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Pragmatism and the Tragic Sense of Life* 
SIDNEY HOOK 

Last summer in Honolulu, on a Sunday when the East-West Philo- 
sophers' Conference was not in session, I made an interesting discovery. 
I wandered into a church in which after the minister delivered his 
sermon the audience was invited to question him and make critical 
comments. I enjoyed it immensely. Had I remained in Hawaii I would 
have become a member of that congregation. For although I recognize 
that there are occasions when one should listen and not talk back, I 
have often suffered when compelled to sit patiently as waves of rhetoric 
or streams of outrageous misstatement or misinterpretation washed over 
me. My sympathy therefore goes out to any audience which must en- 
dure with silent composure the discussion of a controversial theme. My 
sympathy is tempered by the realization that all of you have the means 
and the long memories to make effective replies. 

In casting about for a theme, I consulted some of my distinguished 
predecessors who told me: "For Heaven's sake and our own, don't 
merely give us another paper. Say something of general significance"- 
which I took to be an encouragement to talk about large and contro- 
versial matters in an old-fashioned way. 

I. 

"What, if anything, has philosophy to tell us about the human 
condition, about the fate of man and his works?" This question in all 
its changes I have heard repeatedly on three major continents. It is 
asked mostly by philosophical laymen--by students and teachers and 
men of letters in search of a center, or at least a shelter, in a world be- 
come dark and insecure because of the shadows of totalitarianism and 
war. It is asked at interdisciplinary conferences; and by academic ad- 
ministrators in search of projects to recommend to foundations, projects 
which, to use an expression in wide use, "are not merely of technical 
philosophical concern." 

*Presidential address delivered before the Fifty-Sixth Annual Meeting of the 
Eastern Division of the American Philosophical Association at Columbia Uni- 
versity, December 28-30, 1959. 
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The question: What saving message do philosophers bring their 
fellow-men? I have heard asked even by professional philosophers 
agonizing over the fact that they have a subject but no apparent subject- 
matter. It was heard at the XIIth International Congress of Philosophy 
at Venice-and there the Soviet philosophers undertook to answer it. 
It is raised periodically by voices in this country and in our own associa- 
tion as a protest against analytic philosophy. It was the central theme 
of the Third East-West Philosophers' Conference where for six weeks 
forty older and almost as many younger philosophers tried to discover 
what bearing philosophy had on social practice. At one point we were 
told to imagine that we had the ear of the statesmen of the world, and 
were challenged to give them counsel on how to put the world's affair 
in order. No one recalled Plato's experience at Syracuse or reflected 
upon the fact that as far as we can judge the only request Aristotle 
made of Alexander, when he had his ear, was that he send back fresh 
biological specimens from Asia. Indeed, it is not likely that with his 
views about the essential superiority of the Greeks to the rest of man- 
kind that Aristotle would have given his blessings to Alexander's en- 
lightened, if premature, attempt to establish a world culture or that he 
would even have been sympathetic to the purpose of the East-West 
Philosophers' Conference. 

This question, with which I begin, is certainly a large one and may 
be deemed an appropriate theme for discussion in conjunction with 
John Dewey's centenary year. 

II. 

For some time now philosophers have been disputing with each 
other about what philosophy should or should not be. They would be 
better occupied, it seems to me, doing each what he thinks philosophic- 
ally worth while instead of objecting either to linguistic analysis or 
metaphysical speculation, as the case may be. The issue is not one of 
proper definition or even whether philosophy is a science or a body of 
knowledge of comparable objectivity, but rather whether it is worth 
doing, whether there is sufficient illumination and fun in pursuing 
certain themes, ignored by others, to justify contnuing to do so. After 
all no one really believes that only science is a self-justifying enterprise. 
But since the subject has become moot and since there has developed a 
wide concern about what, if anything, philosophy has to say of general 
human concern, some remarks about it are in order. 

As some of you are aware, I have for many years concerned myself 
with problems of social and political and legal philosophy, with "prob- 
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lems of men" as authentic as any of those recognized by thinkers who 
would reform modern philosophy. But I find myself increasingly out 
of sympathy with those who have impugned the whole philosophical 
enterprise because of its failure to serve as a beacon to mankind in 
distress. When I ask myself why I feel unconfortable and at odds with 
those who attack philosophers because they have nothing of immedi- 
ate, practical moment to say, I find that my conception of philosophy 
although stated sometimes in words similar to theirs, differs in impor- 
tant ways. Put most succinctly, although I believe that philosophy is a 
quest for wisdom, many of those who cite this phrase, too, speak and 
act as if they already had it. The difference may be only of nuance and 
emphasis but it has a profound bearing on one's conception of the 
appropriate role of the philosopher in the culture of his time. It is the 
difference between being a moralist and being a moralizer. The moral- 
izer may be called "the shouting moralist," of whom Santayana some- 
where says that he "no doubt has his place but not in philosophy." It 
is a difference, on the one hand, between analyzing specfiic and basic 
social problems and conflicts, and clarifying the issues in dispute with 
all the tools at one's command--and, on the other, proclaiming solu- 
tions and programs on the basis of antecedent commitments which one 
shares with some faction of his fellow-men. It is the difference between 
approaching problems of human experience in terms of one's vocation 
as a philosopher, which is to do intellectual justice to the varied and con- 
flicting interests present or discovered, and one's vocation as a citizen 
limited by specific duties he must fulfill. It is the difference between 
intellectual concern which may or may not lead to programs of action 
and commitment to programs of action which by their very nature 
estops self-critical thought. 

