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Individual human beings, reared within human societies, come to their life projects with different understandings, commitments, and aspirations. The variety among these is truly astonishing. The fact that we are reared together in human society does not necessarily ensure that individuals will share understandings about how the world operates, nor what constitutes either a good life or a just society. 

The variety in human understandings and aspirations is a cause for celebration. It is simultaneously wondrous to behold, and useful in furthering an uneven path towards the development of improved knowledge, increased tolerance, and surer justice. 

But the diversity is also a challenge, for these different individuals need to get along with one another. To do so, they must (at least to some degree) concert their understandings about how the world works, what consequences worth noting will result from actions taken by them as individuals or a collective can be expected from some particular action, what they owe to one another, and what aspirations they should have for their collective as well as their individual lives. 

Of course, they can get along by emphasizing their independence, making very limited agreements with one another, and relying on nothing more than these limited agreements to guide their individual and collective lives.  Alternatively, they can seek a deeper kind of engagement in which they share both understandings about how the world works, and visions of what a good individual life or a good society might be. Individual human beings raised in and currently living in the same society may even differ from one another on which of these is a feasible and even a desirable goal. Some have a keen sense of the practicality and virtue of living as independently as possible. Others recognize the centrality of their dependence on others, and long for a society in which that interdependence could be recognized, exploited, and enjoyed in collective enterprises that allow individuals to become truly themselves in the company of others. It is from such differences that political debate about the shape of a society comes.

No doubt, there are many different ways of characterizing differences in views about how individual and collective lives ought to be lived – the values that guide individual lives, and that structure our collective evaluations of our shared condition and the ways in which we would like to improve those conditions. Here I want to emphasize a few specific dimensions that seem to assume unusual importance in our current work together.


Some humans come to their individual projects and their collective ambitions with what could be called an instrumental approach. They have (more or less fixed) ideas about ends that are worth pursuing as individuals or as a collective. They have (more or less fixed) ideas about the actions that would be necessary to bring about these ends. They try to reconcile the ends they have in mind and the means they think might work with the resources and capacities they have as an individual or a group. What they spend their time thinking and learning about is how to pursue ends more surely or more economically. When they find a way to achieve the goal more reliably or more easily, they think it is appropriate and valuable to change their conduct to conform to the new idea about how best to achieve desired goals. One might say that the instrumental view of things has become relatively more important over the last few centuries of human experience as rationality has triumphed over intuition, and as science has given us powerful means both for understanding and exploiting the natural world which we humans inhabit.


Other humans come to their individual projects and their collective ambitions with what could be called a relational approach. What orients these individuals to action is the idea that they exist in important relationships to one another, to strangers, to nature, to the past, and so on. What is important is to act in accord with the expectations of these relationships as a way of protecting them. These relationships need not be fixed either in scope or in content. It is always possible to add or subtract relationships. It is also possible to change the content of expectations that structure these relationships – deepening them, or enriching them, or making them more equal, or animating them with ever greater senses of empathy. But the point is that the orientation of one’s thought is to the preservation and development of the relationships – of the desire to live up to the duties and expectations of the various socially constructed offices and roles an individual occupies. One wants to live in a right relationship with others, with one’s past, with nature, and (for some) with a God of their choosing. One wants to live in a society which helps to define and support right relationships among those who comprise the society.


In a rough way, these ideas and orientations correspond to two of the principal ethical traditions that have grown up in our society. The first is broadly consistent with what could be called utilitarianism. This has been brought into the social world through the ideas of both welfare economics on one hand and a kind of scientific progressivism on the other (ranging from progressive liberalism through socialism to communism). What is common to all these approaches is the idea that it is possible both for individuals and societies to define purposes and achieve them through the use of thought and reason. 


The second is broadly consistent with forms of deontological reasoning. This comes into the practical world as a theory of justice, and rights, and entitlements held by individuals that the collective as a whole is duty bound to recognize and protect. 


While these things can be understood as abstract systems of thought that acquire their legitimacy from some idealist positions, they can also be understood as systems of thought that emerge from individual and collective experience. These are real views held and acted upon by individuals in their own lives and used by individuals living together to structure their work and relationships with one another. The idea that these ideas are grounded in human experience, and that they change over time as individual human beings and collectives accumulate experience which is reviewed both individually and collectively, brings us to the third great tradition in philosophy; namely a kind of communitarianism.


