
  
    Table of Contents


    
      	The Smallest Minority - The Rights discussions


      	
        What is a "Right"?

        
          	
            (2 recent comments)

            
              	

            

          

        

      


      	
        What is a "Right"? - Revisited, Part I.

        
          	(11 comments)

        

      


      	
        What is a "Right"? - Revisited - Part II.

        
          	
            (6 comments + more recent)

            
              	

            

          

        

      


      	
        An Illustrative Example

        
          	(14 comments)

        

      


      	Rights, Morality, Idealism and Pragmatism, Part I.


      	
        Rights, Morality, Pragmatism and Idealism, Part II.

        
          	(10 comments)

        

      


      	Rights, Morality, Idealism and Pragmatism, Part III.


      	Rights, Morality, Idealism and Pragmatism, Part IV


      	
        The United Federation of Planets.

        
          	(34 comments + more recent)

        

      

    

  

  
    
      The Smallest Minority - The Rights discussions
    


    

    



    By Kevin Baker <thesmallestminority@gmail.com>


    

    



    

    



    

    



    ed. by John Hardin <jhardin@impsec.org>


    

    


  


  
    
      What is a "Right"?
    


    Wednesday, May 14, 2003


    

    



    Before I go to bed (who am I fooling, I'll stay up and read Cryptonomicon until midnight again) I thought I'd post this essay that won me membership priviledges over at AR15.com a few months ago. It was short due to the 8,000 character limit for single posts to that forum. This should be an interesting exercise in HTML coding...

    

    

    What is a "Right"?

    

    Webster's has several definitions:

    

    1: qualities (as adherence to duty or obedience to lawful authority) that together constitute the ideal of moral propriety or merit moral approval

    2: something to which one has a just claim: as a: the power or privilege to which one is justly entitled b: the interest that one has in a piece of property - often used in plural (mineral rights)

    3: something that one may properly claim as due

    

    

    All accurate, but incomplete. In speaking of the "Rights of the People" we refer to definitions 2 and 3, "something that one may properly claim as due" or "to which one is justly entitled." Some would add "endowed by the Creator." What about "life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness?" Robert Heinlein wrote about those in his 1959 novel Starship Troopers:

    

    "Life? What 'right' to life has a man who is drowning in the Pacific? The ocean will not hearken to his cries. What 'right' to life has a man who must die if he is to save his children? If he chooses to save his own life, does he do so as a matter of 'right'? If two men are starving and cannibalism is the only alternative to death, which man's right is 'unalienable'? And is it 'right'? As to liberty, the heroes who signed the great document pledged themselves to buy liberty with their lives. Liberty is never unalienable; it must be redeemed regularly with the blood of patriots or it always vanishes. Of all the so-called natural human rights that have ever been invented, liberty is the least likely to be cheap and is never free of cost.

    

    "The third 'right' - the 'pursuit of happiness'? It is indeed unalienable but it is not a right; it is simply a universal condition which tyrants cannot take away nor patriots restore. Cast me into a dungeon, burn me at the stake, crown me king of kings, I can 'pursue happiness' as long as my brain lives -- but neither gods nor saints, wise men nor subtle drugs, can insure that I will catch it."

    

    

    So, what of the "right to keep and bear arms?" Like all "Rights of the People" the right to arms is a social construct - a declaration by a society of what is "right and proper," and generally agreed to by the population. A society is, by definition, a group with similar beliefs. The enumerated right to arms is historically a fairly new, and a very rare one. Throughout history, the strong have made the rules and the weak have lived under them. Our English ancestors won a limited right to arms from the nobility through centuries of fighting their battles for them. In 1689, the English Bill of Rights proclaimed "That the subjects which are protestants, may have arms for their defence suitable to their conditions, and as allowed by law."

    

    

    When our forefathers wrote the Constitution and debated on our Bill of Rights, they looked at their own recent past and at what England had done with that law, and concluded that it provided too much opportunity for interference. In St. George Tucker's American Blackstone 1803 review of American law, he wrote:

    

    

    "In England, the people have been disarmed, generally, under the specious pretext of preserving the game: a never failing lure to bring over the landed aristocracy to support any measure, under that mask, though calculated for very different purposes. True it is, their bill of rights seems at first view to counteract this policy: but the right of bearing arms is confined to protestants, and the words suitable to their condition and degree, have been interpreted to authorise the prohibition of keeping a gun or other engine for the destruction of game, to any farmer, or inferior tradesman, or other person not qualified to kill game. So that not one man in five hundred can keep a gun in his house without being subject to a penalty."

    

    

    Thus then, as now, government worked to retain the exclusive use of armed force.

    

    Our founders intended to prevent this. Their wording was simpler:

    

    "A well-regulated militia, being necessary to the security of a free state, the right of the people to keep and bear arms, shall not be infringed."

    

    The meaning of these words went essentially unquestioned for a hundred years. There were questions about just who the People were, but not what "...the right of the people to keep and bear arms, shall not be infringed" meant. The 1857 Dred Scott decision looked at the question of who "the People" were, and declared that slaves and former slaves could not be "the People" because:

    

    

    (Citizenship) "would give to persons of the negro race, who were recognized as citizens in any one State of the Union, the right to enter every other State whenever they pleased, singly or in companies, without pass or passport, and without obstruction, to sojourn there as long as they pleased, to go where they pleased at every hour of the day or night without molestation, unless they committed some violation of law for which a white man would be punished; and it would give them the full liberty of speech in public and in private upon all subjects upon which its own citizens might speak; to hold public meetings upon political affairs, and to keep and carry arms wherever they went."

    

    

    Then we fought a war, in no small part to determine just who "the People" were.

    

    What followed was another ninety years of bad laws aimed at keeping slaves and sons of slaves disarmed "for the public safety." Laws to keep "those people" from being armed were introduced across the nation. The 14th Amendment was passed to ensure equal protection under the law for all, but the courts played along. U.S. v. Cruikshank in 1875 told us that the job of the federal government was to ensure all citizens received equal rights under the law, but the states were free to pass laws restricting the enumerated right to arms - at least to certain undesirables. In 1939, U.S. v. Miller proclaimed that the arms protected under the Second Amendment were somehow only those of military usefulness, but subsequent decisions using Miller as precedent proclaimed that Miller said that there was no individual right to arms. Once again, government worked to restrict arms to "those like us" - and then, later, "those like us" meant "those with power." Inevitably, our system of government - established by the people, for the people - has become more and more "us versus them." The "useful idiots" who fear guns, and the powerful who use them band together to change the meaning of the right to arms in the public mind.

    

    A "right" is what the majority of a society believes it is.

    

    What good is a "right to keep and bear arms" if it gets you put in jail? What good is a "right to keep and bear arms" if using a firearm to defend yourself or someone else results in the loss of your freedom, or at least your property? What good is a "right to keep and bear arms" when you live in a city that denies you the ability to keep a gun in your home for self protection?

    

    This is a battle for public opinion, make no mistake.

    

    It is a battle the powerful and their useful idiots have been winning.

    

    Your rights are meaningless when the system under which you live does not recognize them. Or worse, scorns them.

    

    If you want to keep your rights, it is up to YOU to fight for them. Liberty is NEVER unalienable. You must always fight for it.

    

    

    "If you will not fight for right when you can easily win without blood shed; if you will not fight when your victory is sure and not too costly; you may come to the moment when you will have to fight with all the odds against you and only a precarious chance of survival. There may even be a worse case. You may have to fight when there is no hope of victory, because it is better to perish than to live as slaves."
Winston Churchill

    

    

    (Yup, this HTML stuff is going to take a while to get good at.)


    

    



    
      (2 recent comments)
    


    

    



    Harry51 • Tuesday, February 14 2012 8:52 AM


    Exactly correct, painful as it is to reflect on the reality of rights. Another, contemporary foe of government abuse of our rights said " A right undefended is a right waived." The American people have condoned limitations and conditions being applied against our liberties for so long that the majority of us now accept the concept as normal and proper. Many of our rights are now, for practical purposes, waived, because they have been limited and conditioned into uselessness while we either ignored the process or stood by silently, suckered by the specious arguments of our opponents.


    The only hope we have is that history shows that a committed, vociferous minority can and has brought about meaningful change. But we must never quit or even slow down our counterattack against those who would disenfranchise us; they never do, they only invent new excuses and strategies to advance their agenda of achieving a monopoly on power.


    

    



    San Diego Wedding Photographer • Monday, August 27 2012 1:05 PM


    I consider rights as something that you need to fight on as for "equal rights". I do believe that some of us are being treated as different like through racial discrimination. We must be treated equally regardless in what country or what race we have for we are all human beings created by the power Almighty.


    

    



    

  


  
    
      What is a "Right"? - Revisited, Part I.
    


    Saturday, March 19, 2005


    

    



    Reader Dr. Danny Cline stumbled across my early essay What is a "Right"? and had some objections to it. His opening comment:


    Most of what you post on this blog seems to have the right goals in mind. However, your comments on rights, particularly what you claim about the source of rights:

    
 "A "right" is what the majority of a society believes it is."

    

    and

    
 "Like all "Rights of the People" the right to arms is a social construct - a declaration by a society of what is "right and proper," and generally agreed to by the population."

    

    is a dangerously Marxist/fascist idea (really it is THE Marxist/fascist idea), which comes very close to a justification for those who claim to be working on behalf of the government to remove whatever "rights" (quotes in honor of yours) they want to, in the name of "the will of the people" or "majority rule." The concept of "rights" being a "social construct" is exactly the kind of nonsense preached by the Hegelian/Marxist aristocracy in college humanities departments throughout the US, and is exactly the justification for the removal of gun (and other) rights. Furthermore, the "majority of a society" or a "population" cannot believe anything - groups have no mind. This you should know - the quote from which you gain the title of your webpage says it all here.

    

    Whether someone can or does violate a right of yours (or mine) says nothing about the content of the right itself. It is a mistake (leading to your straying near the idea that whatever "government" does is OK - as long as it has the force to back it up) to consider the question of what is a right to be a question of what is rather than what should be. Rights are not at all like physical laws; they are answers to questions of morality, which science (the realm of physical laws) has never been able to answer. The fact that many people considered (or still consider) rape, murder, and slavery to be morally acceptable is irrelevant to the correct answers to questions of morality. Many people have incorrect beliefs regarding morality (or even regarding physical laws for theat matter), and moral questions are notoriously tricky to answer. (This is quite probably the reason some philosophers decide to eventually go with the gibberish about rights and morality being meaningless, only a result of an act of will, or a "social construct" - out of laziness.)

    

    I'm a fan of Heinlein as well, but in the case of questions about rights and morality, Starship Troopers is not the correct novel to reference - at least not unless you.re a die-hard communist or fascist. The government presented therein is a fine example of a fascist/communist nanny-state, and its subjects/slaves are clearly worshippers of Nietzche's "New Idol" - the state. The criticism of the rights I hold dear (and I believe from the rest of your site that you hold them dear as well) in your quote misrepresents some rights and is simply wrong on others. The "right to life" described in the Declaration of Independence is not a "right not to die", a "right to be immortal" or anything as silly as that. It is simply a right not to be murdered - further such a right does not state that it is impossible that you could be murdered, just that it is WRONG. The fact that rights can be unjustly violated does not mean that they are meaningless or incorrect. Nor does the fact that we sometimes need to defend our rights mean that if we do not defend them or fail in our defense that they dissolve. The final quote on rights from Heinlein comes closest to revealing his mistake (and by extension yours):

    
 "The third 'right' - the 'pursuit of happiness'? It is indeed unalienable but it is not a right; it is simply a universal condition which tyrants cannot take away nor patriots restore. Cast me into a dungeon, burn me at the stake, crown me king of kings, I can 'pursue happiness' as long as my brain lives -- but neither gods nor saints, wise men nor subtle drugs, can insure that I will catch it."

    

    All rights are simply universal conditions "which tyrants cannot take away nor patriots restore." Even your Webster's definitions make this clear:

    

    1: qualities (as adherence to duty or obedience to lawful authority) that together constitute the ideal of moral propriety or merit moral approval


    2: something to which one has a just claim: as a: the power or privilege to which one is justly entitled b: the interest that one has in a piece of property - often used in plural (mineral rights)

    

    3: something that one may properly claim as due

    

    The words "moral," "just," and "properly" are the key here. The claim doesn't cease to be "moral," "just," or "proper" simply because it is violated. The beliefs of the evil and the wrong do not make a thing right.

    

    I do appreciate that you hold to a (probably) unpopular belief just because it is right (the right to bear arms). However, you need to rethink the premises you use to justify your beliefs, as they actually justify the opposite of your beliefs. Oddly enough, all of the comments your readers left were far more on the money than your article on the question of the source of rights. John T. Kennedy and Don Linsenbach in particular are spot on as far as they go. Even Rob G, who comes to the opposite conclusion from yours at least gets part of what he says right:

    
 "what barbarian invading forces did is no proof text on morality."

    

    even if he reaches the wrong conclusion.

    

    Perhaps you are trying to argue a different point than what I am reading, and you actually agree with what I am saying. If so, or if I have missed subtle evidence of parody or satire, I apologize for bothering you. However, if not, I think what I am saying is an important point, indeed it is THE important point in the American Revolution and all of Ayn Rand's writings. These rights are not things that can be removed; they are innate and inalienable; they are conditions of morality itself. If one TRULY believes that rights and morality are "socially constructed" the only sensible option is to join those in power (the always present "communist masters") and claim your share of their unjustly gained loot.

    

    I don't believe this - I won't DO this - and I think (I hope) the same is true of you.


    My reply:


    Excellent comments, very well put. The purpose of this essay was to illustrate the pragmatic vs. the ideal. Perhaps the wording "majority believes" should have more accurately been "majority shares a belief," but I thought it fairly obvious.

    

    If you live in a society that does not have a majority that shares your belief in any particular right, then from a pragmatic standpoint that right is not exerciseable. You have a right to not be murdered, but if the State will do nothing to protect you from being murdered, and in fact may be the perpetrator OF your murder, what value does your right to life have?

    

    If you've read the current main page of the blog, then surely you've seen the link to QandO Blog's discussion of the "reality" of rights. As others have said, rights are like money: the more we believe in them, the better they work. "Moral," "just," and "proper" are all values, and as such they vary from society to society. For the ancient Romans, it was moral, just, and proper to practice infanticide by exposing deformed newborns, a practice that is considered criminal today.

    

    I live in a society that is based on a concept of individual liberty heretofore unseen in the world. This belief was severely marred by its simultaneous support for slavery. We fought a war over that dichotomy, and as a result it was freedom that won out.

    

    The purpose of this essay (and it's unusually short for one of my pieces because - as I noted - I was restricted in length) was to illustrate to readers that if they want to preserve the rights this society is based on, it requires active involvement - because those rights are protected only as long as we protect them.

    

    The problem I have is that when people hear about "natural rights," they think that they're something that is truly "unalienable" - when this is patently untrue, as history illustrates in bloody detail.

    

    As I concluded the piece, "If you want to keep your rights, it is up to YOU to fight for them. Liberty is NEVER unalienable. You must always fight for it."

    

    I think the evidence shows that we've largely stopped fighting for it, and we're suffering a decay of our rights because of it. If the barbarians win, our rights are GONE.


    If you'd like to discuss this further, I'm willing.


    Well, he did, and his reply was as follows:


    I'll try to keep my comments about what we'd discussed as short as possible, while still making my point as clearly as I can. First, I do appreciate your interest in the pragmatic side of human rights and political rights, and indeed, one should never become complacent enough to believe that another (or a group) will not try to violate one's rights. This is without a doubt, a wise caution and an important point to make.

    

    However, the point I was trying to make is that although such a pragmatic view is important when dealing with the realities of those who may not have my (or your, or anyone's) best interests at heart, is that it is also important not to view such pragmatic beliefs as the SOURCE of rights. A view rights as a "social construct" or as only what can be defended is a dangerous view to have, primarily because of where it leads. If one views the only true rights are those that can be defended, as it seemed to me (perhaps incorrectly) you were doing in your article, then an immediate following question becomes apparent. Namely:

    

    1. "Is it wrong for a thug to do whatever he (or she) wants to me or anyone else if he (or again, she) can back their actions up with force?"

    

    Also, if one views rights as simply a "social construct" that has no meaning apart from what is practiced in the culture in question, we are again immediately provided with a question (or perhaps several):

    

    2. "Are (or were) the governments of communist China, North Korea,Soviet Russia, or Nazi Germany wrong in controlling all aspects of their subjects lives?"

    

    3. "Was (or is, as the case may be) slavery (or murder, or the forcible confiscation of an individuals property by a government) wrong?"

    

    My suspicion here is that your answers to these three questions would match my own, namely:

    

    1, 2, 3. "Yes it is (or was) wrong."

    

    to all three questions. However, if we view a true right as being only what can be defended or somehow tied to what a society in general believes or accepts, we are forced to accept the following answers:

    

    1. "No, it is not wrong. Unless you can defend yourself, you deserve what you get."

    

    2. "No they are not wrong. (At least in the case of China and North Korea; perhaps they are wrong in Soviet Russia and Nazi Germany, but only after the fact.)"

    

    3. "No, the people of the time believed it was OK, and so it was OK for them."

    

    This is not to say that this answers the question of what the ultimate source of a human's rights are. This is a much trickier question, one that is almost certainly impossible to answer definitively, though we can use questions like the one above to ultimately eliminate certain potential answers. (Here we can eliminate "There are no rights so they have no source" and "The source of a human's rights is the will or good nature of its community or government.) If a claimed source of rights leads to a statement that violates what we know of our rights and morality in general (and I do believe we CAN say we know certain things about both of these topics), that claimed source cannot be the true source.

    

    Unfortunately, I seem to have failed in my attempt to keep my discussion of these matters short. I guess my main point is that although it is wise to consider what one needs to do to effectively defend one's rights, these sorts of pragmatic questions should not be confused with the source of one's rights in the first place. I guess my answer to all of these questions marks me as a moral absolutist (which I won't deny). Though sometimes that is hard to admit, especially as it often is viewed as implying an intolerance of others (especially for trivial reasons) that I believe is wrong, the moral relativism and moral nihilism that are the other options lead to places - bad places - that are well known throughout history, even in the twentieth century. This difference between what is necessary to defend rights and the source of rights may seem an unimportant issue to you, and admittedly, it is kind of a fine point when we seem to agree on much else. I also could be mistaken in some of my points here - the study of morality is a difficult one and I am only an amateur philosopher (though I have done a fair amount of study on my own and I do have a pretty good background in logic from my training in mathematics). However, I don't think I am wrong in any important point.


    Dr. Cline, I believe, has a Doctorate in Mathematics but not in philosophy, and I don't have a Doctorate in anything, but his questions have caused me to reexamine my thoughts on this topic, and in the wee hours of the morning the last few days I have composed and recomposed my response in my head. (Brilliantly, I'll have you know. Only when I wake up again at 5:40AM, I seem to have misplaced the precise points I wanted to make, and the eloquent and compelling phrases with which I was to make them.)

    

    This promises to be a rather long piece, (I know, so unusual for me!) so I have decided to split it into two posts. I will pre-date the second piece so that it appears immediately below this one, and it will follow along (if I'm lucky) sometime later this evening. (It's up, concluded below.)

    

    And y'all? I expect comments.


    

    



    
      (11 comments)
    


    

    



    jsid-1111272072-284117 Rusticus at Sat, 19 Mar 2005 22:41:12 +0000


    I think I have my post intro already: "Kevin does it again in a long worded but good post on Rights." ;)


    

    



    jsid-1111278623-284126 Chris Byrne at Sun, 20 Mar 2005 00:30:23 +0000


    Kevin, I believe you read my essay Rights, Penumbras, and Emanations" ?

    

    At least I thought you commented on it, but it may have been someone else.


    

    



    jsid-1111333623-284182 Kevin Baker at Sun, 20 Mar 2005 15:47:03 +0000


    Last night. And, if you'll note, I used part of it in Part II.


    

    



    jsid-1111361089-284235 Chris Byrne at Sun, 20 Mar 2005 23:24:49 +0000


    I did in fact note that, and was gratified in seeing it.