In the course of its history philosophy has been many things. But 
its distinctive concern at all times has been the quest for wisdom. Other- 
wise there would be no point in including thinkers like Descartes or 
Leibnitz in the history of philosophy in addition to the history of science 
or mathematics. What distinguishes the philosopher as a moralist from 
the philosopher as a mathematician, logician or natural scientist, and 
from the ordinary man as a philosopher, is his sustained reflective pur- 
suit of wisdom. This means two things. The systematic study of the 
knowledge which is relevant to wisdom: and the analysis of the com- 
mitments we assume and rule out when knowledge is related to policy. 
All of us know that wisdom and knowledge are not the same thing 
but we sometimes mistakenly speak as if they are opposed. A man may 
have knowledge of many things and not be wise but a wise man cannot 
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be ignorant of the things he is wise about. He must have knowledge of 
the nature and career of values in human experience; knowledge of the 
nature and history of the situations in which they develop and conflict; 
knowledge of the minds and emotions of the carriers of value; knowl- 
edge of the consequences of actions taken or proposed. The wise man 
is not one who merely recites moral principles and applies a ready-made 
schedule of moral obligations to the problems and perplexities of value 
conflict. He is one who on the basis of what he already knows, or be- 
lieves he knows, makes fresh inquiry into the situations which define 
alternatives and exact their costs. "Only the conventional and the 
fanatical," observes Dewey, "are always immediately sure of right and 
wrong in conduct." This means that a philosopher must earn his title 
to be wise not by right of philosophical tradition or philology but by 
the hard work of acquiring relevant knowledge and by hard thinking 
about it. 

Here lie important tasks for the philosopher. To be wise he must 
immerse himself in the actual subject matters (not necessarily experi- 
ences) out of which life's problems arise. To be wise about economic 
affairs he must study economics, to be wise about problems of law he 
must study law, to be wise about politics he must study history, so- 
ciology and other disciplines. To be wise about war and peace he must 
study military technology and the theory and practice of communism 
including its strategic exploitation of peace movements to disarm the 
free world. Indeed, these subjects are so interrelated that to be wise 
about any one of them he must study them all. And I might add, in 
view of some current writing, to be wise about education it is not 
enough merely to rebaptize the ends of the good life as ends of a good 
education, too, as if without operational application to concrete his- 
torical situations, they had any but a peripheral bearing on the great, 
current problems of education. One must study social history, the psy- 
chology of learning, the methods and techniques of pedagogy to achieve 
educational wisdom. To enumerate the ends of the good life is not 
enough. Nor is a primer on logical analysis which can serve as an intro- 
duction to the study of any subject, a primer to a philosophy of 
education. 

All of these problems are of tremendous complexity because of 
the number of independent variables they contain, because they rarely 
permit of controlled experiment, and because the community must 
sometimes act upon them in desperate urgency before the analysis is 
complete. This should make for humility among philosophers even as 
they bring to the study of these problems the methodological sophisti- 
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cation, the arts and skills of analysis which are the hallmarks of their 
profession. This is what I mean by "the problems of men." It is phi- 
losophy not as a quest for salvation but as a pursuit of understanding 
of great cultural issues and their possible upshot. It does not start from 
a complete stock of philosophical wisdom which it dispenses to others 
with hortatory ferver but with an initial sense of concern to meet the 
challenge of the great unresolved problems of our time, offering 
analysis of these problems which will win the respect of the specialist 
and yet command the attention of everyman, e.g. how to preserve 
peace and freedom, achieve adequate production and meaningful voca- 
tions for all, design patterns of creative leisure, effect desegration if 
possible without coercion, establish a welfare state and a spirit of enter- 
prise, preserve national security and the right to dissent. It is philosophy 
as normative social inquiry. And it is not social reform. How could 
philosophy be identified with social reform in view of the existence of 
many esteemed philosophers from Aristotle to Santayana whose judg- 
ments of wisdom were conservative, hostile to social reform? Such 
identification would be comparable to defining a physicist as one who 
was committed to a specific hypothesis in physics. 

At this point my inner ear senses unspoken murmurs of surprise. 
"Surely," some of you must be saying, "this constitutes a repudiation of 
John Dewey's conception of philosophy, for, after all, does not Dewey 
call upon philosophers as philosophers to do precisely what is being 
urged they should not do? Does not Dewey call upon philosophers to 
play the role of social reformers?" My answer is: "Not as I understand 
him and not as he is to be understood in the light of all he has written." 

Here is not the place to provide the documentation. I content my- 
self merely with saying that Dewey has a very complex conception of 
philosophy. Philosophy is indeed concerned primarily with what I call 
normative problems of social inquiry. But its function is also to provide 
leading, speculative ideas in science-natural and social. And a third 
function is to weave together certain families of ideas into a philosophi- 
cal synthesis. "There is a kind of music of ideas," he says, "which 
appeals, apart from any question of verification, to the mind of 
thinkers!" Nor is this all. The philosopher must bring some perspec- 
tive or vision to bear upon the world which is related to issues of value 
and hence makes the analysis of normative problems of social inquiry 
more sensitive. "Philosophies," declares Dewey, "are different ways of 
construing life. 

... 
" 

There is more, then, than problems of normative social inquiry 
which falls within the province of the philosopher's concern. There is 

9 



AMERICAN PHILOSOPHICAL ASSOCIATION 

the illuminating perspective in which they are seen which is meta- 
physics. "If philosophy be criticism," Dewey asks in Experience and 
Nature, "what is to be said of the relation of philosophy to meta- 
physics?" His answer briefly is that metaphysics is a description of 
those gross features of the world which constitute the backdrop of the 
theatre of human activity against which men play out their lives. The 
conduct of life and the analysis of its problems, however indirectly, 
will reflect what we believe to be the generic features of human ex- 
perience in the world. In this sense, as ultimately related to the human 
scene and the adventure of human life, but not to ontology, meta- 
physics is "a ground map of the province of criticism establishing base 
lines to be employed in more intricate triangulations." 

This brings me finally to my theme of the tragic sense of life as a 
feature of human experience which provides an illuminating perspec- 
tive upon the analysis of man's problems. The juxaposition of the 
expressions "pragmatism" and "the tragic sense of life" may appear be- 
wildering to those who understand pragmatism as a narrow theory of 
meaning and "the tragic sense of life" as the hysterical lament that 
man is not immortal-the theme song of Unamuno's book of that title. 
To speak of pragmatism and the tragic sense of life is somewhat like 
speaking of "The Buddhism of John Dewey" or "The Dewey No- 
body Knows." 