While our traditions now encourage us to hold these different ideas apart and distinct, and while history may have given unusual power to utilitarian discourse relative to relational discourse, it might well be in our communitarian interest to re-discover the important connections between these separate traditions, and to recognize that these ideal systems of philosophy have weight and standing in individual and collective life only insofar as they come to be used in individual and collective action, and in discourse and commentary about both individual and collective action.


Let’s start with an instrumental or utilitarian look at relationships and at rights and at the duties of specific social offices and roles. It doesn’t take much to convince an instrumentalist that relationships, the reliable performance of duties, and rights all have important roles to play even in an instrumental world. They can quickly see that relationships can be instrumentally valuable in the achievement of both individual and collective purposes. Indeed, in economic theory, exchange relationships turn out to be the fundamental platform on which a complex, high performing market economy is constructed. If property rights can’t be guaranteed, if individuals can’t make reliable contracts, then a market economy cannot work very well. The economic performance of a market depends instrumentally on the development and protection of certain kinds of economic relationships and roles. 

The same is true in politics and government. While one can characterize politics and government in terms of the pursuit of individual and collective interests using the powers of the state in an instrumental way, one can quickly see that politics and government also depends instrumentally on certain kinds of relationships and offices being constructed and reliably honored. 

Right relationships as a constraint on practical action.

It is a bit harder but not impossible to persuade an instrumental person that an idea of relationships could be understood as an important end of society. When we say that the ultimate purpose of a government should be to secure justice, we are taking a relational idea and converting it to an ultimate, instrumental end.

Now take the relational view, and consider the ways in which instrumental thought might turn out to be important. First, many of our ideas about rights and responsibilities might be based on an instrumental view about the way in which a society ought to be structured to ensure individuals the best chance to satisfy themselves, or the best way to ensure that a society can both flourish and be just. In this conception, the rules that define rights, obligations, and so on are justified on instrumental grounds to help the society perform. 

Second, there is no small amount of instrumental reasoning that has to go into judgments about how to realize rights in real concrete circumstances. Part of this is the development and deployment of an adjudication and enforcement apparatus that can in fact help to realize right relationships in the social world. But another part has to do with the creation of cultural commitments to these. That obviates the need for much enforcement. It also enables what enforcement is needed. And, if it enables enforcement enough, one can get reliable enforcement even without having to spend much state money to produce it.

The implication of these points is that it might be important for individuals and collectives to regain their comfort with recognizing that both forms of reasoning are important in guiding both individual and collective life. It is not the case that instrumental reasoning is practical and relational reasoning idealistic. There are practical and idealistic forms of both instrumental and relational thinking. It is not the case that one system of reasoning defines the ends and the other the means; they both make claims on both ends and means.

Just as individual differences in views form part of the dynamic system that moves society around (perhaps towards some greater understanding over time), so these two quite different ways of seeking guidance about how we ought to behave as individuals and a collective may generate powerful differences that can drive a dialectic. My idea that I can make you and me better off by acting in way x, may run counter to your idea about the kind of relationship you would like to have with me. Both purposes (and associated means for achieving them) and relationships (understood as both ends in themselves, as constraints, and as valuable means) are part of what is to be negotiated. And the way in which the negotiation takes place will also be structured by ideas of substantive purpose as well as right relationships. We seem not to be able to separate the useful from the right in seeking guidance about how to act, how to interact, and how to define and achieve collectively defined purposes.

It is this insight that suggests that we have for a long time been working on a false dichotomy that wants to distinguish the efficient and the effective on one hand from the just, and the right, and the fair on the other. When we act as individuals in various social roles; when combine together in different ways (exchange, negotiation, mutual commitment); when we decide how to act together and in concert; we are simultaneously acting to achieve both the good and the just, for each of us individually and for the society as a whole. We are vulnerable to internal regret and social criticism if we fail to honor these different goals. These ideas about values shape our behavior and our standing and sense of ourselves.

Thus, it is important to understand that we are not interested in simply producing an efficient economy and a just society. We are also interested in producing a just and fair economy as well as one that is prosperous. And we are not just interested in producing a just and fair system of laws and government. We are also interested in producing a system of laws and government operations that is designed to produce valuable opportunities for individuals, and reduce the economic and regulatory burden of government as well as to secure justice and encourage right relationships among individuals. 

