SOC 469.04 Final Exam

Mark R. Lindner

1.  Discuss Todorov’s theory of totalitarianism and how it accounts for the widespread use of concentration camps and for related crimes in Nazi Germany and Stalinist Russia.  Interpret this statement of Todorov’s:  “Totalitarianism reveals what democracy leaves in the shadows – that at the end of the path of indifference and conformity lies the concentration camp.”  Distinguish between moralism and the moral judgment that is a component of moral virtue.  Discuss the lessons to be learned from the concentration camps about moral values.


Todorov’s theory of totalitarianism centers on its influence on individual moral behavior.  He believes that traditional explanations are lacking.  Some have blamed the amount of evil on pathologically abnormal people.  But evidence shows a very small percentage of people who could be considered pathological, and millions committed the evil.  Some have posited a reversion to bestial or primitive instincts.  But, he says “that torture and extermination have not even the remotest equivalent in the animal kingdom.” (Todorov, 123)  Lastly, some have claimed that it is a direct outgrowth of ideological fanaticism.  But, he claims that the number of fanatics was no larger than the number of sadists.  Most involved were conformists.  “[T]hese crimes were new, right down to the principle on which they were based, and thus require new explanatory concepts.” (Todorov, 124)  


This evil was banal in that it was committed by people who were “terrifyingly normal.”  A convicted Nazi speaking about the Auschwitz exterminations said that “there is no limit to the number of people you can kill out of hatred or a lust for slaughter”—so much for fantacism and sadism—“but there is no limit to the number you can kill in the cold, systematic manner of the military ‘categorical imperative.’” (Todorov, 125)  Todorov says that we must look to the character of the society that issues such imperatives.


He claims that the societal trait that allows such crimes is totalitarianism.  He also claims that totalitarianism has three main characteristics which are important in its influence on individual moral behavior.  The first of these traits is that of the internal enemy.  If the individual is not with the state, then he is against it.  This leads to dividing humanity into two groups of unequal worth.  The inferior beings are usually punished or even exterminated.  This, in turn, leads to a certain form of moral behavior.  One comes to the enjoyment of power over one’s ‘enemies.’


The second characteristic is that “the state becomes the custodian of society’s ultimate aims.” (Todorov, 127)  The states places itself between the individual and his values and as such, “the state replaces humanity as the standard by which to distinguish good from evil and thus determines the direction in which society will evolve.” (Todorov, 127-8)  This leads the individual to the feeling of relief from personal responsibility for decisions.  The state restricts its subjects to instrumental thinking and the treating of all actions as means.  This is precisely how such “ordinary people” are capable of such evil.  The state accomplishes its goals without disturbing the individual’s moral conscience, it is simply replaced with a new one.


The third characteristic is that “the state aspires to control the totality of an individual’s social existence.” (Todorov, 128)  The state controls who works, where they work, what kind of job they get, if they can travel, where they can travel, whether they can own property, whether they can live, and so on.  Almost all aspects of life are under the control of the totalitarian state.  This leads to social schizophrenia.  The individual must exhibit public docility at least.  This social schizophrenia is a weapon in the hands of the state though.  “[I]t lulls to sleep the conscience of the totalitarian subject, reassures him, and lets him underestimate the seriousness of his public deeds.  Master of his heart of hearts, the subject no longer pays much attention to what he does in the world.” (Todorov, 129)  


This is the manner in which totalitarianism accounts for the widespread use of concentration camps.  The state, by setting societal goals and aspiring to control all of an individual’s existence, relieves the individual from responsibility for decisions, encourages, and in fact, requires instrumental thought, and creates a sort of social schizophrenia within the individual.  This then is the power that the state uses to disconnect the moral individual from what they actually do in the world.  


In his chapter entitled, The Perils of Judgment, Todorov states that: “[T]otalitarianism reveals what democracy leaves in the shadows—that at the end of the path of indifference and conformity lies the concentration camp.” (Todorov, 253)  It is in this chapter that he details the four circles of moral responsibility.  He is discussing the fourth circle, the populations of the free countries, when he makes this statement.  The ‘secrets’ of the stalags and gulags were not, in fact, secret.  Yet little to nothing was done.  “Why?” he asks.  


The answer seems to be that the allies didn’t want “the transfer of odium from the German to Allied Governments,” as stated in a State Department document. (Todorov, 250)  We have no room for others’ misfortunes if we have to sacrifice our own comfort.  We still turn a deliberate blind eye to extreme poverty, homelessness, and other moral dilemmas of our day.


Thus, what Todorov is saying is that the resignation, deliberate blindness, and fatalism that is present in today’s technological democracies can easily lead a society down “the path of indifference and conformity” to the concentration camp.  


Moralism is the invoking of a set of principles without acting on them, or without placing oneself at risk.  It makes one feel superior, “I’m good, you’re evil.”  According to Jacques Ellul, it is “one of the worst scourges of human existence.”