I am not aware that Dewey ever used the phrase "the tragic sense 
of life" but I know that growing up in the shadow of the Civil War, 
he felt what I shall describe by it and that it is implied in his account 
of moral experience. At any rate nothing of moment depends upon 
whether the view is actually Dewey's or Hegel's or William James' or 
Nicolai Hartmann's in all of whom it can be found. I take the responsi- 
bility of the interpretation and its application. It is a perspective which 
seems to me to illumine the pragmatic view that problems of norma- 
tive social inquiry-morals in the broad sense-are the primary-not 
exclusive-subject matter of philosophy, and that reason or scientific 
intelligence can and should be used to resolve them. 

By the tragic sense of life I do not understand merely sensitivity 
to the presence of evil or suffering in the world although all tragic 
situations to some degree involve one or the other. And since I have 
mentioned Buddha I should like to say that the presence of the evils 
in the world which led Buddha to surrender his Kingdom in order to 
seek salvation for himself and mankind are not to me the realities 
fundamental to the tragic sense of life. There were three things in 
Buddha's experience, reflection upon which led him to a renunciation 
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of his princely lot and a quest for liberation from desire and incarnate 
existence-sickness, old age and death. One can very well understand 
why in the world in which he lived and for many centuries thereafter 
until our own, these phenomena loomed so large in the over-populated 
and poverty-stricken areas of Asia. Nonetheless if we are to distinguish 
between the sense of the pitiful and the sense of the tragic-sickness, 
old age and even many forms of death, despite their numbing effect 
upon human sensibility, are not necessarily to be classified as tragic. 

First, given the rapidly expanding horizons of knowledge in our 
age, there is nothing in the nature of things which requires that the 
sick, any more than the poor, must always be with us. If scientific 
medicine develops at the same pace in the next few hundred years as 
it has in the last century, it is not shallow optimism to anticipate that 
the most serious forms of sickness will disappear and not be replaced 
by others. Even where sickness is present it may be the occasion 
of tragedy but by itself is not an illustration of it. In relation to the 
forces of nature man's lot may appear pitiful. The tragic is a moral 
phenomenon. 

What is true of sickness is true of old age. The aged arouse our 
compassion because of their feebleness and fragility-and the mul- 
tiplicity of their aches and pains. When these are absent-and this, 
too, is a concern of scientific medicine-there is a chance for serenity, 
wisdom and beauty of spirit to manifest themselves. There is some- 
times a grandeur and stateliness about an old tree which aged persons 
do not possess because the processes of physical degeneration, and the 
consequent weakening of the vital powers, make man pitiful. There 
is no tragedy in growing old biologically but only sorrow; the element 
of the tragic enters in the defeat of plans or hopes, in the realization 
that in much grief there is not much wisdom, and that we cannot 
count merely upon the passage of time alone to diminish our stupidities 
and cruelties. 

But what of death-Buddha's third appalling discovery-preoccu- 
pation with which has become so fashionable today among some Euro- 
pean existentialist philosophers that their philosophy seems to be more 
a meditation upon death than upon life? Is not death the ultimate 
source of whatever is tragic in life? I cannot bring myself to think so. 
Nor can I convince myself that its nature and significance in life waited 
to be discovered by Kierkegaard and Heidegger and their modern 
disciples. 

It is the reflective attitude towards death not the popular attitude 
or the one displayed by those in its last agonies, which throws light on 
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its nature and place in life. The attitude exhibited by Socrates in facing 
it seems wiser than that expressed by the contemnors of the rational 
life who not content with talking about what they find when they 
look into themselves inflate it into a universal trait of the human 
psyche. So Tolstoy who is quoted by existentialist writers, writes: "If a 
man has learned to think, no matter what he may think about, he is 
always thinking of his own death. All philosophers are like that. And 
what truth can there be, if there is death?" Logically, of course, this 
makes no more sense than the even more extreme statement of Sartre 
that "if we must die then our life has no meaning," which to those who 
solve some problems in life and therefore find some meaning, might 
be taken as a premise in a new short proof of human immortality. All 
this it seems to me expresses little more than a fear of death and a crav- 
ing for immortality. It is a commonplace observation, however, that 
most human beings who desire immortality desire not unending life 
but unending youth or other desirable qualities which life makes pos- 
sible. The fable of Juno and her lover in which Juno petitions the Gods 
to take back the gift of eternal life they had conferred upon a mortal 
indicates that the Greeks knew that a life without end could be a 
dubious blessing. In this respect the Hellenes were wiser than the 
Hebrews whose God drives Adam from Paradise after he had eaten 
of the fruit of the tree of knowledge to prevent him from eating of the 
fruit of the tree of eternal life: Agony over death strikes me as one of 
the unloveliest features of the intellectual life of our philosophic times- 
and certainly unworthy of any philosophy which conceives itself as a 
quest for wisdom. It has never been clear to me why those who are 
nauseated by life, not by this or that kind of life but any kind of life, 
should be so fearful of death. 

Wisdom is knowledge of the uses of life and death. The uses of 
life are to be found in the consummatory experiences of vision and 
delight, of love, understanding, art, friendship and creative activity. 
That is why in a contingent world of finite men, vulnerable to powers 
they cannot control which sometimes robs them of the possibility of 
any justifying consummations, death has its uses, too. For it gives us 
some assurance that no evil or suffering lasts forever. To anyone aware 
of the multitude of infamies and injustices which men have endured, 
of the broken bodies and tortured minds of the victims of these cruel- 
ties, of the multiple dimensions of pain in which millions life on mat- 
tress graves or with minds shrouded in darkness, death must sometimes 
appear as a beneficent release not an inconsolable affliction. It washes 
the earth clean of what cannot be cleansed in any other way. Not all 
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the bright promises of a future free of these stains of horror can re- 
deem by one iota the lot of those who will not live to see the dawn of 
the new day. 

It is nobler to exist and struggle in a world in which there is al- 
ways a vital option to live or die. The fear of death, the desire to sur- 
vive at any cost or price in human degradation, has been the greatest 
ally of tyranny, past and present. "There are times," says Woodbridge, 
"when a man ought to be more afraid of living than dying." And we 
may add, there are situations in which because of the conditions of 
survival, the worst thing we can know of anyone is that he has sur- 
vived. We have known such times and situations. They may come 
again. 

