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Abdtract:

Temahumilitasdalam etika politik terbilang baru. Sgjak Machiavelli tak pernah kerendahan hati
menjadi suatu elaboras filsafat etikapolitik. Sebab karakter kerinduan opini penguasaatau yang
bertanggung jawab atastata hidup bersamaselalu dalam bingkai jalan pikiran kesuksesan. Setiap
kegagd an adal ah kenaifan. Pengakuan atas kegagal an harus dija ankan dengan suatu strategi yang
tidak boleh memalukan. Artikel ini menganalisistema-temayang sangat penting dalam lapangan
filsafat etikapolitik: hak, kewgjiban, dan kerendahan hati. Pembahasannyamerujuk kepadakontribus
filosofisdan social teaching of the Church, buah refleks Romo Ernest Fortin (seorang assumpsionist)
yang menggjar filsafat danteologi selamakurang lebih empat puluhan tahun di Assumption College
dan Theol ogical Department dari Boston College, USA.. Artikel ini sedianyadimaksudkan untuk
buku Gladly to Learn and Gladly to Teach: Essays on Religion and Political Philosophy in
Honor of Ernest Fortin, A.A., edited by Michael P. Foley and DouglasKries, Lexington Books,
2002. Penerbit memberikan ijin resmi untuk dipublikasikan di Sudiaini. Problem humilitasdalam
etikapolitik sangat krusid. Jikaproblem humilitasdipandang sepel e, aktivitas politik akan mudah
terjerat padapengedepanan sdlf-interest penguasa dan pembel akangan kepentingan umum warga.
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It wasin Rome, about eight yearsago, that | first heard Ernest Fortin'sname
used asan adjective. Inadiscussionwithout referenceto him up to that point, |
obliquely suggested that there might be adifference between “ natural law” and
“humanrights.” Whereupon my interlocutor said, “| don’t know. Thisisbeginningto
sound very Fortinesque.” Though said in good humor and without rancor, it was
intended asacriticism. Such criticsdeny Fortin’sclaim that:

The passage from natural law to natural rights and later (once “nature”
had fallen into disrepute) to “human” rights represents a major shift,
indeed, the paradigm shift in our understanding of justice and moral

phenomena generally.t

1  ErnestL. Fortin, “Human Rightsand the Common Good,” in Human Rights, Virtue, and the Common Good:
Untimely Meditationson Religionand Palitics, vol.l11 of Ernest L. Fortin: Collected Essays, ed. Brian Benestad
(Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield, 1996), p. 20.
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1. Rights

Of courseitiswidely denied that such aparadigm shift hasoccurred. For
many today, human rightsare so self—evidently trueand indispensableto al mora
discourse, that to question them seemscounterintuitive. Asit becomesincreasingly
difficult evento concelve of amoral discussion not presented intermsof rights, itis
presumed that all previousmoral thinkers must have been thinking of rightsregard-
less of what they actually said. Emblematic of thistrend isarecent Human Rights
Reader offering selectionsfrom*” TheBibletothe Present.” Intheeditor’sview even
thedecalogueis“implicitly” makingrightsclamsdespitethefact thatitiscastinthe
language of duties.? By contrast, Ernest Fortin saysthat “natural rightsaretotally
foreigntotheliterature of thepremodern period,” and thusonelooksin vainfor any
mention of rightsintheBible? If Fortiniscorrect, and amajor paradigm shift has
occurred, then the differences between the two views on either side of the shift
cannot beunderstood if oneassumesthat rightslanguageismerely themodernidiom
of an earlier discusson about dutiesand natural |aw.

Though | am convinced that many of Fortin’scritics have either misunder-
stood or misinterpreted hisviews on human rights and the common good, | offer
here neither asummary nor adefense of hisposition. Rather, | offer somereasons
why appealsto human rights are attractive and why critiquessuch asFortin'sare
received with skepticism. | then discusstherel ation between duties, humility, and
gratitude. | do not claim to resolve any of theunderlyingissues, but it ishoped that
the questionsraised will encourage someto read Ernest Fortin’swork for thefirst
time and encourage othersto reread hiswork more unarmed thaninthe past.

A halmark of modern poalitical theory and discourseisitsubiquitousapped
to natura or human rights. To take only three prominent exampl es, the foundational
documents of the American and French revol utions, and of the United Nations, all
appeal to natural or human rights. The United States Declaration of Independence
(1776) clamsthat “all men are endowed by their creator with certain unalienable
rights.” The French Declaration of the Rightsof Man and the Citizen (1789), influ-

2 MichelineR. Ishay, ed., The Human Rights Reader: Major Political Essays, Speeches, and Documentsfrom
the Bible to the Present, (New York: Routledge, 1997). In an introduction (p. xv) Ishay writes: “ The Bible
containsavariety of injunctions (formulated in terms of duties) which correspond to secular conceptions of
rights for others. For example, ‘thou shalt not kill” implicitly refers to the right to secure one’slife, just as
‘thou shalt not steal’ impliesaright to property.” With this approach one could claim that almost any moral
statement in the history of humanity was*“implicitly” arightsclaim.

3. Fortin, “Sacred and Inviolable: Rerum Novarum and Natural Rights,” in Human Rights, Virtue, and the
Common Good: Untimely Meditationson Religion and Palitics, vol. 11 of Ernest L. Fortin: Collected Essays,
p. 202. Thisessay is Fortin’smost comprehensive treatment of the difference between natural law and human

rights.

24

\ol. 2 No. 1 Maret 2002




enced by the American Declaration, appeasto “thenatural, unaienable, and sacred
rightsof man.” Inthewake of World War 11 the United Nations, explicitly intending
to codify thelessonsof the Nuremberg and Tokyo war crimestribunals, approved a
Universa Declaration of Human Rights (1948) that apped ed to “theequal andin-
alienablerightsof al membersof the humanfamily.” Only when suchrightswere
universally recognized, it wasargued, could we prevent arepetition of thegenocide
that had resulted from their denid. The suave power of suchrightsclaimsisderived
inpart fromthe assertion that the merefact that oneisahuman beingissufficient to
warrant recognition asabearer of rights. Because such rightsare conditioned on
nothing other than membershipin the human species, they have been caled “human”

rights; because the speciesisprior to and transcends particular circumstances, they
have been called “universal.” Thusthelogic of auniversal declarationisthat such
rightsarenot modifiedinlight of particular circumstances, rather the particular cir-
cumstances must be modified to respect the universal rightsin question. Further-
more, by recognizing such rightsthe sovereign governmentsrepresented inthe United
Nationsweres multaneously recognizing theexistence of auniquekind of clamthat
relativized or limited their own claimsof sovereignty. Therecognition of suchrights
and the hopeof their eventual codificationin positivelaw were seen by many at the
timeasthe promising culmination of aprocessbegun two centuriesbefore. Sincethe
founding of the United Nations, theterm* human rights’ hasgradually replaced the
earlier “natural rights,” though most consider thischange moreterminologica and
rhetorical thantheoretica .* Although there areimportant differences between natu-

ral rightsand humanrights, they arenot crucia to the argument advanced here.

