and in qualifying that notion by attaching to it the 

obligation to obey "one's own laws", the self-developmental 

enterprise evaporates. 

Frederick Vaughan exposes the empty quality of this 

notion of freedom: 

Despite his efforts to re-establish virtue, 
Rousseau does not say that nature implants a 
specif ic human end. Man has no final end or 
perfection; he is infinitely perfectible, he can 
become whatever he wishes to

3
g>ecome. This flows 

from his fundamental freedom. 

We can see more clearly in the thought of Rousseau, the 

unsatisfactory character of the liberal obsession with 

freedom as the highest political virtue. It is ironic that 

Rousseau should be the one to inadvertently expose the non-

teleological character of the liberal enterprise. Why? 

Because this inability to define the object or quality of 



107 

freedom is precisely its defect; it is what makes it 

expl i ci tly non- tel eol ogi cal. It is th e fail ur e to def ine 

preci sely what we "want to do with 0 ur freedom" that makes 

the liberal concept of a "person" very problematic. We are 

left wi th a liberalism which George Grant defines as 

••• a set of beliefs which proceed from the 
central assumption that man's es'sence is his 
freedom and therefore that what chiefly concerns 
l!la~~n this life is to shape the world as we want 
~t. 

In not providing man with a moral summum bonum, 

liberals - all liberals, including Rousseau are forced to 

return to the life of the market. The market provides man 

with a task which will feed his passions and which will 

occupy him for all his days. It will organize his life and 

govern his relations with other men. It will provide him 

with the illusion of a summum bonum; but it will never 

permit him to act as a citizen. For the chief prerequisite 

of citizenship is the possibility of political action. 

Market society, unlike the Aristotelian polis, values its 

members according to their ability to perform in the market. 

A man is defined by his "worth" in the market. This is not 

the case in the Aristotelian conception of citizenship. For 

Aristotle, the business of citizenship indeed, the "duties" 

of citizenship were quite separate from the activities of 

the market-place. Pol i tic al act ion, 0 u t sid e of the 

activities of the market, seems to have no place in market 
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liberalism. 

Rousseau's notion of freedom, based on the political 

obliga tion to obey the general w ill as it is represented in 

the laws, and the more general liberal conception of freedom 

- the freedom to do as one wishes - is certainly inadequate 

as a foundation for political action. If man is to be a 

responsible maker of his world, he will want to have a sense 

of the political task before him. This sense should not 

originate from the impersonal mechanics of the market; it 

should originate with man himself. The teleological 

character of political action becomes inescapable and the 

notion of freedom, to have any meaning, must invariably be 

tied to some concept of telos. This is exemplified very 

well in a comment by John Hallowell: "True freedom requi res 

both a knowledge of the good and the w ill to choo se the good 

when known". 40 Knowledge of the good in this case may be 

distinct from a knowledge of what one desires or of what one 

considers to be achievable. It is, therefore, not evident 

that one would choose the good when known. The end or 

"telos" is thus not necessarily a function of externally 

determined condi tions, such as those created by the market, 

or those established through personal selection of rules of 

conduct; the end of action is a function of the essence of 

the actor. In the case of Hallowell's statement, the end of 

action is the "good ". 



109 

iii) j'.b..e_.L..Q..9l..cJ>.;L.t.b..e_ll'§'.1"U.t_fu?..Q.gl.a.J'.hfLj)..eDj.~J>..f_~..b..g.~ 

I have argued, thus far, that the liberal conception of 

man is inescapably based upon a market notion. Even 

Rousseau, who attempts to escape from this conception, at 

the end, finds himself embracing the logic of the market 

model of man. It is now necessary to el abor ate mor e fully 

the nature of social relations in the market model of man, 

and to demonstrate that the very logic of this model 

prohibits poli tical action. 

I believe that it will be useful to make an argument by 

analogy in order to explicate the logic of the market model. 

The model is that of a game. Perhaps the game of "Monopoly" 

best characterizes this mode1. 41 The object of the game is 

to control as much of the weal th as possible. In other 

words, acquisition is the primary goal of the players. All 

the players begin the game with an equal amount of wealth. 