Moral judgment involves oneself in the decision as to what action to take.  It involves the risk to oneself that one may go against the group.  And, it involves acknowledging moral complicity in evil.  According to Jacques Ellul, moral judgement is “the highest expression of individual freedom.”

According to Todorov, for an action to be moral, it must be: subjective, you believe in it; performed by an individual who exercises moral judgment; and, it must be directed toward other individuals.  Whether these three criteria are necessary I do not know, but I do believe them to be sufficient criteria for an action to be moral.  Thus, moralism does not allow for moral action.  

Todorov discusses a few “moral lessons of the camps and of the actions that took place in them, around them, and in response to them.” (Todorov, 289)  Then he draws a few conclusions.  

He says the first lesson has to do with the reason for the extraordinary growth of evil in the twentieth century.  He doesn’t think that the nature of evil has radically changed.  Todorov believes that it is “two common, altogether ordinary attributes of our daily lives: the fragmentation of the world we live and the depersonalization of our relations with others.” (Todorov, 289-90)  Increasing specialization brings about fragmentation and compartmentalization.  Instrumental thinking applied to interpersonal relations leads to depersonalization.  “In other words, those qualities appropriate to teleological activities (specialization, efficacity) have also pervaded intersubjective activities, and it is this change that has increased immeasurably a potential for evil not so different from that of earlier centuries.” (Todorov, 290)

The second lesson is about the “status of good in a century whose emblematic feature is the concentration camp.” (Todorov, 290)  I am not convinced that the concentration camp is the symbol he claims it to be.  It certainly is for some people, but for how many?  I’d maintain that it’s not a significant portion of the world’s population.  But I’ll give him the point for argument’s sake.  Todorov believes that the amount of good has stayed the same during the past century, but that evil has grown.  This is another concept that I have a hard time coming to grips with.  I have absolutely no idea how to measure the value of a ‘good,’ much less to measure good (or evil) at its most abstract.  

but then what kind of scale

compares the weight of two beauties

the gravity of duties

or the ground speed of joy?

tell me what kind of gauge

can quantify elation?

what kind of equation

could i possibly employ? (DiFranco, school night)

I think he may be referring to what appears to me, at least, to be the appearance of greater evil and less good.  I think that the technology, both material technology and technique, available to mankind since the turn of the century has had a major impact on the perception of the growth of evil.  We now have the capability to cause destruction on such a large-scale and to bring it live into the living rooms of most homes around the world each evening that it surely appears as if evil is increasing.  Good news rarely sells, it’s not spectacle, so we hear little of it.  


I’ll grant that the instantaneous delivery of the media was quite a bit less during the days of the holocaust.  But he also easily brushes aside any possible historical equivalents.  I do agree with him though that increased fragmentation and depersonalization have certainly opened the door to the possibility of increased evil.  I still would have a problem quantifying it though.


There is some hope Todorov admits.  It seems that there are quite a few more acts of kindness than those generally recognized by traditional morality.  This is one lesson of the camps.  People in the most adverse of circumstances were still capable of performing simple acts of kindness.  Todorov says that it is up to those of us not facing extreme hardships to “recognize and acknowledge these acts of dignity, caring, and creativity, to confirm their value and encourage them more than we habitually do, for while everyone is capable of them, they represent one of the supreme achievements of the human race.” (Todorov, 291)  I could not agree with him more on any point than this one.  The “banality of good” is such a beautiful concept.


Todorov thinks that the lessons of the camps may shed some light on the ages old moral debate of human nature vs. duty.  The people who performed these acts of kindness did so out of human nature; it most certainly was not from a sense of duty.  But, these natural acts were the voluntary actions of a person free to choose their behavior.  All in all, this still leaves us somewhere between the two extremes of purely human nature vs. duty.  The extreme of duty has a much weaker claim now though it has been shown to be false in these sorts of extreme circumstances.  Maybe duty still has a large place in the morality of the normal, but that is not Todorov’s goal.


The third group of lessons for Todorov has to do with the relation between gender and moral values as evinced in the series of oppositions which he has drawn.  He first split human actions and qualities into the teleological and the intersubjective.  Then the intersubjective was divided into public and private activities.  This led to the division of politics and morality.  Moral action called for the difference between ordinary and heroic virtues.  Within the ordinary virtues, he then distinguished between the morality of principles and that of sympathy.  


Todorov sees these as “a kind of double necessity: even though these are real oppositions that admit of no synthesis, both terms are equally crucial to the life of the individual and to that of society.  Work must be efficient and human relations must not be sacrificed to it…” (Todorov, 293)  Is this tension surmountable?