Regardlessof theterm used, both human and natural rights are understood
by their defendersasabsol ute, inalienable, ultimate, and universal clams. Whenun-
derstood asnatural rights, they are seen aspre—political and grounded by an apped
to astate of nature; when understood ashuman rights, they are seen astrans—politi-
ca and grounded by an gpped to human dignity. When paliticd liberdismwasdtill a
new and dangeroustheory, natural rightswere defended as conclusionstowhich
oneargued. Today, for better or worse, weareall to some extent political liberals,
even the most conservative among us. Asaresult human rights now tend to be
posited as self—evident first principlesfromwhich one argues. In both cases, how-
ever, rightsare consdered asfundamental and dutiesasderivative® It wasthe latter

4. John Finnis holds this position. Fortin and others see an important theoretical shift when “rights’ (plural)
replaces “natural law” or “natural right” (singular). It isinteresting to note that of these three foundational
documents, only the most recent, the UN Declaration of Human Rights, explicitly invokes equality and
makes no justificatory referenceto nature. Asclose asthe Universal Declaration of Human Rights comesto
appealing to natureisin Article 16, sec. 3: “The family isthe natural and fundamental group unit of society
and is entitled to protection by society and the State.” Asfor justifying an appeal to rights, the Declaration
repeatsinits preamblethe claim from the UN Charter (1945), that “faith in fundamental humanrights’ isbeing
resffirmed.

5 Seeleo Strauss, “Progressor Return? The Contemporary Crisisin Western Civilization,” inAn Introduction
to Political Philosophy: Ten Essay by Leo Strauss, ed. Hilail Gildin (Detroit: Wayne State University Press,
1989), pp. 270-71.
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form of therightsdoctrine, adevelopment of post—Kantian political liberalism, that
wasfinally accepted by the Catholic Church, though not without someimportant
qudifications®

Perhaps nothing better representsthe coming of age of natural or human
rightstheoriesthan their qualified incorporation into modern Catholic socia teach-
ing.” Nolessan authority than the German Jesuit Oswald von Nell-Breuning argued
that human rightsclaimswerefundamentally the sasme asnaturd law clams? This
representsaremarkable change. The Catholic Church had long been virtualy the
only ingtitutiona defender of natural law or natura rightinthemodernworld.® After
Vatican Council 11, both the apped to natural law and the neo—schol asticism that had
justified such an appeal disappeared amost overnight.® The sheer speed of the
change demandsan explanation of somekind, though | will not attempt it here.

10.

26

Modern Catholic moral and social teaching emphasizesthe correlative, reciprocal nature of rightsand duties,
and as a foundation appeals to the “dignity of man” based on his having been “created in the image and
likeness of God.” Thisappeal isespecially prominent in the Vatican Council |1 document Guadium et Spes.
“Created in the image and likeness of God” isindeed a strong basis for recognizing human dignity, though
itisatheological premise not available to natural reason. On the theoretical level, thisis perhaps the most
significant differencein how Catholicism and political liberalism differ in their use of rightsdiscourse. For a
further discussion see Fortin, “Human Rights and the Common Good,” in Human Rights, Virtue, and the
Common Good: Untimely Meditationson Religion and Palitics, vol. 11 of Ernest L. Fortin: Collected Essays,
ed. Brian Benestad (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield, 1996), pp. 223-29.

SeeFortin, “The New Rights Theory and Natural Law,” Review of Politics44 (1982), pp. 590-612; “Augus-
tine, ThomasAquinas, and the Problem of Natural Law,” Mediaevalia4 (1978): pp. 179-208; “The Trouble
with Catholic Socia Thought,” pp. 303—13; “ Sacred and Inviolable: Rerum Novarum and Natural Rights,” pp.
191-222; “From Rerum Novarum to Centesimus Annus. Continuity or Discontinuity?’, pp. 223-29, in Hu-
man Rights, Virtue, and The Common Good: Untimely Meditations on Religion and Politics, vol. I11 of
Collected Essays, ed. Brian Benestad.

Oswaldvon Nell-Breuning, “ Katholische Sozidlehre,” in Staatd exikon, 7th ed.,(Gorres-Gesellschaft. Freiburg:
Herder, 1985-89), speaks of Catholic Church’stendency, in using the natural law approach, to remain stuck
in abstractions or to attempt to deduce more from abstract normsthan one can, and notes: “ Seit Pp. Johannes
XXII1. und dem Il. Vatikanischen Konzil ist man sehr bemiht, diese Fehler zu vermeiden, gibt darum
soziologischen Ausfuhrungen mehr Raum und Gewicht und beruft sich nur selten ausdriicklich auf das
Naturrecht, um so haufiger alerdings auf die Menschenrechte. Im Grunde genommen ist die Argumentation
aber nach wie vor die gleiche, weil man anders als ‘aus der Sache heraus' gar nicht sachlich argumentieren
kann. Was anderes sind denn die neuesten, so viel berufenen Menschenrechte als reinste, urspriinglichstes
Naturrecht?’ (In the last sentence, my emphasis.) The Austrian social philosopher Johannes Messner and
Jacques Maritain were of the same opinion concerning natural law and human rights. It would be hard to
overestimate Maritain’sinfluencein promoting thisview, especially among Catholics. See his The Rights of
Man and Natural Law (London: Geoffrey Bles, 1944, 1958).

Though “natural law” was term long preferred by Catholic thinkers, there is a tradition that can speak of
“natural law,” “natural justice,” and “natural right” (singular) that depends upon a teleological view of
nature. “Natural rights’ (plural), on the other hand, from at least Hobbes on, appeals to a state of nature.
Catholic thinking, and official teaching, has not always been as clear on this distinction as one might have
hoped. See Fortin’swork on Rerum Novarum, Centesiumus Annus, natural rights, natural law, and human
rightsand the common good inval. 111 of Ernest L. Fortin: Collected Essays, and theworks previously cited.

Theturn against natural law hasfor many moral theol ogians a specific date: 1968 and the publication of the
papal encyclical Humanae Vitae. The American Roman Catholic theologian, Richard McCormick, issaid to
havehad a“pre-" and* post—HumanaeVitag’ devel opment in histhought. See Bernard Hoose, Proportionalism:
TheAmerican Debate and its European Roots (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 1987), p. 37,
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Themajority view today would concedethat thereis something distinctly
modern about rightsclaims, whether qudified as* natura” or “human,” though they
would arguethat theroots of such rightsdoctrinesareto befound in pre-modern
thought. Leo Strauss, Ernest Fortin, Pierre Manent, Philippe Bénéton, and Alisdair
MaclIntyre, in claiming that the modern doctrine of rightswasaradical break with
pre-modern thought, represent adistinguished and growing minority. Nonethe-
less, thereisacertain plausibility to themagjority view. Both traditional natural law
and modern natural rightsdoctrine are presented asa standard by which positive
law can bejudged. Thuseither theory affords somerefugeto theking’'ssubjectsor
therepublic’scitizenswhen faced with tyranny. Despitethissimilarity thereare sub-
gantid differences. Classica naturd law or natura right understood natureteleol ogi-
cally and saw man aspolitical by nature; modern natural rightstheory understands
nature non—tel eologically and seesman aspalitical by convention. For theancients,
nature was understood asthe end of aprocess of fulfillment, consummation, or
perfection. Themodern view, whenit refersto natureat al, positsastate of natureas
aminimal origin.’? These are significant differences, part of the paradigm shift to
which Fortin hasdirected our attention.