There is an important element of chance which influences the 

development of the game, but there is an equally important 

element of "skill" involved in making the most of one's 

position in the game. Normally, any player who loses all 

his wealth must remove himself from the game; and any player 

who possesses the most wealth controls the game and 

generally wins the game when it becomes no longer possible 

to redistribute or acquire any more wealth. 
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Given the object of the game, the players are obviously 

rewarded for 

individualistic. 

being acquisitive, competitive and 

Players who do not possess these quali ties 

or who prefer to be generous and lenient with those who 

trespass on the properties that they have acquired, will 

quickly learn the way to their own defeat. The rules of 

the game certainly favour those who are more cunning and who 

possess the qual ities of acquisitiveness, competitiveness 

and individualism; and the rules discriminate against those 

who are less cunning and acquisitive, and against those who, 

for one reason or another, are not at all attracted by the 

prospect of winning the game. Therefore, as in any game, 

the market game has winners and losers. Furthermore, the 

losers always greatly outnumber the winners. 

In the ini ti al stages of the game, few people drop 0 ut, 

and so those who do so w ill be al most unnoti cede And being 

in such few numbers, the early losers will not engender 

sympathy for their plight among the survivors, who will be 

too busy playing to worry about anything else. But as the 

number of losers increases and exceeds the number of 

survivors, the losers will become distracting to the players 

remaining in the game. They will become impatient, sitting 

around and wai ting for the game to end. They w ill be upset 

with their defeats, and they will be eagerly suggesting 

other games - games which will favour their talents and 



III 

dispositions, games at which they will be winners. 

Meanwhile, the winner(s) will come to realize that with 

no opponents remaining in the game, the game must come to an 

end. But the winner(s) will not want the game to end. For, 

in order to remain winner(s) the game must continue. The 

winner(s) will not want to playa different game, one 

suggested by the losers. The winner(s) will realize that in 

order to remain victorious, more than wealth is essential. 

Other players are also essential. Th e win n e r (s) will 

recognize that the effective source of weal th in the game is 

the participation of the weaker players. 

Therefore, in order to remain powerful, the winner(s) 

will have to devise a way of preventing anyone from losing 

so badly that he would be forced to drop out of the game 

al together. This might be achieved by subsidizing the 

weaker players in the game sufficiently to keep them 

interested in playing. It would at least discourage the 

weaker players from abandoning the game and replacing it 

with a diff erent one. 

I believe that this model crudely characterizes the 

logic of market liberalism. It characterizes the logic of a 

society in which the "w inners 'l are faced with periodically 

having to pay some pri ce (a small pri ce in r ela tion to what 

is actually at stake) in order to "keep the game going". 42 

In Chapter One I suggested that political action 
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implies change in two senses. The first sense is change in 

the general condition of man; that is, in the improvement of 

that condition. The second sense is change in state; that 

is, the actualization of potentialities. To say that action 

implies change is to say that it logically necessitates such 

change. I contend that the logic of the market (as 

illustrated by the "mar ket game") makes action-related 

change impossible. The market is not structured in such a 

way as to allow for the pursuit of objectives which are 

either unrelated to, or inconsistent with, its efficient 

opera tion. It is not designed to accommodate the resol ution 

of problems which are not definable in market vocabulary. 

Not only will the market not facilitate the resolution of 

such problems, but it will prevent the attempted resolution 

from having any adverse impact upon the vital market 

functions. 

Since the market system is originally premised upon the 

view that man's natural inclinations would be transposed 

into civil society and that they would form the principles 

or rules of the game, any enterprise which could not 

properly be governed by those principles or rules would 

sim ply be s ubv er s ive, in com pr ehensi bl e, or ir reI evant. 

Simply stated, the market system defines the nature of 

social relations and the whole political enterprise. There 

is not room for an a posteriori establishment of political 
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objectives which are not in some fashion useful to the 

systemic objective already in place. 

j:'.r~.D..s.f.Q..I.ID~..t.i..Q.D, Karl Polanyi identifies the domineering 

character of the market as it organizes society according to 

its own logic: 

To separate labor from other activities of life 
and to subject it to the laws of the market was to 
anni hil ate all or gani c forms of exi stence and to 
replace them by a diff erent type of organiza tion, 
an atomistic and individualistic one. 

