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What is the relationship of the individual to society? This paper argues it is one of mutual depen-
dence. Individuals can not hold beliefs or perform actions apart from against the background of particu-
lar social structures. And social structures only influence, as opposed to restricting or deciding, the be-
liefs and decisions of individuals, so social structures can arise only out of performances by individuals.
The grammar of our concepts shows it is a mistake to postulate a moment of origin when either indi-
viduals or social structures must have existed prior to the other. Our concepts of an individual and
a social structure are vague, and this allows for their existence being dependent on one another.

THE INDIVIDUAL AND SOCIETY

What is the relationship of the individual to society? This oft asked question re-
mains as important as ever it has been. One of the most disputed issues in the philoso-
phy of history and the social sciences, and indeed in literary theory, concerns the rival
merits of explanations in terms of social structures and explanations in terms of
agency (structuralists and their successors debate with agency theorists).! And one of
the most disputed issues in moral and political philosophy concerns the relative
claims of the community and the individual as objects of value (communitarians de-
bate with liberals).? Of course, no straightforward path leads from an understanding
of the general relationship between the individual and socicty to solutions to these
particular issues.’ Nonetheless, it is worth our while standing back from these particu-

' An earlier version of this essay appeared in Pourmicar Stubies. A uscful introduction to
the structuralists and their successors is J. Merquior, From Prague to Paris, (London, Verso
Press, 1986). On their relevance to literary theory see J. Culler, Structuralist Poctics: Structur-
Muﬂmﬂ_djh;_&uﬂy_g&ﬂ;@m {London, Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1975).

2 A useful introduction to this debate is S. Mulhall & A. Swift, LIBERALS AND
Communitarians, (Oxford, Basil Blackwell, 1992).

¥ ¢f. C. Taylor, “Cross-Purposes: The Liberal-Communitarian Debate”, in N. Rosenblum,

ed., LIBERALISM AND THE MoraL Lirg, (Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Press, 1989), pp.
159-182.
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lar issues, and considering the gencral matter of the relationship of the individual to
society. Quite apart from anything else, doing so enables us to avoid the problems of
interpretation awaiting all attempts to address these particular issues directly. We can
abstain from debates about what Foucault, Rawls, and others actually meant, and con-
centrate instead on developing our own theory.*

We will find the relationship of the individual to society is one of mutual depen-
dence. Individuals always adopt their beliefs and perform their actions against the
background of particular social contexts. And social contexts never decide or re-
strict, but only ever influence, the beliefs and actions of individuals, so they are
products of performances by individuals. The grammar of our concepts — in the
Wittgensteinian sense of grammar — compcls us to accept individuals exist only in
social contexts, but social contexts are composed only of individuals.®

O~ THE INDIVIDUAL

The claim that individuals adopt their beliefs and decide on their actions against so-
cial backgrounds might seem more or less obviously true. We adopt the beliefs we do
during a process of socialisation in which the traditions of our community invariably in-
fluence us, and we act in a world where the actions of others already have created pat-
terns of behaviour and institutions we can not ignore. Few people would deny the em-
pirical claim that as a matter of fact the beliefs and actions of individuals usually are
informed by their social contexts. In contrast, many people would deny the philosophi-
cal claim that as a matter of principle the beliefs and actions of individuals can not but
be informed by their social contexts. Whereas the empirical claim states only that as
a contingent fact people are embedded in social contexts, the philosophical claim states
that we can not conceive of anyone ever holding a belief or deciding on an action apart
from in a social context. The logic, or grammar, of our concept of a person implies indi-
viduals exist only in social contexts; individuals never can make themselves entircly ac-
cording to their choosing.® The contentious naturc of this claim appears in its exclusion
of a view widely regarded as the core of agency theory and liberalism; namely, the very
possibility of our conceiving of individuals, even as a group, coming before society. No
matter how far we push our concepts back, we can not reach a state of nature, a realm

4 The difficulty of deciding questions of interpretation is indicated by S. Caney, “Liberal-
ism and Communitarianism: A Misconceived Debate”, PouiticaL Stubies, 40 (1992), 273-289.

5 Bcecause our interest is in the philosophical, conceptual relationship between the indi-
vidual and society, our account of their mutual dependence differs in kind from those of social
scientists who have constructed more empirical theorics of their entwinement: cg. A.
Giddens, Tug ConsTITUTION OF SOCIETY: QUTLINE OF THE THEORY OF STRUCTURATION, (Cambridge,
Polity Press, 1984).