    

    



    jsid-1111596108-284879 Strider at Wed, 23 Mar 2005 16:41:48 +0000


    They are two different things. Your correspondent asks:

    

    "1. 'Is it wrong for a thug to do whatever he (or she) wants to me or anyone else if he (or again, she) can back their actions up with force?'

    

    "2. 'Are (or were) the governments of communist China, North Korea,Soviet Russia, or Nazi Germany wrong in controlling all aspects of their subjects lives?'

    

    "3. 'Was (or is, as the case may be) slavery (or murder, or the forcible confiscation of an individuals property by a government) wrong?'

    

    "...[I]f we view a true right as being only what can be defended or somehow tied to what a society in general believes or accepts, we are forced to accept the following answers:

    

    "1. 'No, it is not wrong. Unless you can defend yourself, you deserve what you get.'"

    

    Okay, I'll break in here. Our society at large believes that mugging someone (or whatever) is wrong. Thus by Kevin's standard the thug does NOT in fact have the right to do what he does in our society.

    

    Quoting:

    "2. 'No they are not wrong. (At least in the case of China and North Korea; perhaps they are wrong in Soviet Russia and Nazi Germany, but only after the fact.)'"

    

    Again, confusing the belief of those in power with the belief of the majority of society.

    

    If I were to somehow travel back in time to the height of Aztec power in what is now Central America, I would find a society that practically revered their king as a god. I would NOT have the right to speak out against that king. Today, in America, I do have the right to speak out against our President (or Congress, or whomever).

    

    3. "No, the people of the time believed it was OK, and so it was OK for them."

    

    He confuses the distinction between "right" as in "inalienable rights" and "right" as in "right and wrong". Was it morally wrong? I sure as hell think so. But did those slaves have a Right to be free? Not in the south. Not until society was willing to fight a war over it.

    

    However, I do not believe that medieval feudalism was wrong. It was a necessary step in the development of modern society. Attempts to create a modern democracy in a society at that level of technological and philosophical (and educational) development would have been absurd, and would have failed.


    

    



    jsid-1111617500-284985 Dr. Danny O. Cline, Jr. at Wed, 23 Mar 2005 22:38:20 +0000


    Strider,

    

    Interesting comments. I'm not sure whether I should respond to you or just wait until I respond to Kevin. I'm going to err on the side of the latter, except for a few notes. I really don't have enough time to respond to as many of these things as I would like. I suspect that at a certain point, a lot of my responses will sort of fall outside what this webpage is intended for.

    

    You wrote:

    "However, I do not believe that medieval feudalism was wrong. It was a necessary step in the development of modern society. Attempts to create a modern democracy in a society at that level of technological and philosophical (and educational) development would have been absurd, and would have failed."

    

    You're committing the stanadrd historicist flaw here. Though the past is indeed set, that is not to say that there is (or could have been) only one way to attain certain desired ends. Further, though feudalism did eventually lead to modern republics, Athenian democracy certainly preceded it; whatever the merits and flaws of ancient Athens, it's hard to regard feudalism as a government as anything but a backslide from Athenian democracy.

    

    You also write: "He confuses the distinction between "right" as in "inalienable rights" and "right" as in "right and wrong". Was it morally wrong? I sure as hell think so. But did those slaves have a Right to be free? Not in the south. Not until society was willing to fight a war over it."

    

    and

    

    "Again, confusing the belief of those in power with the belief of the majority of society."

    

    Aside from verbal quibbling (it isn't really possible for a group to think or believe anything), the confusion here is yours. The problem with examining the question of "inalienable rights" is a mistake in the understanding of them. All "rights" of this sort ARE in the end are statements of what is morally right or wrong. If one expects them to "exist" in the same way as do oranges for example, one is bound to be disappointed. If one even expects them to be the same as laws of physics, they will be just as stymied.

    

    "Rights" exist, in whatever way they do, in the realm of morality, not the realm of matter. You could say that there is no morality (as some have and as Kevin has at least tiptoed near), but the arguments I've heard for it are riddled with logical flaws. These are usually arguments denying anything outside of natural science. There are ways to deny morality that don't necessarily make themselves amenable to disproof, but these usually stay pretty far from argument or logic themselves. However, even these statements usually run counter to the way we (or at least I) think and understand the world.

    

    Sorry, have to go.


    

    



    jsid-1111768751-66833 Trackback at Fri, 25 Mar 2005 16:39:11 +0000


    Trackback message

    Title: My take on Terri Schiavo

    Excerpt: ... in which I argue that rights originate with the ability to claim those rights to others when they are violated. They pre-exist any social consensus.

    Blog name: TriggerFinger


    

    



    jsid-1188181263-578979 Al Willey at Mon, 27 Aug 2007 02:21:03 +0000


    Just because you're denied your rights, doesn't mean they (rights) don't exist. The people of China have a right to pursue their beliefs of religion, however, they are denied this right. This doesn't mean their right doesn't exist. Whomever, believes that slavery was rightfully justified because the majority thought so, should look to the fact that we built a republic that is designed to protect individual rights not collective rights(no such thing). Albeit, there may have to be bloodshed or debate in order exercise these rights against the majority -- doesn't mean that these rights are granted by privilege of the majority. It just means the majority is denying the minority their rights.


    

    



    jsid-1188182627-578984 Kevin Baker at Mon, 27 Aug 2007 02:43:47 +0000


    Al, READ THE WHOLE EXCHANGE.

    

    Or just read the last post, The United Federation of Planets.

    

    THEN maybe we can discuss the existence of rights.


    

    



    jsid-1188437144-579171 Al Willey at Thu, 30 Aug 2007 01:25:44 +0000


    You have created a great dissertation on the subject of "What is a right". Enough so, that I couldn't possibly disagree with your statement that "A "right" is what the majority of a society believes it is." However, it is my understanding that your whole premise for your essay, as you have stated in the beginning is that, "If you want to keep your rights, it is up to YOU to fight for them. Liberty is NEVER unalienable. You must always fight for it." I couldn't agree more, but I have used the suggestion of a right as unalienable on many occasion to convince others that regardless of law, majority ruling, and the current political climate, that they should stand up and fight for their rights. Many have given up (particularly in the area of self defense) because of their supposed belief that majority and law as made the determination that firearms are for law enforcement and military only, and citizens have no right to them. One of my arguments have been, that "If government or the majority were to shred the Bill of Rights, specifically the 2nd Amendment, my right to self defense with the most efficient means available would not vanish." - At least not in my mind. Whether philisophical or reality based I know what works for me - and have used the fact that rights are inalienable to convince others of the same - thereby, attempting to achieve the same goal as you would have me pursue, based on your writings. So, I have concluded it would be rather foolish for me to debate an issue of which would bring us to the same goal.
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    "One of my arguments have been, that "If government or the majority were to shred the Bill of Rights, specifically the 2nd Amendment, my right to self defense with the most efficient means available would not vanish." - At least not in my mind."

    

    Al:

    

    Excellently well put. I don't know how much of the exchange you have read, but it goes on for quite a while. If you missed the later parts, I make explicit that I believe (as the common topic for all of these essays) in one, fundamental right that exists for every human being regardless of what political or social system he lives under:

    

    The right to his own life.

    

    Inherent in that is his right to liberty, his right to property, and his right to defend all three.

    

    All other rights are corollaries to this one, fundamental right. The problem societies have is in agreeing on what those corollaries are, or (as happens quite often) protecting that one, fundamental right to begin with.

    

    I have also quoted Science Fiction author Robert Heinlein when he said:"You can never enslave a free man, the most you can do is kill him."

    

    I've also noted that the majority of almost all populations have exhibited a tendency to accept a yoke rather than to risk dying for their freedom.

    

    Thank you for your comment, and I hope this has given you something further to think on.


    

    



    

    


  


  
    
      What is a "Right"? - Revisited - Part II.
    


    Saturday, March 19, 2005


    

    



    (Continued from Part I)

    

    There appear to be at least two interdependent questions here: the "realness" of rights, and the source of rights. There is a third, associated question: the "rightness" of rights. Let me begin by stating that the original post that spawned all of this was a bit too simplistic. Yes, I did state that "A 'right' is what the majority of a society believes it is," and I'll come back to that, but I am in agreement with Ayn Rand in her statement:


    A 'right' is a moral principle defining and sanctioning a man's freedom of action in a social context. There is only one fundamental right (all others are its consequences or corollaries): a man's right to his own life.


    That right is, in my opinion, REAL, but it can be and has been trampled, folded, torn, spindled, mutilated, and - worst of all - unrealized, for the overwhelming majority of Man's existence upon the Earth.

    

    The source of this right?

    

    Reason.

    

    Or Nature. Yaweh. Christ. Vishnu, Mother Gaia, Barney the Dinosaur. I don't know, nor do I care overly much, but reason works for me.

    

    I believe that right is "real" because I believe that - given the chance - average specimens of humanity will conclude through reason that they are of value (to themselves if no one else), and that their physical selves and the product of their labor belongs to them and not another. However, it is difficult to build a society based on this belief alone. (The AnarchoCaptialists think it can - and should - be done, but admit that they don't know how.)

    

    History shows us, though, that for most of our existence this right has not been exercised. The right has been unrecognized by the majority in the societies in which people lived - from the tribal all the way through today's modern Marxist states. The strong ruled the weak, and owned, de facto if not de jure, both their lives and their production. Again, I state: If the society you live in does not have a majority that shares and defends a belief in your rights, you cannot successfully exercise those rights. As it pertains to Rand's "right to your own life," Heinlein wrote, "You cannot enslave a free man. The most you can do is kill him." Or, as the recent protest placard from Lebanon quoted Braveheart: "They can take our lives... but they can never take our Freedom."

    

    But the "live free or die" option wasn't chosen very often, it appears, Spartacus notwithstanding. The majority of those societies were far too willing to accommodate.

    

    When Thomas Jefferson wrote the Declaration of Independence, he stated:


    We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. --That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed, --That whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness.


    He and the other Founders may have held those "truths to be self-evident," but for centuries if not millenia before they were neither self-evident nor true. In fact, even today those "self-evident" rights are not acknowledged in much if not most of the world. As Rand stated,


    The concept of individual rights is so new in human history that most men have not grasped it fully to this day.


    Dr. Cline wrote:


    Whether someone can or does violate a right of yours (or mine) says nothing about the content of the right itself. It is a mistake (leading to your straying near the idea that whatever "government" does is OK - as long as it has the force to back it up) to consider the question of what is a right to be a question of what is rather than what should be. Rights are not at all like physical laws; they are answers to questions of morality, which science (the realm of physical laws) has never been able to answer. The fact that many people considered (or still consider) rape, murder, and slavery to be morally acceptable is irrelevant to the correct answers to questions of morality. Many people have incorrect beliefs regarding morality (or even regarding physical laws for theat matter), and moral questions are notoriously tricky to answer. (This is quite probably the reason some philosophers decide to eventually go with the gibberish about rights and morality being meaningless, only a result of an act of will, or a "social construct" - out of laziness.)


    I'm not a big fan of moral relativism, but I have studied history and I think this is the point at which Dr. Cline and I part philosophical company. I've quoted from Heinlein's Starship Troopers lecture on "History and Moral Philosophy" on a number of occasions - Dr. Cline objects, in fact, to my selection from that book because:


    The government presented therein is a fine example of a fascist/communist nanny-state, and its subjects/slaves are clearly worshippers of Nietzche's "New Idol" - the state.


    Yet I think he suffers from what Heinlein's "Col. Dubois" points to as the flaw in our own society:


    "Young lady, the tragic wrongness of what those well-meaning people did, contrasted with what they thought they were doing, goes very deep. They had no scientific theory of morals. They did have a theory of morals and they tried to live by it (I should not have sneered at their motives), but their theory was wrong -- half of it fuzzy-headed wishful thinking, half of it rationalized charlatanry. The more earnest they were, the farther it led them astray. You see, they assumed that Man had a moral instinct."

    

    "Sir? I thought -- But he does! I have."

    

    "No, my dear, you have a cultivated conscience, a most carefully trained one. Man has no moral instinct. He is not born with moral sense. You were not born with it, I was not -- and a puppy has none. We acquire moral sense, when we do, through training, experience, and hard sweat of the mind. These unfortunate juvenile criminals were born with none, even as you and I, and they had no chance to acquire any; their experiences did not permit it. What is 'moral sense'? It is an elaboration of the instinct to survive. The instinct to survive is human nature itself, and every aspect of our personalities derives from it. Anything that conflicts with the survival instinct acts sooner or later to eliminate the individual and thereby fails to show up in future generations. This truth is mathematically demonstrable, everywhere verifiable; it is the single eternal imperative controlling everything we do.

    

    "But the instinct to survive," he had gone on, "can be cultivated into motivations more subtle and much more complex than the blind, brute urge of the individual to stay alive. Young lady, what you miscalled your 'moral instinct' was the instilling in you by your elders of the truth that survival can have stronger imperatives than that of your own personal survival. Survival of your family, for example. Of your children, when you have them. Of your nation, if you struggle that high up the scale. And so on up. A scientifically verifiable theory of morals must be rooted in the individual's instinct to survive -- and nowhere else! -- and must correctly describe the hierarchy of survival, note the motivations at each level, and resolve all conflicts.


    I think Dr. Cline believes that man has an innate moral instinct.

    

    The whole purpose of morals is to ensure survival, and whatever works to ensure survival is, for that society, "moral." If the practice of slavery increases the chances for survival, then the society will practice slavery, and its members will stare at you as if you had three heads if you try to convince them that what they are doing is morally wrong. If the practice of slavery will result in the enslaving society being attacked and destroyed by the ones it enslaves, then slavery will be abandoned as not worth the effort or (if realized too late) it will fall because its morality failed. But when slavery becomes a survival-neutral activity, inertia will carry it long past the point at which it should be abandoned - because man has no moral sense. (Bear in mind that slavery was a common human condition until - as Sarah of Carnaby Fudge has repeatedly pointed out - Protestant Christians took up its abolition as a moral cause. It is still practiced in some places today.)

    

    From a pragmatic point of view, if it works, it's good. If it doesn't work, it's bad. Nothing else matters. An "incorrect belief regarding morality" means one that is detrimental to the survival of the individual and the society, nothing more. An example: the Indian practice of sati. In the Indian culture the widow of a man was expected to commit suicide by self-immolation either on her husband's funeral pyre or separately, in a demonstration of her loyalty and devotion to her husband. In that culture, the wife's existance was pretty much defined through her husband, and when he died she became a burden on her society. For apparently pragmatic reasons she was expected to kill herself, and for religious reasons in this specific, agonizing way. There is some evidence that not all incidents of sati were voluntary. This practice dates back to probably the 1500's, but it was prohibited by the British in 1829.

    

    Is it wrong for a woman to do that? Is it wrong for a society to expect it of her? The (probably apocryphal) story of its ending was one of conflict between two moralities - the Indian, and the British. The Brits declared that sati was no longer to be practiced, and the Indians protested that it was their honored and religious tradition. The Brits responded that it was their honored and religious tradition to hang people who burned women to death, so the next funeral pyre would be accompanied by a gallows, and if sati occurred, a lot of hangings would as well.

    

    The practice of sati declined dramatically, but it still occurs occasionally - once at least as recently as 1987. There's that moral inertia thing, illustrated. Another example? Muslim "honor killings" of women - another whole post (if not more) in itself.

    

    My point is that Dr. Cline essentially argues that there are certain specific "true" real rights that are universal for all people at all times and places. He lists murder, rape, and slavery as examples of things that are universally immoral and violative of rights. He states:


    All rights are simply universal conditions "which tyrants cannot take away nor patriots restore." Even your Webster's definitions make this clear:

    

    1: qualities (as adherence to duty or obedience to lawful authority) that together constitute the ideal of moral propriety or merit moral approval

    

    2: something to which one has a just claim: as a: the power or privilege to which one is justly entitled b: the interest that one has in a piece of property - often used in plural (mineral rights)

    

    3: something that one may properly claim as due

    

    The words "moral," "just," and "properly" are the key here. The claim doesn't cease to be "moral," "just," or "proper" simply because it is violated. The beliefs of the evil and the wrong do not make a thing right.


    Telling a murderer that he is violating your rights won't stop him from doing it, and if he kills you is he not "taking away your right to life"? The question I have is: the claim to whom? Who do we go to with our claims to our proper rights? It isn't God, obviously, because if so, He hasn't made His annoyance felt at any of the more egregious mass violations of individual rights, not to mention the plebeian everyday ones. To the populace of the society that has perpetrated the violation of rights? Fat lot of good that will do, as historically they've been complicit in the violation.

    

    "All rights are simply universal conditions 'which tyrants cannot take away nor patriots restore'?" I don't think that's true, and I think human history illuminates that point with a million-candlepower floodlight. But as we've progressed through time, changes in technology and the advantages these changes have given us have allowed us the freedom to think and to develop that newest of concepts: The Individual Right. And technology has given us, as I detailed in Those Without Swords Can Still Die Upon Them, the individual ability to defend those individual rights against infringement by others.

    

    Dale Franks in his QandO Blog post Natural Rights? said:


    If rights are natural, then why do they not arise spontaneously? Indeed, for rights to even exist for any appreciable amount of time, they have to be reinforced with a massive hedge of social, legal, and political buttresses. We employ thousands of individuals as police, lawyers, judges, and politicians. That seems to be a pretty complex life support system for something that's natural.

    

    There are, of course, societies that exist without this life-support system. Somalia, for example, is a country in which everything it is possible for people to accomplish with guns has been accomplished. The only "rights" that exist there are those that the inhabitants can defend by force. So, why, after government collapsed in Somalia and the country devolved into anarchy, didn't the recognition of "rights" spontaneously arise?

    

    --

    

    Let's say you and I lived in a state of nature. What stops me from killing you? You have no recourse to the protection of the law. No community of fellow citizens who are pledged to protect you. There's just you and me in the forest, and I don't want you there. Where are your rights now? What protection do they afford you?


    What you have is the ability to defend yourself. If you're lucky, the fear of your ability to protect yourself might deter me. It might not. But the only thing that keeps me from killing you and taking your possessions is your ability to defend yourself. Your "right" to live is irrelevant. The only "rights" you have in nature are those you can secure for yourself by force. Your "rights" certainly won't prevent me from bashing you over the head with a rock.


    That "(t)he beliefs of the evil and the wrong do not make a thing right" may be true, does not stop the tyrant from acting. The only thing that can protect you is if a majority of the populace agrees on what are or are not "rights" - in this case, the right to live - and the willingness of that majority to act to defend those rights. If both of us agree that killing the other is wrong, we've just formed a society in which the majority (all both of us) holds a common belief system. If not, one of us is likely to die - and there can be no "proper claim" filed in protest of that fact. Further, any protestation of the "wrongness" of the act is meaningless.

    

    So, in answer to the question, "Is it wrong for a thug to do whatever he (or she) wants to me or anyone else if he (or again, she) can back their actions up with force?" I must reply that the answer is dependent on whether this action occurs within a society that deems such actions to be wrong. If so, yes. If not, the answer is not "no," the question is moot. The answer to the question "Are (or were) the governments of communist China, North Korea, Soviet Russia, or Nazi Germany wrong in controlling all aspects of their subjects lives?" is much easier. Those actions all took place long after the concept of individual rights was firmly established in our society. Yes. They are all wrong. But that fact didn't stop those governments. The rights of those individuals were all violated by their own governments through the actions of individuals in those societies, and the majority of those societies did not act to stop those violations - so what good were their rights? If they believed in their individual rights, yet did not defend their individual rights, how is this pragmatically different from their not having those rights?

    

    In answer to the question "Was (or is, as the case may be) slavery (or murder, or the forcible confiscation of an individuals property by a government) wrong?" - again, it is wrong by our standards of enlightenment - but that alone does not prevent the actions from occurring.