Even in a world in which all injustices, cruelties and physical 
anguish have disappeared, the possibility of withdrawing from it makes 
the world insofar forth a better and a freer world. So long as we retain 
possession of our faculties, our decision to remain in the world indicates 
a participating responsibility on our part for those events within it 
which our continuance affects. If human beings were unable to die they 
would to that extent be unfree. Man shares a conatus sui esse persevare 
with everything else in the world or at least with all other sentient 
beings. But just because he can on rational grounds give up his being, 
choose not to be, he differentiates himself most strikingly from his 
fellow creatures in nature. I conclude therefore that death as such is 
not a tragic phenomenon and that its presence does not make the world 
and our experience within it tragic. It would be truer to call tragic a 
world in which men wanted to die but couldn't. 

What, then, do I mean by the tragic sense of life and what is its 
relevance to pragmatism? I mean by the tragic sense a very simple 
thing which is rooted in the very nature of the moral experience and 
the phenomenon of moral choice. Every genuine experience of moral 
doubt and perplexity in which we ask: "What should I do?" takes 
place in a situation where good conflicts with good. If we already know 
what is evil the moral inquiry is over, or it never really begins. "The 
worse or evil," says Dewey, "is the rejected good" but until we reject 
it, the situation is one in which apparent good opposes apparent good. 
"All the serious perplexities of life come back to the genuine difficulty 
of forming a judgment as to the values of a situation: they come back 
to a conflict of goods." No matter how we resolve the opposition some 
good will be sacrificed, some interest, whose immediate craving for 
satisfaction may be every whit as intense and authentic as its fellows, 
will be modified, frustrated or even suppressed. Where the goods in- 
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volved are of a relatively low order, like decisions about what to eat, 
where to live, where to go, the choice is unimportant except to the 
mind of a child. There are small tragedies as there are small deaths. At 
any level the conflict of values must become momentous to oneself or 
others to convey adequately the tragic quality. Where the choice is be- 
tween goods that are complex in structure and consequential for the 
future, the tragic quality of the moral dilemma emerges more clearly. 
And when it involves basic choices of love, friendship, vocations, the 
quality becomes poignant. The very nature of the self as expressed in 
habits, dispositions and character is to some extent altered by these de- 
cisions. If, as Hobbes observes, "Hell is truth seen too late," all of us 
must live in it. No matter how justified in smug retrospect our moral 
decisions seem to have been, only the unimaginative will fail to see the 
possible selves we have sacrificed to become what we are. Grant that 
all regrets are vain, that any other choice would have been equally or 
more regretted, the selves we might have been are eloquent witnesses 
of values we failed to enjoy. If we have played it safe and made our 
existence apparently secure, the fascinating experience of a life of ad- 
venture and experience can never be ours, and every thought of a good 
fight missed will be accompanied by a pang. It is a poor spirit William 
James reminds us who does not sense the chagrin of the tardy Crillon, 
who arriving when the battle is over is greeted by Henry IV with the 
words: "Hang yourself, brave Crillon! We fought at Arques, and you 
were not there!" On the other hand, if we have scorned to put down 
our roots, hugged our liberty tightly to ourselves by refusing to give 
hostages to fortune, become crusaders or martyrs for lost causes, we 
have thrust from ourselves the warmth of sustained affection, and the 

comforting regularities which can best heal the bruised spirit. 
There is a conflict not only between the good and the good but 

between the good and the right where the good is a generic term for 
all the values in a situation and the right for all the obligations. The 

concepts of good and right are irreducible to each other in ordinary 
use. We are often convinced we must fulfill a certain duty even when 
we are far from convinced to the same degree that the action or the 
rule it exemplifies will achieve the greatest good. The "good" is related 
to the reflective satisfaction of an interest: "the right" to the fulfillment 
of a binding demand or rule of the community. There is no moral 

problem when in doing the right thing we can see that it also leads to 
the greatest good or when striving for the greatest good conforms to our 
sense of what is right. But the acute ethical problems arise when in the 

pursuit of the good we do things which appear not to be right, as e.g., 
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when in order to avoid the dangers of war a nation repudiates its treaty 
obligations or when in order to win a war non-combatants are punished 
who are in no way responsible for the actions of others. They also arise 
when in doing what is right our actions result in evil consequences, 
as e.g., when a dangerous criminal, set free on a legal technicality, kills 
again or when the refusal to surrender to the unjust claims of an 
aggressor results in wholesale slaughter. Many have been the attempts 
made to escape the antinomies between the right and the good by 
defining the good as the object of right or the right merely as the means 
to the good. All have failed. To act upon the right no matter what its 
consequences for human weal or woe seems inhuman, at times insane. 
The thirst for righteousness has too often been an angry thirst satisfied 
if at all by long draughts of blood. On the other hand, the attempt to 
do good by any means no matter how unjust, is subhuman and 
usually irrational. 

