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BOOK REVIEW

Knowledge and Politics. Roberto Mangabeira Unger. The Free Press,
New York, New York. 1975. Pp. ix, 336.

Edwin Brown Firmage*
R. Collin Mangrum**

Unger's Knowledge and Politics is a rare philosophical endeavor: it
is an expression of hope articulated as a theory of human nature and
politics. The hope expressed in Unger's work is that the empiricism of
Hobbes, Locke, Berkeley, and Hume, and the corollary thesis of the
subjectivity of values and the loss of a theory of the good, is not an
accurate description of knowledge and man. Unger criticizes the empiri-
cist's theory of knowledge and the liberal fiction of the isolated and self-
sufficient individual, and in their stead reasserts the theory of ontologi-
cal values and the social nature of man.

As an expression of hope, Unger's work can be distinguished imme-
diately from contemporary works by John Rawls and Robert Nozick.
Rawls's Theory of Justice and Nozick's Anarchy, State and Utopia ac-
cept the epistemological and ethical premises of liberalism and provide
political theories adapted to that basis rather than suggesting indepen-
dent theories of the good. That is, Rawls's principle of fairness and
Nozick's theory of individual rights and the minimal state seek to mini-
mize the restrictive nature of society and the coercive nature of obliga-
tion consistent with the epistemology of the empiricists and the subjec-
tivity of value. Unger, in comparison, seeks to overcome the dilemma
of the subjectivity of values by constructing a theory of the good, and
by suggesting that the individual can only achieve the good within so-
ciety.

Unger's work, then, is an effort to stimulate a reorientation of
thought and politics. As with Marx and Karl Mannheim, Unger con-
tends that thought must be understood as arising out of its life condi-
tions. Human thought is not only a function of individual psychology
or the particularity of experience, but also arises and operates in a
definite social milieu. Unlike Marx, however, Unger contends that the
philosopher and his theory can have a substantial impact on the
reorientation of politics. While theory has its inherent limit, it can oper-
ate in a dialectic with politics such that an emerging social understand-
ing can influence political reality, just as political reorientation neces-
sarily has a substantial impact on understanding.

In brief, Unger presents a non-liberal theory of the good, recognizes
that theory must work as an accomplice with politics in the reorienta-
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tion of social reality and human understanding, and presents a teleologi-
cal view of man and society in an eternal dialectic productive of increas-
ingly higher levels of human attainment. Although Unger would be the
first to admit that his theory is incomplete as presented in Knowledge
and Politics, his message is clearly and coherently articulated with
thoughtful penetration: the liberal conception of man degrades his god-
like potentiality for unity with himself, with others, and with his world.

Unger begins his work with the thesis that the system of metaphysi-
cal ideas about the mind and society has clear consequences in the
determination of the individual's proper place in society. From that
premise Unger levels what he characterizes as a total criticism of liberal-
ism in that the metaphysical assumptions underlying liberal thought
and society lead to irreconcilable antinomies and, consequently, incoh-
erent conceptions of personality and community. Unger views his task,
then, as one of providing a non-liberal metaphysic as a coherent alterna-
tive to liberalism, and thereby stimulating political reorientation.

The thesis that metaphysical ideas can significantly affect politics
posits the existence of an interrelation between knowledge, ethics, and
politics. Unger contends that the metaphysics of liberalism involve anti-
nomies in each of these areas. These antinomies, or irreconcilable con-
tradictions, are manifest respectively in the distinction between reason
and desire, fact and value, and individual and society. Unger's non-
liberal metaphysic does not suggest a utopian resolution of these distinc-
tions, but postulates what he describes as a spiral of increasing harmoni-
zation of each. That is, so long as consciousness is retained, there cannot
be an identity of reason and desire, fact and value, individual and so-
ciety, as suggested by the classical metaphysics of rationalism, but nei-
ther are these elements totally separate as suggested by the liberal me-
taphysic. Unger does not characterize man's destiny as either the de-
spair of an impossible effort to realize the immanent ideal of absolute
unity or the resignation inherent in an acceptance of the inevitability
of transcendent existence. Instead, Unger expresses the hope of an in-
creasingly humane existence for man while he strives to achieve increas-
ing harmony without abolishing consciousness.

Unger's "trust in the ultimate harmony of being and goodness in
human nature as in the world as a whole" as the basis for political
reorientation rests on three major assumptions not found in liberal
thought:

there is a human nature; the development and manifestation of this
human nature is the good; and moral agreement may be a better or worse
indication of what human nature is and demands.

An understanding of Unger's thesis, as contained in Knowledge and
Politics, can best be approached through an analysis of these basic
assumptions of Unger's non-liberal metaphysic.