Though themodern approach asembodied in political liberaismisnow taken
for granted (it istheregnant tradition), thereisalso agrowing sensethat all isnot
well withinthehouse of politicd liberalism. Thereistalk of acrissof liberdism, and
onehearsever moremisgivingsabout theradica individualism that seemsinherent to
liberal democracy. Asthe number of rightsclaimsexplodes, basic communities—in
particular religiousand familid—aredisntegrating. It seemsthat thereisnoclaim, no
matter how extravagant, that cannot be advanced asarightsclaim of somekind. The
very ubiquity of rightsclaimsbecomesaninflation that exactsapriceinthe perceived
dignity of any individua claim. If “ultimate” clamsareadvanced daily, they eventu-
aly becomeso ordinary they arenolonger taken serioudy. Thevariouscommunitarian,
civil society, and virtue ethicsapproachesarein agreement that rightsclaimsmust be
l[imited in someway if acommunal life based on ashared common good isto be

11

citing W.B. Smith, “The Revision of Moral Theology in Richard A. McCormick,” Homiletic and Pastoral
Review 91 (1081): p. 9. Theencyclical remainsofficial Roman Catholic teaching. For adefense, see Dietrich
von Hildebrand, The Encyclical Humanae Vitae, A Sign of Contradiction: An Essay on Birth Control and
Catholic Conscience, trans. Damian Fedoryka and John Crosby (Chicago: Franciscan Herald Press, 1969);
Germain Grisez, Contraception and Natural Law (Milwaukee: Bruce Publishing Co., 1964); Janet Smith,
Humanae Vitae: A Generation Later (Washington, DC: Catholic University Pressof America, 1991); Germain
Grisez, Joseph Boyle, John Finnis, and William May, “* Every Marital Act Ought to be Open to New Life':
Toward a New Understanding,” Thomist 52 (1988), pp. 365-426; and Kevin L. Flannery, “Philosophical
ArgumentsAgainst and For ‘ Humanae Vitag,”” Anthropotes 2 (December, 1994), pp. 189-204.

There are important differences among these thinkers. Alasdair Maclntyre, in After Virtue, 2nd ed. (Notre
Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1984) claimsthat natural or human rights, like utility, are“fictions.” (p.
38) Sincethey cannot be rationally defended, they are simply asserted. Belief inrights“isonewith belief in
witches and unicorns.” (p. 69) See the extended discussion at pp. 62—78.

On the classical view, consider Aristotle’s Palitics, Bk I, 2: “[T]he ‘nature’ of things consistsin their end or
consummation; for what each thing iswhen its growth is completed we call the nature of that thing.” Aristotle,
The Politics, trans. Ernest Barker, revised with an Introduction and notes by R. F. Stalley (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1995), p. 10. Paradigmatic for themodern view, ischap. XI11 of Hobbes' sLeviathan.
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2. Duties

possible®* But on what countervailing authority does one limit aright whose own
mora authority derivesfromitsclaim to beindienable, universal, and absolute?1f a
human right isthe ultimate moral counter, and if it isadvanced inthe name of the
humanity of the onemaking theclaim, how can conflicting rightsclaimsberesolved
without appearing to deny or limit the humanity of oneparty tothedispute? Thereis
no shortage of suggestionsasto wherewe should turnfor hel p: empathy, sympathy,
solidarity, dutiesto others, virtue, gender equity, trans—generationd justice, and en-
lightened self-interest, to namejust afew. Particularly favored among thosedoing
“Chrigtian ethics’ isthe attempt to pair off every rightsclaim with acorresponding
duty. Nonethel ess, the situation does seem at an impasse, thereisno agreed upon
way of resolving conflicting rightsclaims, and themorad discussonisnolessintermi-
nablethan when Alasdair Maclntyrewrote After Virtuein 1981. It isherethat the
work of Leo Strauss, and its development by Ernest Fortin and others, offersus
some help. Therearetimeswhen adead end suggests not more of the same, but a
new beginning. Strauss single-handedly rehabilitated ancient political philosophy.
Thanksto Straussand Fortin apervasive modern prejudiceisat |east being chal-
lenged, if not overcome. Itisbecoming ever morewidely recogni zed that the ancient
philosophers need to be studied not only to learn about them, but moreimportantly
because we can learnfromthem. And sincethe ancientsdid not takerightsastheir
starting point when discussing mora and political matters, we stand to learn from
them if we begin by not assuming that their views were amere prolepsisto the
modern rightsdoctrine.

A good placeto enter the discussion isthe difference between the modern
doctrine of rightsand the ancient view of duties. We oweto Fortin one of the most
succinct formulaionsof thisdifference:

What once presented itself asfirst and foremost adoctrine of dutiesand hence
of virtue or dedication to the common good of one's society now takes its
bearings, not from what human beings owe their fellow human beings, but
from what they can claim for themselves.**

13 SeeAmitai Etzioni, The Spirit of Community: Rights, Responsibilities, and the Communitarian Agenda (New
York: Crown, 1993); Etzioni, ed., New Communitarian Thinking: Persons, Virtues, Ingtitutions, and Communi-
ties (Charlottesvilleand London: University Pressof Virginia, 1995); Etzioni, ed., The Essential Communitarian
Reader (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield, 1998); CharlesTaylor, “ Cross—Purposes: The Libera—Communitarian
Debate,” in Liberalismand Moral Life, ed. Nancy Rosenblum (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1989),
pp.159-82; Roger Crisp and Michael Slote, eds., Virtue Ethics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997);
Daniel Statman, ed., Virtue Ethics (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 1997); David Rasmussen,
ed., Universalismvs. Communitarianism.(Cambridge: MIT Press, 1990); Jean L. Cohen and Andrew Arato,
Civil Society and Political Theory (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1992); and Adam B. Seligman, Theldeaof Civil
Society (New York: Free Press, 1992).

14. Fortin, “The Trouble with Catholic Social Thought,” in Human Rights, Virtue, and the Common Good:
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Fortinisat onewith the conclusionsdrawn by L eo Strauss, especialy in
Natural Right and History and“ ThreeWaves of Modernity.”*> Though both Strauss
and Fortin have made what strikes many as an unassail able case for the modern
provenanceof rightsclaims, their positionisnot widely accepted. Onereasonit has
not gai ned acceptanceisthat intheformulationjust cited, Fortinimpliesthat there an
inherent egoi stic element to rights claims. Such aview would tend to berejected
today by many who are convinced that they are most altruistic precisely when ad-
vancing arightsclaim, especially when the claim isadvanced on someoneelse’s
behalf: that woman'’sright to choose, that unborn child’sright tolife, therights of
thoseanimalsor trees. It can be granted that the autonomousmoral subject doesnot
accept any obligationsof whichitisnot thesource (“it” isincreasingly appropriate
for thisconcept of the* self”), yet neither doesit makeany rightsclamsforitsefitis
not willing to grant to others. Thustheuniversality of theclamwould seemto saveit
from selfish egoism. Initsstrongest, noblest form, asl legislatefor myself | also
legidatefor humanity. Thusshared egoism, if regulated intelligently, will unintention-
aly produceaminima common good: What theinvisblehand doesfor themarket,
enlightened salf—interest will do for the common good.