¢ Perhaps this is what communitarians are getting at when they characterise their work as
“philosophical anthropology” — cf. M. Sandel, LiseraLISM AND THE LimiTs oF JusTice, (Cam-
bridge, Cambridge University Press, 1982), p. 50 — although their critics rightly have noted
a degree of confusion here — cf. Caney, “Liberalism and Communitarianism”.
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of pure reason, an existential freedom, or a space behind a veil of ignorance, where in-
dividuals operate outside of, and so unaffected by, particular social contexts. It is the
contentious, philosophical claim we will defend.” We can not make conceptual sense of
an individual acting except in terms of their holding a set of beliefs, and we can not
make sense of their holding a sct of beliefs except in tenns of their doing so against
a social background, so the grammar of our concepts implies individuals always must
be embedded in particular, social contexts.

There is nothing especially controversial about the idea that we can conceive of an
individual acting only in terms of their holding a set of beliefs. The standard philosophi-
cal analysis of actions unpacks them by reference to the desires and beliefs of actors: for
example, if we want to explain why John went into the pub, we might say he wanted to
talk to his brother and he believed his brother was in the pub. Individuals act as they do
for reasons of their own, so if we arc to conceive of their acting, we must conceive of
their having reasons for acting, and if we are to conceive of their having reasons for
acting, we must assume they have a set of beliefs in which something can count as
areason for acting. Again, an individual who acts must be capable of holding reasons
for doing so which make sense to them, and reasons can make sensc only in the context
of a set of beliefs, so an individual who acts must hold a set of beliefs.

The idea that we can not conceive of an individual holding a set of beliefs except
in terms of their doing so against a social background is much more controversial.
Nonetheless, it follows inexorably from an acceptance of semantic holism; that is, the
claim we can ascribe truth-conditions to individual sentences only if we locate them
in a wider web of theories. Although semantic holism is a premise of our argument,
this is not the place to defend it at any length becausc doing so would require a major
detour from our main theme. Instcad, it must suffice to note that the vast majority of
philosophers now accept holism. Indeed, holism constitutes a meeting point for many
of the most important developments in modern, analytical philosophy, including the
rejection of purc obscrvation by philosophers of science such as Thomas Kuhn, the
analysis of meaning and interpretation by philosophers of knowledge such as W. V.
0. Quine and Donald Davidson, and, to a lesser extent, the analysis of intentions and
belicfs by philosophers of mind such as David Lewis.® Crucially, if our obscrvations

T Here we side with structuralists in their rejection of the existential freedom preached by
J-P. Sartrc, BEING AnD NOTHINGNESS: AN EsSsAY ON PHENOMENOLOGICAL ONTOLOGY, trans. H.
Barncs, (London, Mcthuen & Co., 1957); and with communitarians in their rejection of the
disembodied subjects behind the veil of ignorance in J. Rawls, A Theory of Justice, (Oxford,
Clarendon Press, 1972); and with them both in their concern to relate their opposition to
Sartre and Rawls to a gencral critique of a tradition of liberal individualism deriving from
Kant’s idcal of pure rcason and Hobbes and Locke’s use of a state of nature,

¢ T. Kuhn, Tue StrucTure oF ScientiFic REvoLuTions, (Chicago, University of Chicago
Press, 1970); W. Quinc, “Two Dogmas of Empiricism”, in From a Logical Point of View,
(Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Press, 1961), pp. 20-46; D. Davidson, irics i
Truth and Interpretation, (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1984); and D. Lewis, “Radical Interpreta-
tion”, in Philosophical Papers, Vol. 1, (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1983), pp. 108-118.
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are not pure, if they embody theoretical assumptions, then what observations would
show a proposition to be true or false must depend on its theoretical context (semantic
meanings must be holistic), so properly to explicate a proposition somcone holds truc
we must refer to its theoretical context (belicfs must be holistic). Once we reject the
logical empiricist idea that at some level our observations are given to us devoid of all
theoretical content, we have little alternative but to adopt holism.

The important point for our purpose is: holism implies our concept of an indi-
vidual holding a set of beliefs only makes sensc if we assume they do so against
a social background. Because individuals can not have pure observations, they nec-
essarily construe their observations in terms of a prior set of theorics, so they can
not reach beliefs through observations except in the context of a prior sct of theo-
ries. Individuals reach the bcliefs they do through their experiences, but they can
not have experiences except in a theoretical context, so they can not come to hold
the beliefs they do except against the background of a theoretical context. Thus, we
can not conceive of individuals coming to hold sets of beliefs unless we take them
to have done so, at least initially, in the context of a set of theorics already made
available to them by their community. Holism implies our concept of an individual
holding a set of beliefs presupposes they reached their beliefs against a social back-
ground. The only way anyone could make sense of the idea of someone coming to
hold a set of beliefs outside of a social context would be to assume they had done
so through their experiences alone, that is, their experiences understood as pure ob-
scrvations. But holism shows this is conceptually impossible. Experiences can gen-
crate belicfs only where there already cxists a prior set of belicfs through which to
construct the experiences. Our experiences can lead us to belicfs only because we
alrcady have access to theorics through the heritage of our community. The gram-
mar of our concepts shows individuals nccessarily arrive at their scts of beliefs by
way of their participation in the traditions of their communitics.

