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Abstract 

ln Ivhat folJow~ 1 examme problcms ~urr()undmg Barbara Hcrrnstein Smith's relativist 

conception of value in her hook CQntJn~encie~ of Value; Alternative PerspecÙves for 

Cl JlJeal Theory 1 hegin by ~h()wing how hei conception of value is compnsed of two 

dJ)um:t phIlo~ophH;al c1aJm~' thc fir~t axiologlcal and the second eplstcmological. She 

2 

fir~t pre.)CnL<; an anti-objeetivl~t argument for aXlOlogical relativlsm which IS quitc tenable. 

She then tne<; tu gam further ~upport fnr lhls posiÙon by putlmg forth a versIOn of 

cplMemologlcal rclatlVJSrn, d movc whlCh nOl only rails, but if true wou Id undermme even 

her rclativI!.t aXlOlogy Once 1 have ~hown her conslrucÙvü;t position ta be mlsleading, if 

not Incoherent, 1 then reconslder what her aXlOlogical positIon wou Id look hke if it had 

the support of a more tenahle epistcmology. 1 thercforc off~r a conception of value, 

hOITowed from Paul Gricc's The Conception of Value and Allan Gibbard's Wise 

Choiœs. Apt Fcclin1;s, which argues frorn a realist episternology yet accepts a slgnificant 

degrœ nt' axiologll.:a1 rdativism . 
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Abrégé 

Dans ceUl' ·5tüde on examme les pmhlemes conœl1lant la COn~epl1lln 1\.'lauvl!'.te dl' \'al~lIr 

de 8arhara HelTn~tcm Smith dans son ouvrage Ümllll~\nÇ1es of Value, P\I~PÇ\,:t\Y!.:s lor 

Critical Theory. On montre. dans un premkr temps. que sa ~OIll:l'ptHm dl' la \'.lkur L'st 

composée de postulats philosophique~ distincts: l'un "aXIOlogIque"; Lwtle 

"épIstémologique." Elle présente un argument ~Ulll-nhJl'cl1vl~tL' en faVL'lII dUI'L'I.llIvlMne 

aXIOlogique lequel est entièrement soutenahle. Elle es~aye en~ullc de n.'ntOlcer l'l'Ile 

posItion en avancant un relativisme épistémologique. une appnx:he LJui I.\:hollc. 

Après avoir illustre que sa position constructiviste était tlOmpellsc. 'voir 

incohérente, on est amené a reconsidérer cc LJu'aur,lit pu être sa posItIOn aXIologIque SI 

elle avait eu le support d'une épistémologIe soutenahlc Alors. on plopose ulle conceptIon 

de la valeur inspirée de The ConceptIOn of Value de Paul Griec ct du WII>C Choiçç:" ApL 

Feelinl:s de Allan Gihbard, lesquels adoptent une épistémologIe réali~te toul cn acceptant 

une part Importante de relativIsme axiologique . 
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Introduction 

Geoffrey Gal! Harpham. 111 a kngùly levlew nt Ruhara Hel111stL'\I1 Smith'~ ~ 

Contin~çnCles of Value. sums up thls hook.'~ II1tlucnœ in the postmndcln htel;\ty wotlt! 

He notes thal this book is: 

already bemg taken hy many as marking a sigmlkant moment in the 

progress of contemporary ~c1r-understandtng ... cspedally III IIght 01 the 

hook's extraordinanly vehement attack on such concept ... as 1I11111l~IC 

value, objective truth. real standards. and iL~ equally energetlC plO11l01l011 

of clrcumstantial uuhty 111 their ~tead (134) 

A particular example or this widesprcad acc::ptanœ I~ Smith\ hl!-.toncal charaClerllatHlll 

of value and evaluatlOn. inc1uded 111 Cnl1cal Telm:> for Lllcrary Study, a gUIde 10 h'L"'lC 

and cUlTcnt theoretical concepts puhli~hed hy the University of Chicag() Pre~~ and cdited 

hy Frank Lcntncchla .U1d Thomas Mclaughhn 

In an age when the value of a hlerary work IS no longer cOrI-.ldered to he 1Il1Jvel~al 

or transcendcnt. whcn iL IS alleged in ilie lournal Profcs:>ion 91, a lournal 01 the Modern 

Language A,I,soctation of America, lhat "the concept or mherent relatlvity ha~ Occn the 

guiding force m htcrary appreciation and acallon l'rom lime Immemollal," Smith appcars 

to be Icad1l1g lhe pack agall1st ~ueh C()nœpL~ as mtnnslc value, ohjectlve trllth, and real 

standards (Ramper~ad 10). What Smnh orfer~ 15 an axiologieal modet where value, 

radically contingent, is the "product of thc dynamlc~ of a sy~tcm, ~peclf icall yan 

economlC system" (Smith, 30). The hook\ me"sagc 15 hcing weil reccived, m()~lly 

among literary thcorists who have a larger stakc ln the htcrary canon than that of 

discovering artlstic merit. Many fcmimsl theorisL~ and relatlvlsL" in general hall the hook 

as a long awaited boost, by a profcssional of Smith\ acadcmic "tand1l1g, to thclr clf()rI.~ 
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to rc-eonlitruet the tradllional we"tem canon_ Valuc is considcred 50 radically contingent 

thalthc dehate concemmg IItcrary value i" ~en hy ~ome as merely a "hnguislIc struggle 

of group" Ilr reglon<, lor powcr O[ authoflty' and that one should not "mlstakc force for 

truth-valuc, for therc can he no ah"olute value in <,uch matters, only ideological positions 

lhat arc relatrve ln the rntcrclit.<, of tho.<,c who ho Id them" (Davcy, 7, my cmphasis). 

rndccd, lhe()[i~l" <,ueh as Charlc~ Alticn ah~\)rh thi~ critical historicism and dcrivc its 

aecompanylng politlCalles,>on: "any de~lrc LO put litcraturc to work as a social force 

would requlre 1I~ ~elf-consciously to hUlld canons that servc our concrcte, political 

commitmcnts" (23). 

ThiS wide Incorporation of SmIth's maIn Jdcas is undcrstandahle ln an atmosphere 

where herctofore con<,idercd IItcrary and cuhural universals arc hcing undcrmmed in an 

attcmpt to promote extra-litcrary ~ocial and poiiticai conccms. However, ln the end, 

Smith and otllt~rs who acccpt her VICWS havc ignored many contcmporary challenges to 

hel cpi~tem()logical and aXlOloglCal argumenLIi. Indced, Smith has donc littlc cise hut 

provlûC: (a) a holtstlc !llmphtïcallOn of highly complcx axiologicallssues; (b) an account 

which rcluses tn ~how causal lInks hetwccn thJS hohstic model and indlvidual evaluative 

decisions (many of which alter !IodaI condJt.lOns); and Cc), an unsound and mlsleading 

attcmpl to ground her axlOloglcal relatlVJSm in an epistemological relativism which is itself 

untcnahle. 

1 hcgrn hy cxamining Smith's opening chapter and scparating what 1 think are two 

dlstinguisha"ll' anti-ohiectivist phJlosophlcal daims, one axiological and the other 

cpistemologll'al 1 cxamme her aXlologlcal position only briefly through her discussion of 

DaVid Hume's "asymmetncal" modcl of human preferences. 1 accept its overall anti

ohJcl'tivist .ugumcnt as far <1.'. the po~slhlc lixtty or absoluteness of moral and acsthetic 

sl'U1dard~ arc L'oncerned. Although SmIth TIeeds to ground hcr axiological drums in a 

mOi c rit;olOlls phiiosophical fa..lihlOn In order to con vince the reader of the truth of her 

daims, shc makes the IlIogkal and unfortunatc move toward an epistemological stance 
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that und~nnin~s her own rdativl~t '''lluc "ystC111 Instead t)f malllta1l1ing a gap bct"'l'l'n a 

chai ce of values and J knowkJgc \lt \ ,11 ue, ,1I1d thl'n ~l1rrt )11I1lt~ hel daims \\'11 h a ~nund 

epistemology. she argue~ that not nnly \ aIlle bUI knnwledgc Ilself 1!'o rl'i,1I1Vl' .md 

eantmgenL Thi~ lcads her la contuse value dHHCl' \\'lIh value lI~elr. 

In section two. 1 examllle Smilh's epl~lL'mologlcal daims and !'.how how tl\l'y Jre 

prohlcmatic msofar as they are sc1f-rl'fulll1g and \I1cnhelent. 1 hegm !\l'Ctl\H1 (wo hy 

~xamtning Smlth's daim that douht concemlllg the tact-value thSllllcllon hl 10 li I\'vl'r!'.al 

of opinion such that faets came to hè viewed il!'. fu"ed WiÙl value and not farl!'. ,\1 ail TIll.', 

IS an epistcmological daim that 1 then allemptlo place in its conlempolary phllo~oplltcal 

context with the aid of philosopher Mano Bunge. Bungc eonvincingly ;\Ig11e~ lhal many 

constmcùvlst daims arc overdrawn at the valuc hank., and Ù1atthc gUldancl' of a 

theoretlcal traditIOn does not neccssartly entailthat the n~~ults of the rl'!'.l':uch arc ovedy 

tainted by hlal). 

r thl'n druw on several enties of rc1ativism t'rom hoth the snel1cc~ and the ... octal 

sCiences. mml prommcntly Harvey Slegcl. for specltic countel-argument" 10 Srlllth\ 

relativist eplslemology. Ir the end. 1 am I"orccd hy msufliclcnl ev)(.!enœ 10 admit Ihe 

inconclusiveness of the rl'alist argument even with the ahundam:e of po .... Itive eVH!cnœ 111 

scientitic practice. 1 draw bnel1y on realtsl'i such a.I) Richard MIller and Paul II00wich lu 

exemplify this problcm. 

ThIs second secùon IS also concerned wlth cxploring the "gup" helween axiology 

and epistemology, and what l~ a fundamental dcmarca110n hClwccn the Iwo hranche~ of 

philosophy. This "gap", the difference hclween a knowledge of value and an tnformed 

selection made from competmg values. IS the ~uhJcct of the thlrd '>l'ctlOn 1 ferc 1 draw on 

two compatlhle conccpùolîs of value. thal 01 Paul Gnce ln hl'> The Cvn\,\;DtlVn vI Value. 

and Allan ulhhard 111 hls Wi~e ChOlc,;cS. Apt Fcehnj;s. J'or a model of howa "reultst" 

conccpuon ot knowledge is compati hie with a ~tnking degree 01 value relatrvr,>m (çhOlCC) 

on the sociallevel. 1 show how the determmalton al' the value of an ohJecl (c g .. a litcrary 
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text) ln !L<, relation to ~omething (c g., a particular social context) IS a questIon of 

knowledgc and not of choicc. The impC'rtant part of this modells that our understanding 

01 how our values can he contmgcntto socIal ~ystems IS hmitcCl by our truc grasp of the 

... Iatc of affalr .... In the ~(x;ial \1, ')r1d. something which a relativist epistcmology !S incapable 

01 comprehending. 

La. ... tly, 1 summarily assess the effect of what a refutation of Smith's 

cpI ... temologlcal ~tanœ means to her posItion that aIl "value is radically contingent, being 

nelther a lixcd attributc, an mhcrcnt quality, or an objective property of things, but, 

rathcr, an effcct of multiple, contmuously changmg. and continuously liltcracting 

variahles" nO) What 1 hope will hecomc clear is that Smlth's argument. If at aIl sound, 

applics only to the dCflvation of !>tandards or normative systems in general. and says little 

ahout the evaluatlvc proccss iL'iClf. Il is in this sense that il is only partially accurate, and 

on the wholc inferior to the model olTercd by both Gibbard and Grice . 

8 
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Section 1. Defining the Prnblem: Smith's Conception of Value 

ln CQntin~ençl!':s 1,)1' Valu!,;. lnl're 1" Ih) Il1lroductlOn: Ill) rl)lmal pICltl11l1l.11"V 

slat~ment or guid~ tn the l'l)ntcl1l .... Thl'r~' IS nl) .lh"tract tl) ~llm m.lIlll' the IS"lll" l H 

highlight the argumel1taUvc Mruclllrc for the rcauer. l'actlltatmg the dlgl'MWI111f thl' 

prcmises. And most punJing or a11. considenng the theOI"etica' da1l11l11adc hy the authlll 

of an cntirely new conception of value and purported challl'ngc tn ,1\lult)glcal 

stubhomness among the phIlosophil.al ellte. IS the complet\.' ah~L'l1l'l' or any phil()~llphlL'al 

context for the cJaims made 111 the tïr~t few charters. Wh\.'r\.'a~ Sr1l1th will pU1Il1 Il) tlll' 

histol;cal faet that traditional ohjecti vism wcnt virtually ulH:hal knged lor CL'11l111Il", ,1 ma III 

characteristic of her hook as a whole IS Ils systemallc aVOIdance of p(l~slhk L'halkngl'~ tn 

Smah's own rclativrst conceptIOn of value. The philosophieal hackground I~ . .,lmntet! ln 

the back of thc book. The reader encounlers the hrldge hefore thl' hlucpn nt. and the 

hlueprint resembles a patchwork. Whal make~ 11 a patchwork IS nol only the ah .. cnce in 

her postscript metaphyslcS of any hint or the inc()nduSIVenes~ of cunent argulllcnts 111 

both the social and natural sr.:iences concernrng l!UÙ1, fact, and valuc, hut the oull agcou ... 

(pseudo)eplstemologlcal dUlm that her antl-ohlcctivlst pOSlliol1 IS nut ~lIhJc(t to 

justiticatory warrant. 

Whether intcntional or not, the bigger philosophical picturc ami the limilalJ()n~ of 

her observations are never prohlcmatiœd hy compcung conceptions In~tead, her 

nonfoundationalist aceount is otTcred as the ~olc alternative to an ()h~()lctc ohjectlvrsm. To 

hazard a politieal analogy, Smith ofTers a dl~illmlOncd populacc an oltgarchy as an 

alternative to monarchical fuie. A.., Il tums out, the ohjeclivi~t pmluon I~ as unlounded 

(no natural warrant) in reahty as a monarchy. Both crumhle ea.\lly under rational rnqUlry. 

But as one reviewer noted, "thi~ is where the questIOn hcgins. nol where Il end..," (MeIlI 

Steele. 107). With this in mtnd. 1 would llkc now to sift through Smlth\ IÏN chapter and 

pry open a few of the doors she tries to clo~c . 
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1 2 The lir,>t chaptL'r of a treatl'>e le; mo,>t ofwn of a gcneral sort, pickmg its way 

au(),>,> the Ileid 01 I,>,>ue,> coneel ned WIthout actually ~topping to pull any one Issue 

completely I()(),>e /rom l 'hranche!> 01 poe;!>lolhty. Thl'i part of section 1 will hegin by 

uOlllg lu,>t that: fol!owrng do,>e1y hut cUI!>orily the mJny paLh!> taken oy Smith's l'irst 

chapter III the COnLII1~Cm;lc,> 01 Valu\.\ "Flxed Marks and Vanahle Constaneics." What 

'1hollld hccoll1e cleal In thl'> dl,>cu'>!>lOn i:-, that '>l'veral phIlosophlcal or metaphyslcal daIms 

ale made, the hulk 01 whlch can he dlvlded lOto two major branche<;' aXIOlogy and 

epl,>temology. Whalmake~ thls comoinatIon intcre~ting is the ontologlcal status accordcd 

hoth 01 them hy SmIth She 01 fer~ a constructivist conceptIon of value and evaluaùon that 

'1œ.'1 hoth a.,> !>ocially generated BUI this ontological conjunctIon ofaxlOlogieal and 

epl,>tcmologlcal dallm IS, l will argue. not supported by the cvidcnce. ln order ta 

lIndcr~tand why thl~ I!> '>0, 1l1~ necc!>sary to dlstingUlsh bctwecn thcsc clalms sa that we 

might as~cs~ thel r viahIllty separate from one another. What will hccome apparent is that 

whIle the axiological daim i~ qUIte tenahle (a quaIitïed reiativism which 1 willlatcr 

dei inc). the epl~tcmologlcal po~ition is not, and this poses prohlems for Smith's 

constrllctivl~t thesl!>. But tir!>t, 1 want 10 take a look at the thesis as IS, and try ta analyse it 

caref'lIllyenough 10 <;eparate the c1alm~. 

The lilst chapter of the Contin:;cncies of Value, an earher versIOn of which 

appearcd nine ycars earliei In Pwtics Today, examines the critlcal and personal history 

slIrmllnding Shake!>peare's Sonnet 116 The chapter title is apt: "Fixed Marks and 

Val lahle üll1~tancles" is entll'l~ly consistent wllh the hook's falsely assurned unique 

llppnsItlOn hctween obJccuvism and SmIth\' v~rsion of nonfoundauonalism. "Fixed 

mm'ks" rdcrs tn conventlonal or das<;ieal aXlOlogieal Ideas such as intnnsic vaIue, 

ohjectlve tl1lth and l'cal standards. Idca.<; Smllh atLIibutes to such philosophers as David 

HUille and Il11l11anuL'l Kant (among others). "Vanahlc Constancies," on the other hand, 

l'l'Iers to the constantly ShlftlOg foundatiol1 of pcrspccùve and taste which is said to 

unl1eImme lIadll1l)[1al a.\lologlcal and epistcmological views. According to Smith, value 
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and lruth arc no longer de te rrn mate or ohicl'tively dcrivahk: thcy arc l'llll1rletl'ly 

contingent upon and l'rcated hy thc e\ allHllor's ~lK'lal l'ontext. or ~tandpolllt. 

1 l 

Smith gel" right to the condusi\c rOll1t: the prol'ess of l'\alualton. unltkc thL' 

tradlltonal ohjectivist conccpllon whcrehy worth I~ dlsl'ovcl ahle hccauSl' IIltnmlC, IS 

always tamted hy the hias of the evaluator. In facto ~o tamtcd IS the act 01 L'\'aillallon that Il 

not only shows the judgc's hlas 111 attendll1g to CCl1a1l1 prcfell\'d a~pL'ct.s. hut lIny 

l'valuation IS less a factual discowly of latcnt wnrth. Ie~~ a L'L'11alll ratIOnal! v lkllVahlL' 

value relatIon hctwcen an aIt nhjcct and a partlclIlar ~oclal contL'xl, lhan Itl~ the pllldllL't 01 

social constructIon. The focus moves l'rom the evalual1vc pnx:css as I1lcans tn an L'nd to 

the process a~ an end 111 iL<;clf. Smith completcly rejcct.\ the notion of a judge 

approximatmg validity orohJcclI"ity m hls/her as~c~smcnt 01 an ohJœt\ wOIth,l'ven III 

context. Though she demes that her conception is merely .\lIhjecllve. it ~mad." of what 

one might call a collectIve or social ohJcctivity. In Smith's nwn words: 

[E]valuation is. 1 think, al ways rningled with regards that.\tand alool l'Will 

the cntirc point: always comprormsed. Impure, contingent; aItcnng when it 

altcration tinds; hendmg with the remover to rcmove; always Time's loo!' 