He also sees how European societies, this includes America, have split these values along gender lines.  Men value work, politics, public affairs, heroic virtues, and the morality of principles.  Women value the opposites: human relations, the private sphere, ordinary virtues, and the morality of sympathy.  These are not exclusive assignments, but are highly preferential.  These terms are not equally appreciated.  The ‘male’ terms are far more highly valued by most people in these societies or at least by those in power.


The conclusions Todorov derives are few, but they are extremely important.


First, he says “we must renounce the ideal of unity…  The two terms of each opposition are not contradictory, strictly speaking; yet embodied in concrete actions, they can not be practiced by the same person at the same time.  Both are necessary, however…” (Todorov, 294)  


Based on the above conclusion, he states that “we must recognize that the complete moral being may not be the individual but…the couple, which must in turn be built on a compromise between the two types of values, each serving to temper the other.” (Todorov, 294)  It is essential that both types of values are preserved and acted upon.  It is also essential that we attempt to break the European split of these values into masculine and feminine.  Every gender should practice and express each of the values as appropriate.  


The third lesson Todorov draws is that we must be on guard for the day when ordinary virtue is not enough.  If and when that day comes, whether in the life of the individual or of the society, then people must be willing to take risk upon themselves and those close to them, even for a stranger.  That is, there comes a time when the heroic virtues of courage and generosity are just as necessary as the ordinary ones.


The tragic, final lesson of the camps for Todorov is that people who can display the heroic virtues, even to a stranger, are few in number.  


Another lesson I believe that was at least confirmed by the horrors of the camps is that: “All, or almost all, of us prefer comfort to truth.” (Todorov, 156)

5.  Describe Stivers’ theory of American technological morality both in terms of values (mythological symbols) and the new moral forms – technology, public opinion, and visual images – and show how the former are variously embedded in the latter.  Discuss how Baumgartner’s and Jackall’s conclusions about morality fit into Stivers’ theory.


The starting point for Stivers theory of modern American technological morality is Ellul’s views on milieus.  

“A milieu is an environment, at once both material and symbolic, in relation to which humans face their most formidable problems and from which they derive the means of survival and some hope for the future.  A milieu has three basic characteristics: immediacy, sustenance and peril, and mediation.” (Stivers, 160)  

We are in direct contact with our environment.  It forces us to adapt, just as we manipulate it.  It provides us with our physical and spiritual sustenance.  The environment also presents us with the biggest dangers to human existence.  As our environment mediates our experiences, it produces an ambivalent reaction in us towards it.  While we are attracted to and desire what our milieu provides us, we are also repulsed by and afraid of it.  


Ellul believes that humans have lived in three milieus throughout history.  Initially, we lived in the milieu of nature.  Humans began the shift to the milieu of society about ten thousand years ago.  We first began the shift to the technological milieu in the nineteenth century and leapt ahead into it with the creation of the computer in the twentieth century.  


As technology came to dominate materially it also came to dominate spiritually.  It became sacred and assumed the form of an absolute value.  Technology became “the engine of progress, the solution to all problems” for western societies. (Stivers, 162)  But, technology has no effective feedback.  It does not have a system for correcting problems at the source, only for trying to repair symptoms.  Technology’s “most ominous feature,” according to Stivers, “is that it makes symbolically mediated experiences irrelevant.” (Stivers, 163)


Stivers theory of modern American technological morality states that there are four interrelated mythological symbols or values.  These symbols are success, survival, happiness and health.  “Success and survival are mythical symbols that are related to technique in its collective productive capacity, whereas happiness and health are related to technique in its ability to provide for individual consumption.” (Stivers, 69)  These values are related to the new forms of morality in various ways.  These forms are technology as techniques and “technical rules, public opinion, peer group norms, and visual images of the media.” (Stivers, 163-4)  


Technological utopianism is the myth “that promises that technology will solve all of our problems (problem to solution) and that it provides us with total pleasure through consumption (discontent to content).” (Stivers, 164)  Within technological utopianism, all of these symbols (values) are interrelated, and each implies the rest.  


Success is related to survival, with survival being minimalist success.  Since success is epitomized for society as technological growth by this morality, success “stands in a contradictory relationship to survival (as technological repair).” (Stivers, 164)  Success for the individual becomes epitomized as well-being, or happiness and health.  Happiness and health can both be defined as adjustment.  Adjustment to the milieu is necessary for both.  “[C]oncurrently happiness as consumption and health as the perfection of the body share the common meaning of physical well-being.” (Stivers, 164)  These symbols are nicely meshed by the myth of technological utopianism, but they frequently clash in the real world.


Happiness is the primary value of advertising.  Advertising portrays happiness as pleasure through increased consumption.  That, in fact, is the central message of all advertising.  Health is the next most important value portrayed by advertising.  Beauty and youth are very closely related to health.  Advertising tells us “that a consumption-oriented life-style is necessary to be adjusted.