Semantic holism implies we can not conceive of individuals holding beliefs
apart from against a social background. Morcover, because we can not conceive of
individuals acting apart from in the light of their beliefs, we also can not conceive
of individuals acting apart from against a social background. In this way, semantic
holism undermines common interpretations of things such as a realm of purc rca-
son, a space bchind a veil of ignorance, a state of nature, and existential freedom.
Scemantic holism implics the very idea of individuals holding belicfs presupposces
they came to do so against a prior social background, and this excludes the very
possibility of individuals coming before society. No matter how far we push our
concepts back, we can not properly makc scnsc of the idea of individuals holding
beliefs, and so acting, outsidc of, and so unaffected by, particular social contexts.
Our concepts imply individuals always form their beliefs, and so perform their ac-
tions, under the sway of particular social structurcs. Thus, we can not make sensc
of a rcalm of pure reason, or a space behind a veil of ignorance, where individuals
arrive incxorably at such and such belicfs because they are liberated from the su-
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perstitions foisted on them by socicty, or the biases created by knowledge of their
particular social contexts. Individuals can not adopt beliefs through their individual
rcasoning alone outside of the allegedly corrupting effccts of society. Likewise, we
can not make sense of the idea of a state of naturc in which individuals exist out-
side of socicty, or an existential freedom where individuals exist unaffected by soci-
ety. If individuals exist, they must act on belicfs thcy must have adopted under the
influence of a social context.

Let us describe the belief that we can conceive of individuals cxisting, reasoning,
and acting, outside particular social contexts as a belief in autonomy. We have found
a belief in autonomy to be mistaken. Individuals are not autonomous beings capable
of governing their own lives unaffected by external social forces. Of course, they
might be able to obey sclf-imposed dictates of reason, but the reason by which they
decide to adopt the dictates they do necessarily will be a particular reason influenced
by a particular social background, not a pure or universal reason. Our concept of an
individual is a concept of an individual embedded within socicty. However, none of
this suggests the individual is an illusion, or a mere function of a social structure;
a rejection of autonomy does not entail a rejection of agency understood as the ability
of pcople to adopt beliefs, and to decide to act, for reasons of their own.

Although individuals always reach their beliefs against a social background,
they still can have reasons of their own (reasons deriving from their set of beliefs)
for adopting belicfs that go beyond, and so transform, this background. Individuals
necessarily arrive at their beliefs through the heritage of their community, but this
docs not imply their beliefs are given by their community: the fact that they start
out from within a given social context docs not cstablish they can not then adjust
this context. On the contrary, individuals arc agents who arc capable of extending
and modifying the heritage of the community into which they are bom: they can
reflect on the social structures they inherit, and they can clect to act in novel ways
which in sum might transform their community beyond all recognition. For c¢x-
ample, imagine Mr Victorian is born into a community governed by a belief in
a wages-fund according to which if workers combinc in an attempt to increasc their
wages beyond a natural, near-subsistence level, they will not only fail, but also
bring doom on their own heads in the form of unemployment. Because the commu-
nity is governcd by this belief, trade unions are condemned roundly, and the gov-
crnment of the day has no difficulty defending legislation making it difficult for
workers to combinc. Next imagine he reads a number of articles by social statisti-
cians, and thereby concludes the emergence of trade unions in certain scctors of the
cconomy actually has been accompanicd by rising wages. He rcaches this conclu-
sion not on the basis of a universal rcason or purc experience, but because the sta-
tistics count as a rcason for doing so within his cxisting sct of belicfs, including,
say, a belicf that the inductive use of statistics provides a better basis for a scicnce
of cconomics than docs a deductive mcthod. In this way, Mr Victorian might come
to modify the heritage of his community by rcjecting the wages-fund doctrinc.
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Moreover, if a sufficient number of his contemporaries came to modify their intel-
lectual heritage in a similar way, the community as a whole would come to look
more favourably on trade unions, and this might facilitate legislative reform making
it casier for workers to combine. The fact that we are not autonomous beings is
quite compatible with the fact that we are agents who reflect on our beliefs and ac-
tions and adjust them for reasons of our own.