    

    This, then, brings us to the question of the rightness of any particular right. As I quote Rand above, the only fundamental right is a man's right to his own life. All others are its consequences or corollaries. Chris Byrne of AnarchAngel divides rights into inherent and constructed. Inherent rights, he says,


    are those rights we posess by virtue of being sentient beings; constructed rights, are all other things, taken as rights, which are not inherent rights. They are rights by law, but not by nature

    

    For example, inherent rights would include, among others:


    
      	
        The right to not be attacked or killed out of hand by your fellow man.

      


      	
        The right to own and hold property

      


      	
        The right to defend ones life and ones property against others.

      


      	
        The right to determine the course of ones life through free choice

      


      	
        The right to be judged fairly by ones actions (that one's a bit fuzzy)

      


      	
        The right to think those thoughts that you wish to think

      


      	
        The right to speak those words that you wish to speak; presuming they are not, in effect, actions infringing the rights of others.

      

    


    Inherent rights cannot be taken, or limited; but by force, or willing consent.

    

    Constructed rights would include the right to privacy, the right to vote, the right to marry (civily), and others.


    Not a bad list, as every one of those "inherent rights" can be seen as a corollary to "a man's right to his own life."

    

    Professor Randy Barnett devotes a chapter of his book Restoring the Lost Constitution to "Natural Rights as Liberty Rights." In it, he discusses the difficulty of identifying all the Rights of Man, beginning the chapter with the words of James Irdell from the North Carolina ratifying convention, July 29, 1788:


    [I]t would not only be useless, but dangerous, to enumerate a number of rights which are not intended to be given up; because it would be implying, in the strongest manner, that every right not included in the exception might be impaired by the government without usurpation; and it would be impossible to enumerate every one. Let any one make what collection or enumeration of rights he pleases, I will immediately mention twenty or thirty more rights not contained in it.


    Barnett argues that the reason no complete list of the "rights of the people" was included in the Constitution is precisely the reason given by Irdell: such a list would be impossible to construct. First off, you could never get any group of people to agree to them all, and second, the list would be endless, trailing off into absurdity. But the point I was making in What is a "Right?" was this:



    
      	
        This nation was founded on the belief in a certain set of rights.


      


      	
        Those rights are based on the foundation of certain individual liberties heretofore unpracticed by any other society.


      


      	
        That foundation (for want of a better source) is Rand's single fundamental right, come to by the power of REASON.


      


      	
        These rights were codified into the founding legal document of our nation.


      


      	
        The preservation of these rights requires active participation in their defense by the majority of the populace - else, rightly or wrongly, they will cease to be protected and will vanish as if they had never been.

        

        

        The day after I put up that first post, I found a quotation by Antonin Scalia that pretty much said it all in a paragraph:

      

    


    To some degree, a constitutional guarantee is like a commercial loan, you can only get it if, at the time, you don't really need it. The most important, enduring, and stable portions of the Constitution represent such a deep social consensus that one suspects if they were entirely eliminated, very little would change. And the converse is also true. A guarantee may appear in the words of the Constitution, but when the society ceases to possess an abiding belief in it, it has no living effect. Consider the fate of the principle expressed in the Tenth Amendment that the federal government is a government of limited powers. I do not suggest that constitutionalization has no effect in helping the society to preserve allegiance to its fundamental principles. That is the whole purpose of a constitution. But the allegiance comes first and the preservation afterwards.


    I came to be an activist because I recognized that fact, just from looking at how the Right to Arms has been steadily chipped away. This has happened because much of the society has lost its "abiding belief in it." It is hardly the only right so affected, enumerated or not. I've had this conversation before, as detailed in the post Engage, or Disengage? I'm at somewhat of a loss over what to do about it, other than to try my damnedest to educate people so that they see it, too, before things get too far out of hand. I call that "trying to teach the horse to sing."

    

    My objection to the position that Dr. Cline takes is that it encourages members of the society to disconnect. If you believe, as Dr. Cline believes, that "All rights are simply universal conditions 'which tyrants cannot take away nor patriots restore'" then why would it be necessary to defend them? But I think that sooner or later you will discover that the result of such a belief is finding a tyrant violating your rights is pragmatically no different from not having them at all.

    

    UPDATE, 3/21: Solarvoid posts on the topic from the "sunny rose colored Jesus glasses" perspective. (His words!) Good piece.
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    Good reading, Kevin. (Do you really get complaints about the length of these posts?) This comment in particular caught my attention:

    

    Who do we go to with our claims to our proper rights? It isn't God, obviously, because if so, He hasn't made His annoyance felt at any of the more egregious mass violations of individual rights, not to mention the plebeian everyday ones.

    

    This is a big assumption. Just because the repercussions of His annoyance aren't immediately recognizable doesn't necessarily mean they don't happen. Actually, the idea that God would make His annoyance felt is a muslim belief, a belief that God controls all things at all moments. But if you believe in a God that has given people free will, then that means God gives as much rope as possible and allows people to hang themselves. If you believe that the body perishes and the soul is eternal, then what matters really matters, Kevin? damage to the body or damage to the soul? Christians believe that bodily injury really isn't all that important. The eternal soul is what matters, and this is why the greatest punishment God can give is to be exiled from Him. Gerald Schroeder explains this in The Science of God:

    

    Criminal trial lawyer Alan Dershowitz remarked to me that God had coddled Cain. For Dershowitz, the proper punishment for Cain's heinous murder of his brother would have been the ultimate, the death penalty. The Bible sees things from a different perspective. In biblical justice, Cain suffered a fate far worse than death: the enforced separation from God. He was denied any awareness of the transcendent unity that pervades all existence. He had no hint of a larger purpose other than day-to-day survival, a living death.

    

    We may not see the consequences of violations of individual rights in this lifetime, but those who believe in God believe the consequences exist. In keeping with free will, God says, 'Here's the world, here are the guidelines, go to it, and by the way, I'm judging you.' His standard for judgment is that, in order to be a good person you have to respect the rights of others and adhere to the Golden Rule. Which leads me to my next comment on the subject of rights...
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    Every person believes in his own rights. That's easy. What is difficult is to get people to care about the rights of others, which is the subject of some of your posts. So in all these complex arguments I read here and elsewhere about the nature of rights and how to retain them, something very fundamental to human nature is being neglected.

    

    It has been scientifically demonstrated that people are fundamentally selfish. H.J. Campbell, a neural physiologist who did some interesting research for his book, The Pleasure Areas, says that people are hardwired to be selfish. This is the biological basis of behavior, which cultures condition in order to get people to act in certain ways. For instance, The Wealth of Nations shows how capitalism uses selfishness to put people in the service other other people. But how do you actually overcome the selfishness? How do you make people care about the individual rights of others? With a belief that you are being judged by a divine being who expects this kind of behavior from you. Christians are no less selfish than others, but the selfishness is restrained and turned by their belief system. You get a Christian who wants to get to heaven, which is fundamentally a selfish thing, and for that reason it is very important for him to act according to the Golden Rule. This was probably a lot of the motivation for ending slavery and the American Civil War. God says, not only must you refrain from doing bad things, you must also actively do good things including putting your life on the line. It's a powerful test, and as I've pointed out (more times than you probably care to recall), Protestant Christianity is historically the only system that has passed this test.

    

    Taking this historical fact, what all this arguing about the nature of rights and how to protect them boils down to is that the only way you would get another system -- a Godless system -- where people are willing to fight and risk their lives to protect the rights of others is if you could get human beings who are not selfish. Your argument comes down to the search for a different kind of human being that is unselfish and willing to promote the well-being of community over self. I don't think it's possible. Every organism on earth is concerned with its own survival. Actually, that's not true. Ants and bees act for the greater good. So, basically, the kind of human being you'd need who would selflessly protect others is an insect-like human. I dunno, but that just doesn't appeal to me.


    

    



    jsid-1111352584-284222 Kevin Baker at Sun, 20 Mar 2005 21:03:04 +0000


    "Ants and bees act for the greater good. So, basically, the kind of human being you'd need who would selflessly protect others is an insect-like human. I dunno, but that just doesn't appeal to me."

    

    Err...

    

    Actually, Sarah, that's one of the problems I have with the behavior of the devoutly religious - an apparent inability to think for oneself.

    

    --

    

    Once again we have that impasse in which my position is a belief that - through reason - it is possible for people to (as Heinlein put it) cultivate their conscience through the hard sweat of the mind to conclude that certain rights should be recognized and defended for everybody, and your position that only through a belief in God - a specifically Protestant version of God - can this be accomplished.

    

    I will acknowledge that the Protestants were the first to pull it off, but I don't think they'll be the last.
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    I think the problem is the word "Rights", and its present meaning... I think you've got it with the 'universal conditions' quote from Heinlein.

    

    The thing is, if you look at many of the "rights" in the Bill of Rights, they are simply things that people will do, regardless of tyranny. Freedom of speech? An Iranian (in Iran) told me once, "Yes, we have freedom of speech here... it's freedom AFTER speech we don't have. People will speak their minds sometimes, no matter what the danger.

    

    Do we have a "right" to defend ourselves from attack? I don't know about rights but I assure you that, if attacked, I WILL defend myself, with the best weapon I can find, despite any laws against it.

    

    And we are territorial... will we allow our homes to be invaded by strangers without protest?

    

    That's the first three. Are they "Rights" in our sense of the word... Well, they are now, because of the US Constitution. But they are more acknowledgements, IMO, than "rights" as we now think of them.
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    Once again we have that impasse in which my position is a belief that - through reason - it is possible for people to (as Heinlein put it) cultivate their conscience through the hard sweat of the mind to conclude that certain rights should be recognized...

    

    But I have proof that my way works. There's no proof that your way works, and in fact there's evidence to the contrary. I'll leave it to you to decide whether this constitutes faith or not.

    

    (Have I earned PITA status yet? :))
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    Trackback message

    Title: Kevin looks at rights

    Excerpt: In a (one) two part series, Kevin over a The Smallest Minority lays down a solid ethical framework of morals and rights from a small \'A\' atheist point of view.

    

    Like usual, it\'s a very well done piece, Kevin thoroughly looks at the topic...

    Blog name: Solarvoid
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    I agree with Dr. Cline that we must not misunderstand the source of our rights. In my opinion, he danced around actually naming the source. Yes, proper moral training is an imperative if we are to enjoy a peaceful society, but the unfortunate reality is that a right, particularly a right that stands in the way of other people advancing their agenda, will always disappear if we fail to fiercely protect it. One member of the California legislature notoriously stated that the only right we really have is to think whatever we want to think. That quote speaks volumes about the way some of the ruling class see us and our liberties, and should serve as a wake up call to all of us who cherish our freedom.
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    or "Politeness and a Gun Will Get You Much Further than Politeness Alone."

    
This post is in relation to the discussions below in What is a "Right"? - Revisited, Parts I and II.

    

    As I noted, I've started reading Jared Diamond's Guns, Germs and Steel, and it so happens that in a very early chapter of that book, he describes a perfect illustration of my point concerning the "realness" of rights. Chapter 2, "A Natural Experiment of History," opens with the following narrative:


    On the Chatham Islands, 500 miles East of New Zealand, centuries of independence came to a brutal end for the Moriori people in December 1835. On November 19 of that year, a ship carrying 500 Maori armed with guns, clubs, and axes arrived, followed on December 5 by a shipload of 400 more Maori. Groups of Maori began to walk through Moriori settlements, announcing that the Moriori were now their slaves, and killing those who objected. An organized resistance by the Moriori could still then have defeated the Maori, who were outnumbered two to one. However, the Moriori had a tradition of resolving disputes peacefully. They decided in a council meeting not to fight back, but to offer peace, friendship, and a division of resources.

    

    Before the Moriori could deliver that offer, the Maori attacked en masse. Over the course of the next few days, they killed hundreds of Moriori, cooked and ate many of the bodies, and enslaved all the others, killing most of them too over the next few years as it suited their whim. A Moriori survivor recalled, "[The Maori] commenced to kill us like sheep. . . . [We] were terrified, fled to the bush, concealed ourselves in holes underground, and in any place to escape our enemies. It was of no avail; we were discovered and killed - men, women, and children indiscriminately." A Maori conqueror explained, "We took possession. . . in accordance with our customs and we caught all the people. No one escaped. Some ran away from us, these we killed, and others we killed - but what of that? It was in accordance with our custom."


    If rights are "natural," real, and universal, why did the Maori not believe in the Moriori's "right to life"? How did their natural right not to be murdered protect the Moriori, and to whom do the Moriori put their "just claim" to for the violation of this right?

    

    Dr. Cline argues "what barbarian invading forces did is no proof text on morality." Yet my point is that morality is society-specific. For the Moriori, what was done to them was a great evil - and I agree. But to the Maori, what they did to the Moriori "was in accordance with our custom" and not wrong. Dr. Cline postulates that "all rights are simply universal conditions 'which tyrants cannot take away nor patriots restore.'" Yet the rights of the Moriori were completely taken away as their entire populace was enslaved and murdered. The question of rightness or wrongness is moot, because the Moriori were not prepared to defend themselves against an outside agressor.


    

    



    
      (14 comments)
    


    

    



    jsid-1111342161-284196 ben at Sun, 20 Mar 2005 18:09:21 +0000


    a good example of cultural darwinism, to be sure.


    

    



    jsid-1111393851-284293 Keith at Mon, 21 Mar 2005 08:30:51 +0000


    "but what of that? It was in accordance with our custom."

    Which is precisely what modern-day New Zealanders should be saying to Maori about the present situation there. Maori have a huge grievance industry which has given them an enormous slice of the fisheries, forestry plantations and even the radio spectrum, in addition to them being by far the greatest recipients of welfare and free healthcare. And prison places.

    I just wish to hell they could be treated as they deserve, primitive savages who've ridden on the backs of hardworking people for too long.


    

    



    jsid-1111403388-284298 Stoney at Mon, 21 Mar 2005 11:09:48 +0000


    If you give up the right of revolution, of separation, you deserve the misery you reap.


    

    



    jsid-1111435355-284424 Alex Swanson at Mon, 21 Mar 2005 20:02:35 +0000


    Keep reading. If you're alert, you'll find one place where Diamond suggests that Pacific islanders might be naturally more intelligent than whites . . . followed a few pages later by an uncompromising condemnation of racism.


    

    



    jsid-1111437068-284432 LabRat at Mon, 21 Mar 2005 20:31:08 +0000


    He doesn't suggest that Pacific islanders are "naturally" more intelligent than whites, he suggests that when children and adults alike are constantly forced to engage with the environment around them, it produces a higher basic IQ- better learning facility and problem-solving ability. And he might well be right; lord knows we've all bitched about the passive spoon-feeding that passes for education in America today. But that's not by far the same thing as suggesting the Pacific genotype is "smarter".

    

    Read carefully before you insinuate that Diamond is so blatantly hypocritical.


    

    



    jsid-1111459032-284489 Alex Swanson at Tue, 22 Mar 2005 02:37:12 +0000


    "Read carefully before you insinuate that Diamond is so blatantly hypocritical."

    

    I did. Unfortunately I borrowed the book from a friend, so I don't have a copy to hand - but I'm sure I'm right. Possibly you didn't notice the passage which led me to that conclusion.

    

    And I have to point out that this is not the only place Diamond lets his prejudice guide his conclusions. For example, he claims that Africans were disadvantaged because zebras are not as tameable as horses, and hence cannot be ridden. What he forgets is that people have been breeding horses

    for thousands of years - and for many centuries did not ride them either. Comparing the two isn't valid.

    

    Keep your eyes open, and the whole book is full of this sort of thing.


    

    



    jsid-1111467781-284511 moriori at Tue, 22 Mar 2005 05:03:01 +0000


    we're all the same deep down


    

    



    jsid-1111468524-284513 Keith at Tue, 22 Mar 2005 05:15:24 +0000


    moriori, I simply don't believe that, unless by "deep down" you mean right down at the cellular level.

    I've lived and worked in Africa, worked in Asia and presently live in a very remote community among desert Aborigines.

    Deep down they're as different to Europeans as it's possible to imagine.


    

    



    jsid-1111503010-284567 Kevin Baker at Tue, 22 Mar 2005 14:50:10 +0000


    Alex, I'm reading the book right now. I've seen the passages on the New Guineans and on the Zebra.

    

    How you interpreted those passages says, I think, more about you than about Diamond.


    

    



    jsid-1111515256-284629 LabRat at Tue, 22 Mar 2005 18:14:16 +0000


    *shrug* I've got two copies of the book, and both are pretty well-thumbed. Diamond is one of my favorite biology writers, and a big reason why is that he rarely brings politics into his conclusions. (Unlike, say, Gould or Dawkins.)

    

    I went back and look at the passage you discussed. He advanced two theories as to why New Guineans (the "primitive" people with whom he had the most experience) might on average be more basically intelligent than Western Europeans - the first, a genetic one (which I had admittedly forgotten) due to about a thousand years of being killed off by strongly selective (relative to intelligence) causes such as murder, warfare, and starvation, as opposed to the indiscriminate cause of epidemic disease that was the major cause of death for the average member of most European societies in the same timespan. It's not a very strong theory and he admits as much. The second was the one I remembered, probably because it's a much better argument- the developmental cause of active versus passive education and entertainment during childhood, which does make a HUGE difference to an adult's intelligence.

    

    As for horses versus zebras, sure Europeans and Asians had horses without riding them for a long time, but once they DID start, mounted cavalry became the most dominating military force in the world from ancient times straight up to the twentieth century and the advent of mechanized warfare. Moreover, regular conflict between these civilizations and Africans didn't start until long after horses were a regular means of transportation- comparing the two is not only valid, but obvious from any honest perspective on military history.


    

    



    jsid-1111567833-284800 LabRat at Wed, 23 Mar 2005 08:50:33 +0000


    Jesus. Western European humans. I do proofread, and then I shoot myself in the foot doing so.


    

    



    jsid-1111586265-284831 Kevin Baker at Wed, 23 Mar 2005 13:57:45 +0000


    That did sound virulently racist, but I knew better than to interpret it that way. Want me to fix it? ;-)


    

    



    jsid-1111604501-284928 LabRat at Wed, 23 Mar 2005 19:01:41 +0000


    Please.

    

    (Why is it that my typos are rarely so harmless as "teh"...)


    

    



    jsid-1111608815-284943 Kevin Baker at Wed, 23 Mar 2005 20:13:35 +0000


    Fixed! :-)


    

    



    

    



    

    


  


  
    
      Rights, Morality, Idealism and Pragmatism, Part I.
    


    Friday, March 25, 2005


    

    



    The discussion with Dr. Danny Cline continues. He sent me his reply to my previous post yesterday. I read it and thought about it and then read it again.

    

    This is a difficult topic because the discussion goes to something so fundamental that the words we're forced to use carry many layers of meaning, while what we're trying to do is flay them back and be unerringly precise in what we're saying. There's much opportunity for misinterpretation here, though I think we're approaching a consensus on the topic. As I did before, I'm going to post Dr. Cline's submittal for you all to read and think on, then later I will post my reply which will be predated to appear physically below this post. That way, anyone stumbling onto this full front page or reading a monthly archive will be able to read the two posts as one continuous piece.

    

    Dr. Cline emailed to me in plain text, so I have taken the liberty to edit his piece very slightly for readability (if I screw anything up, Danny, leave a comment and I'll fix it.) Here is his latest response:


    First let me say that the order in which I'll respond to your comments is not necessarily the order they appear in your post. First I think I'll take up the statement:

    
 "I think Dr. Cline believes that man has an innate moral instinct."

    

    Well, I'm not going to argue much against this statement. I do indeed believe that man has innate moral knowledge (I wouldn't say an instinct, but that's a pretty minor problem). I should say rather that I believe that I have innate moral knowledge. I've never been very convinced of the applicability of knowledge about one's self to knowledge about others. So instead let's say that I believe that I have moral knowledge and I suspect that some others do as well. However, that belief is not the underlying support of my quibble with your posts. The source of my support is rather the question of whether there is an objective standard of morality. Note that the question of whether or not there is an objective standard of morality is wholly different from the question of how or if, we have access to this standard. My belief is that there is. I would gather from this post that you would disagree and say that either that there is no morality, morality is meaningless (i.e. morality is just a word), or perhaps morality only exists relative to a certain society or certain people.