Success appears less frequently, although the successful lifestyle is the lifestyle most often portrayed.  Most ads portray happy, healthy, beautiful young people, or at least successful, higher status people engaged in activities.  

Through the myth of technological utopianism, technology insures our collective survival and our success.  But, our collective success, that of the state or the organization, demands that the individual adjust.  Adjustment applies to happiness and health as stated earlier.  The myth of technological utopianism can be considered psychological technique.  Technique, of course, is what is used to manipulate and adjust.  

Technology as a form of modern morality exerts its greatest moral influence through organizational and psychological technique.  Efficiency is the goal of organizational technique, and is thus related to the value of success.  The emotional adjustment of the individual is the aim of psychological technique, and is thus related to the values of happiness and health.  Often these two forms of technique are used together.  “As users of technique we manipulate reality; as recipients of technique we adjust to reality.” (Stivers, 165)  

Technology also creates and manipulates desires.  It does this through the promise of the myth of technological utopianism.  Its main means of desire manipulation and creation resides in the visual images of the media.

Public opinion and peer group norms both function as a form of the new morality.  These forms provide “a kind of statistical morality in which the majority viewpoint or statistically average behavior becomes the norm.” (Stivers, 165)  Public opinion, though, is both fragmented and based on second-hand knowledge.  Thus, the media must simplify issues that are too complex and outside of most people’s expertise.  The stereotype is another form of simplified opinion.  “Stereotypes in a mass society permit people with limited time to place people and events into a manageable set of categories.” (Stivers, 114)  Public opinion as a moral form is “based upon desire and anticipation of the future.” (Stivers, 115)  

Second only to the media, the peer group is the carrier of public opinion.  “The peer group socializes its members in the art of consumption; in addition, it acts as a political interest group.” (Stivers, 165)  In the real world, unlimited consumption is not possible; thus, competition for resources and the products of technology intensify.  Existing political tensions are exacerbated and new political divisions are created.  Thus, the peer group becomes essential to the success and survival of group members.  

These are just some of the ways in which the values of success, survival, happiness and health are embedded in the new moral forms of technique, public opinion and peer group norms, and the visual images of the media.


M.P. Baumgartner studied the morality of the American suburb and found massive avoidance of interpersonal conflict.  She termed this behavior and the social organization of the family and the suburbs that give rise to it moral minimalism.  Moral minimalism is highly related to the ephemeral and shallow nature of public opinion.  Stating an opinion requires no commitment or involvement and rarely involves any personal risk.  This disengagement with people and ideas is one of the contributing factors to moral minimalism.  “One avoids making judgments about the actions of others, or at least expressing them, in face-to-face encounters.” (Stivers, 122)  Both Stivers and Baumgartner show that human relations have become abstract and vague.  They shift rapidly and are only loosely based to begin with.  These qualities are both reflected in moral minimalism and public opinion.


Stivers states two conclusions of the new American morality.  These are: “(1) that the new morality actually creates unhappiness and stress in the lives of individuals and in their relations with each other; (2) and that the new morality is destructive of traditional meaning.” (Stivers, 169)  Baumgartner touched on the creation of unhappiness and stress frequently.  She commented on suicide, adolescent drug use, and promiscuity to name a few symptoms of unhappiness and stress.  

Meaning serves a primarily social function.  It is important to the individual of course, but takes on a much greater role in interpersonal relations, particularly as they escalate in number.  If everyone is busy avoiding conflict with each other, and refusing to pass judgment on others until it interferes with them personally, where and when is a common meaning being created or employed?  It can not be; meaning can only be destroyed under these conditions.  


Moral minimalism as it arises from the conditions of the suburbs has a lot in common with Stivers’ new American technological morality.  This should be inherently clear as the suburb “is ever more central to life in modern America—residentially, politically, and economically as well as in other ways.” (Baumgartner, 7)  The suburbs are growing rapidly and thus, moral minimalism will grow.  A large number of America’s corporate managers live in suburbia.  This has a big impact on the corporate moral world and the corporate morality in turn impacts the morality of the suburbs.  Corporate managerial morality is where we turn next.


Robert Jackall studied the world of corporate managers and found that much in corporate morality fits Stivers two conclusions about the creation of stress and unhappiness and the destruction of meaning.  “First, some of the fundamental requirements of managerial work clash with the normal ethics governing interpersonal behavior, let alone friendship in our society.” (Jackall, 195)  “Second, managers at the middle levels in particular also have to come to grips with the peculiar inequities of the corporate world that call the meaning, purpose, and value of their work into question.” (Jackall, 196)  “Third, managers at every level face puzzles about the overall meaning of their work in a business civilization in which the old notion of stewardship has been lost…” (Jackall, 198)  Jackall states that “many managers feel, particularly as they grow older, that much of their actual work is senseless.” (Jackall, 201)  


Corporate managers are highly fragmented and depersonalized, they apply technique in all of its forms to both themselves (adaptation) and to others (manipulation).  Many managers are thus highly stressed and unhappy.  Jackall has already made explicit the loss of meaning.  