Such a scheme of destruction was best served 
by the application of the principle of freedom of 
contract. In practice this meant that the noncon
tractual organizations of kinship,neighborhood, 
profession, and creed were to be 1 iquidated since 
they claimed the allegiance of the individual and 
thus restrained his freedom. To represent this 
principle as one of noninterference, as economic 
liberals were wont to do, was merely the 
expression of ingrained prejudice in favor of a 
definite kind of interference, namely, such as 
would destroy noncontractual relations between 
individuals and prevent their spontaneous re
forma ti on. 4 3 

The very enterprise of change, understood as the 

improvement of the general condition of man, has meaning 

only in terms of the market's capacity to increase the 

general material welfare (the sum of all individual material 

welfare), through the process of exchange and competition. 

There can be no moral connotation given to such an 

enterprise, since the market understands only the language 

of exchange, distribution, and competition. 

Alternatively, the notion of change, understood as 

self-actualization, cannot mean anything other than the 
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achievement of a "felicitous" condition. Thi sis, of 

course, because the market portrait of human nature does not 

r e co 9 n iz e any tel 0 s 0 r ~JJ.ID.IDJJ,lIL.b...Q.DJJ,ID in man, but 0 nly th e 

base qualities which Hobbes attributes to man in the state 

of nature. 
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IThis term was coined by C.B. Macpherson in a 1954 
article which appeared in ~,g.m.b..rj~_.J..Q..l.U".D~l, vii. pp. 560-8. 
It was later made popular in his book, ~~_~..Qlj~j~~l-~~..Q..r~ 
.Q.:.L.P..Q..s~~..s..sj.Y~_.I.D.di'yj~..l.:@.lj..s.ID (London: Oxford University Press, 
1962) • 

2 C. B. M a cph e r son, D.-e.ID.Q.Q..r;.ru:.j..Q_%b~..Q..r;'y...L_~..s~.Y..s_j..lL~~..r;j..-e= 
.Y~l. (Oxford: University Press, 1962). 

3 In suggesting that the two currents in liberalism have 
been incompatible for "a hundred" years, Macpherson is 
referring only to the challenge made by the liberal
democratic tradition emerging with the likes of J.S. Mil!. 
I am, however, suggesting that there has been a fragmenting 
of liberal thought long before the emergence of this younger 
tradition. With Rousseau, only one hundred and twenty years 
after Hobbes, did emerge a challenge to the Hobbesian vision 
of human nature, in the liberal tradition. Even with 
Locke's w ri tings (par ti cuI arly the .s~.c.Qnd.....'l'..r;~,g..tj..s~_.Q.lL..cj.'yj.l 
.G.Q'y~..r;.D.ID~.D~) there is the well-known contradiction between 
the "enough and as good" principle, and the right to 
unlimited acquisition. 

4.I.l?j.Q., pp. 38-76. (Essay III). See also, C.B. 
Macpherson, ..'l'b~_Lji~~.D~..'l'j.ID~..s_..Qi_Lj.b~..r;~l_D.-e.m..Q~..r;~.c2. (Oxford: 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), p. 21 and pp. 46-76. 

5Among those who share this view is Albert O. 
Hi r s ch man. See his bo 0 k , ..'l'b~_..f~..s..sj.Q.D..s_.~.Dil. . .t.b~_.l.D.t.-e.L~..s..t..s 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1977). 

6Macpherson, D~.ID.Q.Q..r;~..tj.Q_..'l'b~.Q..r;'y, see Essay III. 