    

    This gets us to the first of a series of difficult questions, namely, how can we have a priori knowledge (knowledge not based on experience - of which our discussion of morals and rights certainly brings into question)? Now, although our questions are ones of morality here, there are many other areas in which the knowledge (as much as it seems to be very concrete) is still a priori. For example, the axioms of geometry, or even the truth of arithmetic are not things that we feel need to be proven, and are as such a priori knowledge. Indeed, in 1931 Kurt Gödel demonstrated that there is no way to completely list all of the necessary axioms for a complex system such as mathematics. Any attempt at a list of all necessary axioms (again a priori knowledge) will necessarily generate propositions that are undecidable within the system. These propositions could be made into axioms themselves, but then would be still more undecidable statements generated within the system.

    

    Thus, some things we accept (the axioms underlying arithmetic and geometry) are indeed knowledge we are neither able to prove nor knowledge that we even derive from experience. This is the essence of a priori knowledge. Now, one certainly could claim that a rejection of all a priori knowledge (including such things as simple arithmetic) is valid. However, while not inherently self-contradictory, that sort of skepticism is notoriously unproductive, and not even in line with how we (or I, at least) view the world. One might instead claim that certain claims of a priori knowledge is justified (perhaps the truth of the laws of logic and mathematics) while other such claims are not (in this case, the existence of an objective standard of morality). Here we are still treading on difficult ground, as we'd need to examine why certain claims can be considered true without proof, while others cannot. For example, why should we accept that there are external objective truths of arithmetic and logic but not such objective truths of morality? The claims some make about moral truths being relative to society are intended to be such a difference. However, this seems to me to be nothing more than the claim that we cannot have objective standards of morality because people (or perhaps one of these complainants might say "reasonable people") might disagree about them. In my experience teaching mathematics at the college level, I have found the same thing occurs.

    

    Many (otherwise) reasonable people cannot add fractions correctly, or cannot understand that IF we know that P implies Q AND we know that P is true THEN we know that Q is true. At the higher levels of mathematics, even those who have studied mathematics and know a great deal about it have disagreements, not because there is no right answer but simply because the questions are hard. Thus, either the complaint that morality has no objective standards because otherwise reasonable people may disagree on issues of morality fails or mathematics, and indeed logic itself suffer the same problem (and if we reject logic, there is little point in continuing this, or any other, argument). The fact that this sort of a priori knowledge causes disagreements is not a sign of its non-existence but rather its difficulty. This knowledge does not spring fully grown, armed, and armored from our heads like Athena; it must be sought out. Reflection is our path to this knowledge, and often it is a difficult path confusing even our greatest minds. The fact that we may be unsure of the contents of an objective standard of morality does not imply that none exists.

    

    Indeed, at one point in your response, you do claim that there is such an objective standard, with a quote from Ayn Rand:

    
 "A 'right' is a moral principle defining and sanctioning a man's freedom of action in a social context. There is only one fundamental right (all others are its consequences or corollaries): a man's right to his own life."

    

    Immediately afterward you say that

    
 "[t]hat right is, in my opinion, REAL, but it can and has been trampled, folded, spindled, mutilated, and - worst of all - unrealized, for the overwhelming majority of Man's existence upon the Earth."

    

    This is entirely correct. The right and its corollaries ARE real AND they have been violated. One of these clauses does not negate the possibility of the other. A right is not like a law of physics; it is simply a statement of morality. It is not a statement of what CAN happen, but what SHOULD happen. However, almost immediately, you contradict this statement with:

    
 "[Jefferson] and the other Founders may have held those truths to be "self-evident," but for centuries if not [millennia] before they were neither self-evident nor true."

    

    This statement is only half-correct, and in that half you don't go far enough. In the millennia before, the statements were true - but they were not then, nor were they in Jefferson's day, nor are they now self-evident. These truths, like all a priori knowledge are not things that we can prove, but are things that we must discover. It is not easy to uncover reality or truth - not in mathematics, not in morality, and not in science.

    

    Finally, in response to your statement and the following question:

    
 "Telling a murderer that he is violating your rights won't stop him from doing it, and if he kills you is he not "taking away your right to life"? The question I have is: the claim to whom? [To whom] do we go to with our claims to our proper rights?"

    

    The answers are as follows: No, the killer is not taking away your right to life - he is violating it. He is taking away your life, not your right to it. Rights and guarantees are not the same; rights are simply statements of what is right and wrong. The answer to your second question "the claim to whom" is a rather sad one, namely, that we can take it to no one as this is not that kind of claim. Rights are not a part of some cosmic insurance policy in which if they're violated we get a new toaster. Again, and I cannot emphasize this enough, they are simply statements of what is right and what is wrong. The rights are universal conditions "which tyrants cannot take away nor patriots restore" quote we have been bouncing back and forth in these emails is correct enough in its way but can be very misleading. The rights can't be taken away, the things they grant are ours can be. A tyrant couldn't take away my right to life, but unfortunately he (or she) could take away my life. Mr. Dale Franks makes this exact same fallacy in his quote. Rights are NOT laws of physics, and as much as we might hope that they should be, their nature does not prevent their violation. A right does not exist in the same way as a table, or a molecule. His questions:

    
 "Where are your rights now? What protection do they afford you?"

    

    are answered easily enough. My rights are "where" they always are. They are ideas, and have no physical form, much as Newton's second law has no physical form, or the number 567 has no physical form. "Where" is not the kind of thing one ought to ask about a nonphysical entity like truth or 43 if one wants an understandable answer. To the second question, my answer is again, sadly, they don't afford me protection. They never have and never will. I'll have to protect myself (or not) as I am able.

    

    Again, I think your troubles with my post are related to an assumption that I am saying one doesn't need to defend one's self from murder or theft or imprisonment. I am most certainly not saying anything of the sort. If one wants to live, one may very well have to defend one's self. My rights won't defend me, but again, that is not what they are meant to do. They are meant to tell us what is right and what is wrong, what is good and what is evil.

    

    You and Mr. Franks both come somewhat near the fallacy of the logical positivists, who said "any statement not of natural science is meaningless." This was meant to put an end to all such questions of rights and morality. Unfortunately, it is self-contradictory, as it is itself a statement not of natural science. As you don't quite cozy up to it, this is not an accusation, but your continued examinations into the questions about how rights are supposed to have a physical effect (they aren't) comes tantalizingly near to it.

    

    In the end you say that your objection to my position is that it encourages members of a society to disconnect. Perhaps it does. If we are arguing from consequences, though, I'd say your position - at least the one where you doubt the existence of right in any true universal way - encourages people to buy that whoever has the greatest might is justified in doing whatever he or she wants. Your question to me "[i]f you believe, as Dr. Cline believes, that "All rights are simply universal conditions 'which tyrants cannot take away nor patriots restore'" then why would it be necessary to defend them?" I have answered several times - we do not defend the right, we defend what it claims is rightfully ours. This question prompts me to ask one of my own. If you believe that rights are not real or are meaningless (as you indicate in some places but not in others and Mr. Franks flatly states in the post of his you have quoted) what is the purpose of defending them or respecting those of others, particularly those incapable of defending theirs and unprotected by society?


    See why I do this? The free exchange of ideas forces you to think. It's work I thoroughly enjoy.

    

    Back later. Maybe much later. This will be a tough one to get just right.

    

    UPDATE: Part II is done.


    

    



    

    



    

    



    

    


  


  
    
      Rights, Morality, Pragmatism and Idealism, Part II.
    


    Friday, March 25, 2005


    

    



    I have to admit, it never occurred to me to attack the question of rights from the perspective of mathematics. I studied physics in college, and I remember plainly the division between physics professors and mathematics professors. The physics professors were uniformly disdainful of the mathematics professors, and vice versa. The mathematicians were interested in math for math's sake, ignoring any practical applications and appreciating primarily the elegance of the science. The physicists were interested only in the practical application of mathematics to solving the questions of physical reality, appreciating the elegance mostly as evidence of the correct application of the tools.

    

    You can imagine which side of this divide I rested on. However, as I said above, I think we're approaching consensus here, but perhaps only asymptotically.

    

    Dr. Cline in his opening explicitly connects the question of rights with the question of morals, and I think it's important to make clear here that the two are associated, but not interchangeable. That's probably understood, but as I said, it is necessary that we be unerringly precise in this discussion.

    

    I quoted Ayn Rand's statement that "A 'right' is a moral principle defining and sanctioning a man's freedom of action in a social context." I believe this to be true, but Websters defines "moral" as "of or relating to principles of right and wrong in behavior." A quick study of history shows that what is moral for one society may be immoral for another, as in the example I gave of the Maori and Moriori from Jared Diamond's book, Guns, Germs and Steel. Yet Dr. Cline's position is that there is a single "objective standard of morality" and that objective standard is based on the rights of man which are corollaries of Rand's "one fundamental right: a man's right to his own life."

    

    Dr. Cline believes, and makes a good case, that those rights can be determined just the same way the laws of mathematics are: through discovery by logical thought.

    

    We're ==><== this close!

    

    We're stuck in that no-mans-land between mathematicians and physicists, I think. Dr. Cline argues for the theoretical ideal, while I'm oriented towards the pragmatic. His "this is the way it should be," and my "does it work?" Settle in for another dissertation-length essay. Don't say I didn't warn you.

    

    I stated in the earlier piece:


    The whole purpose of morals is to ensure survival, and whatever works to ensure survival is, for that society, "moral."


    This is accurate, but incomplete. There are at least two bases for morality: survival, and individual rights. For the overwhelming majority of the existence of Man, the morality of any society has been based strictly on survival - anything that worked to ensure survival was, by definition, "moral." For example, drawing another citation from Guns, Germs and Steel, New Guinean cannibalism can be pragmatically understood if you study the food sources available to the cannibal tribes. There simply wasn't enough protein available in their environment to sustain their populations without it. Even though cannibalism can be dangerous to its practicioners for biological reasons (diseases like Kuru and Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy, for instance), when the alternative is rapid death from starvation or slow death through malnutrition, the choice seems obvious. Since their only significant available source of protein was meat, and the only large animal species in that ecosystem was humans, and it remained thus until these tribes were reached by Europeans bringing high-protein crops and domestic animals formerly unknown, then the choice of their source of dietary protein was simple. From our perspective, cannibalism is a moral horror; involving the taboos of both murder and of the consumption of human flesh. From an individual rights perspective, the systematic slaughter of people is wrong as it is violative of their rights. We can mitigate our revulsion if the situation is obviously extreme; sailors adrift at sea, isolated survivors of an aircrash, but the idea of a culture based on cannibalism is abhorrent to us.

    

    And perfectly normal, natural, and acceptable to them.

    

    This is difficult to square with Dr. Cline's insistence on the existence of one objective standard of morality if you do not recognize this dichotomy between the pragmatic and the ideal, and I must confess to not expressing this well or clearly earlier. The rules of a society's morality, to use a mathematical analogy, are like the deceptively simple equations that define very complex bounded chaotic systems. So long as the overall system is stable within its bounds, the morality of that society "works," despite how it might offend or even repulse members of another society, and regardless of how it relates to an ideal of individual rights. The only thing that can upset it is a catastrophic change imposed from outside, (the offended society attacking and slaughtering them, for instance) or something truly extraordinary from within.

    

    Man has existed for hundreds of thousands if not millions of years, and our social structures have struggled slowly and painfully up from the band, to the tribe, to the chiefdom, to the state over that long time period. Throughout all of it we have done so without an ideal system of morality, just as we did without mathematics, agriculture, metallurgy, chemistry, or physics. We've been too busy just surviving. A theory of individual rights is much like mathematics - something of great value that requires time and resources to explore and develop. Dr. Cline states that such a theory of rights is every bit as real and as useful as the laws of mathematics, and he may be right - though I must throw out the caveat that it is cruicial to recognize that man can survive without either, and might again. I quoted Rand earlier, concerning this:


    The concept of individual rights is so new in human history that most men have not grasped it fully to this day.


    I think it's critical that we remember it.

    

    Dr. Cline believes that he has a personal "innate moral knowledge" and he "suspect(s) that others do as well," but by stating that I think he admits that such knowledge may not be and probably is not universal. That "innate moral knowledge" is akin to Newton's ability to develop the Calculus by his pure logic, or Einstein's conception of the Theory of Relativity through his. These are talents that are rare in humans, and when such people apply themselves to the questions of morality, we call them "philosophers" - people like Rand, Kant, Popper, and Aristotle, and also Marx, Neitzche, and Kierkegaard. It is important to understand that when humanity is the topic, "irrational" implies much more than "the square-root of 2."

    

    During that long trek from band to tribe to chiefdom to state, it is arguable that the freedoms of individuals in those societies have been increasingly restricted, violated, and abrogated. In exchange, much of humanity has gone from a life that was "nasty, brutish, and short" to one of wealth, comfort, and health. It is understandable, then, when we see people willing to trade their freedoms for the security of even an oppressive society, and equally understandable when others would rather not. Would you rather live as a Kalahari Bushman, or as a Russian worker under Stalin? One was unquestionably free, but the other had indoor toilets (though probably no toilet paper.) One might be killed by a lion, the other "disappeared" by the KGB. However, we have reached a point in human development where we have begun to restore freedoms once taken away, in part because the restriction of those freedoms is no longer essential to the survival of the society, and in part because we now have the time and resources to allow philosophers to think about it, and the technology to disseminate their thoughts broadly to those not so gifted.

    

    Dr. Cline states that "rights are simply statements of what is right and wrong". I think that's a bit in error. Morals are simply statements of what is right and wrong; "Thou shall not murder." Rights are the statements of an underlying philosophy that explains why; "Each individual has a right to his own life." Conversely, the reason (as it probably was for centuries) could be given; "The power to murder is exclusive to the State. Violation of this rule will result in the execution of the non-state murderer." No right involved. Stay in line or get hammered down.

    

    Dr. Cline and I agree (I think) that the one fundamental right can be defined as Rand defines it, "the right to your own life." The problem comes from trying to ascertain what all those corollary rights are. Dr. Cline believes that there is a single, determinable objective standard of morality, based on that fundamental right and its corollaries. I don't. The reason I don't is because we're talking about human beings here, and not theoretical concepts like mathematics and physics. Remember: "irrational." What Dr. Cline is arguing is also partially what he was protesting against when he took exception to my reference to Heinlein's Starship Troopers citation:


    Starship Troopers is not the correct novel to reference - at least not unless you're a die-hard communist or fascist. The government presented therein is a fine example of a fascist/communist nanny-state, and its subjects/slaves are clearly worshippers of Nietzche's "New Idol" - the state.


    Yet it is from that citation that this comes:


    "A scientifically verifiable theory of morals must be rooted in the individual's instinct to survive -- and nowhere else! -- and must correctly describe the hierarchy of survival, note the motivations at each level, and resolve all conflicts.

    

    "We have such a theory now; we can solve any moral problem, on any level. Self-interest, love of family, duty to country, responsibility toward the human race -- we are even developing an exact ethic for extra-human relations. But all moral problems can be illustrated by one misquotation: 'Greater love hath no man than a mother cat dying to defend her kittens.' Once you understand the problem facing that cat and how she solved it, you will then be ready to examine yourself and learn how high up the moral ladder you are capable of climbing."


    That certainly sounds to me like Dr. Cline's "objective moral standard" based on "a man's right to his own life." My problem is that I don't think it's really possible to "describe the heirarchy of survival, note the motivations at each level, and resolve all conflicts." The equations of morality are deceivingly simple in appearance, but difficult to conceive and inherently sensitive to initial conditions. Logic can lead us down inescapable dead-end paths as it did the Moriori, if we neglect to consider that others exist who do not share our morality but to whom we try to extend it because our morality is obviously the "right" one. We see it still today in the policies of governments that try to protect their populaces by disarming them, and in nations that repeatedly attempt appeasement and accomodation when their antagonists see it as weakness and lack of will. On the converse, it is possible for logic to lead to aggression to force that "single objective standard" of morality onto others, which is what some on the Left are currently frothing at the mouth about and accusing the U.S. of doing in the Middle East (while their own attempt to subvert the current American morality for their Leftist one continues to fail), and it is what the Wahabist Jihadis are attempting - and failing - to accomplish worldwide.

    

    In his initial comments, Dr. Cline stated:


    I think what I am saying is an important point, indeed it is THE important point in the American Revolution and all of Ayn Rand's writings. These rights are not things that can be removed; they are innate and inalienable; they are conditions of morality itself. If one TRULY believes that rights and morality are "socially constructed" the only sensible option is to join those in power (the always present "communist masters") and claim your share of their unjustly gained loot.

    

    I don't believe this - I won't DO this - and I think (I hope) the same is true of you.


    This is the statement that "since thus-and-so is morally right, I will not act in violation of that moral." In the main, this is true for me as there are acts that I will not perform even unto death. I was asked, in the comments of that original post, "Is it wrong to rape?" It is for me. There are no circumstances in which would commit it, and I believe its practice to be violative of rights and thus immoral and evil. But I recognize that this belief is not universally held. I believe, too, in that fundamental right to one's own life, so I don't support the idea of invading and attempting to force my morality upon those nations not so enlightened, but I have only mild objections to peacekeeping forces killing rapists out of hand when caught in the act. (The potential abuse of due process being the only one that comes immediately to mind.)

    

    Dr. Cline also said in his last missive:


    I would gather from this post that you would disagree and say that either that there is no morality, morality is meaningless (i.e. morality is just a word), or perhaps morality only exists relative to a certain society or certain people.


    No. There is morality, and it is not meaningless. Nor is morality restricted to one people or society. There are MANY moralities, one for each society extant, of which the objective question is "do they work?" Do they support the continued existence of their societies? ALL societies are violative of Rand's "one fundamental right" to some extent or another. This is the objection that the Spoonerist Anarchists have - any violation of rights, they believe, is grounds to abolish the governing force of that society. It's an unfortunate truth, though, that societies that are coercive and violative of rights are successful and powerful and can easily overrun anarchic collectives. Because all societies are violative of the "one fundamental right," from my pragmatic perspective only those "rights" that are generally recognized and defended by the majority of the populace are protected. Thus the premise of the original post: A "Right" is what the majority of a population believes it is. Otherwise it is not protected and may as well simply not exist.

    

    Because man has no innate moral instinct, we are dependent on philosophers to use reason to determine what rights are actual corollaries to that one fundamental right, and to convince the rest of us as to their existence. That's an ongoing struggle of some significance these past two thousand years or more.

    

    I live, I believe, in a society that is the most free and most advantageous to the individual of any that has existed since tribalism supplanted free-roaming family bands of hunter-gatherers. Still, many of the freedoms that we have are severely restricted; some for survival reasons, some for reasons of societal inertia. These freedoms are being further restricted as the society ages because of the human nature of some to acquire power for the sake of wielding it, and the human nature of others to submit to such power in a search for safety.

    

    It is not enough to believe that there is a single objective standard of morality, based on the corollaries of the fundamental right to one's own life. It is necessary to convince others of the "rightness" of that standard and those corollaries, and to inspire them to support and defend that standard against attack by others who hold different moralities as "right." No society currently exists based on that ideal single objective standard, and I honestly think it will be centuries - if ever- before one might. In the mean time, I believe that the basic rights first enumerated by the Founders of this nation are as close as we've ever gotten, and that we need to convince more of our population that they are valid and need defending. Else they may disappear as if they had never been expressed, and they will mean no more to a survivor smashing open a human thigh-bone for the marrow than would the concept of the mathematical construct; i.


    

    



    
      (10 comments)
    


    

    



    jsid-1112032911-285740 Bilgeman at Mon, 28 Mar 2005 18:01:51 +0000


    Small Minor:

    

    "Yet Dr. Cline's position is that there is a single "objective standard of morality" and that objective standard is based on the rights of man which are corollaries of Rand's "one fundamental right: a man's right to his own life."

    

    Sounds to me like Dr. Cline believes in God and in the human soul. Although he might not necessarily call it such.

    

    What is "objectivity"?

    

    Is it construct of the human mind? Or is there really such a thing? Einstein postulated a "hypothetical objective observer".