In the world of the corporate manager, principles are turned into guidelines, “ethics into etiquette, values into tastes, personal responsibility into an adroitness at public relations, and notions of truth into credibility.” (Jackall, 204)  The morality created in this environment is quite similar to that explicated by Stivers.  This should not be the least bit surprising due to the fact that corporate technique is what drives the productive capacity of the technological milieu.  Both moralities are ones in which “morality becomes indistinguishable from the quest for one’s own survival and advantage.” (Jackall, 204)

3.  Discuss moral minimalism as Baumgartner describes it as a kind of ordinary vice.


For Todorov, the ordinary vices are fragmentation, depersonalization, and the enjoyment of power.  Social schizophrenia, or the division of life into impermeable compartments, is a defense mechanism, he claims, for anyone with any moral principles left to preserve.  Fragmentation itself is not evil, and in fact is a defense against it.  But, it also makes evil possible, thus being an ordinary vice.  Depersonalization can take many forms, but it involves treating others as a member of a category, or as abstractions.  Depersonalization, though, runs both ways.  It causes one to tend to see themself as an object also.  The enjoyment of power can also assume many forms.  Todorov is concerned with a particular type of instrumentalism and depersonalization.  This is where “I remain the end of my action while only the other becomes a means,” a means to satisfy a particular individual, me. (Todorov, 179) 


Moral minimalism includes a variety of responses to interpersonal problems.  Its most striking features are “an aversion to confrontation and conflict and a preference for spare, even weak strategies of control.” (Baumgartner, 10)  Both internal (family organization) and external (situation of families in a larger community) social forces create moral minimalism.  Some of these encourage moral calm directly.  Others discourage open confrontation.  “The internal factors especially foster avoidance, while the external ones undermine recourse to third parties and their substantive intervention.” (Baumgartner, 55)


Suburban families are characteristically weak, and thus have a relative absence of social control.  Within the home, members are dispersed.  There is temporal and spatial dispersion.  Family members come and go at all different times, and to and from lots of different locations, even within the home itself.  Joint ownership of possessions is minimized.  Everyone has his or her own telephone and television; there is not much need for interaction, much less conflict.  Families are weak in their long-time hold on members, also.  Families seem to consist of almost voluntary associations today.  Members are able to escape because they “are not bound to one another through time by material necessity.” (Baumgartner, 62)


This weakness of domestic life undermines forceful or direct responses to grievances, and prevents some from even arising.  This weakness also undermines internal authority.  If one can’t supervise another’s conduct, they are in a poor position to enforce their will.  Kids can just go off with their friends and do what they like.  Also, this weakness of control is evident in how little impact one has on the future of one’s family members.  Dependency on family for achieving the proper station in life is not relevant anymore.  This results in substantial independence, “rendering family members free to defy or ignore one another’s commands.”


Weak relations also exist outside of the family.  Extended families are scattered all over due to the techniques (easy no-fault divorce, job relocations) and technology that underpin our society.  People have become moral spectators and leave moral judgment to the state and its institutions.  People’s lives are fragmented in so many different directions that they relate to others only in narrow, specialized ways.  Professional realtor in the morning, soccer mom this afternoon, loving wife this evening, literary book club member Tuesday night, bowler Friday night…  

In what way can moral minimalism be considered an ordinary vice?  Todorov arrived at his ordinary virtues and vices “in a largely intuitive fashion.” (Todorov, 185)  It is not an exhaustive list, and it does not preclude variations and combinations.  Moral minimalism can easily be considered an ordinary vice.  

Baumgartner does not specifically speak of Todorov’s three ordinary virtues when outlining the theory of moral minimalism, but at least two are highly present.  Fragmentation and depersonalization are key components of moral minimalism.  

“Middle-class people tend to be socially anchored only loosely into their atomized and shifting networks of associates.  Their high rate of mobility from place to place means that bonds between persons are frequently ruptured and replaced with new and equally temporary ones, so that relationships often have short pasts and futures.  Even relatives (other than nuclear family members) are likely to reside elsewhere, at a distance too far for easy contact except by telephone.  Middle-class lives are also highly compartmentalized.  Relationships tend to be single-stranded, restricted to one dimension of interaction, and partly as a result, middle-class social networks are not interconnected and are not formed into dense webs of common associates.  Ties are scattered through many regions and towns.  In general, then, the world of middle-class suburbanites is one of “weak ties,” in which people have assorted contacts rather than intimate relationships with many people.” (Baumgartner, 91)

This sounds like a good description of fragmentation and depersonalization to me.  