(l, my cmphasis) 

Value here is not something posscsscd hy an ohjcct. It is the contingent rc.\ult of a 

ensemble of factors in a system, dcpendent for its .\tahillty on the capnclou.\ne.\s of ILe., 

collective audiencc's psyche and the attendant hav<x: lhat such a quantlliahle value .\ystcm 

engcnders dunng the mcvitahle change in lime and spacc. For Smith. lhe hi~lOry 01 

Sonnet 116's cntical receptlOn IS nOl a matter of val uc rc<.:ogmllOn or c.,clectÎon hy vaflOll" 

cntIcs al various urnes, bul wholly a matter of the~ critical agenLI) con.\tructing that valuc 

thernselves. There i~ no di~tir.~ti()n made hetween the di!>Covery or rccognltion 01 value 

and iLS selecuon for u~. Instead, in truc aph()ri~l1c; I.eal, Smnh concl ude~ lhat ail "the 



• 

• 

evalllaLJng~ have hcen contingent, and ail of them wIll be--which is, 1 think, as it must 

and ... hould he" (1). Note that thl~ ILl,elf 1'\ a value cIaim. 

Two thlllg ... come tn mmd at thl.., point whlch have ta do with the weakncss of 

'Irlllth\ pre ... cntalJon. Flr~t, the ~lIhtIlle of this chapter, "A Parahle of Value", cIaims ta 

nI lL'1 the truth. A parahle, an allcgoncaI nr IndIrect rendering of a truth. IS not an 

12 

,II gUI1lClll hut rhctonc, and not a very convmcIng way to procccd when you considcr the 

content 01 her r he[of)c. Secondly, whenever an a~'\ertion IS made. the qualIfier "1 think" is 

addeù on lo lhe end tn hedge the hct. This rhetoricaI strategy may be an atlCmptto rcleasc 

Smuh Irom any daIms to standard conceptIons of truth. But, despite her exphcit attcmpt 

lo ~h()w how her ver~ion IS hu t a ver~ion among many, she neverthcIess makes truth 

c1ai 11l~ wllll:h lIurpas~ thls limll. The sclf-rcfuting and incohcrcnt nature of thesc daims 

will he deaIt with later In this e~say. 

Srmth nexl examInCS the history of the Sonnets In academic circles. She begins by 

cOI1:-'lùcring thc ev.t1uallve proccss as employed by the poet himself. She focuses on thc 

poct's tirst ludgements as aets of in/exclusion, and trics ta highlight thc supposcd 

capncJl)u~l1ess or ~lIhJcctJvl~m of the endeavollr. The poem 's own self-evaluations. 

lI1~crihcd wlthm the poems, she secs sim ply as such. and not as c1aboratc rhetorical 

~tratcgics allTIcd at the hias of the reader. When she speaks of a poem's being "good 

enough," she does not con~ider that the poet was obscrving and expanding upon an 

already ccnturie~ old marriage hctwccn language and human cmotion, each constantly 

modifying ùle olha over time. Instead, she somehow places the poct in a position 

wherchy hl' approves or dlsapprovcs of his pœ tic creation wholly without guiding 

norms. And the pllet's approval or disapproval docs not in any way secure the poem's 

value wilh regard 10 any standards hut his/her own. Is this how it rcally happens? Is the 

pnet sclt-Mlllident or sdf-ercaung" Or, is he a social creature who by virtue of his social 

status and puhlk l'Ole (and puhltc il is however pnvate the sonnets were kept) is forced to 

assess the 'value of his poem rationally and with regard to a specifie context or social 
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milieu'! The accuracy of his Judgernent is not pUi-cly a priori. hut dcpl'nds on his 

expcnencc of the language and ilS socml usage. Docs nl)t thlS pOSllllHl of the p\)el'S 

require that he Judge evcn hls own poeu)' wlth thls ln mmd'! 

l ' 

Smith next plcks up a Ilne whlCh ask~ fllr ~ readcr~. "readl'rs whl) will value 

the poems .... 'for the!r love. not thelr style'," and ~he points 10 the vanahiltty III 

response the poe ms have recclved (2). Flrstly, Ù1at readers nllght easlly he ahk to 

scparate the poem's content (love) l'rom IL" exp!e~~lon i~ not a gl\'l'Il. ,lIld eVl'1l ~o. fhl.~ \Il 

no way leads to Ù1e conclusion that hias toward the content OVl'IT\(k~ ally di~ta~tL' 1'01 II~ 

form. On the contrary. there is a tremendously amorpholls l'millier hetween faste and 

value judgernent (as he'lwccn form and content) How arc Wl' 10 ~l'parale our love flll lhe 

poem's content l'rom the way that content is expressed'I Is the poem's pica nol a 1 hctollcal 

manocuver? Form I~ not like Ù1e "km of an apple, 10 œ peded away reveahng a deliclOU~ 

content. Form is the fahnc of content. Wnrds mc hut symhols. temporal)' rl'prcscntativl'~ 

of hurnan thought and feeling. To alter the form of the sonnet (in any way) IS to alter the 

content. 

Secondly. there is. admittedly, a variahillly ln rcsponsc. hUl this variahihty IS duc 

not to the change in value occasioncd hy dirfelent readers hut 10 Illelr parllcular attention 

10 dlfferent aspects of the pocm. For cxamplc. diffcrcnt reader~ WIll value the pocm 

differenlly. hut a lcsser educatcd or absent mmded reader\ mablllly 10 noLtce the twi~t (lI' 

irony in a tinal couplet does not crase the mllly. il mercly leave.~ llunnol!ccd That Lhe 

pocm is still valuable to someone who wishes to teach ~omeone cise the rhctoncal 

possibilities of irony IS testimony to the latent value of the poem, and also tn the faet lhat 

value is rccognized and not ereated. 

From herc Smith moves on to more implieit aeL~ of l'valuatIOn ~uch a~ the printing 

and publishing of the Sonnel~. Aceording to Smith: 

Each of the se ac~--publishing. printing. purchasing and prcserving--Is an 
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Implicil act of evaluation, though wc may think it necessary to distinguish 

them, wiÙlI.heir mlxed motives, from realliterary evaluation, the 

a . ..,..,e . ..,..,mcnt of intnn~ic worth. (3) 

Smith wl~he,.., to mark a dl~tinction hetwccn the mixed motives of mere 

"'peculators or hoarder .. and "reallJtcrary evaluation " Docs thlS mean lhat "l'cal literary 

evalualion" IS po . ..,slhk? 1.., thele or 1.., there not intrin..,ic worth m IiLCrature? Whlle she 

~cem~ here to have lelcntcd ~omewhat on her c/aims of impure evaluation and value bias, 

..,he g()e~ on to daim that the ~uppre"'~lon of the Quarto edluon was "another act of both 

valumg and devaluing the ~onnets: an Imphcll witness to thelr having bcell found. though 

perhaps gond lor .\ofl1fthmg • .. tdl not good for ~()mething else" (.1). If we arc speaking 

here of the value of the ~()nneLIi for the htcrature of whlch il is a part, how can this 

ohleeli ve relatIon ~ arfectcd by an eeonomic process outside of this relation') Is that the 

distmction that she rails lo make clear? The recogniuon, or mistaken assessment, or 

extraliterary a. .. ~essment of the value of the Quarto ediuon is not the same as the value 

relation of the sonnets to the English language and to socIety m general. One is an 

ceonomie relation depcndent on the eaprielousnes<; of the consumer, while the other is a 

relation hctwecn a poem and a language and its users. 

Smith gives a hnef summary of several important critical responses the roem has 

reccived l'rom the hterary estahH.,~uncnt a.1i cvidence that "[v ]alue alters whcre it alteration 

tinds" (4). She argues that the change m responsc to the poems over lime, as evmced by 

these critie's varymg and sometimes clashing remarks, proves that the value of a poem 

changes. But does it prove lhls? Or mlght it he the case that each of thesc critics had quite 

ditTelent literary and l'xtraliterary go ab m mind and that their asscssment of the poems' 

worth 111 le1allon Lü lhese goals mercly relleeted this? The fael that one criuc saw literature 

as servtng differcnt social or educatlonal goals l'rom those of another proves nothing but 

that they were hoth quitc rational in selœtmg certam poems over others. Indeed, perfect 
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rationality would only highhght the contra."t in ludgement. A pmde might rl'Il'Ct Vladimir 

Nahokov's l&li.la as morally unsuitahlc hecallse ot ItS lewd pel amhulatHm .... hut this dol'S 

not prevent the hook's hemg appreclated for IL." rhewnc.d style and li!. \\'It. 

That the texts were the same over time hut the poems wel"l' not IS .\ tnckll'I Idea ln 

what way are they different? Now It IS true that a pm'l1cular sonnet. onœ in:-,cl1lx'd mtn thl' 

canon (the hterary measunng stick). alters the configuratIOn ot thl' canon and thL' :-.tatl1!. ut 

the sonnet w..elf 18 recontigured in tum. That IS mlnllsic to any dynanllc langu.lgl' DoL's 

not this point directly to the Idea that value IS rdative ln this way yet 1101 conllllgcllt III 

Smith's sense? For example, the poem's meanmg, whlch can nnly hl' undelstond hy 

virtue of its relallon to other meanmgs in the 1 mgui:-'l1c system to whlch it hdongs. the 

sonnet as sonnct is contingcnt upon the canon and vice versa And hke meanlllg. Lill" 

"means that thcre is no such lhmg as li slI1gle. unrclated meal1lngful clement; and It me:tns 

that changes in thc other meanmgs in the lield can involvc ch,mges \11 the glVl'Il e1emcnt" 

(Taylor. 22). But thlS 1I1corpOiatlOn. which forces the re-evaluallon 01 the pOCIll over tune 

and across contexts docs not \11 any way enta! 1 thatlhe value of any poem 1:-' clln:-.tructed 

by the evaluator. Il mcrely rcqUlrcs a constant redlscovery of the poem's pOlclltlal value 

mueh the same way we rc-interprct a pocm's mcaning <.1.<.; ourconlcxtual knowkdgc 

changes. And despne Smlth's separation of educalcd l'rom vulgar valuatlon~. the levcl of 

education a person brings to the evaluation of a pocm retlccL"i on the accl/rucy and 

colOling of thc judgement and not on the value of the poem. 

Smith reaches a peak. of absurdity on page live of Qmwl/;cnçjç~ QI Valll~. In her 

anti-objcctivist fcrvor and staunch oppositIOn to anythmg rcsemhling ju.",lIlicatlon Of truth, 

she mistakes the accuracy of a Judgcmcnt for a dcclaratlOn of urllvcrsali.",m. In othcr 

words. she mi~tak.es the descnpuve assc~!>ment 01 a pocm's W(lrth a..., meam to an end 

with the prescriptIon of the cnds thcm~lvcs She c1aiJTl~ that her own expcncl1ce with thc 

sonnets "culmmatcs" 10 a '"!'olcmn and !>tnccre dcclaratlOn" that ~hc hcr~~1f "cannot 

evaluatc Shakespeare's sonnets" (5). Thl~ l~ becausc ~he know.'" thcm too weJJ. and is 
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"too con",clou.., of how radlcally vanahle and contingent thcir value has been" (5). In her 

ha ... te t() avold ally overdrawn pronouncement whlch might smack of a faIse umversalism, 

... he ha ... gone to the ()ppo~ite extreme and confused de~cnpl.lon Wlth pre~cnption to such 

.lll cxtcn t that the two word", are not only inseparahlc but one of them (descnption) is 

ol ... allowed 

Can thl ... :>e pO~~lhle'! Can .,>omeone ~o familiar with Shakespeare's sonnets 

actually daim lO he unahlc to a. ... ~e~s thelr worth? What Smith is forgctting is that when 

we :I .... \" her lOI an evaluation of a pocm, wc do not wlsh to he lectured on their intrinsic 

worth IIldepcndent of any social or lingUlstic context, we only wish to understand how 

they mlght he valuahle in a pal1icular case, Wlth parllcular cnds in mind. General 

pronollnccmcnt~ of wonh have thelr place and can obviously be overdrawn, h\.Jl thi~ is no 

,ca~()n to dOllht the!r validity a pnon. Authority may he ahuscd hut it docs not preclude 

dernonstratlOll. 

Tu dlgress for a moment, 1 would like to draw a simple analogy [rom ethology 

whlch rnight hdp c1arify how the value of a partlcular poem might he lInderstood in the 

hterary wm Id. Take the colm of a rahhit's coat in moderate dimes. The color will change 

wllh the sea~ons, hccomtng almo~t pure white in winter and more or less brown or gray 

in summcr. Thb natural cycle has evolved over ume and has been important in 

maintaining the rahhit's evolutionary cquilibrium, serving as a natural camout1age that 

.llIows It 10 mask Itself agamst pledators. Rahhits which failed to adapt in this way 

pCl'1~hed long ago. \Vhat IS Importantto our dIscussion is that the value of this gcnetic 

di .... po~Ltlon is not contingent upon any ethologlst's discovery of il. It is a valu able assel to 

the animal\ ~urvival regardlcss of our awarcness of il and this parallels the 

L'n(,.e~pondll1g IdatlOn a pocm has to the language and social context of which it is a part. 

Memhers of a ~(}C\cty with educauonal goals thal stress the understanding of metaphors 

and the li' usage wIll disL'over the value of Shakespeare's elaborate metaphors, not ~ 

Il. Eilher the poem pnssesses thlS ahility or Il does not. 
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SmIth daims Ihallh~ sam~ sonn~L ... haw at diffe~nt tIInes gl\en I1Sl' ln eXlfl'I11l'ly 

OppOSll~ litcrary expericnl.'es Wh Ile al on~ lIme they appearcd 10 her suhtk-' .1I1d (1\lll'lHlIld. 

at anlHh~r th~y appearl'd "awk\vard. straincd. ~Il\y. II1Crt. nI' dcad" t (-,). SIll' l" pl.ulls ho\\' 

time and cCI1ai n rclalcd expenenœs have altcl ~d hcr percepLlllll nI' almost l'VCI)' pnelll \Il 

this \Vay. But whal IS th~ indc(1cndenl vanahle here. the snnnl·ts thcl1l~elw~ nI' Snllth\ 

relation ln lhem al different limes'? Ohviou~ly the poel11s will he viewed 111 li nl'\\' IIghl al 

every other reading. hut thls in no way enlail. .. , that the pre~cnt reauing IS the ll\11y valtl! 

one. Her changing perception of the pocm~ IS hut a rdlcction nI' the pncm's ahlhty to lx' 

valuahle in widcly v:1ried l.'OntexL'i. When she tinds that pn:viow. pen:eptlon:-- ail: not tllL'll' 

anymore. this is prohahly cause to wonder whethcr the old perreptlons wele acclIIatl'. nllt 

whether they exiMed. 

Smgling out Sonnet 116 for an exposItion of the ... pecltil.'s of thl~ type 01 chang Ill!! 

attitude toward its worth. Smith explains how ~hc tirst devalued this poem hecall~c of Il~ 

popularity. In facto she was emharrassed hy il. And. in addition. a profcssor whn:--e 

opinion~ SmIth valued vcly hlghly (though she neglect.., tl) tell us dlrectly why) "had once 

demonstrated 111 clas~. with great Wlt and da~h, that the ~enlllnenL'i of 1 16 were a~ ma ne 

as its logic was l'cehle and iL'i Im.lgery vague" (7). Now. l'ven wlth aIl the da~h and wll ni 

a rhelorical giant. it would take more than rhetoncal flair to "demonMratc" or plOve that 

the logic was mdced feehle. and that the Imagery wa!> vague or the ~cnllfl1Cnl. ... mane. 

Whether the poem's ,<,entimenL<; arc ~ecn as inane one minute. or powerful al1other. l'ven 

despite iL'i l'rail arguments and vague Imagery. IS te,<,timony notlo the altcrallnn of value 

but to the value this poem posses,<,es to he dlfferent th1l1gs ln dltlerent people at dlllercnl 

limes. and to he open 10 !>cvcral pŒsihle and plall.'·,lhle interpretati()n~, of wll\(;h man y 

will he amblguous. The very raet that the value can he demon!>lrated (proven) 1,<, a re~ult 

of the pocm 's vcrsatility and ils latent value. not a rcllcclton of the rhclorical ahiJ Ille .... of 

the evaluator. 

The second half of the tirst chapter concerm ilsclf in a more gcneral way with the 
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"Iitcrary" a~~c<.,~ment proce~s and, more directly, the concept of value itsclf. Indced. 

value hecome,> a product 01 thl~ evaluauve process and 10 effect constructcd by it. The 

Im:u<., m()ve~ away l'rom the accuracy of the evaluatlOn to the hlas apparent 111 il. Smith is 

concerned WI th the Ideological manocuvering pcrfonned under the guise of ohjective 

CI Illl'I..,m when ..,t.c talh 01 the "nature of the assumptIons presuppolied hyevaluative 

,>tatement~" (~). Her paradlgmallc examplc of the anthology of "great works" and its 

Illdden a,~,~um ptlOm I~ a clear Ctl,>e of construcllvist paranoia. Her claim IS that the 

"Iepcatcd mclu,>io/l of a partlcular work in anthologies of 'grcat poctry' not only promotes 

hut goe.~ .,>ome dJ.,>tance towards creatmg the value of that work, .. " (lO). She argues that 

hy drawlI1g the wOlk to pote/ltlal rcaders' attentIon, "value creatcs value" (10). She 

c()ndude.~ (hal poctry that I~ "unknown. umeen, thcrefore unprulsed. thcrcfore without 

vallle--lJnles~ or 1I1l1I1 discovered, known, and prai~ed hy somcone" (10). 

The focal pomt of Smith\ 1Ïr.<;t chapter b the process of evaillation, and her key 

aim 15 tll exp()~c the variahIlity of OpInIOn and the nalTowness of the traditional ohjectivist 

posItion, Near the end of chapter one. ~he descnhcs her conception of value as directly 

oppmcd 10 any notion that cvaluations mi['ht he "valid tllisessments or demonstrations of 

the value of 1 Ilcrury works" (12) Out with the ohJectivist assumptions of uOlversal 

pl/l'pose and lixcd rncanings or unique value. Here Smith confuses process with purpose. 

i,e . the discovcry l)/' value Shc states her position as follows (note the hedge): 

1 would suggcst. then, that what wc may be dom~--and, 1 think, often are 

domg--when we make an cxphcit value judgement of a litcrary work is (a) 

.:uticulating an estlmatc of how weIl that work will serve certain implicitly 

ddined functlOns (h) for a spccitic Imphculy dcfincd audience. (c) who 

arc concelvcd of as expcricncing the work undcr certain implicitly 

dcfmcd conditions. (13. my cmphasis) 
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1 have no quarrel with this position as stated. In facto thlS is as 1 see Il An l'vaillatllln is an 

apprmsal of the value of something (means) in rL'lation ln another thmg (end) Whelher 

th~ ends or purpo~es remain implic:lt or not. they are understood .l~ the st,md,1I li ... or 

norms wherchy the cvaluator is guided. But it is the standalds or norms whlch \ary. not 

the value of the litcraturc. 

Smith cornes close to ~aytng this (and usually forces ml' rerl'ad many \11 her 

a<;seltions). hut mstead pul,> forth her parahle that "lItcrary value l~ not the pruperty nf an 

ohjcct or of a suhject hut. rathcr. the l'mdl/ct 01 tht' dynanllc.\ 01 (1 s\'.\tl'm" ( 15). Agam. 

process wins over prorcrty. Smith places the evalllatlvc hurdcn squarl'ly on the ~hOllldl'IS 

of perception only to cmphasllc the overwhdmtng erfcct or hias. a hw.'> whlch Cleates 

valur. or "IS value" (16). lndeed. our ~tandpO\nt or "our partlcular expenence 01 'the value 

of the work' is cquivalcnt to our t'\pel/en('t' of The ~mr/.. lf1 ,t'lfltlOn to the tOf(/1 t'( mU",I\, of 

our existence" (16). Notice how the emphasls IS ~hlfted away l'rom the "rela Inn" and 

toward the "experiencc" of the relatIOn. The expcnencc hecomes the he ail a d end ail of 

the value equauon. 