    

    And now we speak of a moral objectivity...a "good" that is always and forever "good", an "evil" that is always and forever "evil"

    

    Forever in context...yep, that'd be a good definition of "God" for me.

    

    

    "We're stuck in that no-mans-land between mathematicians and physicists, I think."

    

    And also in the artificial construct between science and faith, to my mind.

    

    

    "Dr. Cline believes, and makes a good case, that those rights can be determined just the same way the laws of mathematics are: through discovery by logical thought."

    

    Perhaps. You know your physics, so say "Hi" to Dr. Heisenberg for me, 'kay?

    

    We can know it's weight, or it's speed, but we cannot know both.

    

    Or to put it another way:

    

    "I am what I am.".

    

    (Don't ya think that set ol' Moses' mind at ease?).

    

    We can perhaps come --->


    

    



    jsid-1112047596-285809 Bilgeman at Mon, 28 Mar 2005 22:06:36 +0000


    (Wow, talk about strange, to have Haloscan truncate my comment there):



    

    



    jsid-1112050999-285818 Timbeaux at Mon, 28 Mar 2005 23:03:19 +0000


    There is an element in this analysis that I think you are both overlooking. I'm going to do a little outlining so it's written up right (so I can be "unerringly precise") and make it an email for you. Till then, thanks for the great reads.


    

    



    jsid-1112053176-285822 Bilgeman at Mon, 28 Mar 2005 23:39:36 +0000


    Dang...again...this is weird.

    

    Okay, so we can come this close,(imagine the "left turn arrow").

    

    That may be as close as we can ever come.

    

    I'd also observe that Dr. Cline's faith in mathematics for proving an objective morality may be Quixotic.

    

    As universal and precise a language as mathematics is, there are some phenomena in which it falls down on it's ass...the various geometric paradoxes come to mind.

    

    Regards;


    

    



    jsid-1112053947-285824 Kevin Baker at Mon, 28 Mar 2005 23:52:27 +0000


    I'm glad somebody commented. I was beginning to think I'd sprained a frontal lobe for nothing!


    

    



    jsid-1112095253-68410 Trackback at Tue, 29 Mar 2005 11:20:53 +0000


    Trackback message

    Title: More rights

    Excerpt: I am swamped at work and home, again. Such is the cadence of life.

    

    Kevin posted another mind spraining essay. No, I haven\'t finished it yet, but I will. And if the past is any indication, I\'ll have my own two cents worth to blather about. ...

    Blog name: Solarvoid


    

    



    jsid-1112114055-285939 Rusticus at Tue, 29 Mar 2005 16:34:15 +0000


    I think most of us sprained the frontal lobe reading it! ;)

    

    There's a lot to chew on (and through)!


    

    



    jsid-1112128204-285997 Bilgeman at Tue, 29 Mar 2005 20:30:04 +0000


    Had an interesting experience today:

    

    As I sat down to our yummy lunchtime grub, my ham sandwich started speaking.

    

    At first it carried on about salvation and baptism in Christ and such.

    

    Since I was hungry, I took a few bites, and this set it off in a high dudgeon about how I was violating it's natural right to life, or some such nonsense. I didn't catch the last bit, because by then I was chewing it up pretty thoroughly.

    

    My point speaks to your use of the New Guinea cannibals and the European missionaries as examples vis-a-vis "Rights" and "Morality".

    

    For whatever reasons, it appears that not every culture or everybody has the "antenna" to "tune" into the common wavelength that most people,(at least in the West), are "listening to".

    

    And if that be the case, discussing an objective morality that WE all can verify seems about as promising a prospect as having an intelligent conversation with a ham sandwich.

    

    Regards;


    

    



    jsid-1112308014-286544 Effeminem at Thu, 31 Mar 2005 22:26:54 +0000


    I believe we should strive to bring the reality into line with the ideal, as long as it's done realistically. I suppose it's not really a synthesis, since I believe in an absolute ideal.


    

    



    jsid-1113343286-288667 Dr. Danny O. Cline, Jr. at Tue, 12 Apr 2005 22:01:26 +0000


    Bilgeman,

    

    Your question about my belief in God is an issue many reasonable people might raise. As such, though it does not really apply to my argument, I'll answer it.

    

    No, I do not believe in God, though I am not a committed athiest. I am an agnostic and I have found the arguments for and against the existence of God to be equally compelling (or rather, equally uncompelling). In most regards, I find the question uninteresting, as I fail to see what the existence or nonexistence of a thinking creator of the universe should necessarily have to do with me.

    

    However, in at least one aspect, this does play into my argument about whether we can say that there is a true standard of morality. If God exists in the sense that many expect him to, as an omniscient, omnipotent being who created everything and for whom all objects, physical laws, and ideas are really just his playthings, then his existence raises a dire problem for the existence of a true standard of morality. Just as a law is no law if it does not apply equally to peasant and king, a moral rule is no moral rule if it is simply to be ignored, reversed, or obliterated by a capricous god wishing to get himself out of trouble. If I can say that from this hand on, two pair beats three of a kind (because I have 8s and jacks while my opponent has three 4s), the rules of the game become irrelevant.

    

    As regards your other discussions, you have an incorrect view of Heisenberg's Uncertainty Principle. It reminds me more than anything of Tony Shaloub's lawyer character, Freddy Riedenschneider, in the Coen brothers' "The Man Who Wasn't There" who claims that we cannot know if Doris Crane committed the crime because "Werner says so."

    

    Werner actually doesn't say any such thing. He only says that the certainty with which we know a particle's momentum (not its mass as you suggest) and its positionare related in that the more certainly we know the one, the less sure we are about the other. This has no application to the relam of doubt in ideas. This is a common mistake, using scientific rules as if they apply to things which they do not discuss.

    

    Einstein's Theory of Relativity doesn't say anything about cultural relativism or moral relativism, only that length, time, mass, and other measurable quantities depend of our frame of reference. Likewise Heisenberg's Uncertainty Principle doesn't say anything about doubt about moral questions as you suggest in:

    

    ""Dr. Cline believes, and makes a good case, that those rights can be determined just the same way the laws of mathematics are: through discovery by logical thought."

    

    Perhaps. You know your physics, so say "Hi" to Dr. Heisenberg for me, 'kay?"

    

    It only tells us about how much we can know in combination about momentum and position of material objects. It is further only very relevant at the particle level, since in larger scales we can know a great deal in combination about a macroscopic object's momentum and position at once. How we do so is through simple Newtonian mechanics which still works very well for large (in relation to particles) objects at slow (in relation to c) speeds.

    

    In any event, thanks for your reply.

    

    Dr. Danny O. Cline, Jr.


    

    



    

    



    

    



    

    


  


  
    
      Rights, Morality, Idealism and Pragmatism, Part III.
    


    Friday, April 15, 2005


    

    



    Dr. Cline replied to Part II early last week. I've been putting this off, quite honestly, because I'm on vacation and I'm still recovering from the sprained frontal lobe that Part II cost me last time. Once again, I'm posting Dr. Cline's reply in its entirety, to be followed later, but predated, by my response which will appear below this one. Give me a day or so to complete it.

    

    Without further ado, I give you Dr. Cline:

    

    First, let me say, regarding your suspicion that we are nearing agreement that I am not quite so optimistic. I think we have already reached agreement on some points, or nearly so, but I suspect that what we are really doing in the greater part of our discussion is uncovering a fundamental point of disagreement. Maybe you’re right, though.

    

    I’m glad you brought up the difference between physics and mathematics. I don’t have the same disdain for physicists that you attribute to mathematicians in your post, but it is useful to examine the differences. Mathematics operates by proof, by moving logically from premises to whatever conclusions can be derived from the premises. A statement such as the "twin prime conjecture" (which states that there are infinitely many distinct pairs of primes whose difference is two) is therefore suspected to be true in mathematics, but it has not yet been proven. Until recently, Fermat’s famous "Last Theorem" suffered through its existence in the same limbo realm. (Although, at the time, it should have more properly been called Fermat’s last conjecture.) The greatest problems of mathematics have traditionally spent long years in this state.

    

    Physics on the other hand, operates by disproof (or, as Karl Popper called it, by falsification), as does all of science. Nothing is ever proven (in the positive sense) in science. Science operates by making claims that can then be tested against empirical observations. No number of observations can grant us a satisfactory verification of any scientific claim. What we must settle for in science, then, is to be able to test our claims and eliminate those that do not agree with our observations. Once I discovered Popper’s works on the philosophy of science, I was amazed that people had not discovered this sooner. (They didn’t, and many still deny it – there are still yet those people, even some scientists, who claim that somehow a finite number of observations can conclusively verify a scientific theory.)

    

    This distinction gives us a nice way to look at the internal workings of thought itself. Both math and science operate according to the rules of logic. Further, both math and science implicitly accept certain additional premises or axioms as true. In mathematics these additional premises are, stated simply, "logic is true" and "arithmetic is true" among others. Until Popper’s work, in science there were several, (again among them that "logic is true") but notable among them was the claim that scientific induction worked – i.e. that we are eventually supported in a universal claim by examining a finite number of particular cases. After Popper, even if this premise is no longer necessary to us, we still have other premises that we accept as true without any attempt at proof in science. Notable among these is the supposition that our observations reflect some independent, actually existing reality. Now we can avoid this question by claiming that our observations do not actually represent anything else at all. Indeed, no less a luminary of physics than Stephen Hawking has stated more or less this very position, that science has no independent meaning - we are just playing a game (one of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s "language games") when we are doing science. If this is all science is for us, I’d argue it is not of much value. Fortunately, this view is incorrect.

    

    Primary among the questions we ask regarding physics, mathematics, and even metaphysical questions such as questions of morality are questions about our justification. How and when (and why) do we say we are justified in a determination of fact in one of these areas? The answer that skeptics (at least certain skeptics, those we might call "hard skeptics") reach to this question is that no answer is justified in any area. Indeed, this is a difficult position to argue against in one sense, as knowledge in virtually any subject matter is open to doubt. However, this sort of skepticism is very unproductive. Further, as stated above, it is self-contradictory, as it announces in absolute certainty that nothing can be known for certain. Other skeptics might only express doubts of this level of severity for certain knowledge, and hold other knowledge as absolute truth (or at least very resistant to doubt). This was the method of the logical positivists (whom I mentioned last time) who said only answers to questions of science are justified (or even meaningful). Unfortunately, this statement is itself an answer to a non-scientific question and the belief of these more limited skeptics also is self-contradictory. A skeptical view that might not contradict itself could be "all or nearly all knowledge is open to some doubt." However, this view says almost nothing and still leaves us with the open question - where is doubt valid, and in these cases, how much doubt is reasonable?

    

    The question of how much doubt is reasonable applies in questions of morality as well as in science or knowledge in general. I have suggested in my previous letters that we can know certain rules of morality (of what is right and what is wrong) such as "murder is wrong" or whatever. However, my main point is rather not that we know specific rules of morality with absolute certainty – at least not without a great deal of work (as even rules as seemingly obvious as "murder is wrong" may contain subtleties as, indeed, "murder is wrong" seems to in regard to the difference between murder and other forms of killing). Rather my main point was that we know, with whatever level of certainty possible in knowledge, that there are such rules. We must accept that such rules exist before we can find them.

    

    Your note that rights are not completely interchangeable with morals is at least possibly true. Rights are a way of stating certain "negative moral rules," i.e. what things are not morally acceptable for one person to do to another. There may well be (and many would no doubt say that there are) other "positive moral rules," rules of obligation rather than rules of freedom – things we must do for others if we wish to live morally. Others would disagree with the claim that there are positive obligations that others place upon us if we wish to live a moral life. Ayn Rand I think would be foremost among the claimants that all we really owe each other is our absence and thus might claim that all there is to morality are questions of individual rights. However, even she might grant that there are certain rules of obligation in morality, though if so, she would no doubt say our obligations are to ourselves.

    

    Your claim of the tale of the Maori and the Moriori as evidence of a lack of an objective standard of morality seems false to me. Again, morals are not inviolable. Saying that the fact that not everyone obeys whatever moral rules there might be is evidence for their absence seems to be expecting a little too much of morality. I might wish morality was self-enforcing, but that will not make it so. Anyone can choose to live how he wants; the Maori (at least those involved) made their choices. Your claim that condemnation of them is inappropriate as their behavior was moral according to their society is simply wrong. Any such claim negates entirely the validity of the rights of the individual, subjecting them to a test by opinion poll or ballot. My claim is that the primary position is that of the individual (a thing with both physical form and, more importantly, a mind) and the individual ONLY. Your earlier claim (following Ayn Rand) was that "the whole purpose of morals is to ensure survival, and whatever works to ensure survival is, for that society, 'moral.'" I’m not quite so sure that the source of morality is survival only, but whether or not I agree with that, the survival that Rand was alluding to was NOT survival of society, but rather the survival of the individual. The necessary condition upon an entity to have rights seems to me to be either the presence of a mind or, at the very least (and probably not nearly enough), some sort of physical existence. A society, the thing to which you claim that at least some rights (and apparently from your argument, those that trump all others) are given, has neither of these qualities. In the end, if the primary position as holder of rights is granted to the society (or the nation or the collective or the volk) the end of all individual rights is the result.

    

    Your examination of things regarding how well they "work," whether science or morals, again misses the fundamental point of difference between the two. Morality is not science. Moral questions are not posed in a way as to be falsifiable; there are no scientific tests we can perform to determine whether a moral claim fails to hold or not. This points us to the flaw in your Heinlein quote:


    "A scientifically verifiable theory of morals must be rooted in the individual's instinct to survive -- and nowhere else! -- and must correctly describe the hierarchy of survival, note the motivations at each level, and resolve all conflicts.

    

    "We have such a theory now; we can solve any moral problem, on any level. Self-interest, love of family, duty to country, responsibility toward the human race -- we are even developing an exact ethic for extra-human relations. But all moral problems can be illustrated by one misquotation: 'Greater love hath no man than a mother cat dying to defend her kittens.' Once you understand the problem facing that cat and how she solved it, you will then be ready to examine yourself and learn how high up the moral ladder you are capable of climbing."


    You rightly recognize that a "scientifically verifiable theory of morals" is nonsense. However, your supposition that Heinlein’s talk about such a "science of morality" was the kind of thing I was referring to is wrong. The realm of morality is different from the realm of science. Moral rules are a priori, in the sense that they are unprovable, and indeed untestable.

    

    The claim Heinlein makes for his future society is unsupportable for two reasons. First, science does not work through verification, but through falsification. Second, moral claims are not falsifiable. This does not make them false, merely not science. Karl Popper understood this. His critiques of certain ideas (notably the later form of Marxism and Freudian psychoanalysis) were based on their proponents' claims that these ideas were science. They were not falsifiable, and thus, they were not science. Popper recognized, however, that all knowledge is not necessarily scientific. Some knowledge must exist before science in order to make science a method of divining truth. If we claim that science is all there is of knowledge, we are making the logical positivist fallacy. If only statements of science are true, or meaningful, or valuable, then the claim itself that science is all there is fails the same test for truth, or meaning, or value. Examining everything with regards to whether it "works" or not puts us in the same quandary. If, as I suspect, you mean that something "works" when it has so far passed every scientific test devised by us, then the statement that only things that “work” are true (or meaningful, or valuable) is just as untestable and so just as untrue (or meaningless or worthless). Even Ludwig Wittgenstein, in his logical positivist days, recognized this. He said:


    6.53 The right method of philosophy would be this: To say nothing except what can be said, i.e. the propositions of natural science, i.e. something that has nothing to do with philosophy: and then always, when someone else wished to say something metaphysical, to demonstrate to him that he had given no meaning to certain signs in his propositions. This method would be unsatisfying to the other -- he would not have the feeling that we were teaching him philosophy -- but it would be the only strictly correct method.

    

    6.54 My propositions are elucidatory in this way; he who understands me finally recognizes them as senseless, when he has climbed out through them, on them, over them. (He must so to speak throw away the ladder, after he has climbed up on it.)

    

    He must surmount these propositions; then he sees the world rightly.


    In 6.54, he recognizes the self-contradictory nature of his own claims, which presumably led to him eventually (somehow not immediately!) abandoning them and taking up (amazingly) other self-contradictory claims. Of course, if we throw away our ladder after we have climbed up it, and knock out the legs of the platform we are standing on, we must wonder what is left holding us up? If the only things we recognize as valid are questions of science and answers found through scientific means, we must in the end accept that there is no justification for science itself. Note that I am not saying we must accept that there is no justification for science, but that science’s justification must be found outside of science. If science’s justification lies outside of science, we might well expect other justifications (such as moral ones) to lie outside of science.

    

    In the end, the existence of a society must be of (distant) secondary importance to the existence of the individual. The individual does not exist to serve society; the individual exists for his or her own purposes. Society, inasmuch as it exists at all, exists only to further the purposes of the individual. If we grant, as you clearly do in your statement:


    There are MANY moralities, one for each society extant, of which the objective question is "do they work?" Do they support the continued existence of their societies?


    that the existence of society is the primary purpose of morality and even existence, we should not be surprised when individual rights are denied, even by those agreeing with us. In any case, whether we regard the individual and its existence as primary (as I do) or the society and its existence as primary (as you seem to), we may (and probably will) have to fight for the continued practice of our rights, but their protection and their existence are not the same things. If we grant society the top spot in existence, we lose the justification we have in our fight.

    

    You finally say:


    It is not enough to believe that there is a single objective standard of morality, based on the corollaries of the fundamental right to one's own life. It is necessary to convince others of the "rightness" of that standard and those corollaries, and to inspire them to support and defend that standard against attack by others who hold different moralities as "right."


    which I agree with. It is not enough to simply hold that there is a single true standard of morality. However, though it is not sufficient, it IS necessary. If we accept that there are several moralities, each true in its own right and perfectly good for a certain society, be it the New Guinean cannibals, the Maori, the Moriori, or the American Revolutionaries, we have removed our justification for choosing one over another, other than claiming "it’s good because it’s ours," perfectly unsatisfying reasoning to me. If we insist that how well they "work" (assuming that we have a clear definition of what we mean for a morality to work, which I don’t think we do) is the only means allowing us a preference between them, we again find that we can only say that moral questions are answered "it’s good because it happened" or perhaps "it’s good because the society was successful" or other such after the fact answers. As far as convincing others of the rightness of our standard (and before that, convincing others that there are standards in the first place), I agree that it is an important goal. In fact, convincing you that there is such a true standard (which we must accept before we can say what the standard is that is "good" or "right" or "something that works" or whatever) is my main purpose in writing all this.

    

    Expect the response to be long and involved. I certainly do.

    

    UPDATE, 4/16, 3:35PM: Part IV is up.


    

    


  


  
    
      Rights, Morality, Idealism and Pragmatism, Part IV
    


    Friday, April 15, 2005


    

    



    (Continued from Part III)

    

    In regards to reaching an agreement, I think we're going to shortly reach a point where, unless Dr. Cline changes his mind, we're going to have to agree to disagree.

    

    If I grasp Dr. Cline's position correctly, he believes that rights - human rights, individual rights, fundamental rights, however you want to describe them - are like mathematical axioms, where an axiom is defined as:


    A fundamental element; a basic principle; something assumed without proof as being self-evident or generally accepted, especially when used as a basis for an argument


    He believes further that the corollaries to these axiomatic rights can be discovered a priori from the application of logic to a knowledge of these rights, and an an objective system of morality that is valid for all people, everywhere, at all times can be constructed from these rights.

    

    To that I say, and not as flippantly as it sounds, "Welcome to the United Federation of Planets." I mean no insult. Please bear with me as I explain the problems I see in Dr. Cline's philosophy.

    

    Dr. Cline and I have agreed, I think, to at least one fundamental right. That right was described by philosopher Ayn Rand as "A man's right to his own life." Rand also stated that all other rights "are its consequences and corollaries." He and I both agree that this fundamental right is the basic postulate, the self-evident truth, upon which a system of morality should be built. But it's necessary here to reiterate what I stated in Part II: we have to understand the difference between rights and morality, because the two are NOT equivalent.

    

    Dr. Cline wrote:


    Your note that rights are not completely interchangeable with morals is at least possibly true.