7While this phenomenon has been an important part of 
politics throughout the ages, I am concerned in this 
investigation, with the influence that was brought to bear 
on the political process by those thinkers who were 
genuinely concerned with the question of human nature. 
Note, however I that the use of a poster ior i j ustif iea tion is 
qui te common in 0 ur own day. (e •• g., Mil ton Freedman, Irving 
Kristo!. They use a particular portrait of man to justify 
capitalism/market.) 
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j....s.ID..L.i'.l'~.nL..6~.D.D.§!.~L.tJL.J....S.L-..l1j.1.1. (New York: Fordham Univer si ty 
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10Thomas Hobbes, L.i!.Yj.~.t.ruJ..D Introduction by R.S. Peters 
and Edited by Michael Oakeshott, (New York: Collier 
McMillan, 1962) pp. 98-102. This is the chapter entitled 
"Of the natural condition of mankind as concerning their 
felicity and misery", in which Hobbes describes the state of 
nature as a state of war, a state in which the "life of man 
(is) solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short". 

11~.Dj.d., p. 73. See also Macpherson, D~.ID~£.l'~~j£ 
.T.b~.Q.l',Y , p. 42. 

l2This is simply a reference to the fact that the 
Leviathan is the great "artificial man". But man is not 
political by nature in th.e way that he is for Aristotle. 
The paradox of the Leviathan is that it is truly an 
apolitical polity; for it is not essentially the natural or 
inevi table expression of man' nat ure. 

l3Hobbes, L.i!'yj~.b~.D, p. 80. 

14V augh an, .T.b.e_j.'~~.dj~j~.n...~.f_.I>~.lj~j.,gj}..L..Hs:M.Dl.s.ID, p. 80. 

15 ~.t>j.d., p. 83. 

l6 0ver one-hundred-and twenty years after Hobbes laid 
the groundwork for the politics of the apolitical - i.e., of 
the self interested - Adam Smith articulated the position 
which Vaughan describes: 

It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the 
brewer, or the baker, that we expect our dinner, 
but from thei r regard to thei r own interest. We 
address ourselves, not to their humanity but to 
their self-love, and never talk to them of our own 
necessities but of their advantages. 

[Adam Smith, j'.b.e_.1Y.e~l.t.b_ . .Q.f_ . .N.~.tj:Q.D.s, with an 
Introduction by Max Lerner, and Edited by Edwin Cannan, (New 
Yo r k: The Mod ern Lib r a ry, 193 7), p. 1 4. ] Per hap s w hat has 
made the Hobbesian contribution to poli tical philosophy so 
influential is its powerful and vivid characterization of 
human nature. Hobbes is said to have portrayed man as 
"wicked, ruthless, and untrustworthy". But there is a 
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different perspective of that characterization. Man was 
ruthless, wicked, etc ••• , because the conditions of the 
state of nature forced him to acquire these qualities. In 
this light, man is seen merely as a self-preserving victim 
of the conditions of the state of nature. In either case, 
Smith's portrait of man in market society can certainly be 
traced back to Hobbes. (Although it can also be said that 
the above passage is only a partial representation of Smith, 
and that in his work on .M..Q.I"g..l_.s~.D.I:j..ID"§.Dj; has much to say 
about the importance of benevolence in politics.) 

l7 Ho bbes, L~yj"g..I:b"g..D, p. 73. 

l8Macpherson, D~~~~.I~j;j.~_~b~~.I~, p. 193. 

19.r..bj.d., p. 192. 

20vaughan, j'M_..'l'.I~.£u.j;j.~.a..Q.LJ.>~.lj.tj~~.LlI.5!.Q~.nij?lD, p. 81. 

2l.r.bj.d., p. 77. 

22perhaps the most celebrated challenge to Hobbes in 
his own day, came from John Bramhall, bishop of Derry, 
Ulster. Their disagreement began a discussion about the 
problem of free will. They had discussed this in Paris in 
1654. A chain of replies or rather rebuttals was published 
between 1654 and 1663, when the bishop died. Even after the 
bishop's death, Hobbes published a reply to the last attack. 
The titles of these works are fascinating and provocative: 
from B r am hall - A..D.£!.f'£!.D~.£!_ . .Q.:f_j'.I.1I.iLLj.b'£!.Ij;~_.f.I.Q.nLAnt.£!~.£!.de.n.t 
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and another coming from astronomy professor Seth Ward. 
See R.S. Peters' essay on Hobbes in j'.b..§_i!.D..&:.Y~.l.Q..P~.Qj,.g.-9.f 
J.>.bjl..Q..s~..P.by, (New York: Macmillan & Co., and the Free Press, 
1967); Vol ume 4, p. 32. 