The initial assumption of Unger's theory relates to psychology or
human nature. Unger criticizes the liberal school of thought for its fail-
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ure to develop a coherent theory of human nature. That is, liberal
thought suggests that the self consists of reason and desire, or under-
standing and will. Understanding is the passive aspect of the self which
serves the will by providing efficient means to desired ends which it has
no role in choosing. Reason and desire, or understanding and will are
therefore distinct and irreconcilable.

This dichotomy of reason and desire leads to the theory of the
subjectivity of values. Desire is totally subjective and arbitrary, reason
is neutral and objective. Since the two are distinct, man must choose
between the ethic of desire (or hedonism) and the ethic of rationality,
neither of which is satisfactory.

The morality of desire seeks to justify individual choice on an ethi-
cal basis. The good, then, can only be described as the satisfaction of
desire: "the reaching of goals to which our appetites and aversions inc-
line us." Such an ethic is inadequate for the self, however, since desires
are random and cannot be satisfied over time. It is unacceptable as the
basis for a moral theory because it results in despair in that it

offers no escape, resembles the idea of infinity as a never-ending series of
numbers. . . . Therefore, the pursuit of pleasure as an ethical principle
is forever condemned to remain a step short of its destination.

The morality of reason, in contrast, requires absolute neutrality
toward the specific purposes of individuals. As a result, the principles
of reason cannot be given any substantive content since they do not take
into account the particularity of desire. An example would be Kant's
categorical imperative: "act as if the maxim of your action were to
become by your will a general law of nature." Such a principle of reason,
while capable of broad generalization, is necessarily difficult to apply
in concrete circumstances.

The antinomies of liberalism present in the distinction between
reason and desire lead to the political result that the individual must
endure an inherent conflict between his efforts to satisfy his desires and
the inherent coercion of society. Hence, liberal political theories such as
Nozick's Anarchy, State and Utopia and Rawls's Theory of Justice must
remain preoccupied with justifying obligation while accepting the thesis
of the subjectivity of value. The purpose of politics in this liberal sense
is simply to prevent the arbitrary exertion of the subjective desire of
some over the subjective desire of others. The liberal school can there-
fore justify political power only in so far as it preserves individual rights
and ultimately permits a greater expression of individual choice.

In an effort to avoid this unhappy political dilemma, Unger pres-
ents a non-liberal metaphysic wherein the antinomies present in liberal
thought are, to a degree, resolved. In the realm of knowledge, Unger
asserts that the liberal conflict between the universal element of reason
and the particular element of desire, though never completely resolved,
is eradicable to a great extent. Unger clearly rejects the rationalistic
doctrine of intelligible essences just as he does liberal empiricism. He
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postulates a synthesis of the two: -a concrete intuition, or a theory based
upon the reasonable choice of particulars. Man is never without the
influence of particular desire, but he is capable also of reasoning. The
individual can act on the basis of prudential understanding which takes
into account the particular of the concrete situation which avoids the
dilemma of complete subjectivity, through a continual reference to an
intuition of the universal. Thus, the concepts of the universal and the
particular which, in liberal philosophy occupy antagonistic levels of
reality, are present in Unger's metaphysic on the basis of mutual rein-
forcement.

Unger's theory of prudential reasoning permits him to discuss a
coherent theory of ethics, and ultimately provides the means by which
the individual seeks increasing harmony with himself and society. This
concept of prudence permits stimulation and increasing emergence of
shared purposes and values among individuals in a society. Understand-
ing, therefore, becomes a cooperative effort, in which each individual
increases his understanding through the experience of common activi-
ties and common difficulties. As the individual perceives and experi-
ences this common fate, the social order evolves as an expression of
human nature.

The political problem in Unger's metaphysic is that of stimulating
the emergence of shared purposes and values in a society. Stated differ-
ently, Unger's metaphysic requires the erosion of domination as the
primary basis of social order and the substitution of a set of voluntary
individual relations that are the result of prudential reasoning as to the
proper role of the individual in society.

While Unger's theory begins as a metaphysical construct of a phi-
losopher disturbed by the antinomies within liberal thought, it ends in
the realization that the problems of history and society are not ulti-
mately resolved by philosophical thought. The philosopher can but ex-
press a theory of thought and society which he anticipates but cannot
make concrete. Recognizing this dilemma, Unger denominates the task
of the philosopher as that of identifying the conditions under which the
contradictions inherent in present society can be resolved and the good
attained. That effort, Unger suggests, can affect consciousness and may
thereby effect a revision of moral sentiment and a consequent reorienta-
tion of politics. Theory then, as expressed by Unger, is neither the mas-
ter nor the witness, but the accomplice of history.