    No, it is absolutely true, as I tried to explain before. Morals are the rules of behavior of a society, what is and what is not acceptable from its population. This is a critical thing to understand: morality can exist independent of any concept of individual rights, and has for the overwhelming majority of the history of man. Rights may exist as logical postulates, but they have had little to no effect upon human history until very, very recently.

    

    A society is defined by its morality. A society is described as:


    A group of humans broadly distinguished from other groups by mutual interests, participation in characteristic relationships, shared institutions, and a common culture.


    They usually live in the same general geographic area, and they share a common belief system that defines the limits of acceptable behavior - their morality.

    

    Rights may exist independent of society, but morality cannot. Morality is the set of rules by which people interact, whether those people belong to a band of hunter-gatherers, a tribe of farmers, a chiefdom, or a State. Their morality tells them how to deal with each other, and (hopefully) how to deal with "outsiders" - people with different moralities. The purpose behind having a set of rules of behavior is, at its base, survival. An individual, alone in the wild, has no need for morality. His right to his own life is absolute - and dependent entirely on his ability to survive in the wild. Only when confronted by other people does a question of morality arise - how to best survive as part of a group. Groups of people have a survival advantage over individuals, but membership in a group requires acceptance of the rules of that group - and those rules are learned. They're first learned through direct experience, and as the society matures, they are learned through instruction.

    

    This brings me back again to Heinlein, and the "History and Moral Philosophy" speech where Col. Dubois states that "man has no moral instinct." This is the first major problem I have with Dr. Cline's philosophy. In What is a "Right" Revisited, Part II I stated "I think Dr. Cline believes that man has an innate moral instinct," to which he replied in his next piece:


    Well, I'm not going to argue much against this statement. I do indeed believe that man has innate moral knowledge (I wouldn't say an instinct, but that's a pretty minor problem). I should say rather that I believe that I have innate moral knowledge. I've never been very convinced of the applicability of knowledge about one's self to knowledge about others. So instead let's say that I believe that I have moral knowledge and I suspect that some others do as well.


    Yet, in that same piece I stated:


    When Thomas Jefferson wrote the Declaration of Independence, he stated:


    We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. --That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed, --That whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness.


    He and the other Founders may have held those "truths to be self-evident," but for centuries if not millenia before they were neither self-evident nor true. In fact, even today those "self-evident" rights are not acknowledged in much if not most of the world.


    In Dr. Cline's reply to that he says:


    This statement is only half-correct, and in that half you don't go far enough. In the millennia before, the statements were true - but they were not then, nor were they in Jefferson's day, nor are they now self-evident. These truths, like all a priori knowledge are not things that we can prove, but are things that we must discover. It is not easy to uncover reality or truth - not in mathematics, not in morality, and not in science.


    I see a problem here. Dr. Cline's philosophy is based on a concept of rights that exist and are self-evident, as axioms requiring no proof, yet he concurs with me that Jefferson's "life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness" rights weren't self-evident, then or now, though he holds them as true (and in retrospect, I agree with him - largely - on both accounts.) As I said before:


    Dr. Cline believes that he has a personal "innate moral knowledge" and he "suspect(s) that others do as well," but by stating that I think he admits that such knowledge may not be and probably is not universal. That "innate moral knowledge" is akin to Newton's ability to develop the Calculus by his pure logic, or Einstein's conception of the Theory of Relativity through his. These are talents that are rare in humans, and when such people apply themselves to the questions of morality, we call them "philosophers" - people like Rand, Kant, Popper, and Aristotle, and also Marx, Neitzche, and Kierkegaard. It is important to understand that when humanity is the topic, "irrational" implies much more than "the square-root of 2."


    Dr. Cline objected to the tale of the Maori and Moriori, saying:


    Your claim of the tale of the Maori and the Moriori as evidence of a lack of an objective standard of morality seems false to me. Again, morals are not inviolable. Saying that the fact that not everyone obeys whatever moral rules there might be is evidence for their absence seems to be expecting a little too much of morality. I might wish morality was self-enforcing, but that will not make it so. Anyone can choose to live how he wants; the Maori (at least those involved) made their choices. Your claim that condemnation of them is inappropriate as their behavior was moral according to their society is simply wrong. Any such claim negates entirely the validity of the rights of the individual, subjecting them to a test by opinion poll or ballot. My claim is that the primary position is that of the individual (a thing with both physical form and, more importantly, a mind) and the individual ONLY. Your earlier claim (following Ayn Rand) was that "the whole purpose of morals is to ensure survival, and whatever works to ensure survival is, for that society, 'moral.'" I’m not quite so sure that the source of morality is survival only, but whether or not I agree with that, the survival that Rand was alluding to was NOT survival of society, but rather the survival of the individual.


    First, the story of the Maori and Moriori wasn't presented primarily as "evidence of a lack of an objective standard of morality." It was presented as an illustration that there are many moralities, one for each society extant, each based on the experiences learned by the members of that society, and passed on to other members. Dr. Cline states that "Anyone can choose to live how he wants; the Maori (at least those involved) made their choices." If I'm reading this correctly, he's stating that the Maori "made their choices" to not accept his "objective standard of morality."

    

    But how could they choose it? What opportunity did they have? Is this objective moral standard self-evident, or isn't it?

    

    The point I was trying to illustrate was that they had no concept of his objective moral standard, no concept even of individual rights, at least outside their own culture. The Moriori were "others," and as such the Maori attack was moral in accordance with Maori custom. Any attempt to convince the Maori that their behavior was immoral would have been met with a blank stare if not outright hostility. They had no concept of any moral standard other than the one they lived under. They didn't "make their choices" - they had no choices, because man has no moral instinct. They believed and acted on what their culture told them was moral. An agrarian tribal warrior society doesn't support much in the way of a philosopher class, and their morality worked until they met Europeans who could overpower them.

    

    As an aside, I don't attribute my assertion that "the whole purpose of morals is to ensure survival" to Rand. For one, I ammended that statement, and second it's not her idea, to my knowledge, it's Heinlein's if not some other, earlier philosopher. What I said was this:


    There are at least two bases for morality: survival, and individual rights. For the overwhelming majority of the existence of Man, the morality of any society has been based strictly on survival - anything that worked to ensure survival was, by definition, "moral."

    

    --

    

    Man has existed for hundreds of thousands if not millions of years, and our social structures have struggled slowly and painfully up from the band, to the tribe, to the chiefdom, to the state over that long time period. Throughout all of it we have done so without an ideal system of morality, just as we did without mathematics, agriculture, metallurgy, chemistry, or physics. We've been too busy just surviving. A theory of individual rights is much like mathematics - something of great value that requires time and resources to explore and develop.


    It's not a matter of the Maori (or any other culture) choosing to reject Dr. Cline's objective moral standard. Such a standard is still largely undefined today. And one reason it is still undefined is because, aside from Rand's "one fundamental right," very few rights of the individual are axiomatic. For example, the right to arms isn't an axiom, it's a corollary to "a man's right to his own life." It's the means by which he can defend his life and property. ("IF we know that P implies Q AND we know that P is true THEN we know that Q is true.") It is the work of philosophers to do the logic necessary to "prove" the corollaries, and I don't believe that there were too many Maori Jeffersons, or Poppers, but probably a couple of Neitzches.

    

    Morality is, then, by Dr. Cline's definition, a "science." It's based on hypotheses formed from observation, and it's tested constantly in the laboratory of life. If a particular morality is ever disproved, as the Moriori's was, the society generally fails and is replaced by a new society, often but not always made up of members of the previous society who have learned that their morality was inadequate the hard way, no matter how well it worked previously. The failure may be catastrophic, as it was for the Moriori and uncounted thousands before and after them, or it may be almost unnoticeable culturally, as it has been for America over its history, as our morality has slowly and incrementally morphed from seventeenth-century agrarian state to twenty-first century information-age state.

    

    But all this takes opportunity and effort, and we've only had that opportunity and effort available to us for a short while historically. We're still working on it, and Dr. Cline alludes to this when he states:


    I have suggested in my previous letters that we can know certain rules of morality (of what is right and what is wrong) such as "murder is wrong" or whatever. However, my main point is rather not that we know specific rules of morality with absolute certainty – at least not without a great deal of work (as even rules as seemingly obvious as "murder is wrong" may contain subtleties as, indeed, "murder is wrong" seems to in regard to the difference between murder and other forms of killing). Rather my main point was that we know, with whatever level of certainty possible in knowledge, that there are such rules. We must accept that such rules exist before we can find them.


    But accepting that such rules exist is not the same as knowing what they are. Figuring out what they are is the job of philosophers, and they have yet to reach anything resembling a consensus after at least 5,000 years of considering the questions.

    

    Dr. Cline argues that rights, at least the fundamental ones, are axioms. Acted on with logic, we can determine their corollaries. From these we can build an objective morality.

    

    I agree, mostly, with the primary argument - fundamental rights are axiomatic; unverifiable and (hopefully) self-evident, given the opportunity to consider them. Once you've overcome the problems of day-to-day survival, you might actually have the time to consider them, if you are of a philosophical (and socially benign) bent. Most people are not though, and through most of human history, the problems of day-to-day survival denied the opportunity anyway.

    

    I agree that some corollaries can be discovered a priori through the application of logic, but as with the greatest problems in mathematics, the greatest problems of those corollaries will take long years to wrestle with, and we may never get a "right" answer. But when it comes to morality, we're going to remain stuck in the realm of science: Apply the theorem, test in the laboratory of life, and keep testing until it fails. Learn from the failure, work up a new theorem, and try again. Heinlein's "scientifically verifiable theory of morals" (as he meant it) is nonsense, as science doesn't prove a scientific theorem the way that a mathematician "proves" a mathematical theorem.

    

    Science just tests to destruction.

    

    Dr. Cline states:


    In the end, the existence of a society must be of (distant) secondary importance to the existence of the individual. The individual does not exist to serve society; the individual exists for his or her own purposes. Society, inasmuch as it exists at all, exists only to further the purposes of the individual. If we grant... that the existence of society is the primary purpose of morality and even existence, we should not be surprised when individual rights are denied, even by those agreeing with us. In any case, whether we regard the individual and its existence as primary (as I do) or the society and its existence as primary (as you seem to), we may (and probably will) have to fight for the continued practice of our rights, but their protection and their existence are not the same things. If we grant society the top spot in existence, we lose the justification we have in our fight.


    I believe Dr. Cline has misinterpreted what I've said on this point, and I have to correct him here. What I have illustrated is that, throughout history, the individual has existed to serve society, but - and historically very recently - that has started to change. Rand said it, and I quoted it before:


    The concept of individual rights is so new in human history that most men have not grasped it fully to this day.


    The idea that society exists to to further the purposes of the individual,


    That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed, - That whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness.


    is very, very new. Our own government, in the case of Kennedy v. Mendoza-Martinez as recently as 1963 stated:


    ...for while the Constitution protects against invasions of individual rights, it is not a suicide pact.


    Survival, it seems, is still the primary basis of our morality, not individual rights.

    

    I was not endorsing the idea that "man serves society," but recognizing the fact that it has been that way for millennia. Dr. Cline judges these previous societies against his "objective moral standard" based on the rights of individuals and finds them wanting. I judge them against the question "did they work, and for how long?" because I understand that Dr. Cline's "objective moral standard" has yet to be even mostly defined. It may exist, I think it does, but we haven't discovered it all yet.

    

    I repeat: No society currently exists based on that ideal single objective standard, and I honestly think it will be centuries - if ever- before one might. If we do, perhaps then we can build an anarcho-capitalist paradise where coercive governments no longer exist, and we can all live in harmony.

    

    But I severely doubt it.

    

    Even the United Federation of Planets had conflicts with other societies who didn't share their morality. ;-)

    

    Until we do, rights will remain what the majority of a society believes and is willing to defend.

    

    Edited to add: I hardly ever do this in these philosophy pieces, but I ran across a Mark Steyn column that said something I think is related to this discussion and illustrative of the point I'm trying to make about how the role of the individual in society is shifting:


    The most vital economic resource is people, and that’s the one thing much of the Western world is running out of. The anti-globalists can demonise sovereign states and sovereign companies — the Dells and other multinationals — but we’re entering the age of the sovereign individual, and that will be a lot harder for the anti-glob mob to attack. By 2010, a smart energetic Chinaman or Indian will be able to write his own ticket anywhere he wants.


    Read the whole piece, but that quote directly relates to my point that, more and more, society is beginning to serve the individual, and not the other way 'round.


    

    



    

    


  


  
    
      The United Federation of Planets.
    


    Tuesday, October 24, 2006


    

    



    Or: Finally! The Uberpost!


    

    



    [ Embedded video link to Secondhand Lions speech: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JXn5-r8mj-s --ed ]


    

    



    Sometimes the things that may or may not be true are the things a man needs to believe in the most. That people are basically good; that honor, courage, and virtue mean everything; that power and money, money and power mean nothing; that good always triumphs over evil; and I want you to remember this, that love, true love never dies. You remember that, boy. You remember that. Doesn't matter if it's true or not. You see, a man should believe in those things, because those are the things worth believing in.


    That was part of the "young man's speech" delivered by the character "Hub" - played by Robert Duvall - in the film Secondhand Lions. Those are good words. There's wisdom there. Here are some more good words:


    We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.--That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed, --That whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness.


    Thus the United States of America were born - as no other nation had ever before been born - with a declaration that government exists to serve the rights of the individual, not for the individual to serve the power of the State; and that failure to perform that singular function is sufficient grounds for the overthrow of the government in default. 

    

    "L'Etat c'est moi" (I am the state), once said Louis XIV. "The PEOPLE are the State," said Thomas Jefferson. A few decades later Louis XVI found out, once his countrymen came to believe, that Jefferson was right. (Of course, the French then handed the scepter over to Napoleon, but, after all, they were French!)

    

    The day I started this blog I posted my essay What is a 'Right'? and it has spawned a considerable amount of conversation and commentary here and at other blogs over the last three and a half years. On this site alone there have been at least a dozen associated posts, six of which are linked on the left sidebar. The comments to the most recent installment, Contracts and Absolutes from a few months ago, illustrate that the topic is still not exhausted.

    

    Prepare to be exhausted! (That was for you, Alger! ;-D)

    

    In What is a 'Right'?, I stated:


    A 'right' is what the majority of a society believes it is.


    I was taken to task for that position pretty early on. In that six-part exchange with math professor Dr. Danny Cline, we thrashed the topic pretty thoroughly, but not, apparently, thoroughly enough. So, let me see if I can express my position so clearly now as to remove any ambiguity or misunderstanding, and relate this to the current world situation so that you can see why I believe it is important for others to accept my argument.

    

    In my discussion with Dr. Cline he proposed that the rights of man are akin to mathematical axioms; that those rights exist in the realm of logic like the the concepts of pi or Pythagoras' Theorem, and only wait to be discovered. I allowed that he might be correct, but that it takes a certain type of person to do the discovering. There are very few people who think about things like fundamental rights or mathematical axioms. Those who think about ideas like rights are called philosophers, and philosophers (influential ones, anyway) are rare, and rarely in agreement. Like economists, if you lined up all the philosophers who ever existed, they wouldn't reach a conclusion.

    

    This is not to say that their ideas all have equal merit.

    

    Thomas Jefferson wrote that men "are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness." As one commenter noted, that phrase is a slightly modified version of "life, liberty, and property" - a concept philosopher John Locke expressed in his essay Two Treatises of Government. Among other things in that work, written between 1680 and 1690, Locke refutes the long-held philosophy of the "Divine Right of Kings." Given the fact that Locke's father lived - and fought - during the English Civil War, a war in which a king was deposed and beheaded for being abysmally bad at his job, it isn't surprising that Locke was able to logically justify such an act by his countrymen. However, in that same work he also came up - through logic - with a right to property which included ones own life and liberty:


    Man being born, as has been proved, with a title to perfect freedom and uncontrolled enjoyment of all the rights and privileges of the law of Nature, equally with any other man, or number of men in the world, hath by nature a power not only to preserve his property - that is, his life, liberty, and estate, against the injuries and attempts of other men, but to judge of and punish the breaches of that law in others, as he is persuaded the offence deserves, even with death itself, in crimes where the heinousness of the fact, in his opinion, requires it. (Book II, Chapter Seven, "Of Political or Civil Society," section 87)


    I have often quoted Ayn Rand, and her declaration:


    A 'right' is a moral principle defining and sanctioning a man's freedom of action in a social context. There is only one fundamental right (all others are its consequences or corollaries): a man's right to his own life.


    Rand's "one fundamental right" merely restates Locke's, for "a man's right to his own life" requires his liberty and property, but note the difference between Locke's position and Rand's. Locke argues that in a state of nature Man has the right to do all the things he describes - defending his property (life, liberty, estate) even unto inflicting death upon another, but Rand argues that a "right" is specifically the codification of proper action in a "social context." In other words, rights establish proper behavior between individuals in a society.

    

    Rand's work and Locke's before it stand in contrast to centuries of thought by other philosophers who didn't discover the axiom of the individual right that Locke did, and both Rand and Locke were and are opposed by philosophers contemporary to them and contemporary to us, such as Hobbes, Rousseau, Wittgenstein, and Heidegger.

    

    The core of the discussion to date has involved three primary questions:


    A) Are there "absolute, positive, unquestionable, fundamental, ultimate rights" that exist regardless of whether a society recognizes (much less protects) them;

    

    B) do those rights belong to all people, everywhere, at all times, simply because they are human - and;

    

    C) are those rights "self-evident?"


    My answer is: A) Yes; B) No; and C) Self evident to whom?

    

    Yes, I realize that position A) contradicts my initial "what a society believes it is" statement, but bear with me. I believe in Rand's "one fundamental right," and have so stated in earlier posts. The source of that right I have stated before:


    Reason.

    

    Or Nature. Yaweh. Christ. Vishnu, Mother Gaia, Barney the Dinosaur. I don't know, nor do I care overly much, but reason works for me.

    

    I believe that right is "real" because I believe that - given the chance - average specimens of humanity will conclude through reason that they are of value (to themselves if no one else), and that their physical selves and the product of their labor belongs to them and not another.


    It's in what comes after that "one fundamental right" that we begin to run into problems.

    

    Let's proceed backwards. Are the "Rights of Man" self-evident? Then:


    1. List them. All.

    

    2. Illustrate which are axioms and which are corollaries of those axioms.

    

    3. Explain why every society in history has violated all or at least the overwhelming majority of these rights, if they're absolute, positive, unquestionable, fundamental, ultimate, and self-evident.

    

    4. Explain what a society that honored and protected these rights would look like.

    

    And, finally,

    

    5. Explain why such a society does not now exist and never has.


    I think everybody will fail at item #1. I made that point ealier, too:


    "[I]t would not only be useless, but dangerous, to enumerate a number of rights which are not intended to be given up; because it would be implying, in the strongest manner, that every right not included in the exception might be impaired by the government without usurpation; and it would be impossible to enumerate every one. Let any one make what collection or enumeration of rights he pleases, I will immediately mention twenty or thirty more rights not contained in it." - James Irdell, at the North Carolina ratifying convention


    He's right. Everybody can come up with their own list. Professor Saul Cornell, Director of Ohio State University's "Second Amendment Research Center" seems to believe there's a "right to be free from the fear of gun violence." I believe there is no such thing. If there was, there'd be a right to be free of the fear of all other kinds of violence as well. (Tranquilizers for everyone?)

    

    C. Everett Koop, former Surgeon General of the United States believes that everyone has a right to health care. That's nice. It explains where the tranquilizers are going to come from. But who provides it? Who pays for it? And who decides what level of "health care" each individual is entitled to?

    

    Olivia Shelltrack is a resident of Black Jack, Missouri whose family was recently prevented from occupying the single-family home she and the father of two of her three children rented because the couple is not married. Ms. Shelltrack believes "People should have a right to live where they want to live." The majority of the town council believes otherwise. (I want to live here.)

    

    California State Senator Sheila Kuehl believes


    "There is only one constitutional right in the United States which is absolute and that is your right to believe anything you want."


    As Tom McClintock points out in the linked article, that right is the only right a slave has. Interesting that a politician would espouse that one as the only absolute right.