I choose to look at Rousseau's challenge to Hobbes, 
rather than at Hobbes' contemporaries, because I am 
primarily concerned with the challenge to Hobbes' view of 
human nature, represented by Rousseau. 

23Jean-Jacques Rousseau, j'~_£j..r..s.t~~~~..Q~ 
Dj..s..&:~~..s~..s, edited with an Introduction by Roger Masters, 
translated by Roger and Judith Masters (New York: St. 
Martin's Press, 1964), p. 91. 

24 .r..b~., p. 232. (Comment by Masters). 
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describing how other men have conducted their affairs. In 
other words, Hobbes and Rosseau owe as much to their 
observation of other men, as they do to their own 
introspective experiences. 

27Rousseau, Dj~~~~~~~~, p. 107. 

28J~j~., pp. 1228-29. 

29Christian Bay, ~~_~~~~~~~~~~2J~~~m (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1958), p. 51. 

30Rousseau, Dj~~~~~~~R' p. 107. 

31Jbj~., pp. 140-41. 

32J~j~., pp. 130-31. 

33Rousseau as quoted in Bay ~M_..s.t.~~.Q~~~_~.f_2J~~.Q..Q..ID 
p. 51. In the Penguin edition of ~M_..s~~jsl_~~Dt~~~.t., 
Translated and Introduced by Maurice Cranston, (Penguin 
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34 Bay, j'.ruL..s.t...r~.tJ.U~_~.t_.F..r~~..dQ.ID, p p. 4 0 - 49 • 

35 See Frederick Vaughan, ~~_j'..r~~j.tj~IL~.f_2..Qlj.tj~~l 
~~..dQDl~.ID. pp. 120-21. 

36 See Bay, j'b~_..s.t.~~.Q.t~~_~.f_.FJ~~.Q~.ID, p. 51; and see the 
Penguin edition of Rousseaus' ..s~~j$l_~~Dt~~~.t., p. 65. 
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3 8Va ughan, ~b3Lj'~~~j.tj~D_~..f_..£~1.i.t.j~~1_1I~.Q~.Dj.s.ID, pp. 
120-21. 

39 G eor ge Grant, ~~J;!b.D..Ql~.9.Y_~.D.!Li!J!l'pj...r~.Li'~J..§'p~J;!.t.i.Y~..§_~.n 
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41This is an obvious reference to the famous Parker 
Brothers game, which was so successful because it provided 
people with an opportunity to satisfy their "inclination 
towards a restless desire of power after power: that 
"ceaseth" when the game was over ra ther than "in dea th II. 

42 The history of liberal society is replete with 
examples of IIconcessions". I believe that the three most 
momentous concessions of this nature were: I-The emergence 
of trade-unions as legitimate brokers in the II game ". 2-The 
Granting of suffrage (however gradual). 3-The introduction 
of social welfare (transfer payments). While I take the 
view that these events were indeed concessions rather than 
victories for the 1I10sers in the market game 'I, I, of course, 
do not overlook the importance of the efforts of activists 
to achieve a progressive response to their demands; but I am 
obviously suggesting that such responses would not have come 
were it not for the recognition by the IIwinners in the 
market game" that they had to make concessions, for thei r 
own reasons. 

43 Karl Pol any i, .1'.lljL.G.L~£l..t_.1'.L£l.D~.f..Q.L.IDM.i.9ru.JM .F.9li..t.i'£;!£l.l 
£l.D.~Li!~..Q.D..Q1ILi~_.Q.Lj..gj..D..s_..Q.f_..QJJ..r_.1'j..ID~ (B 0 ston: B ea con Pr e ss, 
1957), first pub. 1944, p. 163. 