ON SocIETY

Although our rejection of autonomy accords with a structuralist and
communitarian emphasis on the importance of society over the individual,
a defence of human agency excludes a view widely regarded as the core of structur-
alism and communitarianism.? If individuals are agents who modify their beliefs
and decide to perform novel actions for reasons of their own, then the way social
structures develop, the form they take, must be a result of the undetermined agency
of individuals, not the internal logic of social structures.'® Social contexts must be
as much a product of individuals as individuals are of social contexts.

Structuralists and communitarians often claim the nature of individuals derives
from their social contexts. But this claim fails to distinguish between three different
conceptions of the relationship of the individual to society. First, the social context
might INFLUENCE individuals but the nature of its influence might preclude our identi-
fying limits to the forms their individuality can take. Second, the social context might
resTRICT individuals by establishing identifiable limits to the forms their individuality
can take. Third, the social context might pecipe the nature of individuals, not just set-
ting limits to their individuality, but actually determining cvery detail, no matter how
small, of their particular naturcs. We will find the social context can neither decide
nor restrict either the beliefs individuals adopt or the actions they decide to perform.

There is nothing especially controversial about the idea that social contexts do
not decide the nature of individuals. Critics often complain an over-emphasis on so-

* Here we distance ourselves from the structuralists’ rejection of authors in favour of
cpistemes in M. Foucault, “What is an Author?”, in LancuaGe, COUNTER-MEMORY, PRACTICE:
SELECTED Essavs aND INTERvVIEwS, trans. D. Bouchard & S. Sherry, ed. & intro. D. Bouchard,
(Oxford, Basil Blackwell, 1977), pp. 113-138; and M. Foucault, THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF KNOWL-
eDGE, trans. A Sheridan Smith, (New York, Panthcon Books, 1972); and from the
communitarian view of individuals as constituted by their communitics in Sandel, LiBeraLIsm
AND THE LIMITS OF JUSTICE.

' This partial defencc of the metaphysics of liberal individualism contrasts with two popu-
lar responses to communitarianism. The first emphasises the extent to which the metaphysics
of liberal individualism can sustain aspects of a communitarian politics: eg. W. Kymlicka,
LiseraLisM, CommuniTy anp Cutturg, (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1989). The second argues we
should adopt a liberal politics irrespective of our metaphysics: eg. C. Larmore, PATTERNS OF
MoraL CompLEXITY, (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1987). Neither of these re-
sponses has as its main focus that metaphysical critique of liberal individualism which is the
crux of communitarianism in so far as the communitarians themselves recognise it does not
lead straightforwardly to a particular politics: c¢f. Taylor, “Cross-Purposes”.
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ciety precludes an adequate account of change, and this is indeed so if the claim
being criticised is that social contexts decide the nature of individuals. Social con-
texts change over time, and we can not explain this change unless we allow for in-
dividuals altering the social contexts they inherit by adopting novel beliefs and
electing to act in novel ways. Social contexts are products of the past and contem-
porary beliefs and actions of individuals, so if they decided the future beliefs and
actions of individuals, we would have a closed circle ruling out the very possibility
of change. Imagine the totality of beliefs and actions at work within a society is
such and such, so the social context is as it is; because the social context arises out
of the beliefs and actions, it can not alter unless they do, but if it decides their na-
ture, they can not alter unless it does; we would have a closed circle in which noth-
ing ever could change. Besides, we can not accept social contexts decide the nature
of individuals because we can not individuate the beliefs and actions of individuals
by reference to social contexts alone. Different pcople adopt different beliefs and
decide to act differently against the background of the same social structure, so
there must be an undecided space in front of these social structures where people
can adopt this belicf or that belief, and decide to perform this action or that action.
The social context can not decide the nature of the individual because there is an
undecided aspect to the beliefs individuals come to hold, and the actions they clect
to makc; we can not specify each and every detail of their nature in terms of their
social context. It is not enough for structuralists and communitarians to suggest
some beliefs and actions are common to everyone who exists in a given social con-
text: it is not enough because this leaves other beliefs and actions which are not de-
cided by the social context; it is not enough because this implies social contexts re-
strict, but do not decide, the nature of individuals.’