Smith confuses common goals with common expenenccs. That T.S. Eliot and Dr. 

Johnson may have shared an opimon of Shakespeare's genius docs more than pomt to 

their sharing an expericncc of his drama, it pom!.,> to their agenda. But for Smith, lhe 

variability in responsc is not only a retlection of compeling pcr.'>pectlve.,> whlCh <'clect 

among a pocm's potcnual value accordIl1g 10 ~pccilïc ends. Il hec()me~ prool 01 the 

variability and creation of value. She underslandll the ~lectlOn or rccognItlOn 01 ~pcctlÏl: 

values to he a creauon of that value The process of recognition i!<J lor her a c()n,>lrllctlVI~l 

one as it mvolves the construction of a realtly mat IS not mdependent 0/ mmd How this 

cornes about in Smlth'~ model ha!' a grcal de al to do Wlth her rclatlvlsl VICW'>. ln a 

nutshell, she triCS tü conjom her axlologlcal rclauvl!'m to a rcIallvl,>t cpl~lemol()gy. 

ThIs dual ontologlcallhe~l'" can he dlvlded aJong these Imcs of valuc a<, ,>Landard,> 

and value as act or process. The aXlOloglcal claim }!, thatthc value,> htandard ... ) we cho()~ 
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or ~lecl are depcndent for thcir eXI~tcncc on our tastes or preferences. Wc construct our 

(}wn l·nd~. The cpl~tcm()logical daim il, that we eonstruct our own truth or rcality as weil, 

<.,oml!thmg whlch prevenL<~ u.1, l'rom evaluaung ohjl!ctlvcly. ft is esscntial that thcsc two 

clUlml, he kl!pl ,>cparatc as lhclr mdepcndcncc l'rom one another will be crucial to 

undel'>land1l1g how Smith ~ueeccd~ In her axiologlcal daims, whilc she mIsses the point 

111 her allCmpt tn refutc ohjcctivi~t eplstcmological views. What, then, is her axiological 

p()~Jllon and I~ Il valid'! 

1 J Contin~cncles of Value, pragmatlcally understood, is mostly a story about how 

tbe hlerary c~tahh~hment, It" cntlc~, artisl" and sehools, support and control a 

commullIly's ae~lhctic and lilcrary standards. As an ideological critique, Il puts forward 

moad gencralI/atIons conceming thlS proccss togethcr with select examples which go a 

long way toward I,howing just how institutlonahlCd nonns arc maintJ.ined in the literary 

world. But Smith gues heyond a condemnation of western hourgeois acstheucs and 

ohlcctivist philo~ophical fOllndatlons, and mSI~ts not only t11at our standards arc a result 

of Idcologlcal hla~, hut that the cvalllatlOns pcrfOlmed hy someonc under the mtluence of 

thosc stalldaals arc incvltahly taintcd by thlS bms. Bcfore wc get mto her epl~temological 

vicws. It IS 1l11por1ant that wc lake a look at her axlOlogical skepticism m isolation. 

Srmth's cntIque of u'aditlOnal aXlOlogy 15 taken up in chapter four of 

COlltml;cm;ÎL's of Value. "AxlOloglc logle" 15 ahout the failure of tradiuonal axiology to 

pmvide any proof of thelr gUlding assumption, i.e .• that thcre are natural moral and 

aeSùleliC ~tandard!. to whlch we arc neccssarily drawn. Clearing the deck with a relativist 

hosc, Sm lth asscrt" that: 

The projcct ofaxiology--that is, the justification of the claim of certain 

nonns, standards, and judgcments to objective validity, which is to say 

the dcmonstration of the noncontingency of the contingent--must, by the 
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ddimtlOn of it ju~t glwn. fail. (54) 

Smith dlscusses hoth David Hume and Immanuel Km1l 1 wIll takL' up her clitiquc 

of David Hume as the paradlgm for her anti-nh)ectivist position wlth rcgald to a"\lolllgy. 

Smilh hegms hy showing how Hume acknowledges the olwrgellL'e ~)f laMC \11 and 

hctwecn communities. what ~hc l'ails "the prden'ed gamhlt ofaxlnloglcal ;ugllIllL'llt:\tlun" 

(55). Hume then argues that 1l is only natural for us to ~l'L'k soml' standard ur ta .... !e 

hecause thls will hl'Ip us ta coordinatl' our respective actions ~lIcCL' ... ~rlllly Smith algucs 

that 1l1S not neCL'ssarily "natural," hut that il IS nnncthele~s neCl's~ary 10 ~1lI vlval tOI' a 

community to devclnp standards or norms. But Smith IS not conccJ'llcd wtlh nonm a." 

such in her dISCUSSIOn of Hume Whal conccrn~ her ahollt Hume ..... argument 1 ... hls 

attcmpt to daim that there IS a self-l'vIdent hielarchy of chOlce among vallahk~ lJ1 ~lIch 

tields as aesthetlcs and cthlcs. despitc his admls~,ion that only cmplllCal knowkdge ha .. 

this type of extra-mental reference pOIl1t. 

What bothers Smith is (hat Hume admlts of the propriety of the axiologlcal 

skeptic's argument, yct procceds to daim that il is the case that there arc oh)l'ctlvcly 

derivable human preferences. howcver dlflïcu\t they are to dlscern. Or more preclsely. a~ 

Geoffrey Galt Harpham pUL~ Il. what hothers Smith IS that "hcheving tltat there may he a 

standard of Laste, Hume IS sa lasteless as LO try Ln idenllfy and descnhe It" ( J lX). 

There may he standard of ta. .. tc, hut as Smith explain .... the dOlcc of Shake~pcarc 

over doggerel is not alway~ ~elf-evidcnt. It i~ s()metime~ dcpcndcnt on the Ittcrary 

standards lo which hoth arc suh)ccted. What i~ cIalmcd when Shake ... pearc I~ as..crtcd to 

be obJectively and ahsolutcly better than doggerclls a Itmltcd "dcpendence, In other 

words, on the performance of a partlcular--ll.\swned--, 'had 111 mll1d,' Il not .. t:.ltcd 

function" (58). There is a grealer dcgl'ec of .. kill involved 111 Shakc~pcare\ poctry, hut 

this matters little unless you deslre the end re~ult of ail thi~ fïne~~e. 

The social origin of acccplcd ~tandard~ <,uch a. .. Shakespeare arc f'orgottcn in many 
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ca.'>C<.i Eva)uallve tcrm,> .)uch a~ "geniu,>" and "e)cgance" carry normative welght and 

creatc lhe !I)u)lon that they dcnvc thclr mcaning from sorne natural order of thtngs. Is 

lamhH': rentamcter the way we talk or the way wc kam to talk') 

22 

SmIth oOlcel,> thal Hume cashe~ ln on lhl'> tendency to vlew the existing social 

.,truclurc a." lJ1lrin~IC to nature hy attempting to "ground the standard of ta<;te in ... 

tWIlI/t): .,pecJli<..:ally, the pre~umed p~ych()physlOlogical nature of ail human hcings" (59). 

Whal hc arguc." i~ lhat there are certam Luste<; and prefercncc~ wc nalLlrally prcfcr because 

of our p~yeh()-phy~lcal rnakeup. Thi~ IS Ilsclf a reasonahle positIOn. hut hccause it is 

m lIeh 100 th lIicult a task to asccrtain just what these natural relallOn~ between fonns and 

~entimcnL,> are, Hume sugge!-.t<.; instcad we look to time and the existing socIal order for 

.,ome evidence of a proper lit. What Hume docs not admIt IS thal de~pite the apparent 

appropnatene!\s of the exislmg order, there IS no justification for assuming that the 

exisling order IS at all naLUra:Jy or Idcally the hesl one, or even whcthcr there IS in fact a 

he~t lit, Jet alone a univer . .,aJ one . 

Hume mistakenly secs Horncr's poetry as ahsolutely "gond" because it has 

Wllhstood the test dl' tlme, and not hecause western altitudes toward Il have been caught 

up in and arc ln a great degrœ denvcd l'rom iLS exampIc. Homer's work is a social 

produCl which has contnhutcd to our socialization. Society crcates Homer, and Homer 

cOnlrihutes 10 socIety in lum. Homer is hut a standard which provides sorne degree of 

normative govel11ance and not an unquestlOnable part of our (purportcd) ideal nature. 

When Hume illogH.:ally mnves l'rom existmg order to nalural order, he is forced to view 

any dcvlatlOns t'rom this order as ahnonnal in more than a social sense. Things come to 

he seen ;l<; ahnOlmal1l1 an ohjective sense. As Smith points out, the: 

a.\'\'I1lmerrical explanarion of preferences . .. is one of the definitive marks 

ofaxiologicallogic: mtrinslc quahtics of objects plus universal, underlying 

pnnciplcs of human nature are invokcd to explain stability and 
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convergencc: hlswm:aJ ,K'Cldenl ,md e!Tor and the lkti..'l·(~ and 

IInpcrfections of mOI\ louaI SUh\eCL-; are tI1vnked ln l'\plalll Iheu 

divergence and mutahIJuy--and al sn. therchy. 10 l"<platn Ihe latluI\' nI' 

universal princlples 10 opelale ut1iver~ally. (61) 

Hume treaL'> thosc who ùo not favOl Homer as nalurally dcrt.'I:UVl' 111 :-'L'ntiI11L'1lI l'he hlame 

IS set on the pel son and not on the social modd. But if the aeslhellc modl'I:-. .1Il' 

understood as soclUl1y gct1erated. there IS nOlea:-.on nnt to que ... IHJll Ihe applOpllall'nl's", ul 

the model (Ieavmg aSlde socIal siahility for the moment). To hlamL' 111L' mdlvldu.tl l'Ill Ilot 

conformmg to the model shows an unwarranted hias in favor 01 Ihe mode\. ()l1e I11lghl 

just as easIly hlame the mode!. Hume has no 11IsutÏL'alton for plL'IL'ITtI1g one 10 Ihe other. 

:.lnd In the end l'an he 'ieen a~ rehnquIsh1l1g the ta:-.k he :-.et hl m:-.l'I t. 1 e , III tintl a halance 

hetween form and sentiment such that mn~t people might he reconclled 10 Il Ili~ I11lstake 

was in trying to rcconstmct Ihat halance mslead or U!.tng ~XISt ing cVldencc to COl1stl tH': 1 a 

new halance. 

This, in effect, 1S Sl11ith's aXlOtogH.:al pO:-'1110n She matnlalt1s that the 

inconc1usiveness of traditional aXlologlt:al arguments tend SUppOl t 10 her .... kcpltc\ 

conception of value. And as far as standards of value arc concerned, thi!. I~ hkcly the C'l ... e 

in reality. Thcre is nothing to indlcate that our :-.ocml ends, our ae\lhetie or ct hlcal 

standards, are lO any great degrce rc:-.tncted hy our natural world. e.g , one can conceivc 

of viable human cultures whcre thc :-.onnct form doc!. not eXI!.t But once tho,>e ,>Landard ... 

arc chosen or installcd, thCIC 1:-' the que,<,tlOn 01 whether wc are ahlc a.'> ratIonal hemg:-. to 

attend to them in an objccuve way. Are we capahle ot rationally dcrivmg the hc ... t mean\ 

to the cnds that arc in place as tradiuonally argued, O[ arc WI! lneviLahly dl .racted hy the 

contingencies th<it Smith discusscs In her first chapter'! ThIs i~,>ue J~ the \uhJcct (JJ the 

next section . 
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2.1 Ucyond Traditional Objectivism, Relativism, and Constructivism. 

1/ wc arc cm;um<,cnhed in our nonnatlve ChOlCCS only hy our physical 

envllollmenl and our (}wn phY"lcal and mtelkctual capacllics, there 1'<- stIll tremendous 

/(JOln lur VaJ'lJtHln. Wnhout any intnmlc entls or goah, we arc able to .<-culpt our selccted 

plllpu.,e wlth whaLCver matcnab are availahlc. Bul in lhat case, what ahout the mcans to 

tho<,e emh we do (k.,lIe'l While the hest mcan~ tn an end were or arc traditionally vlewed 

a., determined (ratlOnally) hy the end<, in question. Smith argues that this is not the casc 

(h atlea .... t nol the who\e ~tory Thi .... makes her argument more than a stnct aXlOlogical 

matter. Smith rai~e." epistemological conccrns which .<-he daims puts in douht the 

tradll10nal ohjectivi<,t notlOn.<- of truth. and thi.,. 1 argue. IS wh~rc the problcm with her 

conception of value originates, namcly with her attack on l'valuation as an ohJective 

endeavour 

The root.s of this attack are plantcd in the second chapter of Contin~encics QI' 

Yill.lli.:. "The Exile 01 Evaluation." a chapter conccmed wlth the litcrary ::cademy's 

IgnlHanœ 01 what SmIth ca"~ the "enttrc prohlemallc of valuc and evaluatwn" (17). Smith 

traces lhl' hulk of the hlame fc!' thls eXIle ln a conlllcl hctwcen two "mutually 

comproml:-.mg intc\kctllal tradttion~ and IdeologIeS. namely--or roughly namely-

pO:-.ItIVIStIC phIlologll:al scholarship and humanistu.: pedagogy" (18) She sets up or 

<ll'Cepls l'rom other~ who \Vere eljually misled what hccomes a faIsc but paradigmatic 

opposition 111 her honk. ùlal hctwœn ~cholarshlp and criticism. 

AccOlding to Smith, cnticIsm i~ ahout analyllllg and Judging the quality of 

sa)methmg, and lS p~rl())med hy S(lm~nne wlth the ph)pcr skills. The goal Qf criticism is 

the asscs~ment and d~~cription 01 worth in relation to ccnam l'nds (howcver those ends 

come 10 he). uSlI1g ~dHllarly LOols as alds. Smlth's hlstorical model shows how this 

l)h,eclJw mie had hcen lIsurped hy clitics who Idt il was thcir dut y to prcscribe as well. 

and lheir c\'aluallw hehavior rellCCled this lendency. They enlarged thcir criticai raIe to 

includl' grandiose n~clpcs fl)!" human and cultural advanccmcnt. The problem was nQt in 
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the hypothesis. but in the way this hypothesls was put forward. The l'l'suit was a series ni 

criucs who overextended themsclves. clalming that Iheir suhJective a!'o."t·l1llH1~ were 111 1,Il:t 

objective determmations. fixcd. mtnnSH: and .lhsolule 11'\is tendl.'nl..'y was I"l'd hy 

ethnocentnc and ideologlcul hiases WhlCh round ll11thmg wrong in cla!1ll1ng Ih,lI the l:ntil' 

was a "special" person. capable of lindmg not only thl! "valul.''' 111 a pm.'111 or ,1l.'sthetlC 

work but "by virtue of certam innall.' and acqll1red l'apaclties (ta~te. ~enslhlltty. and ~o 

f0l1h. which l'ould he seen as counlerparts 10 the ~clllllar'~ mouslry ,llld l'Illdlllon), wa~ 

someone spccifically equippcd" to !ind the literary valuc "that wa~ a dl'lclll1l1lalL' pmpcl1y 

of leXIS" (19). The misconcepuon lies wlth Lhe notton thal the mLl(: was a cOlllltcrpart tn 

the scholar. and not a scholar him/hersdf. ln point of fact the l'nlte IS a scholar Iramcd tn 

use scholarly tools m their role a:) judges. 

SmIth explains how the growth 01 aXlological skepticism led many 10 question lhe 

objectivity of cntical praeticc. ShI.' cxplains how the value Judgemenl~ of ccrtam CI iucs. 

such as F.R. Leavis and Matthcw Arnold. were more orten "vacuous rselld()~tall'nlL'nt~" 

about what values they cspouscd and not value judgmcnL'i at ail ( 19). Crille.,> .,>w.:h a~ YVOI 

Wintcrs acccptcd their rolc al) humanists in charge of defining a tradItion, a.'> weil iL<; 

subjecting works lO critical analysis The role of the enlie occame that of :-,elting the 

standards as weil as selectmg works which conformed to thosc :-,tandards. ()ncc people 

hegan ta question the standards, the result was an atmosphcrc of skeptiCÎ<,rn 111 which 

even the objectivity of the evaluation wa<; put tn douht. While the origInal prohlem was 

that all cri tics saw their work as comprismg both the selection of ~tandard:-, and the propcr 

evaluation of wOlks, maintammg a ~parat\On hctwecn thcsc lwo rolc!\ hœamc dlf·tieult. 

Sorting out objective or dcscnptlve statcmenL<; l'rom pre~nptlve one~ was not eat,y. 

The answcr for the constructtvlM lay m rcversmg the tradltlOnal ()vcrcxten~ion oJ 

objeçtivity, and considenng ail evaluauons a'l prcM:npuve. The laet-value d ..... tÎnctton wa. ... 

considered dissolved. Faets became iU1 ohsoletc concept and were rcplaccd hy value 

designations because value was seen as created by the evaluatlve proccs~, and thcrcforc 



• 

• 

• 

not real or i ndependent of lhat proce~s. For someone to see a work as "good" made the 

work good lo lhal enLie. and tu tho~ who happencd to agree Wlth the Judgement. 

26 

The lmk helwccn Smlth\ lwo rclaled clalms, one axiological and the other 

epi.,temologlÇul, I~ wholly dependent on this fact- value distinction. If things are as Smith 

dalm~, then value can he seen ln he produced m the manner she descrihes. On the other 

hand, If a di~unclJOn can he drawn and mamtamed helwccn fact and value, sorne of her 

aXJOloglcal daims may surVive, hut her epistemological arguments will fail. The viability 

of her epl~tcmologlcal argument,> IS the subject of this section. 

2.2 Despite Smith 's attempt In the last chapter of Qlntin~encies of Value to head off a 

refUiallon of her epIstcmological position, the faet remains that her book is devoted to 

descrihing a realily that she claims docs exisl (though :;i.~ ~:l.y argue that il is a the ory 

dependent Of soci.llly eonstructcd rcality; more on tha later). Therefore, she must be held 

accountahle for her c1aims. What she caUs the objectivisl generation of truth is no more 

than a demand thal statement'i made regarding reality and the real world he rationally 

justifiable. 

But rcalisL'i and construcuvists disagrec about what the concept "real world" 

actually rncans. Both of these eonternporary alternatives in epistemology and in the 

phIlosophy of science talk past each other ta such an extent that on the surface they seem 

plagucd hy a "scmantic incommensurability". This refers 10 the idea that sorne scienusts. 

such as those scparatcd hy a scientific revolution which forces a change in theoretical 

conception, "arc not talking about the same theoretical entities even wh en they use the 

sarnc terms" (Boyd, 13). As will be scen later, Smith uses this sem an tic concept ta 

dcfend her re lativist cpistemology in chapter seven. 