As compared to traditional ethical doctrines, ideal utilitarianism 
reaches farthest in our quest for an adequate ethics but in the end it, 
too, must be rejected. And it was the pragmatist and pluralist, William 
James, long before Pritchard and Ross, who indicated why in the 
famous question he asked: "If the hypothesis were offered us of a 
world in which Messrs. Fourier's and Bellamy's and Morris' Utopia 
should all be outdone, and millions be kept permanently happy on the 
one simple condition that a certain lost soul on the far off edge of 
things should lead a life of lonely torture, what except a specifical and 
independent sort of emotion can it be which would make us immedi- 
ately feel . . . how hideous a thing would be its enjoyment when 
deliberately accepted as the fruit of such a bargain?" The situation is 
unaltered if we recognize that there are other goods besides happiness 
and that justice is itself a good, because in that case the conflict breaks 
out again between good and good. In this connection I would venture 
the statement that it is the failure to see the radical pluralism in the 
nature of the goods which are reckoned in the consequences of an 
action which accounts both for Moore's view that it is self-evident that 
it can never be right knowingly to approve an action that would make 
the world as a whole worse than some alternative action and for Kant's 
view that there are some duties that it would always be right to per- 
form, even if the consequences of the action resulted in a worse world 
or in no world at all. No specific rule can be laid down as absolutely 
binding in advance either way. Nothing can take the place of intelli- 
gence; the better or the lesser evil in each situation can be best defined 
as the object of reflective choice. Even the decision in the stock illustra- 
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tion of the text-books whether to execute an innocent man or turn him 
over to be tortured in order to save the community from destruction- 
would depend upon a complex of circumstances. It is perfectly con- 
ceivable that an unjust act will sometimes produce the greater good or 
the lesser evil. It is sometimes necessary to burn down a house to save a 
village. Although when applied to human beings the logic seems 
damnable, few are prepared to take the position of Kant in those 
agonizing moral predicaments that are not uncommon in history, 
especially the history of oppressed minority peoples, in which the sur- 
vival of the group can be purchased only at the price of the pain, degra- 
dation and death of the innocent. No matter how we choose, we must 
either betray the ideal of the greater good or the ideal of right or justice. 
In this lies the agony of the choice. 

Many have been the attempts to escape the guilt of that choice. I 
cite one from the past. During the Middle Ages, Maimonides writing 
on the Laws of the Torah to guide his people discusses what a com- 
munity is to do when it is beset by enemies who demand the life of one 
man with the threat to kill all of he be not turned over to them. 
Maimonides teaches that they are to refuse to turn over any man even 
if all must die in consequence, except if their enemies call out the name 
of a specific person. I had heard this teaching defended on the ground 
that if the community itself had to make the decision who was to die, 
it would be taking the guilt of an innocent man's death upon itself, 
which is impermissable. But if the enemy names the man, then he can 
be turned over because the guilt and sin fall now on their heads. By 
this miserable evasion it was thought that the tragic choice could be 
avoided. But it turns out that Maimonides has been misread. What 
Maimonides really taught is that only if the name of the person who 
has been called out is of one already under the death sentence for his 
crimes should he be surrendered. But never an innocent man. "Never," 
however, is a long time. It is problematic whether the Jews would have 
survived if they had always abided by Maimonides' injunction. 

If anything, human beings are more readily inclined to sacrifice 
the right to the good than the good to the right especially in revolu- 
tionary situations which have developed because of grievances too long 
unmet. It can easily be shown that it was Lenin's conception of Com- 
munist ethics which implicitly defined the right action as consisting in 
doing anything-literally anything that would bring victory in the 
class struggle-which explains the transformation of a whole generation 
of idealists into hangmen. In fact the health of the revolution whether 
in the times of Robespierre or Castro never really requires the holocaust 
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of victims offered up to it. But no revolution including our own has 
ever been achieved without injustice to someone. However the conflict 
between the principles of right and the values of good be theoretically 
resolved, in every concrete situation it leads to some abridgement of 
principle or some diminuation of value. 

The most dramatic of all moral conflicts is not between good and 
good, or between good and right, but between right and right. This in 
its starkest form is the theme of Sophoclean tragedy but the primary 
locus of the tragic situation is not in a play but in life, in law, and in 
history. Innocence in personal matters consists in overlooking the con- 
flict of moral duties and obligations. Innocence in political matters, 
the characteristic of ritualistic liberalism, consists in failing to see the 
conflicts of rights in our Bill of Rights and the necessity of their intelli- 
gent adjustment. In our own country we have witnessed again and 
again the antinomy of rights revealed in divided loyalties, in the con- 
flict between allegiance to the laws of the state and allegiance to what 
is called divine law or natural law or the dictates of conscience. On the 
international scene it is expressed in the conflict of incompatible na- 
tional claims, each with some measure of justification, as in the Israeli- 
Arab impasse. 

One of the noteworthy features of moral intuitionism as illustrated 
in the doctrines of Ross is this recognition that prima facie duties con- 
flict and that every important moral act exhibits at the same time char- 
acteristics which tend to make it both prima facie right and prima facie 
wrong so that although we may claim certainty about these prima facie 
duties, any particular moral judgment or action is at best only probable 
or contingent. As Ross says, "There is therefore much truth in the 
description of the right act as a fortunate act." From this the conclusion 
to be drawn, it seems to me ,is that the most important prima facie 
duty of all in a situation requiring moral decision is that of conscien- 
tiousness, or reflective assessment of all the relevant factors involved, 
and the searching exploration of our own hearts to determine what we 
sincerely want, whether we really wish to do what is right in a situation 
or to get our own scheming way come what may. As much if not more 
evil results from confusion of our purposes and ignorance of our mo- 
tives than from ruthless and clear-eyed resolve to ignore everyone's 
interests but one's own. This emphasis on the importance of reflective 
inquiry into the features of the situation which bear on the rightness of 
an action seems to me to be more important than Ross' conception or 
interpretation of the intuitive apprehension of our prima facie duties. 
It is easier to doubt that we have this faculty of infallible intuition than 
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that our intelligence has the power to discover our conflicts and mediate 
between them. 

Irony is compounded with tragedy in the fact that many of the 
rights we presently enjoy we owe to our ancestors who in the process 
of winning them for us deprived others of their rights. In some regions 
of the world the very ground on which people stand was expropriated 
by force and fraud from others by their ancestors. Yet as a rule it 
would be a new injustice to seek to redress the original injustice by 
depriving those of their possessions who hold present title to them. 
Every just demand for reparations against an aggressor country is an 
unjust demand on the descendants of its citizens who as infants were 
not responsible for the deeds of aggression. That is why history is the 
arena of the profoundest moral conflicts in which some legitimate right 
has always been sacrificed, sometimes on the altars of the God of War. 