There are many aspects of thisargument that Christians have no trouble
accepting. Duetothefact of pluralism, onecould argue, something likeaRawlsian
approach to the common good is necessary, even though my own, private motiva-
tionasaChristianwill be based not on self—interest but on arecognition, usudly via
empathy, of thedignity of my neighbor. Evenif onewereto put asidethe question of
whether any Rawls an approach iscompeatiblewith Christian anthropol ogy, thereare
other questions. How isit that apparently self—evident, absolute, rightsclaimscon-
tradict each other and seem to claim diametrically opposed basic goods? As
Meaclntrye haspointed out, theresultisamora “discussion” that isinterminable, not
inthat sensethat opposing rights claims defacto go on and on; rather, in principle
they areincapable of being resolved, for thearguments, though logical, arebased on
opposing incommensurable premises. Asaresult, protest, indignation, and mock
rationality arethekey featuresof clashingrightsclaims.t®

One can acknowledgethe benefitsof livingwithinaliberal democracy with
itsattendant regime of rights, and still wonder if the advantageshave not comeat a
price. Eventualy theunderlying question of what weare* by nature,” asHobbesand
Rousseau saw moreclearly than did their successors, must befaced. Dowewant to

Untimely Meditationson Religion and Politics (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 1996), p. 304.

15. Strauss, Natural Right and History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1950), “ Three Waves of M oder-
nity,” in Introduction to Political Philosophy: Ten Essays, ed. Hilail Gildin (Detroit: Wayne State University,
1989).

16. SeeMaclntyre, After Virtue, pp. 635, 70—-72. Since at least 1987 Americans have witnessed an interminable
“discussion” between the “right to choose” vs. the “right to life” whenever a nomination for the United
States Supreme Court is sent to the Senate. Thereis never really any discussion or agreement. Theissueis
“resolved” by the strength of the majority.
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be comfortable consumers, customers, and clients, or dignified human beings?’
Will alowest—common—denominator pluralism at the service of the new architec-
tonic science, economics, giveusalifefor whichwewould bewilling torisk our own
lives toensureitssurviva for thosewho come after us? During the Gulf War there
was anewspaper picture of acollege student holding asignin protest of American
involvement whichread: “Nothingisworth dying for.” Onehadtheimpressonat the
timethat the response was one of uneasy shock: uneasinessthat the claim might be
true, shock that anyonewould say it so boldly. Have wefound what ismost worth
livingfor if wecan nolonger nameanything for whichwewould bewilling to giveour
lives?In other words, doesmodern, liberal, democratic manlook “ up” to anything?
Ishe capabl e of seeing himself in relation to anything higher than himself? What
evokeshisawe and humbleshim?

3. TheProblem of Humility

Leo Strauss pointsout that soci etiesidentify themsal vesnot merely by what
insurestheir surviva, but by what evokestheir admiration. Strausswrites:

Ordinarily apolitical man must at least pretend to “look up” to something to
which at least the preponderant part of his society looks up. That to which at
least everyone who counts politically is supposed to look up, that which is
politically the highest, gives a society its character; it constitutes and justi-
fies the regime of the society in question. The “highest” is that through
which asociety is“awhole,” adistinct wholewith acharacter of itsown, just
asfor common sense “the world” isawhole by being overarched by heaven
of which one cannot be aware except by “looking up.” 8

Amongtheancients”looking up” dsoinvolved “looking back.” Strausssays
that “thewholemoral devel opment of mankind” findsitsrootsin*“aprimeva equa
tion of thegood with theancestral.”*® According to the Greek myth, Mnemosyne,
memory, isthemother of the musesand thereforethe mother of wisdomaswell. “In
other words,” says Strauss, “ primarily thegood, thetrue, however you might call it,

17. Hobbes thought that lowering the goal of human life was a gain; Rousseau was convinced that much had

19,

30

beenlost. In hisFirst Discourse Rousseau criticizesthe“ Civilized peoples’ of histimeas “happy slaves’ of
“urbane morals,” and notes that “ The ancient political Thinkers spoke of morals and of virtue; ours speak
only of commerce and of money.” See Jean—Jacques Rousseau, The Fist and Second Discourses, Together
with the Repliesto Critics and Essay on the Origin of Languages, Victor Gourevitch, ed. and trans. (New
York: Harper and Row, 1986), pp. 5, 16. Rousseau would not be surprised to hear that in the United Statesone
increasingly hears government agencies and civil servants refer to those they serve, not asfellow citizens,
but as “our clients.”

Strauss, “An Epilogue,” inH. Gildin, An Introduction to Political Philosophy: Ten Essaysby Leo Strauss, p.

Strauss, “ Progressor Return?’ in Gildin, p. 291.
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can beknown only asthe old because prior to the emergence of wisdom memory
occupied the place of wisdom.”? Strauss argues that the roots of both faith and
philosophy find acommon origininthislook both“back” intimeand “up” indig-
nity.** Although the philosopher considersthe wholein away that transcendsthe
particular claims of the city, the love of truth demands that he look up to those
superior to himinvirtue. Aristotle' streatment of friendship in the Nicomachean
Ethicsremainsunintelligibleif thisisnot the case. Onemust have had the experience
of friendssuperior to oneself before one can appreci ate questions about what makes
friendship possible. If | look up to no one, then | will fail to recognizethe presence of
asuperior teacher, onewho can point meinadirection that may lead out of the cave.
Until | canidentify someone superior to mysalf, | remain unteachable. Suchinsight
will dwaysrequirean act of memory.

By contrast, one could extend the metaphor by saying that modern man, in
thenameof adignity based on autonomy, seeksto liberate himself asmuch fromthe
memory of the past asfrom the necessity of nature. Modern man looksforward
without looking over hisshoulder. Heis more concerned with horizontal questions
concerning “horizon” thanwith*“lookingup.” Yet evenif oneacceptsHobbes sclam
that thereis no finis ultimus or summum bonum, this does not mean that modern
man standsin aweof nothing. The sourceand object of hisaweishimsalf. Consider
Rousseau’ squestion: “What isso ridicul ous about believing that everythingismade
for me, if | amtheonly onewhoisableto relate everything to himself?’2 Though
Rousseau acknowledgesthat heisnot theauthor of hisown existence, thisisnone-
thelessafar cry from Psalm 8: “What isman that you should carefor him. . . you
havemade himlittlelessthanaGod.” If Rousseau werewritingaglosson Psalm 8
wewould expect something like, “What agreat piece of work am|1.” Theancient
injunctionsagainst hubris, the command to “know thyself” aswell asthe Biblical
demandsthat one*“fear theLord,” havean aspect of humility incommon.?