    

    Cardinal Francis Arinze believes "one of the fundamental human rights: (is) that we should be respected, our religious beliefs respected, and our founder Jesus Christ respected." But I don't believe that, either. I've said before, I'm in general agreement with "MaxedOut Mama:"


    Liberty is an inherently offensive lifestyle. Living in a free society guarantees that each one of us will see our most cherished principles and beliefs questioned and in some cases mocked. That psychic discomfort is the price we pay for basic civic peace. It's worth it.

    

    It's a pragmatic principle. Defend everyone else's rights, because if you don't there is no one to defend yours.


    Do you see the problem?

    

    On these topics where we are in disagreement, how do you decide who is "right"? Whose cherished rights do you abrogate, and whose do you defend? Who gets to judge? I mean, if they're absolute, positive, unquestionable, fundamental, ultimate, and self-evident?

    

    Our Founders decided that they needed to enshrine certain rights they believed fundamental into the establishing legal document for our nation. The Declaration of Independence provided the moral underpinnings for the nation, the Constitution provided the legal ones. James Madison, fully aware of the problem noted by James Irdell, tried to protect other, unenumerated fundamental rights by including the Ninth Amendment, but his effort predictably failed as that amendment has been likened to "an inkblot" by no less a figure than a previous Supreme Court nominee.

    

    Jefferson did declare that "all men are created equal," and were "endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness," yet the Constitution of the United States as written and ratified allowed for the alienation of liberty, life, and property. It even codified slavery. In short, the "unalienable rights" of man have been alienated pretty much without thought, without much argument, and from the beginning of this nation. So, it has been asked, was Jefferson wrong? That depends on your perspective. If you understand that the Declaration was an expression of philosophy, not a statement of fact, then no, he wasn't wrong.


    Doesn't matter if it's true or not. You see, a man should believe in those things, because those are the things worth believing in.


    It's always been a question of what we believe. Ayn Rand, from her 1974 speech Philosophy, Who Needs It? given to the graduating class of West Point:


    As a human being, you have no choice about the fact that you need a philosophy. Your only choice is whether you define your philosophy by a conscious, rational, disciplined process of thought and scrupulously logical deliberation -- or let your subconscious accumulate a junk heap of unwarranted conclusions, false generalizations, undefined contradictions, undigested slogans, unidentified wishes, doubts and fears....


    Societies are defined by their philosophies, regardless of where that philosophy comes from or even how well-defined and coherent that philosophy may be. As I pointed to in An Illustrative Example, author Jared Diamond in his book Guns, Germs, and Steel demonstrated that the philosophy of the Pacific tribe of the Moriori - one of peace, restraint, cooperation, and negotiation - served them well for many years as they lived on an island with little material wealth and difficult living conditions. However, when they were exposed to the Maori culture - one of territoriality, violence, and conquest - their philosophy failed them utterly. Had they protested against the violation of their "absolute, positive, unquestionable, fundamental, ultimate rights," it would have availed them nothing, because to the Maori the Moriori were "others," and not due the consideration of equals. This has been the template for human behavior since before recorded history.

    

    The American philosophy has been described (but not defined) here before, from the introduction to David Hackett Fischer's Albion's Seed: Four British Folkways in America:


    We Americans are a bundle of paradoxes. We are mixed in our origins, and yet we are one people. Nearly all of us support our Republican system, but we argue passionately (sometimes violently) among ourselves about its meaning. Most of us subscribe to what Gunnar Myrdal called the American Creed, but that idea is a paradox in political theory. As Myrdal observed in 1942, America is "conservative in fundamental principles . . . but the principles conserved are liberal, and some, indeed, are radical."


    Paradoxical, yes, but this nation was the first modern nation established with a mandate to protect the rights of its individual citizens. However flawed in practice, it's the ideas that matter:


    Western concepts of equality cannot truly be described as just another culture competing with others. Western thought is not a mere tradition but rather the outcome of a special political philosophy. It is an artificial construct that derives rules of behavior from reason, as distinct from traditional societies. - Amnon Rubinstein, The New York Sun, May 1, 2006 via Empire of Dirt


    "Traditional societies" that is, that throughout history have "just growed," like Topsy, developing their cultures haphazardly - strictly from the competing influences of environment, religion, exceptional individuals, and interaction with other cultures. Unlike those other cultures, Western society in general and the American culture in specific is based on "a special political philosophy" indeed: one of individual rights. One that dates back to the Greeks, at least.

    

    This is the problem I want to illustrate with a belief in absolute, positive, unquestionable, fundamental, ultimate rights. Remember Rand:


    A 'right' is a moral principle defining and sanctioning a man's freedom of action in a social context.


    This definition works perfectly inside a social context. It worked for the Moriori. It worked for the Maori. But when those two societies clashed, the Moriori were wiped out. The Maori were not of their "social context," and to the Maori, the Moriori had no rights. The Moriori had no experience with physical conflict, and were unable to defend themselves. In accordance with their philosophy they tried appeasement and negotiation, and instead received slaughter and enslavement.

    

    We like to pride ourselves that American society is different, superior, more "true" than all other preceding societies. After all, what other polity has accomplished what we've accomplished in the mere two centuries we've existed on the planet? We enjoy an unprecedented standard of living (even our poor people are fat!) Americans invented powered flight. We broke the sound barrier. We went to the moon! And who has a higher moral hill to stand atop? Twice in the last century we've ended Europe's bloody wars. We stopped the expansion of facist, imperialist, and communist forces, defeated their sponsor governments utterly, and have more than once reconstructed former enemy nations into peaceful, productive democracies. As then-Secretary of State Colin Powell stated so eloquently:


    We have gone forth from our shores repeatedly over the last hundred years and we've done this as recently as the last year in Afghanistan and put wonderful young men and women at risk, many of whom have lost their lives, and we have asked for nothing except enough ground to bury them in, and otherwise we have returned home... to live our own lives in peace.


    But to do that, we've sometimes put aside some of our beliefs in the face of hard reality, only to take them up again once the crisis was over.

    

    All societies change, and what changes first is their commonly held beliefs. Robert Heinlein wrote once:


    Roman matrons used to say to their sons: “Come back with your shield, or on it.” Later on this custom declined. So did Rome.


    Ours is not immune. In 2004 I wrote "While Evils are Sufferable" wherein I said:


    The "Right," in the overwhelming majority, believes that America, the United States of, is the Land of the Free and Home of the Brave. We're the Sword of Justice, defenders of the oppressed from the Halls of Montezuma to the Shores of Tripoli, from sea to shining sea (so long as it's in our National Interest to be.) As long as this belief represents the dominant paradigm, that is the way our nation will act, in the main. We are human, of course. We're not perfect. We will make mistakes, but as I wrote in That Sumbitch Ain't Been BORN!, those mistakes are just that. They are not evidence of our evil Imperialist nature, just mistakes. The "Left," quite simply, thinks we've left the tracks if we were ever on them to begin with. To them, we're oppressive, racist, imperialistic warmongers out to take what isn't ours and distribute it unfairly among the white males. After all, they have centuries of European exploitive colonization to point to, don't they? The Greens think we need to give up industry so that we can "save the planet." They don't hate America, they hate humanity. Of course, the Anarchists see both sides as delusional and dangerous. They believe that the Free Market is the answer to it all, and that we need to give up this nationalistic fantasy crap and start dealing with objective reality.

    

    As if objective reality would appeal to people who voluntarily share common delusions.


    Appealing or not, objective reality is again raising its ugly head, and we must wake up to it if we wish to survive. Not only "survive as a society," but survive individually.

    

    Locke declared that man in a state of nature...


    ...hath by nature a power not only to preserve his property - that is, his life, liberty, and estate, against the injuries and attempts of other men, but to judge of and punish the breaches of that law in others, as he is persuaded the offence deserves, even with death itself....


    The "state of nature" is the ultimate objective reality. In it, people will do whatever is necessary to survive, or they don't survive. In point of fact, throughout history - even today - people have not only defended their lives, liberty and property, they have taken life, liberty, and property from others not of their society. And they have done so secure in the knowledge that their philosophy tells them that it's the right thing to do. This is true of the The Brow-Ridged Hairy People That Live Among the Distant Mountains, the Egyptians, the Inca, the Maori, the British Empire, and the United States of America. It's called warfare, and it's the use of lethal force against people outside ones own society. Rand explained that:


    A 'right' is a moral principle defining and sanctioning a man's freedom of action in a social context.


    That's a critical definition. If a society truly believes that:


    ...all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness


    then that society cannot wage war. It cannot even defend itself - because to take human life, to destroy property, even to take prisoners of war is anathema to such a society, for it would be in violation of the fundamental rights of the victims of such action. (See: the Moriori. Or the Amish.)

    

    This creates a cognitive bind, then, unless you rationalize that the rights you believe in are valid for your society, but not necessarily for those outside it. Those members that violate the sanctions on freedom of action within the society are treated differently from those outside the society that do the same. Those within the society are handled by the legal system, and are subject to capture, judicial review, and punishment under law, whether that's issuance of an "Anti-Social Behavior Order" in London, or a death by stoning in Tehran. Those outside of a society who act against that society may be ignored, or may risk retaliatory sanctions up to and including open warfare, depending on the situation. (See: Kim Jong Il, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, nuclear weapons.)

    

    In every successful society the majority must share a common philosophy and believe that philosophy is superior to all others. It must, or that society will change. The philosophy of any society can be one of aggressive evangelism, or quiet comfort, or anywhere in between, but successful societies are marked by one key characteristic: confidence.


    Confidence that (your society) would still be around next year, that it was worthwhile planting crops now, so they could be harvested next season. Confidence that soldiers wouldn't suddenly appear on the horizon and destroy your farm. Confidence that an apple seed planted in your backyard will provide fruit for your grandchildren. That if you paint a fresco, the wall its on will still be standing in a century. That if you write a book, the language you use will still be understood half a millennia in the future. And that if you hauled stone for the great cathedral which had been building since before your father was born, and which your baby son might live to see completed if, the good Lord willing, he lived to be an old man; your efforts would be valued by subsequent generations stretching forward toward some unimaginably distant futurity.

    

    And above all, the self-confidence that you are part of something grander than yourself, something with roots in the past, and a glorious future of achievement ahead of it.


    But when a society faces the fact that its philosophical foundation does not match objective reality, it is inevitable that there will be a loss of confidence and a societal change. James Bowman has written a book on the loss of confidence in Western culture, called Honor: A History. In it, he describes how the Western concept of honor has been slowly destroyed since the turn of the previous century, beginning with the aftermath of World War I - the war in which Western culture lost its innocence in the face of objective reality, much like a teenager discovers that his parents don't really know everything and therefore must know nothing. It's an excellent book, and I strongly recommend it, but by way of illustration I will again quote English Literature Professor Jean Duchesne of Condorcet College in Paris:


    "What is a little disconcerting for the French is an American president who seems to be principled. The idea that politics should be based on principles is unimaginable because principles lead to ideology, and ideology is dangerous."


    If this is not an example of a society with no confidence, I don't know what is.

    

    Many people have commented on the loss of Western confidence. Peggy Noonan in her recent column, A Separate Peace:


    I think there is an unspoken subtext in our national political culture right now. In fact I think it's a subtext to our society. I think that a lot of people are carrying around in their heads, unarticulated and even in some cases unnoticed, a sense that the wheels are coming off the trolley and the trolley off the tracks. That in some deep and fundamental way things have broken down and can't be fixed, or won't be fixed any time soon. That our pollsters are preoccupied with "right track" and "wrong track" but missing the number of people who think the answer to "How are things going in America?" is "Off the tracks and hurtling forward, toward an unknown destination."


    Mark Steyn in his piece, It's the Demography, Stupid:


    That's what the war's about: our lack of civilizational confidence. As a famous Arnold Toynbee quote puts it: "Civilizations die from suicide, not murder"--as can be seen throughout much of "the Western world" right now. The progressive agenda--lavish social welfare, abortion, secularism, multiculturalism--is collectively the real suicide bomb.


    James Lileks:


    Mind you, it's not the actual news that bothers me as much as the reaction to it; the reactions speak to something amiss in the heart of the West, a failure of nerve, a fatal lack of faith in the civilization we’re entrusted to defend.


    These are just a few samples. When the normally Pollyannish Noonan and Lileks see a "fatal lack of faith," you know there's something severely amiss.

    

    It is my contention that the loss of faith in Western civilization is the direct result of two things: the secularization of Western civilization, and a corresponding realization that there are no absolute, positive, unquestionable, fundamental, ultimate rights. Or, more specifically, the cognitive dissonance resulting from the refusal to accept this as objective fact.

    

    Western civilization is based on the concept of God-given individual rights, but reality refutes their existence. War cannot exist if such a philosophy is true, yet war exists. People die. Their liberty is stripped from them. Their property is stolen or destroyed. No one is punished for the violation of these rights. If a society abandons religion (as much of Western civilization has done) then we cannot count on God to punish the violators, and they get away with their crimes against us, (See: Josef Mengele, Slobodan Milosevic, and most probably Saddam Hussein) yet we've been breastfed on the idea that our rights are absolute, positive, unquestionable, fundamental, and ultimate - not to mention, self-evident.

    

    World War I soured the West on the concept of "honor." World War II soured the West on the idea of a "war to end all wars" - and it proved conclusively that man's inhumanity to man was still alive, well, and unchanged except in sheer capacity since the time of Genghis Khan. The Korean War suggested strongly that war was nothing but a waste of life, and Vietnam hammered that suggestion home.

    

    Critical Mastiff starkly illustrated the philosophical dichotomy in his post, The Enervated Man of the West:


    The difference with the West is that we value life so much that we are willing to kill people to protect it. This requires a sterner mind than does simple nonviolence; it is not trivial to develop a philosophy in which you can willingly kill others at the same time as you hold life sacred, indeed, in service to that sanctity.

    

    A word on sanctity. It necessarily implies that human life is sacred everywhere, at all times, regardless of prevailing social mores or laws. This carries with it the obligation to protect human life everywhere, to the best of our practical ability, and regardless of opposing social mores.

    

    --

    

    (I)t is difficult to reconcile the sanctity of life with the need to kill people in its defense. It is even more difficult for a decent person to kill another, himself (as opposed to supporting a champion who kills in his stead). And, most of all, it is most difficult to do so when it places yourself and your loved ones at risk. In short, we are dealing with an intertwining of philosohpical dissonance, misplaced mercy, and above all else a deep, pervasive fear.


    The political Left has embraced that fear. If you examine it closely, it has wrapped itself in a philosophy that attempts to extend all of the West's "rights of man" to the entire world - up to and including those who are actively seeking our destruction, and the Left holds itself as morally superior for doing so. Attempting to intercept terrorist communications is "illegal domestic wiretapping" - a violation of the right to privacy. Media outlets showing acknowledged Islamist propaganda is exercise of the right of free speech, but suppression of images from the 9/11 attacks - specifically, the aircraft crashing into the World Trade Center, or its victims jumping to their deaths - is not censorship. The humiliation of prisoners at Abu Ghraib is described as a "human rights violation," as is the detainment of prisoners at Guantanimo without trial. For the Left, the war between the West and radical Islamists should not be handled as a war - it should be handled as a police matter - as a society would handle internal violators. Our enemies shouldn't be killed, they should be, at worst, captured and counseled. Our enemies are not at fault, WE are, because we are hypocrites that don't live up to our professed belief in absolute, positive, unquestionable, fundamental, ultimate rights. If we just lived up to our professed beliefs, the rest of the world would not hate us. Yet to believe this, the Left must ignore objective reality. It acts, as the Moriori acted, to negotiate and appease, because that's what its philosophy demands - and the results would be identical.

    

    Rusticus at Solarvoid illustrates that the Left is exercising a philosophy other than Locke's:


    The prevailing philosophy of the left has many names and ideas: collectivism, identity politics, minority rights, the Nanny State, but what it all boils down to is that group rights always trump individual rights. The individual is always subsumed into the group.

    

    This is at complete odds with Lockean philosophy. And the United States is Lockean at the core. The Declaration of Independence, the Constitution and Bill of Rights are written contracts implementing John Locke’s philosophies on government and self-rule.


    Our rights are not as important as their rights, in short.

    

    To some extent the political Right suffers from a similar cognitive dissonance. Critical Mastiff suggests that we have a philosophy that reconciles "the sanctity of life with the need to kill people in its defense," but in point of fact we do not, at least not one that goes beyond Rand's one fundamental right - the right to ones own life. We have the right to kill others because our own lives are of value. We extend that value to others, and justify the killing of those who do not respect that value as defensive, as protective, and not as aggression. We kill some so that others can be free. It's a rationalisation that pacifists disagree with:


    [image: graphics1]

    


    But in short, we believe that our good triumphs over their evil. The prevailing philosophy is expressed well by Robert Heinlein:


    Your enemy is never a villain in his own eyes. Keep this in mind; it may offer a way to make him your friend. If not, you can kill him without hate–and quickly.


    This piece is written from an atheist perspective in which the concept of God-given rights is plainly rejected. Reverend Donald Sensing wrote a recent piece entitled Can Atheism be Justified? in which he asserts:


    Let me say that again so you know I am intentional: If atheists are to take their own beliefs to their logical end, they mist(sic) agree that they have no right to promulgate their belief. They have no right to challenge me about my religion. They have no right to speak up in my community, no right to live in my community, indeed, no right even to life itself. They have no rights at all, in fact.

    

    If atheists are true to their own creed, they must admit that the entire concept of human rights crumbles to dust according to that same creed.


    I think that I just spent 5,000+ words saying pretty much that rights aren't objectively real - with the one glaring exception of Rand's "one fundamental right" - the right to ones own life. He continues:


    If persons are not “endowed by their creator with certain unalienable rights” (in the words of a famous Enlightenment rationalist), then “rights” is nothing but a flatus vocis. The concept of rights then really means nothing but “who wins.” So by their lights, atheists are able to speak out (in America, anyway, not in Saudi Arabia) and attempt to persuade others only because the rest of us let them. But why should we let them? Why don't we religious people simply persecute atheists out of existence?


    Because most current Christian and Judaic philosophy prohibits it, just as some current Christian and Judaic philosophy rejects warfare. It was not always so. It does not logically follow that it will forever remain so. (See: Phelps, Fred.)


    So, regarding rationality for any system of beliefs, how does atheism have a superior claim, except in the minds of its adherents? Any “rational”system of law or morals that atheists may devise may be rebutted by an equally rational system that countermands it.


    Well, I as an atheist, don't claim that atheism is "superior," merely different. But I would also point out that there is no single Christian, Judaic, or Islamic philosophy, either. Every faith-based system of law or morals that has been devised has been rebutted by equally faithful adherents to a different sect. Atheism is just another one, albeit with one less God. Thus, his argument seems moot. I am curious however. If everyone is indeed endowed by their creator with unalienable rights, how does Rev. Sensing reconcile the universal sanctity of life with the need to kill in its defense? Some Christian sects other than his reject the idea and embrace pacifism. (I assume he does not.) Why are they wrong?

    

    I titled this (extremely long) essay The United Federation of Planets. Why? Because until all of humanity (as one of Rev. Sensing's commenters put it) comes "together at the table as a family," we will have conflict between societies. Those conflicts will illuminate the flaws in our particular philosophies, and cause those societies to change. Joe Huffman recently quoted Samuel P. Huntington from his book The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order:


    The underlying problem for the West is not Islamic fundamentalism. It is Islam, a different civilization whose people are convinced of the superiority of their culture and are obsessed with the inferiority of their power.

    

    The problem for Islam is not the CIA or the US Department of Defense. It is the West, a different civilization whose people are convinced of the universality of their culture and believe that their superior, if declining, power imposes on them that obligation to extend that culture throughout the world.