In Chapter One I explained why any behav iour al or 

mechanistic explanation must be non-teleological, and I 

argued that action can be adequately understood only when it 

is characterized teleologically. I introduced Hobbes as a 

pivotal figure in the philosophical transition away from 

teleological e xpl ana tion and towards behavioural explanation. 

In Chapter Two I attempted to trace the degeneration of 

the teleological tradition to its complete abandonment by 

liberal political theory. I introduced the concept of an 

ontological abstraction in order to explain the process of 

transformation in both Hobbes' and Kant's thought. John 

Rawls' deontological argument was examined both in order to 

expose the apolitical or "depersonalized" character of his 

philosophy and to identify the behavioural-mechanistic 

nature of contemporary liberal theory. 

In Chapter Three I considered what I take to be the 

1 iberal assessment of human na tur e. I showed that in spi te 

of Rousseau's objections to Hobbes' characterization of man 

as a market creature, liberal theory cannot, even in its 

self-criticism, escape the political consequences of the 

market. I suggested that this is because in denying the 

teleological account of political action, liberalism removes 
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political responsibility from man and assigns it to the 

market. I argued, using a simple game analogy, that the 

market-model of society logically denies the possibility of 

morally purposive political action. 

This essay does not conclusively resolve any of the 

major questions of political philosophy but it points the 

way to a more useful and ordered discussion of the problem 

of action in liberal society. New problems arise from this 

treatment of the explanation of action and moral purpose, 

and although I have not addressed them, some merit mention 

at this point. For example, if when we discuss the nature 

of human nature and we suggest that it can be characterized, 

that it can be described, then is our analysis not reduced 

to mechanism? This problem stems from the discussion of the 

portrait of human nature in Chapter Three. Does it not 

follow that if human nature is empirically discernable, then 

the notion of morally purposive action collapses? 

The underlying argument in this thesis would suggest 

that the notion of morality itself collapses when the nature 

of the moral agent becomes empirically intelligible. 

But teleological explanation is not subject to this 

criticism because its most important claim is that it is, 

itself, a property of morally purposive action. This means 

that al though teleologists such as Taylor or even Aristotle, 

make certain empirical claims about man as actor, their 
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central claims about human nature stem from the primary 

claim that man is by nature a purposive being. The quality 

and character of that purposiveness becomes a separate 

consideration from the essential teleological claim. I do 

not however suggest that the question of purposiveness can 

in fact be divorced from statements about the quality or 

character of that purposiveness. This mayor may not be the 

case. 

The thesis also poses the problem of the rehabilitation 

of moral purposiveness in liberal political life. In 

essence, it questions the very existence of politics in 

liberalism. If, as C.B. Macpherson has suggested, Hobbes 

was the first to dispense with assumptions of outside 

purpose or willI - a suggestion which I argue in Chapter One 

is only partially correct - and if Hobbes is in this sense 

representative of the liberal tradition which follows him, 

then the rehabilitation of politics, as I understand it, 

requires rescuing those assumptions of purpose and will. 

The rehabilitation of politics requires that man reclaim the 

"telos" which he relinquished to the market. 

The existence of the market may well be the major 

obstacle to our successful engagement in the enterprise of 

politics. In order to remove or circumvent that obstacle, 

it is first necessary that we question whether the market is 

actually a natural reflection of human nature in civil 
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society or whether it is in fact the product of an arbitrary 

portrai t of man. But as long as the existence of the market 

is seen as natural and inevitable, we not only accept the 

market portrait of man but perhaps also commit ourselves to 

BEING market creatures. 

Man as morally purposive actor does not fit well into 

the schema of market life. If he exer ci ses hi s mor al 

purposiveness in liberal society, perhaps it is in spite of 

the rule of the market. Perhaps liberalism forces man to 

be moral only in private. I am not suggesting that he is 

immoral when participating in market life, simply that he 
lli 

has little or no opportunity to exercise his moral 

purposiveness in that context. Personal action in liberal 

society theref or e, impl ies a kind of social subversiveness 

if exercised in the market place, or social irrelevance if 

exercised in private life. 

If this essay makes any firm claim about political 

action, the most important must be that politics requires 

man's moral purposiveness to be exercised publicly. 
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