All thishaving been granted, one cannot ssimply suggest that modern man,
whether asacitizeninaliberal democracy or asamoral subject, merely “humble

R B

Strauss, “ Progressor Return?” in Gildin, p. 294.

Strauss, “Progress or Return?’ in Gildin, passim. Of course Strauss was also convinced that there is a
“radical opposition between Bible and philosophy,” and that “ aslong asthere will be aWestern civilization
there will be theologians who will suspect the philosophers and philosophers who will be annoyed or feel
annoyed by thetheologians.” Gildin, p. 295.

22, J. Rousseau, Emile, IV, trans. Allan Bloom (New York: Basic Books, 1979), p. 277. The speaker isthe Savoyard

Vicar.

Strauss claims that this common “humility” which begins in a comprehensive obedience to law, leads to
radically different conclusions for the man of faith and for the philosopher. He also notes that “Biblical
humility excludes magnanimity in the Greek sense.” See “Progress or Return?’, p. 277. Aristotle’'s
megal opsychos as the polar opposite of Christian humility isthe guiding insight of A. Maclntyre's, Depen-
dent Rational Animals: Why Human Beings Need the Virtues (London: Duckworth, 1999). Nonetheless,
Thomas A quinas thought magnanimity and humility were complimentary virtues helping usavoid immod-
eration and despair. See SummaTheologiae, I1-11, 161, 1. (Hereafter, S.T.) Theman of faith isnot the only one
who bows. The philosopher ultimately bows before the truth. Teresa of Avila's statement that “humility is
truth,” is not unknown to the philosopher.
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himsalf” by “looking up.” How dowe verify our progressin humility?How dowe
know when we have been sufficiently humble, and can wetake any prideinthe
accomplishment? Furthermore, what about theloss of equality, autonomy, and li-
berty that might result by from placing ourselves* below” others? Thismight be
suitable advicefor privatereligiouslife, but doesit really have any relevancefor
ethical and political life?1 will concede most of these objections, but nonetheless
arguethat thereisaway open toward resolving some of the questions surrounding
therel ation betweenrightsand duties. Itislessamatter of choos ng betweenthemor
of pairing them off, than of finding some common, fundamenta element prior to both
rightsand duties. If suchamoment can befound whichisempirically verifiablein
one'sown experience, and whichisa so the condition of possibility of mord action,
then we will also have found arational basis—L uc Ferry’s concerns notwith-
standing—for making metaphysical and ontological claimsabout human nature.?*
I ndeed, we cannot avoid making such claims. No doubt other approaches could be
taken, but one possible answer to the problem of humility isto befoundinananay-
sisof theexperienceof gratitude.

4. TheAnalogy of Gratitude

Oneof theearliest expressonswelearn withinthefamily is* thank you,” and
through the example of parents and siblingswe also learn that when itisatrue
statement, it isan expression of gratitude. Thisisnot adefinition. Gratitudeisso
fundamental that it escapesdefinition. Like such basic termsas* space,” “time,”
“straight,” and “friendship,” it would haveto be presupposed in any attempt to de-
fineit. We could, however, call it “amora apriori” recoverablethrough reflexive
thought. Thuswe could say that gratitudeiswhat isexpressed when “thank you” isa
true statement.

Gratitude, likethe“thank you” that expressesit, isanalogous. The same
expresson, “thank you,” isusedin Stuaionsthat areboth smilar and different. “ Thank
you” canbemereformal etiquette, insncere and manipulative, or the expression of
the highest form of religiousdevotion. In each case, adistinction can be made be-
tween benefit, beneficiary, and benefactor. Even theinsincere or manipulative ex-
pression of gratitudefollowsthispattern.

Thoughwemay expressgratitudewith degreesof sincerity and intensity that
vary with our mood, circumstances, and acquired virtue, itishard toimagineforms
of familid, political, ethical, and religiouslifewhere no one said “thank you” and

24.  On Ferry, see his 3 volume work on political philosophy, val. I, Rights—The New Quarrel between the

32

Ancientsand the M oderns (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990), vol. 1, The System of Philosophies
of History (Chicago: 1992), val. I11, From the Rights of Man to the Republican Idea (Chicago: 1992), trans.
Franklin Philip.
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sometimesmeant it. Eventheinsncerethanks, likelying, would ceaseto beeffective
if it becamethenorm. “Thank you” isoneof theearliest additionstoachild'svocabulary,
and aswe becomeold, infirm, and once again ever more dependent upon others, it
may be oneof thelast phraseswe utter. If gratitude and itsexpress on—birthdays,
anniversaries, gift—giving, politeness, saying “thanks,” praying—so pervadesour lives
from beginning to end, itissurprising that it hasreceived so little attention from
psychologists, philosophers, and theologians. When we do find such adiscussion,
therearesignificant differencesbetween the ancientsand themoderns.

Thecontext for the ancient discussion of gratitudeisjusticeand friendship;
for themoderns, autonomy, affectivity, self—esteem, authenticity, respect, rights, and
duties. For theancients, justice and friendship are preeminently political terms, and
thusadiscussion of gratitudeisat least implicitly apolitical discussonaswell. By
contrast, the terms associ ated with the modern discussion represent lessa context
thanalist of concerns, primarily individual in nature.

Oneof the problemswith almost al recent accountsof “gratitude,” isthat
they, likeKant, seeit primarily asaproblem of justifying thedebt” or “obligation” of
graitude® Modern accounts of gratitude show:

1) atendency toseegratitude primarily asan affective statewith limited cognitive
content;

2) anemphasison duty, which in turn raises the questions of how one can be
obligated to have aparticular affective state;

3) alack of clarity about theintentionality of gratitude; and

4) aconcernabout limiting gratitudeso asto avoidits*“pathological” or misplaced
forms.

Much of the confusion hereresultsfrom amoderninability to conceive of
gratitude as something morethan an affective state. Once gratitudeisunderstood as
avirtueanumber of thesedifficultiesareresolved. However, | will returntothisissue
later.

For Kant thereisalso aproblem in that gratitude threatens the autonomy
necessary to democratic equality. For Kant, one has a duty not to accept favors
whichwould bring with them adebt of gratitude.

If | accept favors, | contract debtswhich | can never repay, for | can never get
on equal termswith him who has conferred the favors upon me; he has stolen
amarch upon me, and if I do him afavor | am only returning aquid pro quo; |
shall alwaysowe him adebt of gratitude, and who will accept such adebt? For

.