Unger's conceptualization of theory as the accomplice of politics
and history leads him to develop an alternate theory of politics that
incorporates his philosophical premises. This theory discards the liberal
concept of politics premised upon the subjectivity of values. (That is,
since values cannot be justified where there is no theory of the good and
therefore no legitimate exercise of power, the experience of domination
prevails.) He then postulates the possibility of a community in which
humanistic values are ascendant and domination is continuously dimin-
ished over time.
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The initial concept in Unger's non-liberal political theory is that of
the organic group. Liberal theory recognizes the separateness of the
individual and the artificiality of community, and within that philo-
sophical framework seeks to justify a "minimal state" on the basis of
individual rights. Unger discusses the individual's need for community
as a means by which he can develop both his unique potentialities and
his species nature. In other words, the individual has both a universal
and a particular aspect, one represented by "sociability and the abstract
self' and the other by "individuality and the concrete self."

This position follows directly from Unger's theory of the good as the
"development of the species nature in the lives of particular persons."
The theory of the good, absent in liberalism, justifies an ideal of com-
munity that is also absent in liberalism. Minimal obligation need not
be justified on the basis of individual rights, since social order is pre-
served through the naturalness of the community.

Unger acknowledges that the organic unity of the group is
indiscernible at present because of the overriding influence of domina-
tion and the corresponding validity of the theory of subjective values.
Domination, Unger contends, is the one form of social relations in which
individual conduct fails to express essential human nature. The highest
calling of philosophy and politics, then, is the formulation of an ideal
community both in fact and theory in which the ideal of the self as the
good can be accomplished and the tyranny of domination diminished.
Until the problem of domination is resolved, no tenable alternative to
the theory of subjective value can emerge. This dialectic between the
emergence of the organic community and the reduction of domination
Unger characterizes as the

spiral of dominance and community. The progressive diminishment of
domination makes community possible; the advance of community helps
us understand and thereby erase domination.

Unger suggests three institutional guidelines for stimulating com-
munity and thereby diminishing domination. First, conditions which
enhance sympathy between the community members ought to be pro-
moted. Second, individuals should be given the maximum level of free
choice in making decisions that affect their lives. Finally, labor must be
so organized within society that the individual's economic and social
roles do not constitute the sole or primary basis of individual recogni-
tion. The individual must be viewed as a total being within the com-
munity, rather than as serving a social function related to a productive
capacity.

The first institutional principle of community is sympathy: "[t]he
most obvious thing a doctrine of community tries to do is to determine
what sympathetic social relations would look like and thus to describe
the political equivalent of love." Unger delineates two factors instru-
mental in the development of sympathy: first, a "communism of pur-
poses" and second, a regard for others as "concrete individuals rather
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than as role occupants." Together these two factors represent the posi-
tion that individuality and sociability complement rather than conflict
with each other. Elements which promote sympathy in Unger's system
of thought include face-to-face dealings and interaction between indi-
viduals over a broad range of life situations: "[a]n association charac-
terized by face-to-face coexistence and by multipurpose organization is
a community of life." Unger suggests that by stimulating shared experi-
ences, shared ends or purposes will arise. The basic institution which
Unger concludes would best promote sympathy is a group similar to a
family but broader in its reach such as an "occupational group" with
"joint facilities for housing, health care, education, or recreation."

The second institutional principle of the theory of the organic group
Unger characterizes as the "democracy of ends," or the "equalization
[of] the way men participate in the formulation of common values."
The sympathy developed by face-to-face interaction among the individ-
uals of the community promotes shared values and individual participa-
tion in determining the ends of the community in turn encourages sym-
pathy: "[t]he principle of the democracy of ends provides the organic
group with a method to formulate shared values and to ensure their
preeminence over the life of the community." By definition, stimulating
the democracy of ends undermines the prevalence of domination in
society. The concept of the democracy of ends is obviously critical to
Unger's philosophy, for so long as domination persists, moral agreement
in society is little more than a "testimonial to the allocation of power
in the group." It is this second institutional principle that contains the
paradox of sociability propounded by Unger. Community, by its very
nature, is always on the verge of being oppressive by requiring, through
force or persuasion, allegiance to common ends, and thereby suppressing
individuality. Thus, the free expression of individuality through the
equal formulation of common values is critical to an understanding of
man's species nature:

[als the organic group progresses, its democratically chosen ends come
closer to showing man's species nature, and individual capacities are real-
ized more completely.