This dchatc gocs to the heart of epistemological concems. Reality for the realist is 

not the same as rcality for the construcuvist A central realist daim is that the "reality 

which scienutïc theories describc is largely independent of our thoughts or theoretical 
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commitments" (Boyd. 195). AnlÎ-realisLIi disagree and considcr rcalily a.''; sm:h 10 oc a 

"social or intellectual construct" ( 195). The constmcti viSl argument. succin~:ùy Il'statcd hy 

Boyd. mns likc this: 

The actual methodology of science is profollndly thcnry-dcpcndl'nt. What 

scientists counl as an acceptable thcory, whal Ù1CY cnunt a~ an 

observation. whlch experimcnLIi Ihcy takc 10 he wdl Jesigned. wlllch 

measlIremcnt procedures thcy considcr legtlÎmatc. what prohlcl11~ they 

seek Lü sol'v~. what som of cvidcnce they rc4uin~ hefore aCCl'plmg a 

theOlY •... aIl of these fealures of scicntilic mcthodology arc 111 practiœ 

determined by the theoretical tradition wtthin whtch scicnti~LIi Will k. (202) 

The idea is that the world is somehow eonstructed hy a tlleorctIcaltradition. and that 

discovery is pre-detennined by thal traditIon to such an extent lhal faCL-; arc cl'l'atcd and 

not found. How this cornes ahout cxacùy (causally) is not cxplaincd. Thl~ is a dllf icult 

position to maintain in light of the faet lhat theoties are modified l'rom wlthoul a,l.o weil as 

from within the institution. As far as realists arc conccmed. tile development 01 a thenry 

in practice is most often the product of infercnce hoth [rom the rnethod and the matcrial (a 

theory-independent world). 

Observations of actual scientific practice point to the dialectical nature of 1L' .. 

progression, which strongly suggests that eonstructivisrn is not tenahle. COllstructivism 

is at a loss when it cornes to explammg the instrumental reliahility of M:lenulÏc 

methodology. This is most clcarly the cal)C during pcriods cOlncldent wlth what Thomas 

Kuhn calls scientific revolutions. What usually cau~s the revolution IS an anomalous 

observation WhlCh points to tlle inadequacy of the eXI~ttng theorctlcal parachgm 

According to Kuhn. "sclenutic revolutIons arc inauguratcd by a growmg I.ocn<.;e. . .• lhal 

an exisùng paradigm has ceascd to function adcquately in the exploration of an a.<,pcct of 
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nature to which thal paradigm It'l.elf had prevlOusly led the way" (148). As Boyd points 

oul. lhe~ an()mahe~ arc extcrnal tn the con~lructcd world and lherefore "cannot be 

rcflcctlOn\ of a l'ully paradlgm dcpcndcnl world: anomalies arc defined as observations 

whlch are mcxplkahle wlthm the rclevant paradlgm" (208) ThIs last IS most apparent in 

the ca~c of tcchnologlCal advance~. \uch as air travcl or wcather predIction. which depend 

lor thelr "'UI:ees~ on a rehahle re/erenee 1O a mmd or theory-independcnt reahty. 

De~plle thc~e prohlem<" Smllh hOITOWS l'rom cnnstruCtlvlsm to argue that value 

and evaluatIOn are h()pcle\~ly tamled hy the evaluation proccss and Ils mcumbcnt bias. 

Thi~ epiMem()l()glcalthe~I~, thal contexl delermincs content. is known in the sociology of 

science a~ the extcmalISl the~J<; Accordmg lO Mario Bunge, in a recent article published 

in the journal Philo~oDhy of the Social SCIences on the new sociology of science, the 

extcmalIst thesis argues that "the Ideas. procedures and actions of an individual scientist 

arc detcnnmed hy hls or her SOCIal environ ment or even that the latter 'consututes' the 

Conner" (517). The dcgree of cxtcrnalist intlucnce is debatable. with sorne proponents 

c1aimmg a moderatc or wcak cxtemalism whcre the claim is only that knowledge IS 

socially condItioncd. whdc olhefS (proponents of philosophical holism mostly) claim 

radical nI" ~lrong extcmalIsm whcre knowledge is social. The weak and moderate versions 

SU'css only thm the allainment of specific knowledge is to a certain extcnt guided by the 

research environment. cuher locally hy the self-regulating scientific community or 

glohally hy socIety at large. ThiS last posIlion is not very difficult to undcrstand as shared 

cconomic. ethical. social and pohucal concems arguably guide the pursuit of knowledge 

111 ccl1ain arcas m preference to others. and the scientific community is but an extension of 

this social system. Yet thlS IS not to suggcst that science is to any great degrce 

l'ompromlsed wlth regard to the facticity of its results. On the contrary. weal-.. extemalism 

mcrcly argues lhal society. clther locally or globally. influences the work. but not the 

rcsuIL~. of its mcmhers. 

SU'ong or radical cxtcrnahsm. on the other hand. argues that scientific ideas are 
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not only intluenced hy the scientific community and society at large. hut tha! (hey hu'geJy 

emanate from and arc l'onstructed hy these sourCL'S. ThIs is thl' stmnges! \W~IlHl or thL' 

"context detennines content" thCS1S. and ditTers l'mm moderatL' L'X(L'l11ah:-.1l1 11111y mils 

constructivlst pOSItion. Wh Ile mnderate extemalist11 stresse~ t11L'rdy the IIltluL'llce of 

idcology in gUldmg the :-,clentt:-.t\ rcsearl'h. strong extcmulism argues that "ail knowledgl' 

is social in content as weB as ln origin" (5J9) 

The Idea IS that l'very 'tlsCÎentilïc rad IS the producl of a 'thollght clllk'ctivc' or 

corn munit y of people umted hy a 'thoughl style'" (54()). This l'olb:tlw thou)!ht pwccss 

l'an apply either ta the scicnLitic commllnity hx:aIly or to society al large. In et l'L'ct. the 

thesls is that society "thmks" for the mdividual. 

According to Bunge. the proponents of strong externaltsm have not provided any 

proof for their thCSlS. And lhose who have attempted 10 argue sll(:h a positIOn have heen 

sy~tcrnaLically refuted, most nOlahly hy the cmerger.œ ot' widdy dIvergent ~cicntltïc 

patterns within the sarne highly cm:um!>cnhed socIal sett1l1g. Bunge claim~ (hat this 

extemalist attempt LO fuse content and context I!-. hut: 

a convenient trick to aVOId l'oming 10 grips wIlh 'tcchnical' malters. slIch 

as the constructIon and teM of sClenulÏc theories; il allows the !-.tlldenl tn 

shift from the nuLIi and holtli of resean:h 10 it!-, l/1!>trurncnt.,. externalities 

and contingencies. (543, my emphasis) 

And this is just what 1 want to suggest lhal Smith's externali!-'l thCSI~ attcrnpls tn do for 

Iiterary research. By focusing entirely on the social contexl and IL., 1I11luenœ on the 

direction of rcsearch 111 the htcrary l'omm unit y, ~hc ha,,, neglected to take al ail into 

consideration lhe accuracy of the contenl of detailcd lilerary re~earch. Indret!, her 

extemalist position leavcs no room for delCrmtn1l1g the accuracy, hy tc!-'ltng, of !-,tate1l1enL., 

concerning literature. What is wrong with her thC~l~ i!> that it deab only parttally with the 
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prohlem. Undcr Smnh's conMruclIVlst/relauvist frarnework, the accuracy of the 

judgerncnt glves way tn the judgernent as process, and the nuts and holts of the critical 

prllcc..,.., are negb:tcd 

This fallure to mamlam a dlstmction bctwecn the evaluatIve process (the discovery 

of laet..,) and the ~eleetion of certain values or value systems (idcologles) over others is a 

dmx;t result of Smith's con~tructivi~t leanmgs, again arguably an offshoot of a 

contemporary overfa~cination wllh ~clcncc's social origin~, the most hkely cause of this 

failure heing the aholitIon of the fact/thcory distmction. But as Bunge convmcingly 

argues: 

one may admit 1ha1 the observational-theoretical distinction is not absolute, 

or that it is a matter of degree, and yet rctain the faet-theory distinction 

hœausc the fonner is an epistemologlcal distinction (it only concems 

knowledgc), whereas the latter IS ontologleal (it concems reality as a 

whole). (550) 

What lhis mcans with regard to Smith's thesis is that despite thc faet that aIl concepts and 

statcmenl,> contamcd withm htcrary theorics arc theoretical. the factieity of these is an 

cpislcmologlCal wncem. Whethcr there rcally are things out there in reality to which these 

concepts accurately con-cspond is an ontological concem. And "while epistemological 

eOl1stl1lclIvism IS in ordcr up to a point, OnTo{oglcal construetivism is not. for it flies in the 

rare or cVldcnœ" (550) So whilc society can he seen to influence the discovery of certain 

rl.lcts, the thcsis that thesc fael'> arc constItutcd or eonstrncted by society is wrong. 

The construcuvist oppositIOn to the objectivist thesis IS but an extremist reaction 

and lack~ cvidcl1l1ary support. not the !east of which is an cxplanation of just how society 

can "crcUle or destroy facts" (552). Again as Bungc explains: 
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Given their ddiherate confUSIOn het\\'Cl'n facts and propostlinlls. how 

would they (cnnstructivlsl<;) knllw when 'a statcmt'nl splils mIn an l'Ilttty 

and a statement ahlHIt an enttly' -- llr when Ù1C conVl'r~e pllll'l'SS \H:l'lllS. 

dUling which reallty is 'decnn~trllcted' --in nrdm:lly pJrl,llln'. ,1 

hypothcsis is refuted'! (552) 

The l'allure of the constructivist to comprehend the sClcntilÏL' rcqum'l11l'nl that 

theories and their concept" actually refer to what IS really the case is the sOUlce nI' Illuch 

confusion in the philosophy of hoth the natural and social sClenccs. The hclll'l that rcaltty 

is but the "consequcncc" of scienl1tïc aCllvity plcvenl<; the constnJ(:t1vl~t flOlll 

understanding the need for justitïcallon WiÙl regard to a l'cailly that is out thl'Ie and 

independent of any social program. Rcality, tn the constructivlst, is not IIldcpendcnt of 

the "inquinng subject but tl product of it" (553). 

Statements such as this, which asscrt that thc constructIOn of facl~ ha .... replaced 

their discovery, are familiar one~ in the consttllCllvlst litcraturc. Paul Feyci ahend, dted hy 

Smith as a contcmporary philosopher of ~dcnce. dairn~ that ~clentilïc fact .. an: hopdcs~ly 

contingent upon the society that create~ or "projecl<;" Ùlem. 

But as Bunge notes, the competitIOn for thenretH.:t'l1 prcdommance is detcnnined :n 

the end not by the rhctorical force of a particular VICW or perspective, hut hy the eVldencc 

which support...;; il. If Smith has any success wIth her relativi~l Vlews, we l'an he qUlte 

sure that this success will he short-lived. And Ideologlcal innuencc~ notwllh ... tandmg. the 

truth of a "hypothesis. datum, or metho'j" is Dependent not on the mol\vatloll hchind the 

research program, or that program's ideological origin, hut on the accuracy with which it 

represents rcality (Bunge, 48) Origin docs not neccssarily prcdetermine contcnt, and the 

presence of muluple vicws b a reflection upon Ùle perception proce~~ and Ilot on the Ùlll1g 

perceived. 

This misguided attention to Ùle process and consequent neglcct of the thlllg 



• 

• 

• 

32 

percelvcd characLCri/e'i Smith'~ conception of value and evaluation. Her construcuvist 

phIlo<,ophy denic~ the existence of a mind-indepcndent reality, and daIms that there is no 

mtnn~ic value whlCh mlght he considered indcpcndcnt of that constructcd by the 

evalualor BUI thi~ fallure to note a very real di~tJnction bctwccn the pohtlcs of an 

evaluauon and Il<; real world accuracy is what leads Smith lOto many unfounded 

derivalive .,lalemenL'i conccrning the posslhIltty of accurate and ohjective litcrary criticism. 

Her confusIOn of Ideology and ~clencc leads her 10 assume lhat science is hopclessly 

laintcd hy Ideology and that the rauonal a:,scssrncnt of the rneans to a ~pccitic end is an a 

priOrI Imp()s~ihihty. 

The eVlucnœ for this profusion of bias stems for the most part l'rom philosophical 

relauvl~m, whlch argues that lhb hias or Ideological underpinning is mostly hidden, and 

lhalilis mo . .,t apparcnt during pcriods of sClcntific control, !. But, as Bunge explains, 

the ma\onty of scientitic controversies arc mfiltratcd to a degree by ideologlcal biases yet 

lhey .ue tellninatcd hy "sU1ctly <,cientific means" (62). And this is also the case wlth 

controversics in the social ~clcnœs. Wh de il is admitted that cultural relativism is a rcal 

social phenornenon. dchates over the nature of social facts should he resolved by 

sClcntilic. loglcal and rational rneans. The phenornenological vicw of scientific behavior 

strcssed hy Thomas Kuhn ct al. daims that sCience IS only ahout the exchange of 

lingU1'itic data. and thal the "spotting of problerns, the conception of hypotheses. the 

deSign of cxpcrimenls. and the checks for truth do not occur" (57). Here means 

thcmsclvcs arc taken for cnd~. and t!.e cnds arc misundcrstood. And as Bunge notes 

rcgardmg thls proC\!SS. "\ w ]hcn the means are being systematically mistaken for the ends, 

someth1l1g t'undamentally wrong IS happening, not only in rnorality but everywhere" (57-

X) 
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2.3 As noted ahove. central to Smith's conception of value. and part and parcL'i l)f Ill'r 

constructivist stance is an epistemological position generally knlw,,, a~ "rl'l at! \ I~m." 1 ~ay 

gcncrally bccause Smith hcrself denles the normal appltcalIllll of the leml rL'lat!\'I~t hy 

ohjectivlst phtlosophers as It connotes what to her are unwarrantl'd ch,\rgL'~ 01 '\'gahtarian 

tolerance," and an ImpractIeal moral and politIcal "quletl~m." IndcL'd. Smith :llgUl'S 

convincingly against these chJlgcs of l)lIIctIsm hy nllt1l1g lhat anli-foundatlOllahsm with 

regard to our choiee of nonns or ~landards doe~ not neces . .,anly entatlthat wc canllot 

effcctively avoid nihlhsm. The lack of sorne a!-.!-.umed univcrsal or ah~ollltc 11IstlfÏl:allnn 

for our actions docs not mean the end of any goal directed hehavlOr. In her OWll word~: 

if the theoreueal analysis is not transccndenlal. lhen it mll~t hl' Imtoneal, 

and if the justificatIon is not lIniversal and unconditiolled. lhen t! mu~t he 

restrictcd. partial. and local. which is noC to say. Il musl he heavlly 

emphasized. "suhjectlve" in the usualltmited ohrectivist scn~c~ 01 the 

latter. or "pnvatÎlCd" or "indivldualisl1<;" 10 thl'lr cUll'ent po!clllll:al sensc~. 

(175) 

Despite the dramatiLCd style in which it is prescnted. Smith's characlCrt/atlOn and 

defense of rclatIvism against the charge of quictism 15 for the m()~t part convmcing. If 

anything is !eft questlOnable wlth regard to tlte motive for <1(;tio11. Il 15 the ()hJectJvl~t 

generation of an unjustified bclief in ~ome kmd of Uni versaI Ideal or unduhttahle 

foundalion as a motive for "nght" aClion. SmIth mercly show') how the motIve lor this 

unwarranlCd bclief is no more meanmgles') than the motive tü work toward any other ~t 

of goals or standards. howevcr they come to oc cho~n. whatever contingent I()rcc~ play 

a pan. For examplc. vegetananism ha.~ no more ohjective justificat10n !hat doc\ 

omnivorism The chOicc of one over the other is rcduccd to per~onal preference and 

goals. things Itke taste and longcvity. 
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Smith's attention tn the "quictist" debatc only masks the issue glossed over rather 

pl:rempt()nly m her defense of relallvl."m. And thl~ I~ not the cthical or polItical relativism 

"he clfecuvely dcfend'i, but the epl"lCmologlcal relativl~m which if true would lend much 

nœdctl "uPP0rl, and darc 1 ~ay lu"uficallon. to her conceptIOn of value She asscrts, again 

wlth dramatH; and rhctoncal IntUllion. hut minus the ncccssary -ational or loglcal 

c1ahorallon. that ~tandard ohlccllons to relativi~m "hmge on Inconslstencies of the ory and 

praclIcc" and not on the nccd fOi ratIOnal jU~lIticatJon at aIl. Shc argues that her rclativism 

t1oc~ not have lo defend 1l~e1f agamst the usual charges of sclf-rcfutatlOn and incoherence 

a" itl~: 

not a 'position,' not a 'conviction,' and not a set of 'claims' about how 

certain things--reahty, truth, meaning, rcason. value. and so forth--really 

arc. It is, rather. a general conceptual style or tash .... specitically played out 

here as (a) a conceptualI/ation of the world as contmuously changing • 

Incducihl~ variou'i. and multiply conflgurable. (h) a corrcsponding 

tendency to tind cogmtlvcly distasteful, unsatisfYIllg. or counterintuitive 

any conception of the world as lixcd and integral and/or as having 

ohjcctivdy determmate properties, and (c) a corrcsponding dlsinclination 

or mahility to use terms such as 'reality.' 'truth,' 'reason.' or 'value' as 

glosscd hy the latter ohjectivist conceptIons. (151) 

What IS pUllling to even the willing hut skepucal con vert 10 epistemological 

rclauvism is the inslstcncc that the conception involved he a conception of a world at all. 

How can a concepllon he arguahly ahout the world li il pays no attention to the reality that 

is the world and 10 our rdatlOn as SOCIal hemgs to that reality" ConstructIvists will argue 

that ail our worlds arc constructcd from a perspective. and that there is no way of getting 

at the "real worlu." Worlds. likc value. are concelwd. Yet, we interact with trus world on 
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a daily hasis and sucCt:ssfully enough tn ensure not only our sUr\wal. hut alsn a l1ll'aSl1l~ 

of prosperity. howcwr prospaity l11ight he viewed. 

Aœordmg 10 Harvey Siegel. \11 hls hth)k Rdauvism RL'futl'Ù. the rl'fut,llW\l nI' 

cpistemological rehui\ I<;m is at k'a. ... t as nId as the dehatc it cngl.'\ldL'IL'd hl't"'L'l.'l1 Snl.Tatcs 

and Protagora.'\ m the Thcaetl:tus. And the pOSll1011 taken hy Smith 111 tll'I lkkn~e of 

relativist truth IS strikmgly simllar to that of Protagora~' exU-cn1l.' \L'r~Jl)n ()IIL'I.lIl\'1~m 

wherc "knowledgc and ullth arc rdallve to the person contemplallng the plOpn"lllllll in 

question. Pis truc (for me) If Il so sel'ms; fal~e (for me) if il ~o sel'm~" (ol) 

Siegel claims that epistcmological rdallvism I~ incohel-cllt. He pll'!.l'nt" two ha~ll' 

arguments that !.how this The tirst is a very sImple l'oullter argument .• 1Ild has to do with 

the logic of WatTant of Protagoras' po~ltlOn. How can Protagnra!.' It~tenel'" a"~ess the 

warrant of his daIm if his and any other dallTl. mduding any dalln l'oul1ll'! 10 hls. IS 01 

equal warrant" Rclativism thereby undcrrn1l1e~ ll~clr hy makmg thl' "ta~k 01 ludgmg 

daims to knowlcdge ... pointles~" (4). How can wc declde which cIairm ale nght" 

This (loes not won)' Smith. Her claim i!. that many or ail 1Il,>lllutlOll" are nght al 

one and the same time ahout the value of thl!. or that pocm. And . ..,he attemp'" !O cxtncatc 

herself [rom this charge, as does Protagoras. hy argumg that ohlcctlVI\t nollon" 01 

rightness and wrongncss do not apply to he!" reIattvist conceptIOn of knowletlgc and truth. 