Indicative of modern accounts of gratitude are Fred Berger, “Gratitude.” Ethics85 (July 1975): 298-309, and
ClaudiaCard, “ Gratitude and Obligation.” American Philosophical Quarterly 25 (April 1988): 115-27. Berger’s
account exemplifies most of the shortcomings of the inability to see gratitude as a genuine virtue. Card's
essay is one of the most insightful philosophical treatments | have been able to find.
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to be indebted is to be subject to an unending constraint. | must forever be
courteous and flattering towards my benefactor, and if | fail to do so he will
very soon make me conscious of my failure; | may even be forced to using
subterfuge so asto avoid meeting him. But he who pays promptly for every-
thing is under no constraint; he is free to act as he please; none will hinder
him.2®

Thisisnot asfar—fetched asit might sound. Have we not met peoplewho
seemat all coststo avoid saying “thank you” ? Somea most chokeonit. What about
our own reluctanceto accept compliments?

Kant speaksof “the duty of not needing and asking for others' beneficence,
sincethisputsone under obligation to them, but rather preferring to bear the hard-
shipsof lifeonesalf than to burden otherswith them and so incur indebtedness (ob-
ligation).”?” Thusfriendship consstsin knowing that when you arein need you know
you could cal onyour friend, but you never will. Thebest friendshipistheonethat is
least beneficid

Thedifference can be seeninthecontrast between theancient view of pietas
and itscompl ete absence in moderns such asKant. Whereasthe ancients could not
imagineacommunity inwhich pietaswasnot afactor, the moderns cannot imagine
individua freedom and autonomy in acommunity burdened by obligationsof grati-
tude. Modern analyses of gratitude sharethisKantian difficulty, for they all tend to
ask how we can be obligated in gratitude, and then go onto thedifficulty of how the
“emotion” of gratitude can be madeobligatory. Thismissesthenature of gratitude as
avirtue. Onewho hasthehabit of being grateful “ spontaneoudy” makesajudgment
about “ benefit,” “ beneficiary,” and “ benefactor” so quickly that it ssemsnot to take
place. It hasbecome second nature.

L et usconsider aspecial case. What about when the“ benefit” isour own
exisence?Itisaproblemwhich virtudly al modern treatmentsignore. The good of
our own existence receiveslittle attention, for the concern with autonomy inducesa
form of amnesiaabout origins. For theancients, in contrast, gratitudeisfundamen-
tally concerned with memory and recollection.

Thereisamodern tendency to assumethat gratitude, likejustice, hasan
opposing vicethat, linguistically, isthe negation of thevirtuein question. However,

26. Kant, Lectureson Ethics, tr. by LouisInfield, Foreword by LewisWhite Beck (Indianapolis: Hacket, 1963),

27.

28

pp. 118-19. Hobbesin someways anticipatesthis. See L eviathan, Part I, chap. xi, inthe Edwin Curley edition
(Indianapolis: Hackett, 1994), p. 59.

Kant, “Doctrineof Virtue,” in Metaphysicsof Morals, trans. Mary Gregor (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1991), § 36, p. 252.

Although Aristotle, in his discussion of friendship in the Ethics, Bk 1X, 11, says that “manly natures take
scrupulous care not to let their friends sharetheir pain ... [for] he cannot bear the pain which <sympathy for
him> giveshisfriends,” thisisstill afar cry from Kant’s position. Aristotle also saysthat the best friendsare
the most useful and necessary, just as the friendship of virtue includes all the benefits of the friendships
based on utility and pleasure. Aristotle, Ethics trans. with an Introduction by Martin Ostwald (Englewood
Cliffs,NJ TheLibrary of Liberal Arts, PrenticeHall, 1962), p. 270.
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thecontrary viceof gratitudeisnot somuchingratitudeasit isforgetfulness. Aquinas
treatsgratitude asavirtue, dong withreligion, piety, and observance.?® Thistreat-
ment grows out of aconsideration of justice, and ismade necessary by thefact that
thegood received surpassesany relation of equality. That is, what we havereceived
from God, parents, and country is, and will awaysremain, in excessof what we can
return. For Aquinas, gratitudeis primarily aprocessof remembering. Ingratitude,
then, isaforgetfulness, ataking for granted. Canwebemorally blamedfor this?Yes,
according to Seneca:

Themanisungrateful who deniesthat he hasreceived abenefit, which he hasin
fact received; heisungrateful who pretends he has not received one; he, too, is
ungrateful who failsto return one; but the most ungrateful of all isthe man who
hasforgotten abenefit . . . . [for] thereisno possibility of aman’sever becoming
grateful, if he haslost all memory of abenefit.*

Too much attention to future projectsimpedes gratitude. As Seneca says,
“How can aman who iswholly absorbed in the present and the future, who skips
over al hispast life, ever be grateful for benefits? It ismemory that makeshim
grateful; themoretime one givesto hope, thelessone hasfor memory.”3! The debt
Aquinasreferstoissomething quite different from the modern concept of duty.
Aquinas sdebt isbased primarily onwhat we havereceived, and thebasisof al that
we haverecelvedisGod. Ingratitude, inturn, isforgetfulnessregarding afavor or
benefit.

Why such perduring debtsare not onerous, ascompared with Kant, isshown
by Aquinas’sresponse to the question of whether our returnin gratitude should
exceed thefavor received. It would seem that it should not, for then the debt of
gratitude would continueto increasein an infiniteregress. Aquinasanswersthat
sincethedebt of gratitudeisbased on love, “itisnot unreasonablethat gratitude
should havenolimit.”* Gratitude refers not so much to debtsto be“paid off,” asto
perduring relationswhich constitute us. To forget or deny suchrelationsistoforget
or deny who weare. Such relationsare not merely legal, moral, or psychological,
but ontologica * What ismost fundamentally ontological, my own existence, ismost
apt to be overlooked because®1” have never been without it.

8 B

S.T., 11-1,58,80,101, 102, 106.

DeBene€ficiis, I11, 1, trans. John W. Basore, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1935), pp. 128-9. My linking Seneca’ sand Aquinas sthought ishardly arbitrary. In S.T., [1-11, 106, Aquinas
cites Senecasome 15 times.

DeBen.lll, 3,p. 133.

ST, 111,106, 6, ad 2.

For afurther development of what | can only suggest here, seethe superb treatment by W. NorrisClarke, “To
Be s To Be Substance-In—Relation,” Metaphysics as Foundation: Essaysin Honor of lvor Leclerc, eds. P.
Bogaard and G. Treash (Albany: SUNY Press, 1993), pp. 164-81, and Person and Being, The Aquinas
Lecture, 1993 (Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 1993). Both works haveimportant implicationsfor
natural theology.
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Modern deontologica ethicsand liberal politica theory prescind fromwhat
theancient tradition considered fundamental andirreducibleintherelation between
children andtheir parents. The one benefit wereceivefrom our parents, about which
wewere never consulted and without which no other benefitsarepossible, islife
itself. The ancientsrecognized that dueto the disparity between what wereceive
from our parents (existence) and what we can return, therel ation could not be ad-
equately analyzed intermsof justice. What wastrue of usin relation to our parents
wasasotrueinrelation to our country. Sincethe equality necessary to evenapro-
portionate consideration of justice did not obtainin either case, thisrelation was
governed by the special virtue of pietas. Modern authors, on the other hand, rarely
mention thegratuitous, utterly contingent nature of our existence. Thereisatendency
totakelife, exigenceitsdf, theultimate condition of possibility,” either for granted
or to prescind fromitin the search for universal apriori principles. The“autono-
moussalf” seekslogica congstency inthepresent asit plansfor thefuture, but has
no memory, or at least avery short one. If the past is seen as a hindrance to au-
tonomy, then cultivating ashort memory hasaliberating effect. Debts of gratitude
that I cannot remember, nolonger burden mewith any obligation. But itisnot only
the past from which themodern moral subject iscut off.