The Christian and especially the Buddhist ethics of purity which 
seeks to transcend this conflict and avoid guilt by refusal to violate 
anyone's right in such situations, can only do so by withdrawing from 
the plane of the ethical altogether. This may succeed in God's eyes but 
not in man's. The Buddhist saint or any other who out of respect for 
the right to life of man or beast refuses ever to use force, or to kill, even 
when this is the only method, as it sometimes is, that will save multi- 
tudes from suffering and death, makes himself responsible for the 

greater evil, all the more so because he claims to be acting out of com- 

passion. He cannot avoid guilt whether we regard him as more than 
man or less than man. No more than we does he escape the tragic decision. 

There are three generic approaches to the tragic conflicts of life. 
The first approach is that of history. The second is that of love. The 
third is that of creative intelligence in quest for ways of mediation 
which I call here the pragmatic. 

The approach of history is best typified by Hegel precisely because 
he tries to put a gloss of reason over the terrible events which constitute 
so much of the historical process. Its upshot is woefully inept to its 
intent. It suggests not only that whatever cause wins and however it 
wins, is more just than the cause which is defeated, but that the loser is 
the more wicked and not merely the weaker. Further, it calls into ques- 
tion the very fact of tragic conflict from which it so perceptively starts. 
No one has seen more profoundly into the nature of the tragic situation 
than Hegel and its stark clash of equally legitimate rights. But his 
solution, expressed in Schiller's dictum Die Weltgeschichte ist das 

Weltgericht, as Hegel develops it, makes the philosophy of history a 

theodicy. It thereby vulgarizes tragedy. For it attempts to console man 
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with a dialectical proof that his agony and defeat are not really evils 
but necessary elements in the goodness of the whole. The position is 
essentially religious. No monotheistic religion which conceives of God 
as both omnipotent and benevolent, no metaphysics which asserts that 
the world is rational, necessary and good has any room for genuine 
tragedy. 

The approach of love is incomplete and ambiguous. It is incomplete 
because if love is more than a feeling of diffused sympathy but is ex- 
pressed in action no man can love everyone or identify himself with 
every interest. Empirically love has produced as much disunity as unity 
in the world--not only in Troy but in Jerusalem. Injustice is often born 
of love, not only of self-love but of love of some rather than others. 
Love is not only incomplete but ambiguous. There are various kinds 
of love and the actions to which they lead may be incompatible. An 
order of distinction is required. A man's love for his family must be 
discriminatory: his love of mankind not. He cannot love both in the 
same way without denying one or the other. The quality of love is 
altered with the range of its generalization. In one sense love always 
shows a bias which reinforces some conflicting interest; in another it 
gives all conflicting values its blessing without indicating any specific 
mode of action by which conflict can be mediated. Love may enable a 
person to live with the burden of guilt which he assumes when he 
sacrifices one right to another. But it is no guide to social conflict as the 
last two thousand years have shown. Because the Lord loves man 
equally nothing follows logically about the equality of man before the 
Law. "The Agape quality of love," says Tillich, "sees man as God sees 
him." But what man can tell us how God sees man? "Agape," continues 
Tillich, "loves in everybody and through everybody love itself." Karl 
Barth speaks more simply and intelligibly, and with a basic brutality 
which is the clue to his crude neutralism, when he claims that such love 
has no bearing whatever for the organization of any human society. 

Finally there is the method of creative intelligence. It, too, tries to 
make it possible for men to live with the tragic conflict of goods and 
rights and duties, to mediate not by arbitrary fiat but through informed 
and responsible decision. Whoever uses this method must find his way 
among all the conflicting claims. He must therefore give each one of 
them and the interests it represents tongue or voice. Every claimant 
therefore has a right to be heard. The hope is that as much as possible 
of each claim may be incorporated in some inclusive or shared interest 
which is accepted because the alternatives are less satisfactory. To this 
end we investigate every relevant feature about it, the conditions under 
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which it emerged, its proximate causes and consequences, the costs of 
gratifying it, the available alternatives and their costs. Every mediation 
entails some sacrifice. The quest for the unique good of the situation, 
for what is to be done here and now, may point to what is better than 
anything else available but what it points to is also a lesser evil. It is a 
lesser evil whether found in a compromise or in moderating the de- 
mand of a just claim or in learning to live peacefully with one's differ- 
ences on the same general principle which tells us that a divorce is 
better for all parties concerned than a murder. In every case the rules, 
the wisdom, the lessons of the past are to be applied but they have pre- 
sumptive, not final, validity because they may be challenged by new 
presumptions. "The pragmatic import of the logic of individualized 
situations," says Dewey, "is to transfer the attention of theory from 
pre-occupation with general conceptions to the problem of developing 
effective methods of inquiry," and applying them. It is a logic which 
does not preach solutions but explores the suggestions which emerge 
from the analyses of problems. Its categorical imperative is to inquire, 
to reason together, to seek in every crisis the creative devices and inven- 
tions that will not only make life fuller and richer but tragedy bearable. 
William James makes essentially the same point as Dewey in the 
langauge of ideals. Since in the struggles between ideals "victory and 
defeat there must be, the victory to be philosophically prayed for is that 
of the more inclusive side--of the side which even in the hour of tri- 
umph will to some degree do justice to the ideals in which the van- 
quished interests lay. . . ." But prayer is not enough. He goes on: 
"Invent some manner of realizing your own ideals which will also 
satisfy the alien demands-that and that only is the path of peace." To 
which we must add, provided there is a reciprocal will to peace in the 
matter. And even then, your own or the alien demands or both must be 
curtailed. 

As you may have gathered by this time, I have been concerned to 
show that this pragmatic approach to the moral problem can not only 
be squared with the recognition of tragic conflicts, of troubles, minor 
and grave, which dog the life of man in a precarious world, but that it 
gets its chief justification from this recognition. Intelligence may be 

optimistic when it deals with the control of things but the moral life by 
its very nature forbids the levity and superficiality which has often 
been attributed to the pragmatic approach by its unimaginative critics. 

Indeed I make bold to claim that the pragmatic approach to tragedy 
is more serious, even more heroic, than any other approach because it 
doesn't resign itself to the bare fact of tragedy or take easy ways out at 
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the price of truth. Where death does not result from the tragic situa- 
tion, there are always consequences for continued living which it takes 
responsibly without yielding to despair. It does not conceive of tragedy 
as a pre-ordained doom, but as one in which the plot to some extent 
depends upon us, so that we become the creators of our own tragic 
history. We cannot then palm off altogether the tragic outcome upon 
the universe in the same way as we can with a natural disaster. 