She says that part of what IS at issue: 

is the viability of the tcrms in w~lIl:h the charge~ thcm~lvc~ arc framed 

and of the entirc system of conccptualil.ations amI attendant syntax hy 

which they are r,cncrated and lhrough which thcy arc artlculated. (150) 

What Smith is Iikely refemng lO is the idca lhal hcr rc1allvl<,t pm.lllon doc" not carry the 

objectivist baggage normally thought of a ... an ohjecuve rcahlY, a rcallly that play ... the 

major role in the concept of rightncss. an extra-mental rcallly that ~rvcs a. ... a ... tandard. 
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But even If wc forget that right and wrong is a relauon bctween our beliefs and an 

indcpcndcnt rcahly and rnercly MICk lO corn~tJng views, relaùvism still does not offcr a 

viahle phIlo,>ophIcal platform. It only opcn~ Il5Clf to the second charge of incoherence. 

If accordlng to the rclatlVIM. ail hchcfs are true, then those people who do not 

hclIcve JO rclatlvll,m rnu~l he con~idered correcl, even while those who do helieve in 

lelaLIvi~m arc abo as<;;urned lo he correct. SmIth, likc Protagoras, must elther admit the 

truth of her opponents' hclief which argues th al rclal1vism is l'aIse or acknowledge her 

own heheb to he ral~. Either way, lhe end result 15 that relativlsm is false. 

A third more relevant. yet equally troubled, modem verSIOn of episternological 

rc!alivism argues that it I~ not the presence of altemate views themseives. but the manner 

of evaluallng those vicw~ that i5 suhJcct to alternatIve or competing standards. But tbis 

posItion iL<;cIf ~lIccumhs to the incohcrcnce argument as well bccause if truc. its own troth 

will vary according to the scL<;; of background principles and standards by which it itself is 

cvaluatcd. In thls way Il forces contlicung posiuons and cancels out its own truth value . 

And as Siegel notes. cven if episternological relauvisrn were ratlonally justiJïable in this 

way. Il would rcqllIre a non-relattvlstic ground. This grollnd is denied from the 

hcginning. RelatlvI5m vetnes the search for knowledge by rreventing the scrious 

lreatment of cpistemological concems in the first place. 

What Smith wanl~ 15 a rcconceptuah7.ation of the "nonnative" such that it avoids 

what she calls the "orthodox axiologlcal machinery of 'justification, rational acceptability, 

warrantcd asscrtIhility, right assertlhility, and the like," and redescribes the normative in 

the constructivist sense as: 

cithcr (a) the operations of sociocultural institutions of value marking, 

... aIue maintaining. value transforming, and value transmitting, or in 

relallon ta 'truc,' (b) the self-rcgulating mechanisms of verbal interaction. 

(153) 
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The full dcgree of Smith's rclativll1t1cnnstmcti\'ist pnsItwn IS he!\.' apparent. TIll' 

evaluation process IS the wholc story Valu\! is proùuccd nr eOIl:-.trtlcted hy tlll' 'iOl'H1I 

group. not found by il. And its Ittmth lt is alway~ internaI or colltalllL'd hL'~:au:-.L' it has Ill) 

rational or logical way of convim:ing any nnn~lIevcrs of it.'i WOJ1h a!\ a posttllln The 

weakness 'f this position is most strongly felt ln ils inahility to convlIlœ othL'rs nI' ilS own 

value as argument. Indecd. it undenmnes the very IllltlOn of argument and Instcad 

substitutes an emphasis on proœss and rhetortc. Smith trades III ratlonaltty and wamint 

for rhetoric. 

As Meili Steele argues in her review of Comin&cnçjcs of Yalue, Smith· 

offcrs no justificauon for her vocahulary. no meta-lheorctlcal argument 

agamst compeling nonfoundationalt~l prohlematic!\. Such a gap would 

not he a senous prohlem if the hook were not so c()nte!ltiou~ly ;uml'Ô at 

exposing othcrs' views. (107) 

For Smith, justification is a matter of: 

setting forth, in greater or less detail, how shI.' ~aw and evalualed the 

relevant cunditions, what shI.' hclieved the lItake~ wcre lor ail mvolved, 

what resources she thf)Ughl were aVaJlahle to them .1'> a group, her own 

intercst in the outcome. and abo--slIlcc nOlhmg III her "po,>JtlOn" wou Id 

deprive her of acces,l, ln such conslderauo!l,<,--what "he .\aw a. ... the 

desirable consequences, now or al sorne lime III the 1 ulure, for lho'>t! other 

people thernselves and/or for sorne coIlecllvlty .... he ~harcd Wlth !hem 

(Smith, 165-6) 
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Aftcr ~oftmg through Smith"" contmgcncy mled paragraphs. one cap tind hcr argument 

and ~ec how Il i~ Im;ohcrent. JI "nothmg m her 'posllion' would deprive her of access to 

~uch c()n~ideratl()m," what I!' Smllh talkmg ahout in the first placc') 

If wc evaluate the evaluatlon as~umIng lhat il is taint.cd by an inevltable biali, who 

1<., gOIng Ln evaluatc our evaluation of the evaluation'! Does the relauvist have access to the 

"dc~lrablc C()n~4uent:e<.," Of not" If yes, then relauvlsm IS false because sclf-rcfutmg. If 

110, thcn It cannot po<.;~ihly alt1 us to asscss the value of anything accurately and IS 

therefore of ncghglhlc value It!'e1f. 

2.4 Smith may Indccd argue that realist!' arc questIOn-begging whcn they assume the 

truth of certain heiIeI<.;, yet "he cannot prove IL On the other hand, realisl<; cannot 

concluslvely prove the ohvcp.e But do thcy have to? Or is there cnough cVIdence to 

warrant at Ica"t a tentallve belle/,l According to Richard Miller, in his hook Fact and 

Mcthud: Explanatiun. CunfirmatIon. and Reality in the Natural and Social SCiences: 

The ~trongest commitrncnt that is reasonable in the SCIences IS tentative 

helicf. wIlh openness ln revision in the face of further dcvdopments 

In sCience. But prudent !>cientIsts may avoid even this much commitment 

to a hypothc!'ls that thcy regard as confinned by present data. Thus, an 

astronomer may not helieve (or disbelieve) the Big Bang hypothesis. 

hecausc she takcs present day cosmology to be too speculatIve, but may 

sull spcak of that hypothcsis ali confirmed byall data now availahle. As 

against hchd In thc hasic falschood of the hypothesis, belief in Its 

approximatc truth IS more reasonélble 111 light of present data. If one had to 

choosc hetwccn the two appralsals, approximate troth would be the more 

rcasonablc chOlcc. But noncommitmcnt is at least as reasonable. (158) 

Noncommitrncnt IS reasonahlc when faced with a realistlanti-realist debate that is for the 



39 

• most part stalled along the horder of unohscrvahlcs. Even thnugh rcalt~t.., ;u gUl' that 

unhdief regarding sorne unohservahlcs is itself unrcasonahk. thev can offl'I Ill) 
~ ~ . 

conclusive cVldence. 

Smith dcfcnds hel 1 JC~S cOl1ccmmg the nonns of justtfkatllln \11 a Il'L'L'llt issue of 

Cnueal In\lUlry. This essay. entitk t : "Beliet' and Resistance: A Symrnctric.t1 ACClllll1t." 

centcrs on eurrent anu-realist reconccptuali,atl()n~ ni hchef whll'h ~he say~ aq;lIl' agalllst 

statie norms of justitïcation. She algues that "profnundly dlvelgent conCl'ptllalldl\)I11~" 

have hindcred ~n undcrstand1l1g of how con),Ll1Icttvists vlew hellef And though ),Ill' 

acknowledges that new evidencc alters hchd. she points out thal 111 the Inng rUlllllng 

dehate hetwecn eonstruetlvists and what she l'ails "traditional" 1a11nnaltsls or realists. 

the fOnTIer stres~ the participation ur pnor hdid in Ihe pl'ICl'ptlllll of 

present eVldencc--that IS, the hermenelltÎC circle The latter IIlsl .... 1 on the 

• pOSSlhility of the correctIOn of prior hellet' hy plesent eVldence--Lhat is. the 

possihle rupture of the henneneutlc clrc1e hy whall~ poslled as 

autonomous. obscrvcr-indcpcndent reality. (127) 

Smith gocs on to argue that nOnTIS ofJusltiicatlon are m-clevantl11 a world wherc 

audiences are naturally and eulturally gulhhlc. a world wherc audiences aJe pre-dlspo~d 

by their prior beliefs to inLerprct or a~!'lrnilatc new mformation 111 a ~uhjecllve manne!'. 

This distons any hope of achiev1I1g oh)cctivity. She gocs so rar as to <;ay that in ordcr 

to understand why ... somc of us remain tradllional epi~tcm()logl~t.., 

rather than bccoming constructivisL'i (or vlcc-vcr~a). we would have tn 

examine qUltc suhtle dCLalls of our mdlviduaJ hlc-hl~lOnc!' (cducaLional. 

social. professional. and CiO on) as played oulm relation to our more or 

• less diverse cognitivc lCmperarnenL'i. (\36) 
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Unfortunatcly, Smith offcrs no concrctc evidcncc which might explain how we come to 

preler one phllosophy ovcr the othcr, or evcn a <;ensc of how the causal sequence implied 

evolve.'>. On the other hand, therc arc many cxamplcs In the history of SCIence of how 

helicf\ are reMructured hy ncw cVldcncc. Richard Mlllcr's book Fact and Methad offers 

many cxamples of ju~t how thl~ happens, mcluding a clear reallst interprctation of the 

Copcrnu.:an RevolutIOn that show~ how ncw evidcncc corrects prior bcliefs. 

In a ~cction of hcr es~ay cntitled "Macrodynamics of Belief," Smith offers a 

consumer onenrcd or pragmatlc version of hclief. Argument IS out, taste is in. In this 

hui l'el cpistemology, 1 f reason has anythmg to do with our systems of belief, il is as the 

dnvmg force in our sclecuon of hcliefs. Reason is equated not wlth our rational capacity 

for inferencc or for ch()o~ing the bcst means to an end, hut with the choicc of ends 

thcmsclves. Smith claims that rcason with a capital ris out. and that traditional or 

ohjœtivist norms or argumentatIOn arc obsolete m this reconceptualization of belief. Her 

argument is that the truth of a bdicr is contingent upon the "particular conditions" to 

which it IS bcing suhjccted. Ir a pcrson hkes a pic or a poem. )r bclieves a theorem, it is 

hecausc he/she henetil'i from such a helief under those conditions. lronically, Smith uses 

one of the must sceure of science's ctiscovenes to argue her pomt by analogy: 

The distinctions here parallei those between naive and Darwinian 

understandings of blOIoglcai "fitness," which is not the intrinsic 

superiority of certain traits as proved by the survival of the organisms that 

have them. but the very fact--secn post hoc--lhat the traits certain 

organisms happencd to have pcrmittcd them to thnve under the conditions 

that happcncd ta oeeur. (133) 

The catch for Smith's proposed bclkf system is that in order for the organism to assess 
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even her version of "truth/value." thac must he in place certain nonllS of argumentation 

which serve to reach the end (understandmg) ln ljuestlOn. Snuth wunters by .lrgumg that 

these nonns are not tïxcd. Indecd. she a:.scrLo; thatthe norms change WIÙl tlll' 

circumstances and accordll1g to nccds. ThIs pl agmalism argue~ that hl'hl'fs slwuld be 

reconceived as 

the entire organism's complcxly linkcd--and contllluously :.hlfling. 

growing. wcakcning. and recomhining--tendcncic:. to percdw-and-act-in 

the world in certain ways. (135) 

But it is not the conception of bdicfs as constantly transformmg Ù1at is trouhlcsomc hcrc 

In fact, both constructivism and realism allow for Ù1IS altcration of hclier. The questIon is 

whether Smlth's herrncneutic circJe can he scvcred by new eVldcnœ III ~uch a way lhat 

the bias inherent in this type of belief system IS offset 

Paul Horwich. in an cssay entitled "On the Nature and Norms of ThcoretH.:al 

Commitrnent." specifically addrcsscs the bchclïs,l,uc raiscd hy Smith in rcgard to Ù1C 

ongoing debate between realists and anti-reahst'i. In the Ù1lrd .scctHlIi of hl ... es~ay. 

Horwich attacks this retrenchcd constructivist position which argues that "thcoretlcal 

belief would he tolerated but said to be justified on merely praxmatic. and not t>/J1stemic. 

grounds" (1). While instrumentahsts may allow thal "lheorelical helid i~ dC~lrahlc. they 

hold that the justification for It is purely pragmatic" (9). This mcan,l, that the ntlc,l, or 

norms which characterize thc justIfication procedure might vary as Sm/Ù1 argucs. 

According to Horwich. antl-realist<, (such as Smith) place Ù1e onu .... 01 proof on the 

realists. The realists Ù1emsclves argue that the burden of proof l'ail ... on "refcrencc 10 data, 

simplicity. and 50 on" (9). The realisll, are thcn "under an ohlIgatlon to ... how that <;uch 

consideratIons are adequate" (9) And as Horwich admit'i, tïndll1g the extcrnal ~uppon 

which mlghl confirm or justify the use of specifie or general norm,l, for jUl,ulicauon ~uch 
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as th()~c u~d by the rcali~L\ IS Just not possible . 

Another prohlem I~ the raCl that "the usual canons of theOl-Y choice. which 

mcorporate our preference for '!impliclly, con~tantly lead us ta theories that turn out 

wrong" even whJlc it ha.'! aided u'! in findmg many more dependahle ones sueh ,\5 natural 

.\electlon (12) Add to thl~. underdetermmation. thc Idea that more than one the ory can be 

mferred l'rom the ~amc data. 

Horwlch acccpl<; the mMrumentalist notion that they may very weil be alternatives 

out therc whlch would just as weil explain the data and undermine current conceptions. 

But Horwlch argues. thcn: IS a dl~tJnction bctween "c1aimmg that there is such an 

alternative. and datming that therc might he one" (12). With this manoeuvre. Horwich 

puts the onu~ of prool over onto the sidc of the instrumentalist: 

AI"tcr ail. finding one simple theory that fits all the observed faets, let alone 

two. is diftïcult ... We pcrhaps cannot prove that there is no simple rival 

of our thCOl-Y. but this does not justify skepùcism since the probability that 

therc actually is such an alternative is very small. (12) 

Horwlch adds furthc~ that therc is also a strong possibùity that the altemate theOI-y (if one 

cxists) may he found to be mcrcly a translation of the concepts involved in the first one. 

Whether the instrumentalist/constructivist would take issue with Horwich's determination 

of prohahility is lL'\Clf difficlllt to answer. 

Smith. for her part. mamtams that realist or objectivist ideas of reasonableness are 

the cesult of the particular standards of]ustification used in modem western culture. And 

Richard Mlllcr concedes that: 

there is no gencral description of the scientific way 'Jf arriving at the troth 

which is effective. by itself. in assessing justifications. and there are no 
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val id princip les that describe what hclief should hl' ln liglll of tllL' d,Ha . 

whatcvcr me data arc. (486) 

There is no external (explicit) support. 

What HmwlCh does at mis pomt (and he parallels Miller) IS 1I1SISt that the demand 

for this external support is it..,e1f unrea~onahlc considenng our place ~l" mdlvlJllals 

attcmptmg to cogmtlvely understand the world Faccd wlth the loglL'aI1l11po~ .... ihllily of 

provldmg an indubitahle foundatlon. wc are forccd as mdlV1duab tn ~l'd .. stalld;lId~ of 

justification which are flexlhle and allow for me altering of hcltcf hy the II1trllllllL'tHlIl of 

new evidence. standards WhlCh do not uncritically accumulatc eVldencc ln sUpp0l1 an 

existing mindset. 

2.5 Despite Smith's failurt~ to argue successfully for an cpistemolngu.:al rl'lalivl~l11. 1 

cannat read many of her comment.., wlthout feeling that she h~.., come very dose 10 the 

truth and somehow misscd il. For cxamplc. take the quo taUon rcgardmg Ihe IIl,>tlllltlOnal 

control of value. cxtended herc somcwhat: 

If, however, "the normative" is taken in the n()n-qu('.\'t{(Jn-hl'X~Ifl~ M!n~ 

of either (a) the operatIOns of soclocultural institut\On~ 01 value rnarkmg. 

value maintaining, value tran~formmg. and value lran~nllllillg. or III 

relation to 'true: (b) the ~lf-regulattng mcchanI~m~ of verhal lIlteraClion . 

(153) 

What is interesting about thlS passage is ilS succinct conjunction of her the~i~' two 

separate philosophical claims. Institutions not only develop, modlfy, and mamtam nonm 

or standards (an axiological claim), but they abo have a monopoly on truth wlthm thcir 

pale (an epistemological claim). BUllf the abovc countcr-rclallvl~l argument~ arc nght and 
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ln ... ulUtion ... do not hold a monopoly on truth, what truth is left In Smith's conception of 

value'l What i., Ielt, 1 clalm, i~ an elahoratc description of how values as standards are set 

ur and mamtallled ln the literary acadcmy, a proecss which nccds to he distlnguished 

lrom the rO .... '>lhle aeeuracy of evaluatlons made according tu those standards. But is it 

enough to ..,how Sm Ilh's argument wrong and not providc sorne idca of what replaces 

hoth tradltJonal ohjccuvism and constructivlsm? 1 think not. In the ncxt section, 1 will 

movc (oward a more pO"illIve argument and attcmpt to provide a hrief yet coherent mode! 

of IItcrary value and evaluatlon, one which conjoins axiologicaI rclativism (values) with 

... clenufic reali~m (evaluation) . 
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3.1 Nonfoundationalist Axiology and Realism. 

In this section. 1 wIll sketch a nval ln Smitll's nonfoundattonalist cllncl'ptllln of 

value. one which t'Aes mto account the wIde rangc ot' nonnaliw ~ystern~ tsystems of 

aesthetic and ethical ~tandards) possIble Wlthlll an axwlogu:al rl'latl\'ism l'lm ahsolutlst 

value model. which 1 hutld from phllosophieul and ~l)l'lo-p~ydlllIllglcul matcnals supplted 

mostly by Paul Gnce's The Conception of Value and Allan Glhhald\ \VI:'\.' Chll\l,.\':,. Apt 

Feelin!js. provide~ a modd of val'lc rccogl11tlllll ha!o.Cd on a n:alt~t cpl. ... tl'Illlliogy ln Itght 

of this mOle tenable conception of value. one whlch aVOld~ the ttadtllnnal oh1l'clt\'lst 

assumptions. Smith's philosophlcal shortcnmmgs should hecolllc l'WIl mOll' appurl'llt 

th ut the second ~ectlOn was ahle to ~how 

Wc now have a c1ear Idea of where Smith's thesls gocs wwng. 11er conceptIon of 

value offers two caœgoncally separaœ phllosophicaJ daims (one aXIOlogIe:!\, one 

epistemologlcal), the latter of whlch wc have shown IS untenahle. Thl" forces U~ ln Il'

examine her conception of vaIlle in light of what wc have dl~covcred of her knowledge 

daims 

Harvey SIegel shares Smlth's disla.<;te for the lixed and Immulahle 

foundationahsm 50 characteristle of tradltJonal Western philo!o.ophy. ~Clcnce. and evcn art. 