Theabstract nature of modern ethical theories accepts an anthropological
split between the noumena man and the phenomenal man that forcesthemoral
subject toliveintwo worlds. Such two-world theoriesresultinagulf betweenthe
world of factsand values, isand ought, the kingdom of causes and the kingdom of
ends. Theresult issomething that can be conceived but not lived. Itisa“ sdf” without
gender, citizenship, or memory. To borrow aphrasefrom John Rawls, we could say
that this* self” must stand between two vellsof ignorance: behind one, and infront of
another which obscuresthe past. Oneway to addressthissplit between themodern
moral subject and hisworldisthrough what we could call a*transcendental prag-
matic.”* It istranscendental inthe Kantian sensein that it regards* conditions of
possihility.” Itispragmaticinsofar asthe conditions, whenfulfilled, involve not what
can bethought, but what can be done. And that, inturn, impliesthe existence of a
doer. | cannot say “yes’ to my own existencebefore“l am.” But otherscan: The
condition of possibility of our own existence depends upon acommunity we have
not chosen, which has nonethel esschosen usby saying “yes’ to our existence.

34. So far as | am aware, Karl-Otto Apel, Diskurs und Verantwortung: Das Problem des Ubergangs zur
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postkonventionellen Moral (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1990) originated theterm “transcendental pragmatic,” and
| gratefully acknowledge the debt while also admitting | am using it in adifferent sense than did he. My use
of the term owes much to conversations with Robert Spaemann.
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5. Gratitudeand Memory

Ontologically, the necessary condition for receiving abenefitisthe existence
of the beneficiary. But thiscondition does not obtain when the benefit isexistence
itsalf. | cannot receive anything beforel am. In what sense, then, can | speak of my
lifeasagift for which | am grateful ? Epistemol ogicaly, the consciousnessand knowl-
edge of our own beginningsisnot direct, but mediated. AsRobert Spaemann says,
each of ushasanoriginina“timebeyond memory.”* The origin of my own exist-
enceisbeyond the power of my own memory to recall. And what istrue of my
memory inrelationto my ownoriginisalsotrueof my parents memory inrelationto
their origin. But the same cannot be said of their memory of my origin. They can
remember having said “yes’ to my existence, and what they remember involvesnot
only apresent memory of their past action, but also apresent memory of past re-
membering. In assuming the duties of parenthood parents cannot help but bere-
minded that “ someoneoncedid thisfor me.” Thusthey werebeneficiarieslong be-
forethey themsalves could becomebenefactors. That they can assumedutiesat al is
theresult of having benefitted from someoned se having oncefulfilled dutiestoward
them. No doubt thisway of way of referring to dutiesmay strikemany asodd. The
modern ear associates* duty” morewith alimitation of liberty than with an expres-
sonof freedom. But aduty willingly assumed isnot experienced asalimitation of the
will. For those motivated by |ove and friendshi p—when you do what you ought to
because you want to—theword “ duty” comesinto play only whenitisignored or
neglected. Whether one prefers“duty” or “responsibility,” afundamental fact re-
mains: recognizing aduty involves memory and gratitudeinaway that claiming a
right doesnot. At least thiswoul d seem to be the case when our ultimate condition of
possibility—our own existence—isat stake. Thisway of understandingwhat is
involvedin saying“yes’ tolifeismoreamenableto thosewho do recognize aduty
toward suchlife. Thereare others, however, who arguethat in thisarea, asin many
others, rightsare morefundamental than duties.

Onehearsthe claim that no one ought to be obligated to bring an unwanted
childinto theworld. Why not? Because, wearetold, “every child hasaright to be
wanted.” Thisisastrangekind of claim. It cannot be cons stently thought through,
and anyonemaking it ought to at | east be given pause by thisfact: Noneof usknows
whether our own existence could have survived such atest. None of us knows
directly whether the newsthat wewere, and if nurtured would continueto be, was
received by our parentswith joy, love, and benevolence, or by dread, fear, and
anxiety. Thisour parentscan remember, for our conception and everything that fol -
lowed uponit did not occur in atime beyond their memory. What we know of our
own beginningsisbased on an inductive processresulting in mediated knowledge.
Starting from what we can remember, we make reasonableinferencesabout what is

3. SeeRobert Spaemann, Gliick und Wohlwollen: Versuch Uber Ethik, 2nd ed. (Stuttgart: Klett—Cotta, 1990), pp.
152-3.
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beyond our memory. Beyond that, we are dependent upon what we are told by
those who are responsible for making our remembering possible.®* We can raise
questionsabout our own origin only because, regardless of the circumstancesunder
whichwe cameto be, parentsor their surrogates continued to support and nourish
our existence. To speak of my lifeasagift for which | an grateful isametaphorical
way of referring to the utterly contingent, gratuitous nature of my existence. | need
not have been; thereisnothing necessary about my existence. When what need not
have beenisrecognized asagood, the natural, intentional responseisgratitude. It
could be objected that this metaphor—qgratitude for my own existence—isnothing
morethan ametaphor, aconventiond illusion, anunreflectiveway of speaking. This
isnot thecase. A closer examination showsthat gratitude does have an ontological
basis.

Theargument | have been trying to present isthat political philosophy must
addressthe conditionsof itsown existence. AgnesHeller’ squestion, “ good persons
exist, how arethey possible?’3" can berestated in aform both more political and
more persona: “What has made me and the community of which I am amember
possible?’ Such an orientation to the past need not be adenial of the necessary
moral responsibility inthe present, oriented toward thefuture. Parentsdo not raise
their children merely by remembering what their own parentsdid. But neither do
they raisethemwell in complete oblivionto how they themsalveswereraised. Weadll
dotakesomeimplicit approach to our own personal, communal, and political past,
and it affectsusregardless of whether weareawareof it. Indeed, itseffect isgreater
to theextent weremain unaware of it. We can no moreavoid taking astance toward
the past than we can to the present or thefuture. Sincethe quality of our free choices
in the present, oriented toward the future, will be affected by what we have not
chosen, the best guarantee of truefreedomisadiscerning memory. Thusgratitudeis
the presence of trueremembering, and thisisno lesstruein political thanin personal
life. Itisbecause memory functionsindividually and collectively, that repressed, dis-
torted or false memoriesare just as harmful to the political community asto the
individua .

A question can now be posed about the rel ation between rightsand duties.
At some point inamost any political discussion, we can ask our interlocutor, “for
what areyou grateful ?” Theanswer to thisquestion will help discern whether our
projects and proposal sadvanced in the name of freedom, justice, or equality are
what they claimto be or arereally coversfor resentment, envy, or revenge. The
healthiest integration of our past and the best guidefor responsible decisionsinthe

8 9
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If one adds natural faith to what has been said here, then we have the basi ¢ structure of much of Augustine's
Confessions. The entirework is an act of discerning memory inthe key of gratitude.