Contrast this attitude towards tragedy with the Hegelian fetishism 
of history which in the end is but the rationalization of cruelty. Con- 
trast it with the Judaic-Christian conception which offers at the price 
of truth, the hope that the felicities of salvation will both explain and 
recompense human suffering. Contrast it with the attitude of Unamuno 
whose hunger for immortality is so intense that he sees in intelligence 
or reason the chief enemy of life, both in time and eternity. For him the 
joy and delight of life is the conflict of value and value no matter what 
the cost. "The very essence of tragedy," he tells us, "is the combat of 
life with reason." And since the Inquisitor is concerned with the eternal 
life of his victim's soul, the potential victim must defend the Inquisi- 
tor's place in society and regard him as far superior to the merchant 
who merely ministers to his needs. "There is much more humanity in 
the Inquisitor," he says. Crazed by this thirst for the infinite, Unamuno 
glorifies war as the best means of spreading love and knowledge. He 
illustrates the dialectic of total absurdity and caprice in thought which 
often prepares the way for atrocity in life. Here is no quest for the 
better, for the extension of reasonable controls in life and society, for 
peace in action. 

To be sure, Unamuno is so horrified by the flux of things in which 
all things are ultimately liquefied that he expresses pity for the very 
"star-strewn heavens" whose light will some day be quenched. But this 
cosmic sentimentality is disdainful of the vexatious, unheroic daily 
tasks of mediating differences, even of mitigating the consequences of 
irreconciliable conflicts, of devising ways to limit human suffering 
whose ubiquitous presence is the alleged cause of spiritual agony. 

No two thinkers seem so far removed from each other as Miguel 
de Unamuno and Bertrand Russell-and as philosophers they are 
indeed related as a foothill to a Himalayan peak. But this makes all the 
more significant the similarity of their attitude towards the arts of 
social control which require the extension of man's power over nature. 
For Russell, any philosophy, and particularly one like Dewey's, which 
interprets ideas as implicit guides to activity and behavior, and knowl- 
edge as dependent upon experimental reconstructive activity in the 
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situation which provokes it, exhibits "the danger of what may be called 
cosmic impiety." It is an arrogant power-philosophy whose insolence 
towards the universe is hardly less objectionable when it stresses social 
power than individual power. 

It is fortunate that Russell's attitude-in which he is not always con- 
sistent-towards scientific power and control of our natural environ- 
ment has not prevailed, otherwise the whole of modern civilization 
including modern medicine would never have developed. The charge 
of megalomania against any view of knowledge just because it is not a 
pure spectator view is absurd. For the pragmatic view accepts the 
Spinozistic dictum that nature can be changed only by nature's means. 
The problem is to discover or devise these means. This cannot be intelli- 
gently done without experimental activity. According to Russell's own 
position, power itself is neither good nor bad but only the uses and 
ends of power. But since he also tells us that there is no such thing as a 
rational or irrational end, that intelligence or reason is helpless in deter- 
mining what we should do with our power, one can argue with much 
better warrant that it is his view, if acted upon, that increases "the 
danger of vast social disaster" than the pragmatic view which believes 
that by changing nature and society, man can to some extent change 
themselves in the light of rationally determined ends. No humane 
person can read history without being moved more by man's failures 
to use the knowledge he has had to remove the evils and sufferings 
which were remedial than by his attempt to achieve too great a control 
or power over nature. It was not science which was responsible for the 
use of the atomic bomb. It was politics-a failure of politics to under- 
stand the true situation. The pitiful disparity at any particular time 
between what we know and what don't know is sufficient to inspire 
a sense of humility in the most intellectually ambitious. But it is only 
in the most vulgarized sense of the term "pragmatism," a sense which 
Russell helped to popularize by flagrant misunderstandings, that the 
adequacy of a theory of knowledge, which regards activity or experi- 
ment as integral to the achievement of knowledge of fact, can be judged 
by its alleged social consequences. 

I am more interested tonight in stating a position than establishing 
it. As I understand the pragmatic perspective on life, it is an attempt 
to make it possible for men to live in a world of inescapable tragedy,- 
a tragedy which flows from the conflict of moral ideals,-without 
lomentation, defiance or make-believe. According to this perspective 
even in the best of human worlds there will be tragedy-tragedy perhaps 
without bloodshed but certainly not without tears. It focuses its analysis 
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on problems of normative social inquiry in order to reduce the costs of 
tragedy. Its view of man is therefore melioristic, not optimistic. Some 
philosophers belittle man by asking him to look at the immensities 
without: others belittle him by asking him to look at the perversities 
and selfishness within. Pragmatism denies nothing about the world 
or men which one truly finds in them but it sees in men something 
which is at once, to use the Sophoclean phrase, more wonderful and 
more terrible than anything else in the universe, viz., the power to 
make themselves and the world around them better or worse. In this 
way pragmatic miliorism avoids the romantic pessimism of Russell's 
free man, shaking his first in defiance of a malignant universe, and 
the grandoise optimism of Niebuhr's redeemed man with his delusions 
of a cosmic purpose which he knows is there but knows in a way in 
which neither he nor anyone else can possibly understand. 

To the meliorist the recognition of the gamut of tragic possibilities 
is what feeds his desire to find some method of negotiating conflicts 
of value by intelligence rather than war, or brute force. But this is not 
as simple as it sounds. There is no substitute for intelligence. But intel- 
ligence may not be enough. It may not be enough because of limitations 
of our knowledge, because of the limited reach of our powers of control. 
It may not be enough because of the recalcitrance of will-not merely 
the recalcitrance of will to act upon goods already known and not in 
dispute, but because of unwillingness to find out what the maximizing 
good in the situation is. And although we are seeking to settle conflicts 
of value by the use of intelligence rather than by force, is it not true 
that sometimes intelligence requires the use of force? 