Unger recognizes that the concept of the democracy of ends neces-
sarily does not provide a system for the distribution of power or rewards
based upon inherent inequality of strength and talent. The distributive
criterion of need best fits the ideal of sympathy, and while distribution
according to merit may, by necessity, be required during the transfor-
mation of society to an ideal community, ultimately the distribution of
benefits must be determined on the basis of sympathy and individual
need.

The first two institutional principles of the organic group describe
"attributes of sympathetic associations whose practices manifest the
species nature." The third institutional principle, that of the division
of labor, deals with the significance of individual potential to the com-
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munity. The principle of the division of labor "holds that the allocation
of tasks should allow each individual to develop his unique dispositions
so as to serve and express values or practices whose legitimacy as signs
of the species nature he can recognize."

In conceptualizing the division of labor as a means by which the
individual expresses and develops his unique potentialities while serving
society, Unger diminishes its influence over individual existence. Since
the first two institutional principles limit the extent to which
specialization can develop in the community, people who exercise power
in certain relationships will necessarily be subject to the power of an-
other in other relationships, and the individual will not be viewed solely
in terms of the role he performs in the division of labor. Under this
division of labor theory, the more distasteful jobs in the community
which have little value in developing talents will be shared by the group
on a rotating basis.

Sympathy, or the community of life, together with the democracy
of ends and the division of labor provide the institutional principles for
the organic group and communitarian politics. Corresponding to these
institutional principles of the organic group, Unger describes three liber-
ties:

a freedom of joining and leaving groups to the community of life; a free-
dom of expression to the democracy of ends; a freedom of choosing the
character of one's work to the division of labor.

These freedoms provide the very structure of the organic group and
rather than being premised on the liberal conception of freedom as "the
non-existence of external interference with one's ability to do what one
wants" they are premised on the definition of freedom as "the measure
of an individual's capacity to achieve the good." For Unger the good
consists of both a universal element and a particular, the manifestation
of the individual and the species being.

Unger's Knowledge and Politics is directed at several objectives:
first, a total criticism of liberal thought and inferentially liberal political
theory; second, the development of a non-liberal metaphysic that is
consistent with the theory of the good as the fullest realization of the
particular and the universal elements of human nature; and third, a
reorientation of politics by affecting consciousness and outlining the
conditions under which the good might be achieved. The ideal of a
community in which the individual is reconciled with society, Unger
suggests, is not a utopian model that can be attained, but is rather a
regulative ideal worthy of the quest.

There is no complete and final actualization of the ideal in history,
just as there is no unchanging human nature which is impervious to
history: "It is a limit never attained yet capable of providing guidance
to those who try to approach it." Prudence, or the capacity to judge
rightly about concrete problems, enables us to outline with some uncer-
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tainty an improved society where individuals are better able to attain
their imdividual and universal potentialities:

Theory can define the tensions and suggest the factors that should be
taken into account in dealing with them. But only prudence can teach us
what to do about them at each moment. And only practice can yield the
insight needed to correct the decisions we make.

Unger concludes his work with an appeal to God as the ultimate
hope for man seeking to achieve the ideal of the self within society. Since
man's ability to achieve the good in history is limited, politics cannot
ultimately bring man into absolute harmony, and the gap between indi-
viduality and sociability is irreconcilable. Man cannot bridge the gap
between the universal and the particular. Only in the concept of God is
the union of immanence and transcendence possible. In short, the recon-
ciliation of the ideal of the self is achieved only in God: "It is the notion
of the self as a being both at one with nature, with others, and with his
own life, and independent from them." Unger concludes:

Therefore, God, who is the perfection of such a being must also be a
person, if He exists. It is the virtue of the philosophic concept of God to
emphasize that only a person could fully realize the ideal and that this
person cannot be man in history.

God "holds all men in His universal love without destroying their sepa-
rateness from Him." Ultimately God provides the regulative ideal for
the conception of the good:

and in their vision of Him they find the beginning and the end of their
knowledge of the world and of their sympathy for others. . . . But our
days pass, and still we do not know you fully. Why then do you remain
silent? Speak, God.

Unger's Knowledge and Politics is unique in contemporary philo-
sophical writing, particularly in its coherent development of a theory of
the good. Admittedly, however, the significance of Unger's work is de-
pendent upon the accuracy of his theory of the good. It is precisely upon
that theory that his system is subject to criticism, since his theory rests
upon assumptions which are unproven and contrary to the tenets of
liberal thought. Nonetheless, it is man's propensity to continue an eter-
nal quest toward immanence and transcendence, to accomplish some-
how the ultimate of both individual fulfillment and sympathetic solidar-
ity with humanity. While Unger's work is an act of hope or faith which
cannot be verified without the assistance of divine revelation, it is by
hope and faith that man proceeds toward the more excellent way of God-
like love.
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