The idea that social contexts do not restrict either the beliefs individuals adopt or
the actions they attempt to perform is much more controversial. Nonctheless, this idea
follows incxorably from the impossibility of our ever identifying a limit to the beliefs
an individual conceivably can come to hold, and so the actions an individual conceiv-
ably can attempt. If social contexts restrict the individual, they impose limits on what
belicfs and choices can be adopted. Here we can not allow that such limits cxist un-
less we can recognisc them if they do; we can not recognise them if they do unless we
can have criteria for distinguishing necessary limits individuals can not cross because
of the effect of a social context from conditional limits individuals simply happen not
yet to have crossed; and we can not have such criteria if, as a matter of principle, we
can not identify any such necessary limit. Thus, we can prove social contexts do not

" Seec M. Foucault, The OrpeR oF THINGS: AN ARCHAEOLOGY OF THE HuMan Sciences, (Lon-
don, Tavistock Publications, 1970). Here Foucauit shows ~ or rather purports to show — every-
one in a given cpisteme has ideas in common, This does not allow him to conclude — as he
scems to think — the ideas of individuals are mere products of cpistemes. If there is an unde-
cided space in front of the episteme, we must refer to individuals to explain how they fill this
space.
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restrict the beliefs and choices of individuals by showing that we never could identify
a necessary limit to the beliefs individuals can come to adopt.

Imagine we can identify necessary limits imposed by social contexts on the be-
liefs individuals can adopt. Becausc the social contexts imposc these limits, they
can not be natural limits transcending all contexts, as is the natural limit to how fast
[ can run. What is more, because we can identify these limits, we can describe them
to individuals within the rclevant social context, so, assuming they can understand
us, they can come to recognisc these limits, and so understand the sorts of belicfs
they can not adopt. But because they can recognise thesc limits, and because thesc
limits can not be natural limits, therefore, they can transcend these limits, so thesc
limits can not really be limits at all. Because they can understand the sorts of beliefs
these limits preclude, and because there can not be any natural restriction prevent-
ing them from holding these beliefs, therefore, they can adopt these beliefs, so
these beliefs can not be beliefs they can not come to hold. For example, if we can
recognise that such and such a community of monarchists can not possibly form
a republic because of the social context, we can explain the nature of a republic to
them, so they can become republicans, and, if enough of them in sufficiently pow-
crful positions do become republicans, they then can found a republic.

There are two features of our argument which scem to need defending. The first
is the apparent proviso that we can describe a limit to the people it cffects only if
we are their contemporaries. This appears to lcave open the possibility of social
contexts imposing limits we can recognisc as such only after they cease to operate.
Actually, this proviso docs not apply becausce our argument concerns the concep-
tual, not cmpirical, pre-conditions of limits. Any limit would have to be one we
could not recognise, Here our argument takes the form of a thought-experiment: if
we imagine somcone who is aware of the limit entering into the relevant context,
this person can describe the limit to the relevant individuals at which point it ccases
to be a limit for the reasons given. The fact that we cenvisage the limit being tran-
scended in this way shows it is a contingent, not a nccessary, limit. After all, if it
was a necessary limit imposed by the social context, we would be able to cnvisage
people transcending it only after the social context had changed so as to stop it op-
crating. It is possible a critic might complain that the social context changes as soon
as somconc who is aware of the limit arrives on the scene. But this will not do. It
will not do because it cxtends the social context to include people’s awarcness or
lack of awarencss of the purported limit. Thus, it makes the purported limit a mere
description of the facts. It replaces the claim ‘people can not come to believe
X because of the social context’ with the claim ‘pcople can not come to believe
X for so long as they do not believe X', and this latter claim really is not very illu-
minating.

The sccond feature of our argument which scems to need defending is the as-
sumption that the individuals who a limit effects can understand our account of it.
Oncc again, although the possibility of translation between radically different sets
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of beliefs is a premise of our argument, this is not the place to defend it at any
length because doing so would require a major detour from our main theme. In-
stead, it must suffice to note we have no reason to assume people can not translate
betwecen scts of beliefs no matter how different they are. When the individuals con-
cerned first approach our account of the limit, they might not have the requisite
concepts to understand us, but surcly they will share some concepts with us, and
surely they can use these concepts as a point of entry into our worldview, so surely
they eventually can come to understand us.'? Indeed, if they did not share some of
our concepts, we would not share any of their concepts, so we would be unable to
translate their beliefs into our terms, so we would have been unable to identify any
limits on the beliefs they could adopt in the first place."

We can not identify any limits social contexts set to the nature of individuals. If
we could do so, we could describe thesc limits to these individuals who then could
transgress these limits in a way which would show they were not limits at all.
Moreover, because there is no possibility of our ever identifying a restriction im-
poscd by a social context on the belicfs individuals can adopt or the actions they
can decide to perform, we must conclude the very idea of such a restriction rests on
a conceptual confusion. Social structures only ever influence, as opposed to decide
or restrict, the nature of individuals. This means social structures must be products
of the undetermined agency of individuals. The way social structures develop
clearly depends on the performances of individuals; thus, because the performances
of individuals are not determined by them, they can not govern their own develop-
ment. Again, social structures can not be self-contained systems because they de-
pend on the beliefs and actions of individuals, and they do not decide the naturc of
these beliefs and actions.