AgnesHédller, Genera Ethics(Oxford: Blackwell, 1988), p. 7.
See Jane Kramer, The Politics of Memory: Looking for Germany in the New Germany (New York: Random

House, 1996), and Catherine Merridale, Night of Stone: Death and Memory in Russia (London: Granta
Books, 2000).
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present with future consequences, will beadiscerning, reflectiveintegration of the
past through gratitude. If | am unableto name anything for which | am grateful, what
doesthat say about my own self—knowledge? Being grateful isnot away of avoiding
responsibility. Onthecontrary, itisoneof itsmost intenseforms. The chargecan be
made, of course, that thisemphasison the past, on recol lection and memory, isnot
worth therisk it posesfor autonomy and human freedom. German philosophers
such as Jirgen Habermas, unableto forget the disastroustwel ve-year experiment of
the*communitarianism” of their youth, are deeply suspiciousabout such appealsto
community based on memory. They point out thelack of universality, asthey seeit,
inany apped sthat are particular, religious, and metaphysica. Welive, they argue, in
apost—metaphysical world. Theseare seriousobjections, and they deserve at |least
apreiminary response.

That gratitude can be used asamanipul ative appeal to the past cannot be
denied. Libera democracy, despiteitsinherent individualism, isparticularly attrac-
tiveto Germans old enough to remember the Nazi phrase of their youth: Du bist
nichts. Dein\olkist alles. Unfortunately, thisauthoritarian and dictatorial appeal to
community did not end after World War 11 for thoseliving in the Democratic Repub-
licof Germany (DDR). Any good German dictionary from thisperiod showsanew
vocabulary used only inthecommunist DDR. Thecommunal took such precedence
over the personal that a German theologian living in East Germany at thetimere-
ported that government censorsnever alowed him to usetheword “ person” inany
of hiswritings. Given thisbackground, who would not be suspiciousof appealsto
community? But the antidote for the abuse of memory isnot amnesia. Dangerous
memoriesare not rendered safe by being forgotten. It isprecisely because memory
concernsmorethan the past that it can become dangerous. It was pointed out earlier
that gratituderefersnot so muchto “debts’ to be paid off asto perduring relations
which congtituteus. Toforget or deny suchreationsistoforget or deny whoweare.
Though | may remember the past, both the act of memory and the effect of remem-
bering are perduring, present redlities. Thusmemory iscongtitutive of self—conscious-
ness. Perhapsthe new “falseconsciousness’ of liberal democratic manisatruncated
memory.

Turningfromthepolitica tothepersonal, and granting all thedangersof fase
memory, wemust ask iswe can afford toignore something ascentra to humanlifeas
gratitudejust becauseit can be abused. What ismost important inlife—love, friend-
ship, family, citizenship, faith—isnot only ableto beabused, it ismost apt to be so
used. What we cannot livewithout will cause usthe most harmwhen it isabused.
Truegratitude takes note not just of the good we havereceived, but of injusticeas
wdll. Wenot only do, wearedoneunto. The hedlthy, morally responsibleintegration
of the past takes place through adiaectic of forgivenessand gratitude. Again, par-
enthood isthe paradigmatic example. Itisinraising their own childrenthat parents
seemost clearly what they owethelr parentsingratitude, andwhat they must forgive
them. No one can do thisfor me. Others can remind me of what | ought not to
forget, but no one else can do my remembering for me. In thiscase | alone am
morally responsible. With gratitude, aswith forgiveness and mercy, thereareno
surrogates.
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Theargument | have been suggesting all dongisquitesmple. A lifeinwhich
someone never expressed gratitude would be lessthan human. Since we cannot
remain human and avoid expressionsof gratitude, what isat stakewhenwedo so?
We canidentify real benefitswhich actually exi<t, real benefactorsfor whomweare
truly grateful, and real differencesin our livesdueto having received such benefits.
Noneof thiscan berecognized without actsof memory and gratitude, and it cannot
be adequately discussed without making ontological clamsof somekind. To ad-
dressissuesabout the structure of gratitude and therole of memory doesnot imme-
diately resolvethe many questionsthat trouble contemporary political liberalism. But
it doessuggest that thereare more concretewaysof conceiving and discussing mora
and politicdl lifethan thosethat yield the post—enlightenment abstract, autonomous
subject of purereason. One cannot begrateful “ingeneral” or universaly. | cannot
say “thanks’ without identifying concretely that for which (and towhom) | angrate-
ful. Identifying the object and thereason for my gratitude requiresadiscerning act of
memory. The example of gratitude for one'sown existense wasintended to show
some of thelimitations of an autonomy based on alack of memory and understood
exclusively intermsof rights. Recognizing the good of one’s own bestowed but
unsolicited existenceinvolvesahumility better expressed in thelanguage of duties
and gratitudethan of rights. If thisistruein the case of my own existence, perhapsit
istrueinother casesaswell. In other words, maybe Ernest Fortin was on to some-
thing in directing our attention to “the paradigm shift in our understanding of justice
and mora phenomena,” the shift from dutiesto natural rights. He spent many years
seeking to understand the causes and the consequences of that shift. Though not
aoneinaddressing such questions, hewasvirtudly aonein how he addressed them.

In ametaphorical expression in use since Tertullian and revived by Leo
Strauss, the question of therel ation between reason and reason hasbeen referred to
astherelation between Athensand Jerusalem. It isal so raises questions about the
only sciencesthat claim to deliver knowledge of thewhole of human existence: the-
ology and philosophy.

Most universities, in how they organizethe r faculties, seem dedicated to the
propositionthat inthe tension between Athensand Jerusalem onestandsat afork in
the road and must choose: the quest of reason, or theloving obedience of faith.
Onceyou have chosen you will beassigned, aseither aphilosopher or atheologian,
toyour “field.” And asagood farmer respectful of the property rightsof others, you
will never leavefootprintsinthefurrowsof someoneelse’sfield. Evenwhenitis
conceded that the tension between Athens and Jerusalem might befruitful for a
cultureat large, it isoften denied that such atension may befruitfully livedoutina
singleindividua. But thereareafew, very few, who do live out thistension. Ernest
Fortinisan example of one of thosewith dual citizenship, alife of fidesquarens
intellectum. Such alifethat iscontempl ative and theoretica will dwaysbefor many
insufficiently pragmatic to beattractive. Therewasapublic exampleof thisrecently
inBoston.

A renowned philosopher, whose work Ernest Fortin greatly admires, had
just finished delivering awell—received lecture. Inresponseto aquestion he said,
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“Themodern state and the modern economy areliketheweather. Thereisnothing
you can do about them.” Upon hearing of thislater Fr. Fortinsaid, “1t'snot truethat
there’ snothing you can do. You can try to understand.”

To havefound acolleague, teacher, and friend who believesthis, hasgiven
someof usreasonsnot only for gratitude, but for hope.
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