Does moral action depena’ 07 Yeasonin g.?

It depends. . .

on what is meant by “depends”
and “reasoning.” If the question is
“Do those who make moral
decisions have reasons at the
ready when asked to justify
Stanley Fish them?,” the answer is “sometimes
yes, sometimes no.” Many people
report that they come to a
decision without engaging in any self-conscious
reasoning; they just feel instinctively that a certain
action is the right one. One might reply that behind
what they experience as instinct is a web of reasons
that could be brought to the surface by the kinds of
questions Socrates poses in Plato’s dialogues. It could
be said that a resolve to do this rather than that
because it is the right thing to do always rests on a
base of reasons, even when those who are prompted
by them could not rehearse them on demand.

Let us, for the sake of argument, assume that this is
so and grant that moral action depends on the having
and/or giving of reasons. But this does not, I think,
get us very far, for there is another question waiting
for us, and it is the crucial one: Where do the reasons
moral action depends on come from? And the answer
to that question is that they do not come from
something called Reason, which can be identified
independently of the situations in which it is invoked
(as in “Why won't you listen to Reason?”).

What is or is not a reason—what will be heard as a
reason and not as something flying in from left

field —will be a function of an ongoing conversation
or tradition of inquiry in which certain propositions,
but not others, count as weighty arguments in the
process of decision-making.

'There is no a priorilist of reasons that count in this
way, and there is no master formula or algorithm that
will allow you to identify the reasons that should
count in this or that context. Nor is there any need
for such a list or algorithm. If you inhabit a situation
or practice and have internalized its goals, norms, and
rules of thumb, you don't have to think self-con-
sciously about what those goals, norms, and rules of
thumb are (although it would be possible for you to
do so should the occasion call for it). You just operate

within them, not unconsciously but with a conscious-
ness formed by the very system of thought and action
upon which it reflects.

The legal and social theorist Gunther Teubner
(following Niklas Luhmann and others) calls this

“autopoiesis,” the admittedly “circular relationship
between purpose and norm.” On this view, purposes
are not imported from the outside; they are presup-
posed and structure the environment in which
purposeful agents live and move and have their being
in response to norms given by those same purposes.

'There are two obvious objections to this picture. One
is that it seems to leave no room for change. The
other is that it leaves no room for outside correction
by a norm independent of the system.

'The first objection can be met by pointing out that an
autopoietic system is not static. Though its purposes—
to establish the fact of a matter, to do justice, to
achieve equality— are given, they take shape within
and are altered by the circumstances they order.
When new circumstances emerge (like technological
developments that no one could have anticipated),
the purposive project will extend itself in an effort to
deal with them; and when that happens, the project
will have changed. The change will not have been
provoked by external norms, by norms foreign to the
enterprise, but by enterprise-specific norms that are
in the act of reconfiguring themselves in the face of
unanticipated particulars.

'This does not mean that those particulars are driving
change from the outside, for they only become
particulars worth taking note of when they are
identified as such by the norms that now stretch
themselves in the act of accommodating them. (Even
when the system interacts with the world, the world it
interacts with is configured by the system’s purposes
and imperatives.) Rather than being a problem for
autopoietic systems, change is a feature of them,
because they are at once self-contained and
self-transforming.

'The second objection— that the invocation

of internal norms as a moral justification of action
leaves no room for correction by a higher, indepen-
dent norm —cannot be met. There are no indepen-
dent norms (that is, norms that yield reasons that



apply in any and all circumstances), and therefore the
reasons that count in local practices cannot be
trumped by more general, universal reasons. In Z5e
Structure of Scientific Revolutions, Thomas Kuhn
draws the (for many, unhappy) moral. The “circular
argument” characteristic of systems (he calls them

“paradigms”) “cannot be made logically or even
probabilistically compelling for those who refuse to
step into the circle. ... As in political revolutions, so
in paradigm choice—there is no standard higher
than the assent of the relevant community.”

This does not mean, Kuhn hastens to say, “that there
are no good reasons,” only that the reasons will be
good only for those who already “honor” them, those
who work inside the paradigm that marks them as
relevant and even obvious. It follows that someone
who remains on the outside cannot be convinced by
inside reasons. Conviction, however, is assured once
the former outsider becomes an insider and the
reasons become his and are, in his eyes, good.

How does this happen? Not by recourse to a universal
epistemological/moral logic (there isn't any) or by
recourse to force (that’s not the way minds change).
Kuhn'’s (necessarily) weak answer is that it happens
through a “conversion experience” that might be
“likened to a gestalt switch.”

Conversion is, of course, a theological term, denoting
the sudden, unprepared-for movement from one set
of beliefs to another, a movement that brings along

with it new imperatives, purposes, canons of evidence,

and reasons for taking this action rather than that.

It is often said that religious reasons are defective
because they refuse judgment by norms that are not
nominated by, and already included in, the faith. But
the same is true, if Kuhn is right, of all reasons—
political, scientific, medical, educational, etc. They are
good reasons, reasons for right or moral action, only
within the faith that gives them life and to which
they return a continual homage.

So does moral action depend on reasoning? Yes. Does
knowing that help you make moral decisions? No. You
are at once on your own and always already owned.
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