The song entitled Subdivision, by Ani DiFranco, describes beautifully this sentiment of moral minimalism and several other themes from the course.  I include it here for your consideration.  Ani was supposed to appear on the Tonight Show a month or so back and intended to perform this song.  As soon as CBS saw the lyrics they told her no way in hell was she playing this on TV and to choose another song.  She immediately told them to take a flying leap and said no thanks to the appearance.  There are still a few people who can take a stand in the world today.  There are just far too few of them.

white people are so scared of black people


they bulldoze out to the country

and put up houses on little loop-de-loop streets

and while america gets it heart cut right out of its chest

the berlin wall still runs down main street

separating east side from west

and nothing is stirring, not even a mouse

in the boarded-up stores and the broken-down houses

so they hang colorful banners off all the street lamps

just to prove they got no manners

no mercy and no sense


Fear of the other

Suburbanization

Compartmentalization / fragmentation 



and i’m wondering what it will take

for my city to rise

first we admit our mistakes

then we open our eyes

the ghosts of old buildings are haunting parking lots

in the CITY OF GOOD NEIGHBORS that history forgot

i remember the first time i saw someone

lying on the cold street

i thought: i can’t just walk past here

this can’t just be true

but i learned by example

to just keep moving my feet
it’s amazing the things that we all learn to do

so we’re led by denial like lambs to the slaughter

serving empires of style and carbonated sugar water

and the old farm road’s a four-lane that leads to the mall

and our dreams are all guillotines waiting to fall

i’m wondering what it will take

for my country to rise

first we admit our mistakes

and then we open our eyes

or nature succumbs to one last dumb decision

and america the beautiful

is just one big subdivision
Fragmentation / depersonalization – learn to treat a dead person lying in the street as an ‘object’

Technique & technology

Advertising & popular opinion

Social schizophrenia / the ethic of consumption

The spread of moral minimalism

(DiFranco, subdivision)




Moral minimalism is an ordinary vice in the Todorovian sense.  It arises from and is complicit in the amount of fragmentation and depersonalization in people’s lives.  People change relationships so frequently, and live their lives full of privacy, individuation, material independence, and freedom from authority.  Competing interests and acquaintances also pull them a thousand different directions.  All of this makes avoiding moral situations possible and attractive.  Confrontation is seriously reduced under these circumstances.  This form of suburban lifestyle shortens the length of time that people retain grudges, deprives people of possible allies, and undermines third party intervention.  This in turn leads to a considerable amount of indifference to wrongdoing by others.  It also means that people can’t be bothered to help those in need.  Thus, positive obligations to assist others are also minimal.  


Moral minimalism, and the fragmentation and depersonalization that feed and are fed by it lead to moral indifference.  This, coupled with the belief that moral responsibility reside with the state and its’ institutions lead to the lack of moral judgment on the part of the individual.  If one will or can not exercise moral judgment, they can not act morally.  Thus, moral minimalism is an ordinary vice.

7.  Discuss the radical toleration advocated by moral education programs in American schools.  Critique this from the point of view of Todorov’s “Some Remarks on Contacts Among Cultures.”  Todorov argues that to practice radical toleration is to give up the idea of a universal humanity.


In “Ethics Without Virtue: Moral Education in America” Christina Sommers discusses the state of moral education in America today.  There are two competing ideologies that currently dominate.  These are the values clarification movement, whose best known proponent is Sidney Simon, and Lawrence Kohlberg’s cognitive moral development movement.  Both “are convinced that traditional middle-class morality is at best useless and at worst pernicious.” (Sommers, 381)


Both of these movements are based on the belief that the inculcation of ‘shared’ values is indoctrination.  According to Simon, values clarification is “based on the premise that none of us has the ‘right’ set of values to pass on to other people’s children.” (Sommers, 382)  Kohlberg writes, “Far from knowing whether it can be taught, I have no idea what virtue really is.” (Sommers, 384)  This results in a ‘moral education’ that is silent about virtue.  


All of this leads to a blurring of the important distinction between moral and nonmoral decisions.  Sommers cites a teacher of values clarification, “I often discuss cheating this way, but I always get defeated because they will argue that cheating is all right.  If you accept the idea that kids have the right to build a position with logical arguments, you have to accept what they come up with.” (Sommers, 383)  What sort of fatalist, defeatist, milquetoast kind of statement is that?  First, why does one need to accept that students have the right to support their positions with logical arguments?  All people should have that right.  And whether you accept this right or not, all logical arguments are not equal.  People, kids especially, need to learn this.  Just because a position can be supported with a logical argument does not make the argument itself into the proper sort of support.  I can produce a logical proof that God exists, or that God does not exist, or that exactly nineteen gods exist.  These would all be logically sound arguments, which prove exactly nothing.  There is no logical support that can be used definitively to support an argument as to the existence of God.  It is the wrong sort of justification.  Often times, morality is of the same sort of problem.  Logical arguments may support them to a point, but they can not always be used to justify a moral position.  