Although the nature of an individual is not restricted, let alonc decided, by the
social context, individuals arc not autonomous beings who govern their own lives
unaffected by external social forces. Individuals remain embedded within particular
communitics. They develop and modify their belicfs in ways that are neither given
nor bounded by their social location, but this does not imply they reach the beliefs
they do as a result of pure experience or pure reason unaffected by their social loca-
tion. The fact that individuals can adjust the belicfs found in their community does
not establish that they do not start out from the beliefs found in their community.
On thc contrary, individuals can cxcrcise their agency only against a particular so-
cial background; they can have rcasons of their own for modifying their beliefs or
deciding to act in novel ways only because they inherit a set of beliefs within which

'* For adefence of this argument sce M. Bevir, “Objectivity in History”, HiSTORY aND
Tueory, (forthcoming).

3 On the dependence of translation on some shared beliefs see W.V.0. Quine, WorRD AnD
Opject, (Cambridge, Mass., Massachussets Institute of Technology Press, 1960); and
Davidson, INQUIRIES INTO TRUTH AND INTERPRETATION.
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something can count as a reason. For example, when Mr Victorian renouncces the
wages-fund doctrine, he does so because an interpretation of certain statistics gives
him a rcason to do so, and this happens only because he already has a set of beliefs
which allows him to interpret the statistics in this way and treat this interpretation
as authoritative. He can modify his beliefs only because he has a set of beliefs
which make a conclusion based on statistics a reason to reject an economic theory.
His action rests on a set of inherited beliefs including, say, the beliefs that social
statistics are reliable and the inductive sciences provide a powerful model for the
study of economics. Of course, these beliefs might be the result of a process in
which he modified an earlier set of beliefs by reflecting on them, but the initial set
of beliefs that enabled the process to get going must have been one he inherited
from his community.

Tue Myt oF ORIGIN

We have discovered that the relationship of the individual to society is onc of
mutual dependence: individuals necessarily adopt their beliefs, and decide on their
actions, against the background of, and so influenced by, their social context; but
social contexts do not decide or restrict the performances of individuals, so they
arise out of the performances of individuals. There appears to be an obvious objec-
tion to the idea that the individual and society are mutually dependent in this way. If
individuals can exist only against the background of a social context, and if social
contexts can arise only out of the beliefs and actions of individuals, then it appears
neither individuals nor social contexts ever could have come into being. Individuals
could not have come into being because they could do so only against the back-
ground of a social context, and yet no social context could exist prior to individu-
als. Likewisc, social contexts could not have come into being because they could
do so only as a result of individuals holding beliefs and performing actions, and yet
individuals could not do these things prior to the existence of a social context. It
appears there must have been a moment of origin.

To rcbut this objection to our position, we must explore the nature of sorites
terms. The sorites paradox arises becausc we can start from truc premiscs, follow
a series of apparently valid arguments (arguments affirming the antecedent), and
yet arrive at a false conclusion. For instance, somecone with one more hair on their
head than a bald person presumably is also bald. Thus, if X is bald, X’ who has onc
mere hair than X is bald, so X’ who has one more hair than X’ is bald, so X"’ who
has one more hair than X is bald, and so on, in a way which will enable us eventu-
ally to show any particular person to be bald no matter how hairy they are. Al-
though the semantic importance of sorites terms remains a moot point, their para-
doxical nature clearly derives from their being vague predicates we can not specify
precisely the circumstances in which we rightly may describe something using
a sorites term. For example, we can not say exactly what constitutes baldness.
Moreover, we can unpack this notion of a vague predicate in terms of the existence
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of borderline cases: we are uncertain whether or not we legitimately may describe
a borderline case using a sorites term cven when we have perfect knowledge of the
naturc of the case. For example, there arc some people we would be uncertain
whether or not to call bald even if we knew exactly how many hairs were on their
head. The cxistence of these borderline cases mcans we can not accept without
some qualification statements such as ‘someconc with one morc hair on their head
than a bald person is themselves bald.’ Crucially, this means we can not talk of mo-
ments of origin in relation to sorites terms. For instance, imagine Peter has gone
bald during the last five years. Today, at time T, he is cntirely bald. Does this mean
that at time T’ when he had one more hair than he does now he was also bald, and
at time T when he had one more hair than at time T’ he was also bald, and so on?
If we accepted it did without qualification, we would have to conclude Pcter was
bald five years ago which is false Ex nyroTHesI. The problem is that because bald is
a sorites term, we can not pinpoint a precise moment when Peter went bald. We can
say only that during the last five years Peter has passed through a number of bor-
derline states such that he was hairy then, but he is bald now. Peter’s being bald had
no moment of origin.