Let us take this last question first. Faced by a momentous conflict 
of values in which some value must give way if the situation is to be 
resolved, the rational approach is to find some encompassing value on 
the basis of some shared interest. This, as we have seen, involves will- 
ingness to negotiate-to negotiate honestly. The grim fact, however, 
is that there is sometimes no desire to reason, no wish to negotiate 
except as a holding action to accumulate strategic power, nothing but 
the reliance of one party or the other upon brute force even when other 
alternatives may exist. In such cases the moral onus rests clearly upon 
those who invoke force. Their victory no more establishes their claim 
to be right than a vandal's destruction of a scientists' instruments of 
inquiry has any bearing on the validity of his assertions, evidence for 
or against which, could have been gathered by the instrument destroyed. 
The intelligent use of force to prevent or crush the use of force where 
a healthy democratic process, equitable laws and traditions and cus- 
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toms of freedom make it possible to vent differences in a rational and 
orderly way, is therefore justifiable even if on prudential grounds one 
may forego such action. This means that tolerance always has limits- 
it cannot tolerate what is itself actively intolerant. 

There is a tendency in modern philosophical thought which, in 
rejecting too sweeping claims for the role of intelligence in human 
affairs, settles for too little even when it does not embrace a wholesale 
skepticism. Of course, a man may know what is right and not do it 
just as he may know what is true and not publicly assert it. In neither 
case is this a ground for maintaining that we cannot know what action 
is more justified than another or what assertion is more warranted 
than another. The refusal to follow a rational method, to give good 
reasons is one thing: the claim that there are different rational methods, 
different kinds of good reasons each with its own built-in modes of 
validity, is something else again-and to me unintelligible. To be sure, 
the acceptance of rational method is not enough. Men must have some 
non-rational element in common. Hume is on unquestionably solid 
ground in asserting that reason must always serve a human need, 
interest or passion. But his mistake outweighed his insight when he 
contended that rational method could only be a servant or slave of what 
it served and that needs, interests and passions could not be changed 
or transformed by the use of intelligence. In our flights into space if 
we encounter other sentient creatures capable of communicating with 
us, it is more likely that their logical and mathematical judgment will 
be the same as ours than their ethical judgments, because we can more 

readily conceive creatures of different needs than of different minds. 
At any rate the world we live in is one in which men do not share 

all their needs and interests and yet it is one in which they have suf- 
ficient needs and interests in common to make possible their further 
extension, and to give intelligence a purchase, so to speak, in its inquiry. 

The most difficult of all situations is one in which even the common 
use of methods of inquiry seem to lead to conclusions which are incom- 

patible with each other although each is objectively justified. There is 

always an open possibility of ultimate disagreement no matter how far 
and long we pursue rational inquiry. We can conceive it happening. 
In such situations we must resign ourselves to living with our diger- 
ences. Otherwise we must fight or surrender. But it is simply a non- 

sequitur to maintain that because no guarantee can be given that there 
will not be ultimate disagreement, penultimate agreements cannot be 

validly reached and justified. 
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In any case we cannot in advance determine the limits of reason or 
intelligence in human agairs. So long as we don't know where it lies, 
it is sensible to press on, at the same time devising the means to curb 
the effects of the refusal to reason when it manifests itself. Above all, 
we must avoid oversimplifying the choice of evils and encouraging the 
hope that to be unreasonable will pay dividends. 

We are moving into another period of history in which freedom 
once more is being readied for sacrifice on the altars of survival. The 
Munichmen of the spirit are at work again. The stakes are now for 
the entire world. Our task as philosophers is not to heed partisan and 
excited calls for action, but rather to think through the problems of 
freedom and survival afresh. In a famous pronouncement two years 
ago Bertrand Russell declared that if the Kremlin refused to accept 
reasonable proposals of disarmament, the West should disarm uni- 
laterally "even if it means the horrors of Communist domination." 
Although he no longer believes this, there are many others who do. 
I know that common sense is at a discount in philosophy but in ethics 
it should not be lightly disregarded. A position like this obviously can 
have only one effect, viz., to encourage the intransigeance of those who 
wish to destroy the free world without which there cannot be a free 
philosophy. You cannot negotiate successfully by proclaiming in ad- 
vance that you will capitulate if the other side persists in being unrea- 
sonable. Our alternatives are not limited to surrender and extinction 
of freedom, one the one hand, and war and the danger of human 
extermination on the other. There are other alternatives to be explored 
-all tragic in their costs but not equally extreme. The very willingness, 
if necessary, to go down fighting in defence of freedom may be the 
greatest force for peace when facing an opponent who makes a fetish 
of historical survival. On pragmatic grounds, the willingness to act 
on a position like Kant's fiat justitia, pereat mundus may sometimes- 
I repeat-sometimes-be the best way of preserving a just and free 
world--just as the best way of saving one's life is sometimes to be 
prepared to lose it. The uneasy peace we currently enjoy as a result of 
"the balance of terror" is tragic. But it may turn out that it is less so 
than any feasible alternative today. If it endures long enough and it 
becomes clear to the enemies of freedom that they cannot themselves 
survive war, they may accept the moral equivalents of war in the mak- 
ing. The pragmatic program is always to find moral equivalents for the 
expression of natural inpulses which threaten the structure of our 
values. 
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I have perhaps overstressed the sense of the tragic in human life in 
an effort to compensate for the distortions to which pragmatism has 
been subject. There is more in life than the sense of the tragic. There 
is laughter and joy and the sustaining discipline of work. There are 
other dimensions of experience besides the moral. There is art and 
science and religion. There are other uses for intelligence besides the 
resolution of human difficulties. There is intellectual play and 
adventure. But until men become Gods-which will never be-they 
will live with the sense of the tragic in their hearts as they go in quest 
for wisdom. Pragmatism, as I interpret it, is the theory and practice of 
enlarging human freedom in a precarious and tragic world by the 
arts of intelligent social control. It may be a lost cause. I do not know 
of a better one. And it may not be lost if we can summon the courage 
and intelligence to support our faith in freedom-and enjoy the bless- 
ings of a little luck. 
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