The last chapter of hls book. Relatlvlsm Rcfutcd, deuls exclu!o.lvely Wlth lhi., IS!o.ue, If (Jnly 

briefly. Like mosl contemporary phdosophcrs. he understand." the prohlel11'> that 

positivism raI!o.Cd for SCIence. and Itkewi'>C. the dogmatism that tllc 1I1l1q lit' and '>CII

privileging framework so-called ohjectivlst., cuillvated 111 the art.,> and .,octal '>Clencc.". In 

faet, what usually passcd for nnnnai and natural wa." hut the ethnoccntn"m and hla'>Cd 

judgement of the ~cientl.,t or l'nue. But SIegel. who has Ju,.,t lïm ... hed ,.,howmg how l'ven 

contemporary epl~temologlcal relauvl!>m I~ as . ..clf-contradlclory a . ., l'ver. mu:-.l now 

cansider hls optIOns. For him. as for mc. the an~wcr hc!> 1\1 an epi~lCmol()gy whlch 

uvoids familiar objcclivist trait'. sueh as "absolutc certainty." a prcdetermll1ed and 

"necessary pnvilcged framcwork," or the "unrevi~abllIty of ~omc cla..,s of ~tatcmcnt\)" 
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(1 (j{). The answer lies in a more flexible form of absolutism somewhat distant from what 

Slcgel calls the "vulgar" ah~olutl~m of old. Accordmg to Siegel, the rCJection of rclativism 

doc!- not ncces~anly en ta Il that wc revert to the "vulgar" absolutism we have already 

rCJec.:tcd. Contrary to much thought on this issue, wc might instead cmbracc an absolutIsm 

wherc: 

rallibllity and rcvisahIlity rcign, with respect both to putative knowledge

daIms and tn t.he cvaluatIvc critcna hy which such claims arc assesst!d. 

Knowledgc claims can he objcctivcly assessed in accordancc Wlth 

prcscntly acccpted criteria (e.g. of evidential warrant, explanatory powcr, 

pcrccptual rcliaoihty, etc.), which can in tum be critically asscssed. (161) 

Ail that this ahsolutJsrn rcquires as a presupposition is a willingness to pursue objective 

and non-question-begging judgcmcnL<; with regard to a mind-independent rcahty. Siegel 

takes thls aosoluust posiuon to be a precondition to anyepistcmological mquiry claiming 

to scck knowledgc of the world. And intcrestingly, he admits that a moral or acsthetic 

rclallvlsm may co-exisl with this epislemological thesis. What this means to axiology is 

lhal cvcn if' standards arc constructed, the non-biased evaluation of aesthetic worth can 

still procccd in an cfticient and rational manner. 

Paul Gnce. ln hls book The Conception of VaIue, œaches this sarne conclusion in 

li critique of lL. Mackic's axiological rclativism. Grice does not reject Mackie's 

rclativi~m. out he does show sorne hcsitatIOn In accepting it outright. This appears to be 

olle 10 his "rcalist/oo)eCllvist" reluctance to accept anything beyond the nouon that values 

are "-,ut there" in reahty. Whether socially constructed or not, these values possess a 

"causal dficacy" whwh rendcrs them oojectively real, even if only transiently. These 

values. or "target notions" as Orice calls them, may he inventions or myths as the anti

oo)cctivist secs them but they are nevertheless notions, 
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hacked hy praclIcal mollvation. pcrhaps deriwd l'rom thl' lltthty nI' !>llch 

inventions towards the organl/'ation l)f sorne hody l)r matl.'nal: 111 the caSt' 

of values (pcrhaps) the hody of matenal tmght he ruIes l)r l'fllK'lpll.'s of 

conducl. (36) 

In this way. the standards (values held) mvolved arc not "ahsolute" or "natural" 111 the 

tradition al objectivist sense yctthcy arc nonethclcss part of a sO( .. 'lal and natural reahty as 

far as causation is conccmed. 

What Orice gocs on to show IS that whatcver the ongm of the n0ll11atlvc ~yslcm 111 

place. be it ohjectIve or rclativlsuc. thIS i~ neverthcless categoncaJly dlffcrl.'nl lrom the 

subsequent value attributions which are made with refercncc to lhose norm~. 

It is a mislake, .... to thmk of practical rcasoning as rl.'cognuÎng the 

transmission of an original non-relativl./.cd value down a cham of 

inheritors: what wc start Wlth is a rclativi.œd value (rclatlvl/'ed 10 ~()me 

person or potcntlal agent). and it i~ this value whlch IS (~omellmes) 

transmitted. So the quesuon of Jusllfying end ..... ()therwl~.c th an hy 

showmg them to he actually desired, does not ari!>C. (60) 

Value is present becausc ends exisl in society. Wc mltst acccpt the "ansolute" value of 

certain things even while wc rccogmze the probahle arhitrarine~<; of certain or our ends. 

As Orice notes, the suitability of certaJO cnds IS only clrcumscnhed hy IL ... place JO a 

system of ends. As wc will sec later with Allan Glbbard, our ends arc part of a <;y~tem of 

norms we adhere to and WhlCh are for thc m05t part hlerarchlcaJ, hlgher order n()rm~ 

govem the selection of lowcr order norm~ Ail our actions are Inter medlate end .. , 

subordinated to our grcater goals. ThIS does not rcndcr them arhltrary or rclatlvi~l1ç. Il 
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make~ them all the more real, objccuve and rationally derivable as means (intennediate 

end~) 

1.2 What are wc and how do we cxist'I According to Paul Grice, we are thinking 

48 

~ocial hcings and wc eXI~t as ,>uch Wlth the ald of our minds. Our rational selves, that is 

our thmking-rea.c,onmg ~Ivc~, help u~ lO coordinate our actions and feelings with our 

nalllral and '>(l<:lal envlf(mment~. Ral10nahty for Grice is a naturally evoived adaptation 

~c1cçled for il,> hcnclll ln our survlval (physlcal and cognitive). Its selection as a survival 

tool an~c~ 1 rom thc accuracy of correspondcncc it provides between our thoughts or 

lhought pattems and Ihe extra-mental world we live in. This allows us to coordinate our 

actior.,> effcclively and elliclcnlly cnough 10 survive (grow oId, pass on our genes), and 

also 10 Icach our own "con~tructed" goals. If there were no way for us to reach that extra

mental world, our ahilily 10 survIve \Vould be severely compromised. 

Grice hases much of his conception of value on this evolutionary view. He begins 

hy examming lhe hlOloglcal organism called human being before it has matured rationally 

and hccome ph!losophicJI ahout ilS own destiny as an organism. To do this, he must 

consider IL'> hiologlcal "purposc. Il 

In dcscnhmg an orgamsm's purpose, Grice concedes that an organism as such 

has no spœilic prc-ordained purpose for which it is d.!slgned, yet as a "living thing" it 

docs have finalily hy dclinition. Il naturally possesses a capacity to perfonn functions 

whlch malllla\J1ll,> existence and roll' m the enVlfonment to which it is wed. It may not be 

part of an organism 's consc:iousness, hut cvcry organism fulfills one or many roles. This 

docs nol mcan that th( '1>C roles arc prc-detcnnined by sorne higher organism, only that 

most organisms are sUllablc for adaptability to a particular context. Orice moves 

mctonymtcally 10 the organism's internai organs to explain this concept: 

lE]ach of thesc organs or parts will have, so to speak, its job to do, and 
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indeed ils status as a part (a working t'unctinnal pan. that IS tn say. and Ilot 

merely a spatial puxe) is detennined hy il ... hl'll1g sOl11clhing which has 

such-and-such a joh or runctinn (cyes url' thing" tn ~l'C wilh. \cct tn walk 

on. and 50 t'orth); (73) 

But thls recognized funcuon. which IS taken as that organ's pllrposc. I~ only Undl'lSllllld 

in this way In relatlOn to ils place withm the nrganism. The adaplability or an OIgan to a 

temporary slot as a walking tool such as a foot nced not be ~l'l'n as ll~ CXI!-.tcllllal pllrp()~l'. 

That a foot is used for walkmg IS mercly rl'eognillng that one plIrpo ... e to Ihe Ill'glel'I or 

any other purpose it might serve. Feet may he uscd 10 play gllllar or sqll:t!-.h glapl's. hut 

neither of these are understood as essentlal 10 Ihe foot. And rurther, many 01 our organ .... 

e.g .• our appendix and our tonsll glands. no longer !-.erve any Iccogm/,ahle luncllOn or 

purpose for us. By analogy. this example argue!> that wc human!-.. hke our OIgans w1thin 

us. serve no one fixed or l'mal purposc that is separate l'rom our genetie and Ilurlunng 

history. That we rccognize or select a purposc out of the inlmlte pos!>lhtlilll''' doc ... not 

sanction its univl'rsal applicability, tt mercly notices tt 

Purposes are much like causes. The cau!>C of sorne l'vent \.., never sll1gular; il i5 

always the rl'suIt of a combinatlOn of elemenL ... , ail of which eontrihutc to the event in 

question. The cause 1S found by asking a specilic "why" question. For exarnplc. Il the 

road is slippery and the driver of one car stnkes another. wc mlght hlarne the wet or icy 

road for the accident. But we might ask why the driver of Ù1C 01 fcndlllg car (a~.,ummg wc 

can distinguish which is the offendcr) was not more attentIve to the mati condluon.,. 80th 

are equally valid causes. and depcnd on WhICh vlewpointl~ taken. 1 low the aCCident 

happcncd is a combination of causes. and thl!> I!> alway., the ca.,e. hut a . .,kmg why the 

accident happened forces the recogl11tIOrl of one of many contnhutmg Ci1l1<.,C.,. 

The context and standpoint of the ohserver WIll detcrm1l1e to a large exLCnt what 

purpose is thought to bc served. The question of why ~omething I~ a~ It 1., can only he 
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adllcved hy a~summg a <;tandpoInt. The Oxford English Dictionary offers three variations 

of the word ~tandpoInt; a word whH.:h I~ a cnmhination of an action (the verh stand) and a 

rlace In ~race (the noun point) The tir<;t rcfer~ to "a fixcd pOInt of !ltandmg; the position 

al WhlCh a per~()n :-.tand" to VICW an ohJcct, ~cenc or the hke": the second of a "mental 

romt 01 VICW, the pmttlon (wlth rc~pccl to degrec of informatIOn, direction of sympathies 

or prCJudlcc~, a.<,:-,umed fundamental principle~, or the like) whlch a pcrson occuples In 

Idal10n to any ohlcct of mcntal contemplatIOn"; whilc thc thlrd rcrcr~ <;uccmctly tü a 

"p()~ItI()n III II le or JO thc world" What thc~e lhrcc vanations po~se~s In common IS the 

notIon 01 a :-.tandpomt hcmg ahove ail a place JO space, whcther that spacc bc ahstract or 

concrete The <'ccond thmg of importance here IS that a standpoint alTords a point of view, 

..,omcthmg whlch 1:-' hOlh had and ohtained hy your posltlon in space. Il can he both an 

active or a pa~:-'Ivc condItion. A thlfd IInpltcation 1 wish to draw out IS the notion that your 

visuai ficld (phy:-.ical and mental) IS limited hy your standpoint. And lastly that your 

:-,tandpoInt can he hoth a consclOUS pO~ltl0n or an unconscious one. Lùœ a theoretical 

framework, ~tandpolllt ddimit<; the area of mquiry. And like a framework, toit does not 

give us at once ail the vanahlcs which Will he relevant and the laws which will be true, 

but It tells us what needs ta he explaincd, and roughly by what kmds of factors" (Taylor, 

fi3). What a standpomt does IS crcatc a position l'rom which to depart toward sorne goal. 

Gncc's desirc to understand how or why human beings possess an ahility to 

leason Ieads hlm to the Idca of purposc. He understands reason as a faculty which 

distingUlshcs us as persons and serves us In our working toward sorne "purpose" in our 

lIves. What he suggests IS that though we cvolwd USIng our rcason to serve a "detached 

lïnahty, that IS, to purposcs which arc dctached l'rom any purposer, purposes which can 

CXISt WIÙlOut thcrc hcing any consclOUS being who has, as his purpose, whatt-!ver the 

conlent ot thnse purpOSL'S may he," wc gradually begm to dcvelop our own goals or ends 

(79). Ali signs point lo the idca that our rcasonmg abllity helps us to maintain ourselves 

as human qua human; rational hcings that use thcir rninds to cope with realily. The 
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interesting development cornes when humans hccome intellIgent l'I1\)u~h th,1I 111l')' uSt' 

their ahllity to think not mcœly tn kecp themschc~ alIve and P,L'S l)1l gcnl'tH: 1ll,lIcn,ll. huI 

to questIon thase \-ery hlologlcal ends. Sl) \\ hile the e\'olutlOnary pUI rl)~l' 1" ,\ 

consCt.juencc of adaptauon and natural ~decuon and l'Oilles tll hl' Il'lwaclI\cly. lallona! 

heings arc free to not only qucslwn thosc hwloglcal cnd~ hut tn Ol'\'Chlp thclI ln\1l clld~ III 

a prospective and predlctIvc manner. Gncc c()ncllldc~ that thl~ ratll)[1al CI"l'.IIUll': 

will not rnerely he capahle ot ral~ing and an~wenng a lange lll' l(uc~tlon ... 

ahout how ccl1ain ends arc to he al'hleved, ., hut will al"ll have hOlh Ihc 

ahilityand the requisilc conccrn to nuse 4uestion~ ahout lhe dcsirahllity \lI 

propriety of the ends or resulL<; which hlS ratHmality cnahll.'s him tn Il:alllc. 

(86) 

While our rational self has dcvcloped in ordcr to he able to correspond accurall'ly and in a 

relatively sophisticated way with reality through its senses, it ha~ abo enahkd u" to he 

existentialists about our purpose. 

Grice's model is ontologicülly relative wtlh regard to ends, i c , they are the 

products of an encounter betwcen rauonal bcings and thcir cnVlf(mmcnt, and the 

suitability of any flXed nonns in relation to whatevcr ultimatc end I~ a rcJkctlOn 01 the 

specifie circurnstances. This axiological relativism allow!. thallhere may he many rnndd!o, 

which suit any one social scltmg. In addition, the model rcmam~ dcvolcd to the Idea that 

the rneans to those ends are an cpisternologlcal conccm and not relatJve at ail What Cirice 

argues is that a moral and aesthetlc relativi~m IS prohably what we live hy when wc lalk 

of standards, but that any system of norms we devclop survive!. (Jnly wllh the ald 01 a 

rational mind dependent on an approximately accuratc .sense of rcallly. Thc lraOJlI< mal 

objectivist notion of intrinsic or absolutc value as~oclatcd with phtl()l,opher .. likc David 

Hume and Irnrnanuel Kant Grice (Iikc Mackic) M!e~ as nothmg more than the' 
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notion of valuing. or of (hyphenatedly. so to speak) thinking-of-as

valuahlc ~()mc Item x. and. suhJcct to the presence of certain qualifying 

COndJlIOn~. wc ~hould cnd up wlth the ~implc thought. or hehef. that the 

item x i~ valuahlc, and in thmkmg of Il as valuablc. wc shouid now be 

thinkmg. cOlTcctly or mcolTcctly, that the item x has the attribute of being 

valuahlc. (HR) 

Gnce docs ~lIggc~t that wc mcvltahly (as humans) tend toward fixing eertain things as 

valuahle. hUI 1 lïnd hls evidencc (he himself eonsiders it fragmentary and ill-defended) for 

this hypothesls lacking in substancc. 

What we gel frorn Gricc is more th an a story and less than specifies. While he 

prcsenL<; a ~imple and plausible model of the evolution of rationality, he inslsts on putting 

fmward a conccpti~>n of value that not only eonsiders the means to certain ends as 

ahsolute. hut th al goc~ hcyond thlS and argues for the absoluteness of certain human emls 

as weiL Still. thl~ hypothesis is strikingly different l'rom theories of absolute value put 

fnrward hy other more tradlllOnal philosophers. It is not the result of the abstract and 

prcscriptive idcalism that charactenzed traditional objectivism and which finds its 

heginnings m Plalo. On the contrary. Grice's hypothesis is derived Îrom empineal 

clrcumstancc and distances itself from any prescriptive roie. As a metaphysical stance, it 

refrains frorn singmg the pralscs of any one Ideological position except that of whieh it 

considers foremosl in delïnmg us as human beings, that of rationality. 

Gncc arrives at this conclusIOn through a series of steps. In the flfst, he denies 

ahsolute value as put forward hy Hume et aL. and accepts a conception of value as 

relativi/cd towards sorne end or result. The next step follows directly from this one, and 

requircs rnercly that there need he sorne recogmzabIe end for which sorne thing or aet rnay 

he valuahlc. The third slèp requires that people act rationlJlly on a regular basis as if 
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objects and actions possesscd absolutc value. (As notcd ahove. the nœessity of such a 

tendency to view value as ahsolutc is lJ.uestil1llahle hut empincally prohahle) The fmn1h 

step argues that it is p~lJt of the nature nf perSllllS qUJ persnns ln aet ratlOnally. The lasl 

two stcps go f urther than this and propose that as "lllclllhcrs-ol -a-kmd." pCI ~llns qua 

persons will come to vicw certain things as plls~ssmg an "unqualtlïcd ahsolute valuc" a,!o, 

these things contrihute to hoth ddïn1l1g and mamtamlllg them as ml'Illher~ 01 lhat kmd 

(119). 

There is one problcm with the last ~tep. Il may he only relatIve 10 lhL' t'xl~lencc of 

persons qua persans, but il is ncvertheless relative to this end as far a:-. value gocs. This 

aside. what Orice has managed to highlight IS that human hcings ure ratIOnal rcr~()ns who 

are naturally prone ta devclap tcndcncles toward viewing certmn ends as ahsolute. hUl 

also that these ends should thcrcforc he considcrcd ahsolute in lurn hecau~e they 

contribute to the substantive person. If true. this hypothcsis asks lhat we cOIl,ider 10 whal 

degree. if at all, we are circumscribed in our choÏce of cnds hy our place 111 the workl as 

(rational) biological organisms. ThIS suggesL'i la me that though Gncc initially (and 

hesitantly) accepted J.L. Mackic's axiological rclativism, he neverthele~s would like 10 

maintain a more restricted relativlstic positIOn wnh regard 10 our aXlOlogical cholccs. 

We have the freedom to choosc how wc mamtain oursclves as ralional oeings qua 

rational beings. but this end itsclf cIrcumscribes what IS less than a completcly rcIativistic 

axiology. The next part of this section will explore AJlan Gi ohard's attemptlO "how ln 

more detail to what degrec we arc Iimitcd or frcc to chaosc among the many p()s~lhlc 

moral and aesthetic nonnalive systems such mat we might still maintain our~lvc~ a-; 

persons . 
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1.1 Allan Glhhard, in hls hook Wise Cholccs. Apt Feelinl:s, offers a more elaborate 

and pracllcal extcn~ion of Paul Gncc\ hypothetical and abstract model. His inquiry is 

aXlOloglL'ally ccntcred. and locuse,> on how our moral selves are depcndent on our ability 

ln rea.,>on aL'curatcly and approprialcly As he summanzes It himsclf. "In]arrowly moral 

Judgement ... are nOlleelings hut judgemenls of what moral feelings it is rational to have. 