How does this analysis of sorites terms advance our discussion of the relation-
ship between the individual and society? ‘Individual’ and ‘socicty’ are akin to
sorites terms in a way which undermines the need for a moment of origin, and
thereby the objection to our argument outlined above. The theory of ¢volution sug-
gests ‘an individual’ might be a vague predicate because humans evolved from
creatures that were a bit less human-like and so on. More importantly, we definitely
can not say cxactly what constitutes holding belicfs, and, because our concept of an
action rclics on our concept of belief as well as desire, we therefore can not say
cxactly what constitutes performing an action. The holding of beliefs does not be-
comc a rcality at a dcfinite point on the spectrum of cases running from, say, purpo-
sive bchaviour without language, through the usc of single words, and the use of
whole sentences tied to particular nouns, to basic forms of abstract theorising. Nu-
merous borderline cases separate those cases in which belicfs clearly are not held
from thosc cases in which belicfs clearly arc held. Similarly, ‘a social context’ or
‘an inherited tradition’ does not become a reality at a definite point on the spectrum
of cases running from, say, birds who migrate along established routes, through
chimpanzees who cooperate to capture monkeys in a particular way, and a family of
hunter-gathers who follow the rains, to a tribe who always plant their crops at
a particular time of ycar. Crucially, because both ‘an individual’ and ‘a social con-
text’” are vague predicates, we can not talk of a moment of origin when individuals
came into existence as people who hold belicfs and perform actions, or when social
contexts came into existence as traditions and practices which people inherit from
their communities. Thus, we can say both individuals necessarily exist against the
background of a particular social context, and social contexts necessarily arisc out
of the performances of individuals. The logic of our concepts shows individuals
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and social contexts came into being together, not successively. Our concept of an
individual depends on our concept of a social context, and our concept of a social
context depends on our concept of an individual. We can not make sense of onc
without the other.

We can make much the same point slightly differently. Our argument concerns
the logical implications of concepts. The ideas of an individual and a society which
inform our current moral, political, social, and historical discourses are mutually
dependent — each only makes sense given the presence of the other. The grammar
of our concepts compels us both to make sense of individuals in terms of their so-
cial context and to make sense of social contexts in terms of the performances of
individuals. It presents us with a cycle in which people arrive at their belief and de-
cide to act as they do against a social background which in turn derives from people
holding the beliefs they do and acting as they do. Thus, if someone wanted to un-
dertake some sort of investigation into the origins of this cycle, they would have to
develop a different set of concepts from those which currently operate in our morali,
political, social, and historical discourses. Of course, if they did so successfully, the
set of concepts they developed then might effect our existing set of concepts,
though it also might not do so.'* At least for the moment, however, we are left with
a view of the individual and society as mutually dependent.

IMPLICATIONS

To conclude, we can make some very brief and tentative comments about what
implications our gencral understanding of the relationship between the individual
and society has for the particular issucs of, first, the rival merits of explanations in
terms of social structures and explanations in terms of agency, and, second, the
rclative claims of the community and the individual as objects of value. However,
we should remember that no such general understanding can resolve these particu-
lar issues, so there will be a very real sense in which the implications we mention
will leave most of the hard work of social and moral philosophy still to be donc.

Let us start with the implications of our argument for the philosophy of history
and the social sciences. The mutual dependence of the individual and society, un-
derstood in the way we have described, suggests the following forms of cxplanation
arc thc most appropriate. First, we should explain why individuals adopt the beliefs
they do, and so act as they do, by reference to the decisions they make against the
background of, and so influenced by, particular social structures. Second, we
should explain the existence of social structures, and so their cffect, by reference to

" This is what is right in Foucault’s suggestion that a change of cpisteme might lead to
“man” (our concept of an individual) being “crased™: IFoucault, Tue Oroer of Tiings, p. 387.
However, to allow Foucault this much is neither to accept our existing sct of concepts is arbi-
trary, and so our view of the relationship of the individual to socicty irrational, nor that we have
any rcason to think a change of episteme immanent, and so to endorsc his apocalyptic tone.
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the way the belicfs and actions of individuals coalesce to create norms, patterns of
bchaviour, institutions, and the like. Purely structural or contextual explanations al-
ways will be insufficient because the way in which socicties develop depends not
just on the internal mechanisms of social structures, but also on the performances
individuals make in the spaces in front of these structures. Similarly, explanations
in terms of the allegedly existential frecdom of the individual always will be insuf-
ficient because the performances individuals make depend not on their pure experi-
ences and pure deliberations, but on the ways in which they experience things and
deliberate on them against the background of particular social structures.