Morality is grounded in the shared values of a community.  These values will arise from the shared sense of the sacred within the community.  This sense of the sacred has nothing to do with logic.  The sacred almost always centers around the ‘environment.’  Jacques Ellul has argued that man has lived in three different environments throughout human history.  First was nature, second was society, and now our environment is technology.  None of these environments in which we have found ourselves, or the values derived from them, are logical.  

Values clarification emphasizes “learning how, not on learning that.” (Sommers, 383)  Kohlberg, following Dewey, argues that moral development is innate.  This leads to the belief that by providing the proper external circumstances the child will fully develop morally.  But, these innate structures are contentless and Kohlbergians feel that it not the job of the moral educator to supply the content.  That would be indoctrination of the “old bag of virtues.” (Sommers, 383)  Thus, teachers today will not praise any middle-class virtues.  They will not teach virtue and that some things are inherently wrong.  

The only virtue that gets any positive attention, and in fact is proselytized, is toleration.  Sommers states, “But, when tolerance is the sole virtue, students’ capacity for moral indignation, so important for moral development, is severely inhibited.  The result is moral passivity and confusion and a shift of moral focus from the individual to society.” (Sommers, 386)

Due to the influence of the moral education movement, students entering college today generally subscribe to three views, although most of them can not elucidate these views explicitly.  These views are psychological egoism, moral relativism, and radical toleration.  Also, these students generally share the view “that the seat of moral responsibility resides in society and its institutions, not in individuals.” (Sommers, 386)  The combination of these views leads to the perspective that the death of one person is the equivalent of the death of ten thousand people, or that the rise of Hitler and the Nazis was inevitable.  One history professor has called this view of the past “no-fault history.” (Sommers, 387) 

Applied ethics courses have flourished in this environment for some reason.  But they too, focus on society and its institutions as the seat of moral responsibility.  The student “soon loses sight of himself as a moral agent and begins to see himself as a moral spectator…” Sommers, 388)  Again, “identifying normative ethics with public policy is justification for and reinforcement of moral passivity in the student.” (Sommers, 388)  “The student is placed in the undemanding role of the indignant moral spectator who needs not face the comparatively minor corruptions in his own life.” (Sommers, 388-9)

In “Some Remarks on Contacts among Cultures,” Tzvetan Todorov argues that to practice radical toleration is to give up the idea of a universal humanity.  Toleration and fanaticism are believed by many to be opposites, with toleration being superior.  “Under these conditions, however, the game is won before it is played.  Toleration is only a positive quality if the things one is tolerating are truly inoffensive…” (Todorov, 74)


In Facing the Extreme, Todorov states that one way in which to classify human activity is the teleological and the intersubjective.  Teleological actions are defined by their purpose, and judged by their end results.  Instrumental thought serves this type of action.  Intersubjective action is distinguished by the relationships between two or more people.  


“Moral life is a constitutive dimension of the intersubjective world, permeating it in its entirety and standing as its crowning achievement.” (Todorov, 286)  Todorov believes that it is impossible to imagine humanity without intersubjective relations, and equally impossible to imagine it without a moral dimension.  I agree with him on this point.  Our ‘technological morality’ today may seem like an anti-morality, or a lack of morality, but it is a morality.  Humanity needs something which defines good and evil in social relations.  This is what morality does.  “By definition, the most laudable action is the moral action; a world in which morality had no place would be one in which all actions that fell into the category of human relations were equal in value, a nearly unimaginable situation.” (Todorov, 286-7)  Todorov believes that people act morally for two reasons: “first, because we feel profound joy in doing so and, second, because in doing so we conform to the very idea of humanity and so take part in the realization of that idea.” (Todorov, 287)  


In “Some Remarks…,” Todorov claims that reference to the universal is inevitable when speaking morally.  This reference to the universal has everything to gain from a better understanding of others.  “Northtrop Frye called looking back on oneself with a glance informed by contact with others transvaluation, and we judge it to be a value in itself, whereas its opposite is not.” (Todorov 2, 79)  This glance back at oneself through the eyes of another culture is constructive, glancing back at oneself through the eyes of one’s own culture is critical.  They are both informative, whereas the former is primarily positive and the latter primarily negative.  Transvaluation does not allow one to automatically consider their values as a universal norm.  Todorov claims that this does not lead to radical tolerance where everything is equal.  