FeelIng .... wc lhlOk. can he apI or nol. and moraljudgcments are Judgements of when guilt 

and rescntment arc apt" (0) It 1<; part ofGlbbard's thcsis that feelmgs of guilL or 

resenllnenl, and the whole of our moral sentimenl!). are feelings we learn by elther 

acccptmg outnght or mtemalil.lng them as norms which then govem our normative 

hehavior In the ,>ame velO, aesthetic norms arc but semi-fixed control systems which 

govcrn OUf ac:-.thetic hchavior, he It creative or critical. 

Olhhard pre~nts eVldence whlch suggeslS that our capacity to accept norms is 

part of our hlological hcritage and adaptively advantageous. He argues that we are 

"designed for sociallife" (26). Design hcre should he understood in the Darwinian sense: 

i.e .• genetlc vanation and natural selectIOn has allowed us to evolve in such a way that we 

have bccome (JUlte succcssfully adapted to a social type of existence which secures the 

passmg on of our gcnes. The "function" of our rational and normative selves is a very 

important clement in Gihbard's model because like Griee, Gibbard is suggesting that we 

have an adapti ve SOCIal tendency toward acccpting and being guided by nOnTIs. These 

norms serve as hcuristic devices WhlCh enablc us to coordinate our beliefs and activities. 

Natllral selection mimics intentional design m such a way that organisms appear to 

have purposc and finality. But nature is inherently neutral and provides no prescriptive 

purpose. The appcarancc of pllrpOse that we grasp resullS from observing an organisms' 

funclloning and deducmg a C1fcumstantial finality, but in reality this is only a description 

of Ùlat orgalllsms' phcnùtypic role. Reproduction is the only "design function" in nature, 

and this purpose IS itsclf retroacllvcly observ{'tj, the perception of the "accumulation of 

mutations a'ld gcnl'tic rccowbinations that have favored reproduction" (62) . 
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The function of an organisrn docs not presuppose tinality, only purpnsc in a 

Darwiman sense. An orgamsrn's fum:tlOn in l'ne ellVlronrnent may diffcr l'rom that 

organism's fllnction In another occauSè the phenntypc IS .1 rl'sult l)f a genlllypc

environment interactIOn Organrsms dC'vdop In such a \Vay that Sck~:tlOn pn .. 'i>i>UI\.'S In Wc 

environment force adaptations WhlCh allow Il to i>llIvive. If the orgallli>m IS unahll' to 

adapt. ilS genotype disappears. Rahbit<; who Wère lInahk to change thcir coat with the 

seasons in moderatc c1imcs penshcd and thw.e who survlvcd pa ... scd on tlWH gene~ 

The scenario I~ no different in the case of hllman heIng.~ RatlonalIty and ~ystèms 

of normative control allow humanity to prosper in social scttIng~ of vmying dcgrccs of 

complexity and circumstance: "systems of normative l'ontml In human hcings, ... are 

adapted to achleve intcrpcrsonal coordmauon" (64). Our prcdlspo~ltlons, paIt of our 

phenotype. help us to achieve certain goals m the social world as In the natlllal world. 

Our propcnsities to develop goals in concert WIth others were sclel'ted as they contrihuted 

most to our survival. In this sense, our tcndency toward forrnmg goals and trying to 

achieve them developed naturally ar.d is a phenotyplcal charactenstic. 

Gibbard suggests that we naturally tend tovlard normative control. 

Propensities weIl coordinatcd with the propcnsities of others wOlild have 

been fitness-enhancing, and so we may view a vast array of human 

propensities as coordinating devices. OUf emotlOnal propensities, ... , arc 

largely the resulLc; of thesc selection pressures, and ~o arc our nonnallvc 

capacities. (67) 

The key to und~rstanding our moral natures lies hiddcn ~()mewhcrc ln our ahility 

to coordinate our social lives successfully. It bccomes nccc~sary for us as ~()cial hcings 

that we reach a certain standardilatlOn according to whlch we l'an aIl (or a sufficlent 

number of any group) gravitate. This standardintion In tum all()w~ u~ to c()ordinalc our 
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actlon~ ln a social a~ apposcd LO an anlI-social manner. It contnbutes to our survival much 

the .~ame a,> our phy~lcaJ ahihl1e~ hy allowing Uf;) ta maintain arder or cquùibnum ln our 

live~, And m order for u.~ to live according to thesc accepted or intemalized norms. we 

mu~t he ahle to rea!-.on accord mg to them in tum, othCrwlSC our ,wc:.:pting them would not 

provc adapta hIe 

Is it the case that our reason hac; hecn subJcct to normalization? Gibbard argues 

lhat thatl'> exactly the cal;)C. Survlval is a matter of matching up our belicfs with our 

natural and social reahty. What wc knaw of these rcalities arc the hcliefs we have that 

match up accuratcly with that reality. The accuracy of our behefs. to he truly adaptive, 

must hy dcfinition c()JTe~pond to an extra-mental rcality. 

Thi~ ~()mcwhat prchmmary and crude look at the development of normative 

~yslcms spccifically aVOlds any notion that therc is any particular kmd of system that is 

the œst one. Indeed. whllc our social and evolutionary goals may mesh, our evolutionary 

purposc does not prefIgure or rcstrict our normative systems in any direct sense. As weIl, 

our physical and psychic capacities allow for a widc range of possible scenarios. A 

signilicantly large numhcr of moral systems may contribute effecùvely to pa'ising on our 

gencs or sustaining our laùonal ahiiities. a fact which points ta the relativity inherent in 

the construction of standards for behavior The goals arc survlval and social coordination; 

the rc~t (our surrogatc goals a<; Glhbard labels them) is dependent on the particular 

environmental clrcumstances and the suitah!llLy of certain behavlOrs with regards to those 

goals. The complexity of the system is only restncted by our genetic potcnùal. Gibbard 

only suggesL<; lhat wc posscss "hroad propcnsities to accept norms. engage m normaùve 

diSCUSSIOn. and to aet. helieve. and tee! in ways that are somewhat guided by the norms 

one has accepted." not that thcse norms are fixed in advance in the traditional objectivist 

sense (27). 

3.4 It 1S one thing to argue that we tend to follow or are govemed by systems of 
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norms and another to provc that wc are capahle of following thosc nonns m an dlt'Clive 

and efficient manner; i.e. that wc arc ahle tn detennme ohlectlvL'ly what IS the hl'~t ml'ans 

(among those wc have access tl)) to aehlc\'Ing the l'nds in 4ul'~tlon Imkl'd. that I~ the 

central Issue ln the constructivisureahst dchatc The ~eeond hall" llf Glhhard .... thesls 

concems Just how an ohJcctlw ral1onali/atinl1 (whle h IS supposcd ln procccd aCC\l1 dmg to 

our adopted normative system) comc<; ahout. Therc IS nothmg pOSitive. ~url' or tinal 

about Gihhard's notions. only an ImperatIve demand that If wc MC 111 faet gOVl'\1ll'd hy 

normative systems, wc must ohviou~ly possess a œrtam degrce of IIltclll.ll cllhl'lelH:C and 

consistency in our methods. In other words. we arc ahle to he rational. But Il 1., one thlllg 

ta daIm that this IS posslhle and anolher to provlde direct eVldencc. (s therc .,uch a thlllg 

as an impartial observer or a di.l,cngaged perspectivc" Gihhard otfer~ ,U] tntloductory 

cpistemic story of what it means to share norms or standard:-- and tn proœcd to adjudlcale 

according to thosc norms, one whlch undcr.l,tands the ml1uence of pcr.l,pcctlve yet argues 

that the conception of value IS not overwhclmingly contingent. 

The canstrucltvI.l,t (in this case, Smith's versIOn of constructlvlsm) I~ unahle at 

battom to undcrstand the dl~tmction hctwccn Judgcment and tasLC a~ he/~hc l'cds that thc 

judgement wIll bc fundamentally inl1uenced by the tasLC of the ohserver, hcn<.:C ÙIC notIOn 

of radical contingency. For Allan Glbbard, the ratlOnality of a Judgementl~ IIldepcndent 

of the observer. It cannat thercfore he a matter of tastc. To cxprc~s your crttic..:al opmion 

of something is to express your acceptance of certain norms. As Glhhard explall1s, thc 

analysis he offers: 

says not that the speaker states lhat he accepts a system of nonn~ that 

pennits x, but that the speaker expresses his acceptance of a .,y~LCm of 

nonns that permits x. To express a state of mind l~ not to ~ay that one is in 

it. (153-4) 
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The \peaker or ]udge I~ not makmg daims of absolute rationality the way a traditional 

(JhJe<.:tivi~t might, hut makmg dmm\ of "what Il is for someone tojudge that something is 

ratIOnal Wc explam the term hy \aymg what ,>tate of mmd Il expresses" (8). To calI 

\omething rationall~ not to equatc Il wlth heing factual, it is merely making the cJaim that 

Il 1'> logically denvahle l'rom certain nonn~. For exarnple, the daIm that Shakespeare is a 

great poet 1.\ nothmg more than the daim that he has shown hls ahIlity to work wllhin a 

normative ~y~tcm, or according to acccpted norms. whethcr he played a part In ereating 

those norms or no!. If we accept tho~e norms, wc must rationally acccpt the daIm that he 

I~ a great poet. 

If wc do not share norms for hchavlOr. wc may tind people's actions 

lInIntclligihlc. But the conccm herc is whethcr wc can dctermine if judgements are 

ohlcclIve or not wl1hin a culture or ~y~tcm of norms, not across cultures. And within a 

~ystem of nonns. thcrc are rules whlch detelminc whethcr an aet or belief is appropriate 

or not Tl> say that ShakespeaIe'~ Sonnct 116 IS an exarnple of great poetry is to express 

your m:ceptancc 01 norms WhH.:h deercc such a staternent. And in order to understand and 

follow (or perhaps modlfy) t.hese normative mies. wc depcnd on our rational abilities, our 

reason. 

Reasons are the spccitie rational rules whieh apply to particular normative 

systems. Eaeh pcrson IS equippcd wIlh norms which guide the aeceptance of sorne 

leasons over others DIfferent systems put wcight on different clements, and this leads to 

the wlddy rangmg prcfercnce~ of ddTcrent indivlduals. not to mention sorne dcgree of 

II1temal conlllct. We wcigh ail knnwn con~iderations, then choose aeeordmg to which 

unes sway us to a glcatcr dcglcc. Our norrn~ help us decide, and a "person who thinks an 

net, ochcf. or cmotIon ratIOnal thmks that Il would he 50 even if he thought not" (164). 

That is. Il IS Ilot Just a matter of taste. The litcrary rornantic (Giboard uses the twisted 

logic of the anorcxu: as an example) may appear irrational to a classicist. but in the end il 

is the norms that wc do not share which makcs the romantic appear irrationai. Only if the 
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romantic aecepts our nonns and continues to aet <L~ a romantic might (pcrhaps wming 

Idcalistic pastoral prose) can wc consider he/she Irratmnal TI1C ksson hen: IS that \w 

derive our notion of ratIonal l'rom separatc nnmlS whlch wcigh C~)J1!'1ldcrallll\l!'l dlfkn.'ntly 

These norrns that wc do not share arc MHTICt\ll1l'S "higher OIlkr ll11nm" whld\ 

govcm many lower order norms. For cxampk. pl'fMmalldcals, ~uch as a .,twng aVCfSlll1l 

to cruelty. may mtlucncc the acœptance of dIflcrcI11 nonm Rut il I~ Illlporlanllo 

remcrnhcr that the ralionality of any parllcular )udgcl1lent acclln.hng ln tlHN.' IHlIl11S 

remains distinct from lIw choiœ of thc flOlms I!\ the tir"l place. 1111S dl!'llmCl101l 1~ cl11i.:lal 

10 understanding how a judgclllcnt can he nhjCl:l1vc and Idcolnglcal al the !'Iamc l 'll.'. Ail 

judgmenL,> arc ideological. hut itls thl.' nonns lhey relate ln wlllch ale Ideological, not the 

judgement proper. It IS 111 thlS sense that wc l1lay grasp the rallonaltty hehmd exultc or 

unfamlliar cultural practiccs. Ali wc need do i!'llearn the mie.". of the sy.".tern whlch 

govcms a parlIcular ration ale. Wc can bridge the gap hctwcen per.<.pectlve or framework 

by understanding the concepts IIlvolved 

But even once wc acccpt the notion of objective walTant in ca.<,es slIch a.<, cultural 

reiativism or aesthetic codes, there relPalns the tjue.".tion of whcn It is ratIOllalto accepl a 

judgement. lt IS one tI1mg to <;ay that )udges he considercd rationally ohJccltvc Il theyare 

coherent, conSIstent and intelligible and another to show how lhey can hc. (jlhhard 

suggesL,> that wc dcvelop cplstemologlcal norms for the acceptance 01 ludgcITIcnL<,. Thl.". IS 

the pin which holds up the pants of Glbhard's argument. If it IS po.<,<,lhlc Lo "how how 

this is possible 10 practicc. then value IS not a relative or a contmgcnl concepl (ilhhanl 

argues that "[t]o treat Judgements as ohjectlve I~ to treatlhem a~ knowlcuge--a<, ohJcctive 

knowledge. That rneans suppo~mg thcir c()ntent.~ can he known, and l'an he known hy 

anyone- ·in princlple atlea.<;t" (181). A judge IS only consldered 10 a )udgc qua )udgc <,0 

long as he/she makes epistcmologleal clalm~ regarding a parueular normatIve <,y<,tcm 

In everyday convc ation. wc may hrowheat, eocrce, and he rhetoncal, hut the 

skeplic will not he convmced untIl proof is otfcrcd. The audience mu~t decldc whcn Il i~ 
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acceptable tn helieve the <,peaker One in~tancc IS whcn we as audience feel that the 

<'pcaker 1<, an authonty who happen<, to ~hare norms that we do This is contextual 

acceptancc (174) Anothcr 1\ whcn the ~pcaker\ rca~onlllg I~ one we accept. 

Fundamental authority IC, c,omcthlOg the tradItlOnal ohjeCtIVIM wa~ interested in 

dJ.<,covenng. and more often than not hcl.c,he a.<,<,umed w; presence m normatIve matters, 

hUl thl~ 1.<, too mky a propo\ltion for your average dIscussIOn But. Glbbard does argue 

that we have lO grant ,>orne mutual mtluence III thesc matters a.'\: 

Imlutual intluence ... is part of what accounts for the very existence of 

normative discus~lOn. What then, arc we dOlllg whcn we try to dccide 

whether Il makl'\ .\ense lO he sa intluenced? We arc. l ~uggcst. trying to 

decidc whal norm~ 10 acccpt as govemlllg our thought. We are trymg to 

declde whal norm~ 10 accepl for Ictting one's judgements depend on what 

olhers lhink. (177) 

ln the end. we judge the clalms of olhers by the same epistemologIcal norms that we 

judge our~c1vcs. Contexlual authonty IS rooted in self-trust, and if we make 10giCal 

demands nn our own Judgments. we l'an apply them to others. We necessarily offer a 

"pmtlUl and discriminatc" authonty to others. ThIS is the essence and beg10nings of 

ohjeclive validily 10 a social contexl Our acccptance of their daims is not without the 

same dlscnm1OatlOn wc apply Hl our own hclicfs. 

Any dlsagrccments hctwccn speaker and audIence when lhey both accept the same 

norms is either an eplstemologIcal matter, or the rcsult of dIffcrcnt normative systems. If 

il is the rcsult of dlffcrenl nOlmativc ~ystems. then illS an lLxÎological matter and not open 

to a stnctly shared rationaltty. Bul the point of alllhis IS to show how bamng thiS type of 

axiological draw in which further diSCUSSion is usually pointlcss (without compromise), 

once the nomlS arc agrced to. the suhscquent dcmands upon action, thought. and even 
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without the system, neutrally and ohlectively. 
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In an aXlOlogical ~ense, wc can agn~e ln dl~agrec at the kvd nf n01111S. or we may 

compromise and come 10 a consensus In these mattclS. This type nf rl'latlvl~m IS 

acceptable. BUl wlthm the normallve system w,el!'. IdallVlsm IS thsallowcd hel.'auSt' 

epistemologically unsound. Assertions wlthm the sy~tem an: ~llhlect 10 11I~llflcatllry 

warrant. A clear and contemporary examplc of tlm, type of (h~l1nctllHl I~ the ahllllllltl 

debate. We have lwo sides who follow sepmute nUIlnallve rulc~. each 01 whteh can hl' 

seen as acting rationally within thClf own sy~tem. The situalion IS such lhat the plO-ltfcrs 

consider abortion 10 he murder. The pro-choiœ groups do not vlew ahol110n as l11urder 

The tenn murder for pro-choice only applics arter hllth The plOhlem is not wlth an 

inability to understand the de1inition of murder. The prohlcm an~s heçall~C hoth groups 

have put forward a different definition. one whlch they do not share. Murdcr then 

becomes a matter of law (nonnal1ve). and which type of law is adoptcd will detcrmine 

whether the people are acting rationally according to the law or no!. And ItlS Important to 

note !.hat the separatc frarneworks arc not ll1commcnsurahle a"i hoth side~ can understand 

the others' ratlonale. It is the norms them~elves whlch occasion disagrccmcnt. notthe 

trivial epistemic unccrtamlics which might anse. 

Once thlS distinction IS made bctwccn the acccptancc of nonns and !.he cvaluauon 

accordmg to those norrns. our sense of OhjeClivIty depends on our wlllingnes~ ln heheve 

that we can accept daims as truc lfldcpendenl of the speaker. Glhhard rcc()gnll:c~ 1111 .... : 

Pragmatlcally grounded rules of thoughl and dISCUSSion will glvc a .... pecial 

status to a core, syslCmatic way that bellefs can promotc ~uccc~~ Call the 

beliefs that work hest 111 thl~ way .~ystl!matlcally apt, ... pre.~nplI()nS for 

success in action will ')upport !'y ... tcmaucally apl hcl1ct\. FlflUlly and 

chietly. the pragmatlcally he~t nonm for diM;us~lon will rcqUJre factual 
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~ystcmatlc aptncss. (221-2) 
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Thl~ mean~ that if daIms are made, they must be eplstemologically sound In order to offer 

pragmatH'; ~UpP()rt to any coordinatmg social effort. Faccd with making dcclsions In the 

l'cal world, we had hetter choosc the best means to amving at the most effecuve and 

elfïclent declslon~ and actions. 

What dlrcct~ thls wholc entcrpnse IS the wish to make effective decisions in our 

sOt:lal and normatIve lives If wc at:ccpt this goal, then it becomes imperatlve that we find 

sorne episternic story whit:h serves our pragmatic goals. RelaLÏvlsm l'ails at thIS. Rcalism 

sllccccds hecall~ Il happens tn he the best way to deal with reality as wc know il. 

.1.5 The importanœ 10 this study of Gibbard's thesis is trus idca that lhough we are 

hiologically prone to funcuon by intcrnalizing ana accepting systems of normative 

governancc, Il does not neccssarily restrIct to any great degree what norms or nonnative 

systems we adopt. Ail that Gihbard's hypothesis entatls is that wc posscss this genetic 

capaclty 10 lIve (wlthm certam vaguely dclined limits) according to wha1evcr survival 

worthy normative syst~m we happen upon. In na1ure we End sclf-supporting ccosystems 

which have devcloped by constant mutation and selection over thousands of years and 

which achleve periods of moderatc stability during which therc is little change. Glbbard's 

thesis is Ùlat In socIal IIfe, the very same thing happens; we achleve stability hy adhering 

to social prim:iple~ and mies of conduct that devc10p in and out of social life. That we 

have evolvcd to the extent that we have IS tcstImony to our nonnative adaptIveness and 

our normative rea..<;omng abililles In disparate clrcumstances. 