Our account of the forms of explanation appropriate to the humanities and so-
cial sciences has implications for the debate on the legitimacy of Foucault’s post-
structuralist use of the concept of power. Foucault argues individuals are products
of regimes of power, conceived as decentred social structures; power exists
throughout society in innumerable micro-situations which together form a regime
of power which decides how individuals are constituted as subjects. The ubiquity of
regimes of power implies the enlightenment ideal of liberating individuals from so-
cial systems is an illusion. Thus, Foucault’s history of prisons traces the changing
nature of power from the widespread use of public torture through the reforms of
the enlightenment to the emergence of a system based on surveillance and regula-
tion. The ideals of the enlightenment did not liberate the individual; they merely in-
augurated a more subtle, but equally repressive, regime of power.' In contrast, we
have found that although the influence of social contexts is ubiquitous, there is al-
ways a spacc for individuals to exercise their agency, so individuals play a positive
role in constructing themselves as subjects. Thus, the idecal of the enlightenment is
not merely illusory. We can try to organisc our social arrangements so as to improve
the quality of the space in which individuals exercise their agency. How we might
do this is a proper topic for social philosophy.

Let us turn now to the implications of our argument for moral and political phi-
losophy. These implications must remain on somewhat shaky ground becausc of the
difficultics of moving from any view of what is the casc to a conclusion aboiut what
ought to be the case. Nonctheless, we can proceed provisionally on the assumption
that something such as a rich lifc is a moral good, so an understanding of the nature
of a rich lifc has implications for our moral views. The mutual dependence of the
individual and society, understood in the way we have described, suggests some-
thing likc the following valucs. First, becausc agents can adopt beliefs and under-
take actions for rcasons of their own, we should not neglect the individuality that
arises from their doing so. Second, because individuals can cxercisc their agency

15 See particularly M. Foucault, “The Subject and Power”, afterward to H. Drefus & P.
Rainbow, Mictitl. Foucauur: Beyonp StrucTurALIsm AND HermeneuTics, (Chicago, University
of Chicago, 1982), pp. 208-226; and M. Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the
Prison, trans. A. Sheridan Smith, (London, Tavistock Publications, 1977).
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only against a social background, we should value social structures where this
background is as rich as possible, providing them with a wide range of opportuni-
ties and resources.

Our adherence to these values has implications for the debate on the relationship
of individual rights, the common good, and human flourishing. Because we value
individuality, we will attempt to protect features of human life we especially value
from undue social influences such as restrictive legislation. One way to mark the
protected status of these features of human life is to designate them as rights: indi-
viduals have rights to various libertics and powers because this enables them to de-
velop their individuality. There can not be natural, pre-social rights because indi-
viduals exist only in social contexts; individuals exist as rights-bearers only against
particular social backgrounds. However, societies can grant rights to individuals be-
cause of the importance of certain liberties and powers to human flourishing; soci-
ety can postulate rights to protect the vital interests of individuals, their freedom
from certain restraints, their equal access to certain opportunities, and their need for
a certain standard of welfare.'®* Moreover, because a rich social background is
something different individuals have in common, it provides the basis for an ac-
count of the common good. The members of a society exist in a relationship of mu-
tual dependence because cach has their being within a context composed of the oth-
ers, and this suggests each has an interest in the collective well-being of the others:
each depends on the others, so cach benefits from the others flourishing. Here we
can unpack the idca of others flourishing in terms of their developing their indi-
viduality against a rich social background. The promotion of their individuality de-
pends on society postulating rights to protect their freedoms, opportunitics, and
welfare, so cach member of a socicty has an interest in the defence of the rights of
the other members of the society.'” We can try to promote human flourishing by de-
vising a system of rights as part of arich social background which constitutes
a common good. How we might do this is a proper topic for political philosophy.

' The classic defence of a closely related view of rights is T. H. Green, “Lectures on the
Principles of Political Obligation”, in Tue Works oF Tuomas HieL Green, 3 Vols., ed. R.
Nettleship, (London, Longmans, 1885-1888), Vol. 2: Philosophical Works.

" Green defended a closely related view of the common good: see T. H. Green,
ProLEGOMENA TO ETHICS, ed. A. Bradley, (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1884).
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