“Instead, it leads, first, to the discovery that certain elements of culture belong to transcultural moral judgment, and others do not (human sacrifice and excision are not classified with customs of food and clothing); and, second, to the decision to base this judgment on reason, rather on custom.” (Todorov 2, 80)

One cannot practice transvaluation though if one does not know of the existence of other values.  Exposure to others is critical for this process.  One of the best forms of exposure is through literature, particularly ‘universal literature’ as identified by Goethe.  This type of literature celebrates what is particular to a culture while also celebrating that which it shares with others, the universal.  Todorov cites a letter that Goethe wrote, “I have never looked or made a step in a foreign country without the intention of recognizing in its most varied forms what is universally human, what is spread and distributed throughout the entire world, and then of finding it in my own country, recognizing it and promoting it.” (Todorov 2, 81)


I believe that this is the idea of universal humanity that Todorov claims is given up by radical tolerance.  Radical toleration removes the individual from the moral sphere and makes them a mere spectator.  This tends to equalize all forms of human interaction, “a nearly unimaginable situation,” as Todorov says. (Todorov, 287)  One must seek the universal within human actions, retain the ability to make moral judgments, and thus, be able to use the two to take appropriate moral actions.

2.  The society of the Ik tribe as described in The Mountain People was not totalitarian.  Yet moral virtue disappeared.  Contrast this society with its absence of morality with the totalitarian societies Todorov describes.  Why was virtue more prevalent in the totalitarian societies?


The Mountain People, by Turnbull, chronicles the demise of the Ik tribe.  The tribe had been hunter-gatherers until they had been settled at the eastern edge of a game preserve.  Their way of life was completely destroyed by this forced settlement.  As a small, close-knit society they had shown “those characteristics that we find so admirable in man: kindness, generosity, consideration, affection, honesty, hospitality, compassion, charity, and others.” (Turnbull, 31)  


As Turnbull is beginning to learn the ways of the Ik, some thirty years after their forced relocation, he soon comes to realize that their main moral maxims are: (1) only do what you want, unless forced to do otherwise and; (2) do not love anyone.  How did they get to this point?  Where did the values of cooperation and so on go?


The primary factor in the change to Ik society was the forced switch from hunter-gatherer to farmer.  This forced switch to their centuries old way of life had major repercussions on all aspects of their life.  The Ik lost everything that might be used to guide them morally.  Turnbull details the loss to the Ik of family, which was the first institution to go.  He also shows the loss of religion, love, friendship, freedom, and conscience.  The Ik have been consumed by hopelessness and thus have become mere spectators of life.  Hope is what gives meaning to suffering and death.  The Ik had plenty of the latter two but none of the former.  


Turnbull concludes that the road illuminated by the Ik’s demise is one in which modern society is also travelling.  The lessons for us are of utmost importance.  

“[W]hat the Ik are telling us is that theses qualities are not inherent in humanity at all, they are not a necessary part of human nature.  Those values which we cherish so highly and which some use to point to our infinite superiority over other forms of animal life may indeed be basic to human society, but not to humanity, and that means that the Ik clearly show that society itself is not indispensable for man’s survival, that man is not the social animal he has always thought himself to be, and that he is perfectly capable of associating for purposes of survival without being human.” (Turnbull, 289)

The Ik replaced society with what amounts to a mere survival system.  The qualities which we so want to call ‘basic human nature’ were in direct contrast with those needed for survival in the case of the Ik, thus they were disposed of.  


In the totalitarian societies that Todorov describes this is not the case.  The institutions and qualities that the Ik so readily shed for the cause of individual survival are prevalent in totalitarian societies.  Why should this be the case?  I believe that it was primarily due to the fact that the Ik were plunged far more into the vital values of individual survival and well-being than were the prisoners of the camps.  Individual prisoners were certainly in danger, but it was of an entirely different sort on a quite different level.  


The Ik were a people without any hope.  No one was watching their plight; no one was on their side.  As for the prisoners in the camps, the outside world, while it may not have done much to intervene, was certainly aware of what was going on.  A major world war was being fought with the result that if the Allies won their plight would end.  Religion was suppressed but not destroyed.  Families were split up but the concept stayed firm in the minds of the prisoners.  The other values may have been suppressed or redirected somewhat, but they still remained.  Thus, the prisoners had, or at least had the capability for, hope.  This, I believe, is the primary factor in why the Ik seemed to have lost all morality while morality was prevalent in the camps despite the horrors.  


The Ik have many lessons to teach us.  One is that extreme poverty, along with extreme 

affluence, leads to extreme forms of private life.  Another is that once man loses his passion for 

life, he loses his will to make the choices necessary to retain his humanity.  

“[I] man has any greatness it is surely in his ability to maintain these values, clinging to them to an often very bitter end, even shortening an already pitifully short life rather than sacrificing his humanity.  But that too involves choice, and the Ik teach us that man can lose the will to make it.  That is the point at which there is an end to truth, to goodness and to beauty; an end to the struggle for their achievement, which gives life to the individual while at the same time giving strength and meaning to society.” (Turnbull, 294-5)

This means that although the Ik are still human, they are living beyond humanity.
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