Sn, whIlc moral and acsthcuc standards (as well as many other normative 

systems) a~ requtrcd for our survival, which standards are adopted is not dctermined 

heforchand. And lhough our choice of normative systems is restncted by our natural as 
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weIl as our social environmcnt, the choice nf a pm1icular system is most liJ...dy a rdativdy 

taste-nddcn matter to he dccided only tangentldlly hy ItS relation 10 the ralher Inosdy 

detined notIOn of survlval (of our physH:al or ratillnai ~Ivcs), If mdel'd that he tlll' end wc 

have in mmd. But no matter what cnds arc choscn, nr hnw thcy an.' Chll~L'n, our ahlhty to 

conform to those end" is dcpendcnt on our rcasoning pO\vcrs, or our Pll\"·CI'" l)!" 

normative Judgcmcnt. We must he ahle ln J...nnw and ael uron thc 1111'ans to lhll~C dlOSCI1 

cnds. On!y sorne (not neccs~alily ullIquc) hehavlOrs or action~ Will hnng ahout the 

desired end. 

Gibhard's analysis is: 

not directly a hypothesis ahout what it is for something 10 he rational al 

ail. Il is a hypothc~is ahout what Il is to think or he/ieve sOl11clh1l1g 

rational, to regard it a~ rational. 10 cons/(ler it rational. An ohserver 

believes an action, belief. or altitude A of mine to he ratIOnal If and only 

if he acccpts norms thal permit A for my circum~tances. (46-7) 

In the end, this analysis i~ ahout what cpistemologicai norms we musl accept in order to 

function efticiently and effectively as normative he1l1gs Epbtcmological nlllm:-. are ~t hy 

our desire to know things of the world around us, he it of our natural or :-.ocral reality. 

These epistemologlcal norms govem our normal! ve hehavlOr. Whatcver wc know of the 

world figures In our delibcrations when wc are conlmnted Wlth a dc<.:i~lon. Actmg 

rationally is al ways talk of acting with regard to a ccrtam end, whcther that end he 

apparent to athers or not, uncon~ciou." or conscious, and: 

[W]hat lt is rational to bclicvc seule!' whal to heIicvc, and whal Il is 

rational to fcel about something <,ettles how to fccl ahout il. Not that a 

persan will always do what he thinh Il rauonal 10 do, but !'cttling whallt 
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il, rational to do atlcaM ends discussion. The person who agrees and then 

actl, othcrwisc has not becn cffcctively govemed by what he himself has 

conceded. (49) 
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Section 4. Conclusion: Smith's Conccption of Value Reconsidercd. 

Where docs Smllh go \Vrong') Dl'~pile her ll'Illkncy lllllwrplay lhl' dynallw: 

inœractlOns hctween ('Copk and Ù1clr cnvimnmenls. her fI1l1CtIllnalIst/ccll\1l'lllll' Ilwoell" 

surprisingly apt at explaining how changes In perMmal eCnnnll11e~ (elllb, "'landards. 

needs) reqlllre changes 111 the confIguration nI the mcan~ ln Iho~L' l'mIs a~ wL'l1 1 have Illl 

problcm wnh this. her aXlOloglcal daIm. The prohkm comes IlOm Smilh ..... rl'Illk'nng Ill' Il 

as a knowledge daim 

The initial pu//le that her mode! prc~;L'nt~ IS a result of tryll1g 10 M)r! ouI and hold 

on ta Smith's sdf-refutlI1g argumcnt lnng cnough w ~eparale the conwlglllg ckllll'nlS 

such that each l'an he <;ludied separately Two central daim" ale made which l'IO,I,~ each 

other at odd angles. The IÏrst IS that the l'valuatIon of lhe mcan~ to an l'nt! 1.'> \ lWlly lall1ll'd 

hy the evaluatlon process Itsclf (an epl~temologlCal cllllm). The <"ccond 1 ... Ihal hl.'Call~e wc 

(our needs and deslres) and our enVInmmcnt (physlcaJ. tcchnologH.:al. CIl' ) change Ovel 

Lime. we mllst constantly rea~sess our po"ition In lelation to our enVllonment .lI1d Ihe 

vaIue relation of tho~e Ihll1gs around ll:-'. 

But these separable chums Immediatcly contradlct each other /1 Ihe tir ... 1 c1:um 

truly expressed the way things were 111 reality, It would preclude the pO""lhllity 01 our 

adapting to even a transJenùy fixed and stable world. let alonc a dynamH: olle. Smith gels 

it backwards. Instead of arguing that we must eonslantly 'ea.'ise~s the value 01 thl~ or that 

literary text in relatlon ta our changrng goab and standard~. "he argues Ihal we must do 

this without any hope of ~uccess. The a~"ertI()n I~ trouhhng ln lhe extrcme. Bul hccau'>C 

she sticks to both these daIms, SmIth eonsi"tently overextemb her aXlOlogleal m()dcl. 

melting the value of an obJcct III Il., ah~oJutc relauon to an end mto a "market value" thal IS 

relativistic. 

The contradiction anses bccau~ of Smllh\ conMant confu .... mg of value a.., aet or 

proccss and value as object (norm or ~tandard). 1 have no quarrcl with her daim that 

"there is a continuous process of mutual modIficatIOn hctwccn our de~lrc,., and our 
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unIver-,c" whlch may rcquire a conMant rcvampmg of our nOl1TIative system (32). What 1 

do lind prohJemallc I~ her daIm that value il~e1r I~ ~omethmg that changes. The faultiness 

01 tlll'> kl!ld 01 Idea J~ apparent ln her attempt to explam how prnccss IS everything. 

ln her thlrd chapter, "Contingencies 01 Value," Smith argues that the dynamics 

IIlvolved ln mamtainmg ~tandard~ lramlalC~ into a kmd of "value market" fuelcd by the 

cLOnomy 01 human laMe. Specllically. what she daims IS that: 

Ali value I~ radlcally contingent. hcing nelther a tixed attribute, an inherent 

ljuality. or an ohJective propcrty ofthings but, rather, an cffect of 

muluplc, conl1nuou~ly changmg. and continuously interacting variables 

or, to put this another way, the product of the dynamlcs of a system, 

specl1ïcally an ewnomlc ~ystem. (30) 

Value i~ not round, il IS crcated . 

This constructivist position leads Smith into ahsurdity. What is typically 

lInderstood as the pcn.:eived or ~e1ected functIon of a work for the nonce. Smith 

lIndclstands as the wholc of lLIi functIons. She argues that any value that IS selected by a 

critÏl: is comtructed for hislher own purposc. What Smith clmms of attributions of value 

1" that: 

ln perceiving an ohjcct or artifact in tenns of sorne Cl ~egory--as, for 

L'xamplc. lia dock," "a dictionary," "a doorstop," "a curio"--we implicitly 

isolatc and forcground certain of ItS functions and typically refer its value 

to the extcnt 10 which It pcrfonns thùsc functions more or less effectively. 

(~2) 

1 n addition. ~he daims that it IS only under certain conditions that the se functions will be 
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"foregrounded" and Ù1at Ù1e \'alu~ of Ù1IS or that arufaet wIll vary ~1l'Cl)('d111g ln whal 

functions are ca lkd upon. She put~ the \wlght nf Ù1is eharaetefl/atll'll lllllnl'l '111 monly 

used ~Ims used 10 descrihe the value Idatinn such as the idea thal '\mL' will 're.Lli/c' the 

value of a dleuonary as a doorstnp or 'appreciate' the value of the d'K'k (/, a L'luc,,"" (12), 

Smith plaec~ a c\œk in the same categmy a~ a CUIlO. Many of hel L'\:Impks an? 

not so casy to declphcr. hut therl' I~ a cIear disllllCtlon to he Ill:llk helwL'cll .ll:un(l and a 

dock. A dock qua dock, whelh~r Il he rl'cogmsed nr nnl. lIH.hcalL's Ihe p:l~"agl' (lI !Il11l' 

And whether that dock is an astronomieal cIock or an alomlc chx:k, iL" eXI.'>leIlCl' a<; a 

dock is a con!'>equencc of its ahility 10 indicale surtïcll'ntly acclIratdy l'lthel Ihe relatlw 

motion orthe earth and sun or "the natural Vlhral1on~ of the CI'~lum atol11" (Falk. DH) If 

at the equator the dock indll'ate~ nl1dnight. and Ihe sun is dm:ctly ovcrhead, thl" I~ 

suftïcient grollnds to que~t1()n the accuracy of the dock hut not the I.Kt Ihal II 1" .L cloek 

Its status as an artlfal't meant to pcrform this mdll'atory funetlon I~ mdl'pclllk-nt ut anyonc 

perceiving il. The l'uno. on the other hand, l'an only he con~ldered such hy hUlllan 

intervention, and 15 not a curio WlthOUt . .,omeonc pcrceivmg H 111 Ihal way The dock may 

be considered a l'urio, hut it lernall1~ a dock regardles~ 

Smith then cornhtncs lhe language!'> 01 ae~thctll's and econ()JnIC~ (<,ollll'Lhmg she 

claims is inevitahle) to come up wI:h a <'pUf\OUS dynamil's of hterary apprl'Clallon. What 

she argues IS that: 

The recurrent impulse and Cl fort tn ddine aesthetil' value hy 

contradistÎncllOn to all forrn~ 01 utrlity or as the negallon 01 ail other 

nalllcahle sources of intcrest or form~ of valuc--hcdonlc. plal'tlcal, 

sentimental, omamcntal, hi!'>toncal. Idcologlcal, and <,() forth--I\, ln cffect, 

to deline Il out of cxi~tcncc; for when ail <,uch 1I11hl1C~, rntcrc.,l' .. , and othcr 

particular sources of value havc hccn ~uhtracted, nothing rcmaln\ (11) 
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1 coneur. In eSM!nce. aesthetic vaIue is Uhl! value. It is a ealculaùon of how certain 

ac,>theW'; worh contnbute a,> means toward certam acsthetic ends. And thcse aesthetie 

cncl'> thcm~c1vc~ arc ln LUm ~ubordlnatcd to sy~tcms ofnormativ(' governance. IL is an 

e.'>tirnatlOn of a work's potenlIa) value to a ~oclety\ standards, whieh thcm~clves are a 

re,>ult 01 the vanou<; natural. hedomc. practIcal. omarnental. etc .• consldcrauons she 

mentIOns. 
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ft 15 a matter 01 LUste and not judgerncnt. and the hulk of her third chapter is taken 

ur wIth a tcndency In forma) aXlology toward cxplaining: 

the c()nstancie~ of vaIue and convergences of ta'ite hy the inhcrent qualities 

of certain objecL<; andlor sorne set of presumed human unIversals, and to 

explain the variabllItIes of value and divergences of taste by hlStOriCal 

accident. cultural distortion, and the defeets and defieiencies of individual 

subjccts. (36) 

SmIth argues that there are no such univcrsals. and that there is a need for the levelling of 

any 11Icrarchy of tastes as all tastes arc the produets of these same dynamics. The 

asymmetrical argument put forward hy traditional mdologlcal philosophers hke David 

Hume havlng been shown invalid. Smith offers a symmetrical explanauon wherehy "our 

selecuon among htgher goods. hkc our ~lection among any array of goods. WIll always 

he contmgent" (42). There is no way of making an obJcctive ChOlCC In malters of taste. 

Once wc undcrstand the dynamlcs of taste. the model can hc applicd to all our 

normaùvc acuvi ues. mcludmg aestheucs. The stability of the standards depends upon the: 

normative acùvities of various insutuùons: most significantly. the literary 

and aesthetic acadcrny which. among other thmgs. develops pedagogie 

and other acculturative mechanisms directed at maintaining at least (and, 
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commonly. at most) a subpopulation of the communlly wlwse n1l'lllhclS 

"appreciatc thc value" ofworks or art and litcraturc "as :-.uch." Hl) 

The sarne applies to the person actmg in conjunction wlth or wlthin the \I1"lItution. such 

as the writer who can at hest hopc to modlfy the standards ~ltghtly and that nnly wllh 

great effort. Each "hlcrary" picœ wIll havc to he the rcsull or nUI11CIOUS l'valUallvc 

calculations which takc as thelr standard Ihe alrcady L'xlsting norms. Any grcat dl'vIatlon 

will run the risk of ohscunty while no devlallon al ail wc hc Idt unnotlCL'd 

Whcre Smith hegins to trip hcrself up IS when she movcs fmm thc wntcr al'> 

creator to the critic as creator. What she says 15 that ail forms of evaluauon. Ilom rcvicws 

by scholars to awards by cornmlltces. 

whether overt or covert. verhal or marticulate. and whclher pcrforrned hy 

the common reader. professIOn al revlCwer. hig-ttrnc hoohcllcl. or l'>mall

town librarian. have functlons and ciTecl't that arc ~ignirlcanl III the 

production and marntcnance or destruction of litcrary value (46) 

But the small-town librarian docs not create a book's litcrary value. The hook r()SSC~SCS a 

capacity to perform certain htcrary functions independently of any recognllrol1 It mlghl 

reccive l'rom the librarian or the scholar. The cntic\ Joh IS to a~~~~ thl~ potenttal. and nol 

to lavish empty pral se upon a book \11 an attcmpt to create a type of market value unrelalcd 

to the book's literary potcnttal Thl~ may certamly happen, and Il no douht of tell d()c~, hUI 

thlS does not entall that we must vlew the purchase of many copie,> or a dogmaLtc rcvicw 

as a direct indIcation of il') htcrary worth. 

If we follow Smlth's argument a little furthcr, wc arc l'orced inlo an 1I1cohcrcnt 

position as hcr daim that value I~ crcatcd works agamst ohscrvcd praclicc. Whcn we 



• 

• 

70 

daim thal Homer\ poctry i!. a positive LOol for our young ehildrcn (let us say that he 

teache~ them moral lc,>~on., we approve (1), we are mak10g a statcrnent about lLS value in 

relallon tu our end~ Whether Homer doc~ 111 faet contnbutc 111 a positive way toward our 

goab I~ an ohle<.:uve matter No matter where the cndorscrncnts roll in l'rom, thcir 

ohlectivlly 1'> dehatahle and thcir attc~tatIons do not crcate the value 10 a book. they 

dc .... cnhc il. Their ac<.:uraçy I~ an evaluatory aspect, to bc distinguished [rom the çrcation 

of .,tandard~ In .... titutions do not create litclary value, thcy ercatc standards hy which this 

value 1 .... a .... sessed. 

Thi .... la .... t point is where Smith's dlsçussion of the dynamics of literary 

appreciatlOn fU1I~. Whlle she acknowledges the functional nature of hterary te X Le;, she 

persists ln daim mg that the "value" of a work IS not latent. ln other words, she takes the 

ohvlOu .... truth that people may either not recognizc or ignore the "value" of a hterary work 

to rnean that the value Itsclf is noncxlstcnt If not recogmzed. When she discusses people's 

ignorance of Homer, she argues Ù1Ut Homer thereforc has no value for thern. But 

Horner's work does sull po .... sess a certam latent value, whether Il be recognized. used, or 

Ignored. 

SrniÙl's des/'ription of how standards are rnaintained 111 literary circles is fairly 

accuratc and lIlsightl"u:. The prohlcm is with her clalm that value is creatcd, that the "value 

of a Itterary WOI k is continuou .... ly produccd and re-produced by the very aets of implicit 

and exphcit evaluatlon lhat arc frcquently invoked as 'reflecting' Its value and therefore as 

hemg eVldcncc of n" (52). ThIS construcuvlst/relatIVlst type a~sertion is not borne out by 

the cVldence she present'!. Indecd. il 1 .... contrary to the cVldence she presents. The 

dividmg linc cornes whcn she rnovcs l'rom a statement about the ontological origin of 

norms or standards to an cplstcrnologlcal statemcnt concerning the presence or absence of 

valuc. The fomlcr IS supported hy hcr axiologlcal arguments whlle the latter is not She 

hersclf reah/cs IhlS ,lOd secks support for this position hy advancing a rclatlvist 

cpistcmnlogical position. one whosc tenability wc have already ae;sessed and dismissed in 
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sectilln 'wo. 

What hccomes dear onœ Smith's twn major daims arc scparall'd IS lhat Snllth IS 

conccmed with the standards hy which diffelent works are evaluail'd and nOl \\/Ilh the 

evalualion at aIl. IL is In this sense lhal her conception of value IS not only palli.II, hutl~ 

also infelior to the ohjeclivist conception or value. The modd lhal Glhbald .lIld CIrice 

oifer makc~ allowances for the many posslbk nonnallve sy~temi> whlCh 11lIght t)\,.'l'lll yl't 

argues for the p()s~ihi lit y of maintammg mosc ~tandards Sn1ith\ l110dcl 01 l'l'l' llnly an 

explanation of thc dynamu,:s of value choiœ Hel' comments rdll'ct aCClll.ltl'ly uponlhl' 

rccogl1\tÏon and "clection of certam values (as ~tandalds) over other", hut llnly IIlsofal a~ 

lhese values aIe considercd as ends m lhemsclvc~ and not :L\ mcan~ tn ~Ol1ll' lk'~lIcd cnd, 

This is most appruent In her dlscu~sion of "art" as a lanel that I~ conl ined 10 the ClcalHlIl 

of arustic standards, a procc~s whlCh IS hoth ~omewhal arhitral y and COni>l'n~IJaI But 

once thc standards have hccn set, the valuc or the next work of art put up agall1~t tho~ 

standards shows Ilsclf hy ralional mcan~ The i>uh"cqucnt labclmg or ~oml'lhll1g a~ ,II 1 I~ 

but me applicatron of these ~lanuard~ or nonm tu ~peCllic examplc~ Whelhl'I tllL'\e 

examples contnhute to, modify, or relcct thŒC ~landard~ I~ ail a Il'IlectlOl1 (lI Iheu value 

toward tho~e ~tandards. To calI somcthing arll~ mercly to mcludc Il mtn an aII cady 

defined nonnatIve system whlCh reproduœ~ iL,c1f each time someone evalualc.\ a work 

accordingly. The constant mclu~lOn and eXclll~l()n of works wlUlIn any noun,llive .\y,tem 

only strcngthens the system. The l'valuation nccd not ncce5.5.anly he hIa.\Cd That Il IS 

ideologically governeu to cater to a specIfie ~y~tcrn 01 norm~ doc!-. nol render the 

assessment accUlatc or lIlaccurate. But then Smllh'<, hook l~ no longer ahout the 

cvaluation iLsclf, Il is ahoul the lucology whlch prompL" the evaluallon. Smith Joc~ not 

rcali.œ il, but the cvalualIon proce5.~ I!-. u<.,ually Irrclcvanllo her ar6ument What \he 1 .... 

overly concemed with 1~ the standard, u-.ed hy the ludge. Thl~ I~ rcadlly dpparent 111 her 

explanalJon of hO\v the We~tcrn academlc canon repr()ducc~ Il\C1I hy choo ... mg worh 

according to its own standard\). What cl<.,e d()e~ ,he <.,uggcsL" NOlhll1g. 
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