    I don't think that the West is all that evangelical, it's just that freedom and prosperity are damned attractive to those without it. However, freedom and prosperity are destructive to organized religion in general, and fundamentalist religion in particular - Islam perhaps more than most. But the ideas of Western civilization in general, and the American philosophy in specific have proven themselves superior. Dinesh D'Souza expounded on the superiority of the American philosophy in his essay What's So Great About America?:


    In America your destiny is not prescribed; it is constructed. Your life is like a blank sheet of paper and you are the artist. This notion of being the architect of your own destiny is the incredibly powerful idea that is behind the worldwide appeal of America. Young people especially find the prospect of authoring their own lives irresistible. The immigrant discovers that America permits him to break free of the constraints that have held him captive, so that the future becomes a landscape of his own choosing.

    

    If there is a single phrase that captures this, it is "the pursuit of happiness." As writer V. S. Naipaul notes, "much is contained" in that simple phrase: “the idea of the individual, responsibility, choice, the life of the intellect, the idea of vocation, perfectibility, and achievement. It is an immense human idea. It cannot be reduced to a fixed system. It cannot generate fanaticism. But it is known [around the world] to exist; and because of that, other more rigid systems in the end blow away."


    In an old post over at Knowledge is Power contributor Claire wrote something appropriate to this post:


    We need to reacquaint ourselves with what is good and right and pure and unique about The Great Experiment that is America. We need to return to the roots of belief in the basic goodness of Man from which our approach to governance sprang. We need to give ourselves permission to be proud of all that we have accomplished in our mere 228 years and believe that we, indeed, still have the Right Stuff to continue to do credit to our forefathers, and to ourselves. We need to give ourselves permission to protect ourselves because what we have created and what we have done is worth protecting. And what we will do will be principled, and decent and right.


    If we do that, then perhaps the rest of Western civilization might reacquaint itself with it, too:


    When soldiers from any other army, even our allies, entered a town, the people hid in the cellars. When Americans came in, even into German towns, it meant smiles, chocolate bars and C-rations. -- Stephen Ambrose


    Bill Whittle discusses in the first chapter to his next book the need for philosophers to be able to tell the difference between the map (theory) and shoreline (reality). And he's right. Philosophers have had that particular problem since they asked the first question "Who am I?", and the second, "Why am I here?"

    

    However, human beings do not function on reality alone. It's crucial that the maps be accurate; running aground where the map says "deep channels" can be fatal to any society. It's also crucial that the people aboard any particular philosophy also be able to look at a dusty little fishing village and see the potential for a shining city upon a hill - because if they can't see it, not even its foundations will ever get built.


    Sometimes the things that may or may not be true are the things a man needs to believe in the most. That people are basically good; that honor, courage, and virtue mean everything; that power and money, money and power mean nothing; that good always triumphs over evil; and I want you to remember this, that love, true love never dies. You remember that, boy. You remember that. Doesn't matter if it's true or not. You see, a man should believe in those things, because those are the things worth believing in.


    UPDATE: There have been some blogposts associated with this essay. Publicola still disagrees with me, but I think we're much closer in worldview than he imagines. Perhaps even after 6719 words I still wasn't clear enough. Otter of Scaggsville may have been convinced by my argument, but he's struggling with the idea. I struggled with it, too. That's why it took me the better part of five months to hammer it out. And, of course, someone had to comment on the length of the essay. (Still no word from Alger, though. ;-)

    

    UPDATE II: Joe Huffman comments. I respond.

    

    UPDATE III: Critical Mastiff comments from the perspective of Judaic Law.

    

    UPDATE IV: Added the video clip.
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    jsid-1161763543-536918 thebastidge at Wed, 25 Oct 2006 08:05:43 +0000


    In the Seven Habits of Highly Effective People,, Dr. Stephen Covey writes: "The first construction is in the mind."

    

    Absolutely- if you can't imagine it, you can't build it.


    

    



    jsid-1161784734-536930 Otter at Wed, 25 Oct 2006 13:58:54 +0000


    It's taking some time, but I may be on my way to agreeing with you... Must ponder this further...


    

    



    jsid-1161784819-536931 Stormy Dragon at Wed, 25 Oct 2006 14:00:19 +0000


    >Attempting to intercept terrorist

    >communications is "illegal domestic

    >wiretapping" - a violation of the

    >right to privacy.

    

    I think you make a straw man here. While there are certainly people on the Left who do think this way, the general complaint (on both the Left AND the Right) is not that the wiretapping is wrong in and of itself, but that there is not sufficient oversight to assure that it is in fact being targeted toward the enemy.


    

    



    jsid-1161786613-536935 Kevin Baker at Wed, 25 Oct 2006 14:30:13 +0000


    Stormy:

    

    I'm talking about the fringes. The ones who don't see any problem with CNN showing American soldiers getting shot by terrorist snipers, but who object to showing people jumping to their deaths from the WTC.


    

    



    jsid-1161787316-536938 Sailorcurt at Wed, 25 Oct 2006 14:41:56 +0000


    Excellent, well-written essay. A few points to ponder:

    

    

    This all depends upon your interpretation of what constitutes a right. Is a "Right" simply something that society agrees that you can do? Do we have the "right" to do anything that will not get you arrested, thrown in jail or executed? Or is a "right" simply that which we can do and support on our own?

    

    I personally believe that we have the "right" to do anything or own anything that we can provide for ourselves. We have the right to food if we can grow it or buy it. We have the right to defend ourselves if we can effect that defense ourselves. We don't have the right to arms insofar as we can "demand" that someone else provide them for us. We cannot force anyone to become a gun manufacturer...but if there are manufacturers and we can reach a mutual agreement to effect a trade, we have the right to purchase said gun manufacturers product. Basically, a "basic human right" consists solely of those things that we can provide for ourselves through our own efforts or through freely exercised trade under mutually agreeable terms.

    

    "There's only one basic human right, the right to do as you damn well please. And with it comes the only basic human duty, the duty to take the consequences."

    --P.J. O'Rourke

    

    In other words: I can kill you if I feel justified. I have the natural right to take that action because it is physically possible for me to do so. But I have to weigh the possible consequences of that action. You have the right to attempt to defend yourself and you may kill me instead. We may both die, or one or both of us may be maimed for life. Society may arrest me, may put me in jail for life or may execute me. These are all possible consequences, and may play into my decision as to whether the benefits of exercising my right to kill you outweigh the consequences of same.

    

    Your definition of rights, on the other hand, seems to be actions for which their are no society-imposed consequences. Society gets to choose which actions will result in consequences and which will not. It may be true that society can impose penalties for certain actions but that does not remove our natural right to perform those actions if we are capable; society simply imposes consequences which we must consider when deciding whether to take the action or not.

    

    To say that we have the right to "...abolish...and...institute new Government..." does not imply that there will or should be no consequences for such action. There were consequences for the revolutionaries that formed our country. They had to go to war to effect their right to institute new Government. All actions, whether "natural rights" or not will result in consequences. In other words, "Rights" are NOT defined as those actions that are free from societal consequences. Sometimes the consequences for exercising rights can be severe. Does the imposition of consequences by society make them any less "rights"?

    

    I think not.

    

    What is decidedly NOT an individual right is demanding, as a right, something that requires action from, or must be provided by, someone else. That is tantamount to slavery. Does a medical doctor have a "right" to his own labor and knowledge? If so, then how can someone claim his labor and knowledge for themselves as a right unless he is a slave to them? The doctor has a right (because he is capable of doing so) to refuse to share his labor or service with anyone he so chooses. He may have to suffer societal consequences as a result of exercising this right, but it is his right nonetheless. The patient has NO right to force the doctor to treat them because they are incapable of doing so. The patient may threaten consequences, up to and including death; but if the doctor is willing to accept those consequences, there is absolutely nothing that the patient can do to force the doctor to treat him. Eventually, if the ultimate consequence is realized, the doctor is dead and the patient is still untreated.

    

    Likewise Dr. Cornell's "right" to be free from the fear of citizens with guns. This is actually a valid right insofar as Dr. Cornell can take steps to rid himself of the fear; but if those steps involve requiring action from others (such as attepting to prevent them from carrying arms) it is NOT a right. The disarming of others is not something that Dr. Cornell can realize for himself. He can impose (or convince society to impose) consequences on others for carrying arms, but the threat of consequences does not remove a right: it only adds a consideration in the decision making process of one inclined to exercise that right. Are the possible consequences of exercising the right outweighed by the benefits of doing so?

    

    I'm going to stop now, I could go on and on with examples but I think I've beat this dead horse long enough. I hope I have clearly stated my point.

    

    We as Americans have become soft and lazy. We demand things of others and insist that it is our right. We desire and expect the exercise of rights to be without consequences yet refuse to expend the effort and make the sacrifices necessary to ensure that it becomes or remains so.

    

    "Those who expect to reap the blessings of freedom must, like men, undergo the fatigues of supporting it."

    -- Thomas Paine

    

    --------

    

    "how does Rev. Sensing reconcile the universal sanctity of life with the need to kill in its defense? Some Christian sects other than his reject the idea and embrace pacifism. (I assume he does not.) Why are they wrong?"

    

    Because they are misinterpreting the Word of God based upon a dated and decidedly inaccurate translation. They adhere to the King James version of the 6th Commandment: "Thou Shalt Not Kill" and interpret that to mean that it is always a mortal sin to take human life under any circumstances. Subsequent translations have virtually universally agreed that this is a poor translation, that the original hebrew word (ratsach) should have been more properly translated in this context as "You shall not murder" (NIV). There is further justification for this position in other scriptural text.

    

    There is also New Testament support for the concept of justifiable killing and self-defense but I don't want to turn this into a theological dissertation. This is a very mimimalist answer to your question and was not intended to be all-encompassing, there are other aspects to the pacifist point of view and this issue could become a multi-thousand word essay in and of itself. It was not the main thrust of your essay and so I'll leave it at that.

    

    --------

    

    Since we are on the subject of religion, one of the basic concepts of religion is that, even though we have the RIGHT to do anything of which we are capable, there are certain things that are MORALLY wrong and should be avoided. As such, there is a higher power to whom we should defer in considering consequences for acts.

    

    Secular society believes that consequences should be determined by majority vote (or representative majority). This is how we end up with infringements on personal liberty like smoking bans, gun restrictions, and the war on drugs (for which, by the way, there is no Biblical basis as well as no Constitutional basis). Religions believe that consequences should be determined solely by the higher power, regardless of societal norms or majority votes.

    

    In that regard, Constitutional rule is similar to religion in that the Supreme Law of the Land (the Constitution) is the Higher Power and no simple majority may over-rule it. Unfortunately, despite best intentions, just like religion, Constitutional law is practiced by imperfect humans and is always subject, therefore, to misinterpretation and human frailties of logic and reason (and, sometimes, flat-out evil intent).

    

    Thank you for the excellent essay as usual.


    

    



    jsid-1161787980-536939 Kevin Baker at Wed, 25 Oct 2006 14:53:00 +0000


    I'll just take one point out of that comment, Sailorcurt:

    

    "Because they are misinterpreting the Word of God based upon a dated and decidedly inaccurate translation. They adhere to the King James version of the 6th Commandment: "Thou Shalt Not Kill" and interpret that to mean that it is always a mortal sin to take human life under any circumstances. Subsequent translations have virtually universally agreed that this is a poor translation, that the original hebrew word (ratsach) should have been more properly translated in this context as 'You shall not murder' (NIV)."

    

    We dropped two 500lb precision guided bombs on a house to kill Zarqawi. Those bombs also apparently killed a woman and a child. How were those two deaths not murder - at least negligent homicide - and how do we justify the taking of their lives if we believe that all life is sacred, and everyone has an equal right to life?

    

    Next, how do we justify the firebombing of Tokyo and Dresden?


    

    



    jsid-1161790209-536943 Stormy Dragon at Wed, 25 Oct 2006 15:30:09 +0000


    You should make that clear. When you write something like 'The political Left has embraced that fear' it sounds like you're talking about the Left as a whole, not just the extreme fringe.


    

    



    jsid-1161790920-536944 Kevin Baker at Wed, 25 Oct 2006 15:42:00 +0000


    I concede your point, but I would like to take as an excuse SayUncle's observation: 6,720 Words.


    

    



    jsid-1161791114-536945 Sailorcurt at Wed, 25 Oct 2006 15:45:14 +0000


    I'm not trying to justify any specific act...especially the acts of a secular government (read society). I was simply answering your question regarding the taking of life in an effort to defend it and stating my sincere belief that pacifists are wrong. By the way, I'm not sure that this is pertinent at all other than to say that I have a fair to middling understanding of the theology of pacifists: my Mother was raised a Quaker, she and my maternal grandparents were pacifists so I have been directly exposed to that theology. Luckily (in my mind) my father was raised a Baptist and was not a pacifist so I was exposed to both schools of thought and was encouraged to find my own path.

    

    Was the bombing of a house to Kill a terrorist and the resultant death of innocents a justifiable killing in an effort to protect life?

    

    Were the firebombing of Dresden and Tokyo or the Nuclear destruction of Nagasaki and Hiroshima justified in the name of protecting life?

    

    If you accidentally kill an innocent (or do so intentionally) in the course of defending your family from a violent predator, is that a justified killing?

    

    None of those are my call. I wasn't there in the situation, I don't have all the information, nor am I privy to the internal and/or external moral debates that led to those actions; as such, I'm not qualified to play armchair quarterback now. As the Priest in the movie Rudy said (paraphrased, not a direct quote): "In all my study of theology I have come to two inescapable conclusions: There is a God, and I'm not him."

    

    Looking at specific examples and coming to an arbitrary conclusion as to whether that SPECIFIC instance was justifiable or not is irrelavent to the overall question of: Is there such a thing as a justifiable, moral taking of life? The answer is yes regardless of whether I personally agree with or can justify any particular instance.

    

    Life is NOT sacred. Only our immortal souls are sacred. If life were sacred, we would not be CAPABLE of taking it. And, back to my earlier point: we only have a right to life insofar as we can provide for and protect that life ourselves.


    

    



    jsid-1161793411-536948 Sailorcurt at Wed, 25 Oct 2006 16:23:31 +0000


    I need to throw a disclaimer in here: I'm not speaking for any particular denomination, sect, cult or entity other than myself. My opinions are strictly my own and only reflect my own personal interpretation of scriptures and applicable theology.

    

    I've always marched to the beat of a different drummer. I feel that one's belief's are a very personal matter between oneself and one's higher power. I subscribe primarily to the beliefs of the religion in which I was raised (after much rebellion and soul searching) but my personal beliefs fit perfectly into the mold of no established denomination or sect of which I am aware.

    

    I just wanted to clear that up before someone started screaming for me to be burned at the stake as a heretic.


    

    



    jsid-1161824329-536985 6Kings at Thu, 26 Oct 2006 00:58:49 +0000


    I think I said this before somewhere but I think we really only have one unalienable right and that is the right to choose. This ultimately means that your choices lead to consequences which may restrict your "rights" even leading to death. You have reason and a brain to make the determination whether you make a choice a certain way or not and pay the consequences of that choice. Just as Sailorcurt said, life is not sacred nor is it a right because it can be easily taken away even before it has "officially" begun outside the womb. Now you can debate when the right to choose starts since instinct to live probably overrides a baby's choice but at some point, choice is all you have.


    

    



    jsid-1161833347-536992 Ronin at Thu, 26 Oct 2006 03:29:07 +0000


    There truly is no such thing as "Rights."

    

    Only Power - those who possess it and are willing to use it versus those who do not.

    

    Pick one, or one will pick you.


    

    



    jsid-1161867131-537012 Kevin Baker at Thu, 26 Oct 2006 12:52:11 +0000


    In a manner of speaking, Ronin, you are correct. But when a large number of people believe in "Rights" - that's a power unto itself, far greater than any individual.


    

    



    jsid-1161881970-537032 Sailorcurt at Thu, 26 Oct 2006 16:59:30 +0000


    "In a manner of speaking, Ronin, you are correct. But when a large number of people believe in "Rights" - that's a power unto itself, far greater than any individual."

    

    Pragmatically speaking, that is absolutely correct. When enough people in a given society begin to believe that something is a "right" that should be protected, that society institutes consequences for violating said "right". But that is still nothing more than a system of societally imposed consequences. I can still violate the "right" as long as I am willing to accept the consequences imposed by society.

    

    Again, a true "right" is not defined by the presence or lack of consequences when exercised.


    

    



    jsid-1161895690-537058 Jeff Dege at Thu, 26 Oct 2006 20:48:10 +0000


    "There truly is no such thing as 'Rights.'" ???

    

    If you believe that rights are legal constructs, then true, there really are no such things as rights.

    

    Because anything granted by law can be taken away again.

    

    Rights aren't legal constructs, they are meta-legal constructs.

    

    They aren't part of the law, they're part of the motivation for the law.

    

    They're what inspires the law, or inspires resistance to it.


    

    



    jsid-1161895807-537059 Jeff Dege at Thu, 26 Oct 2006 20:50:07 +0000


    Rightful liberty is unobstructed action according to our will within limits drawn around us by the equal rights of others. I do not add 'within the limits of the law,' because law is often but the tyrant's will, and always so when it violates the rights of the individual.

    - Thomas Jefferson


    

    



    jsid-1161902206-537068 Kevin Baker at Thu, 26 Oct 2006 22:36:46 +0000


    "They aren't part of the law, they're part of the motivation for the law."

    

    They're supposed to be the reason for law, and lack of protection of them is supposed to be sufficient grounds for overthrow of government; also according to Jefferson.

    

    But how accurate that assertion is depends on whether the society you live in is Lockean or not.


    

    



    jsid-1161929705-537081 Eric Sivula Jr. at Fri, 27 Oct 2006 06:15:05 +0000


    How do we justify the firebombing of Dresden, and the nuclear attack on Hiroshima?

    

    With the lives of the Germans and Japanese living in other cities and parts of those nations.

    

    Hundreds of thousands died in Hiroshima and Nagasaki. But the Japanese defense plan for the home islands was *based* on millions dying. The Japanese wanted schoogirls with bamboo spears to charge Marines. The actions of the United States saved millions of enemies from the will of their *own* government.

    

    Dresden is a bit trickier. Some argue that is was only done to scare the Soviets who were approaching the city. I find this arguement a bit flimsy, considering the heat Patton took for suggesting the Soviets were as dangerous, or more, as the Nazis. More likely is the Allied belief that such a devastating attack would weaken the German will to fight. Did it? I suspect so, but was not there at the time.

    

    As bad as that action might have been, ponder this: In the closing weeks of the war, the Germans were pulling almost ever male refugee out of the columns fleeing the Red army. These men were forced, at gun point, to fight and die beside the Wehrmacht. Why would the Germans, knowing the war was lost, strip their women and children of protectors and providers, to fight forlorn hopes?

    

    Because the Wehrmacht was trying to get as many women and children as possible into the American and British controlled portions of Germany, and away from the Soviets. The Germans knew, *knew*, that their women and children would be safer among the Brits and Yanks than they would be with their own husbands, brothers and sons, under the Soviets.


    

    



    jsid-1161953635-537098 Kevin Baker at Fri, 27 Oct 2006 12:53:55 +0000


    Sorry, Eric, but that doesn't fly.

    

    If we believe that everyone has an absolute, positive, unquestionable, fundamental, ultimate individual right to "life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness," then - by definition - willfully killing the innocent, particularly children, is an utter, unjustifiable wrong.

    

    It's axiomatic.

    

    Killing some so that others may live? Nice rationalization, but I'm not buying it.


    

    



    jsid-1161969886-537119 Eric Sivula Jr. at Fri, 27 Oct 2006 17:24:46 +0000


    "Killing some so that others may live? Nice rationalization, but I'm not buying it."

    

    Then don't, Mr. Baker. I was not attempting to convince you of the virtue of the actions of America in the past. Indeed, I would suspect that the men who made the decisions that led to the actions would agree that they were not virtuous. Those men did what they felt was necessary, both to save the Republic they had sworn their lives and honor to maintain, and the lives of as many of its citizens as they could.

    

    I was simply pointing out the facts that surround those events. Fact: Had the United States *not* used nuclear weapons on Japan, Japan would not have surrendered before a ground invasion. Fact: After the casualties suffered by American forces on Iwo Jima and Okinawa, the United States had begun stockpiling chemical weapons to use in Japan. Fact: By 1945, most children over the age of 9 had been pulled from their schools and put to work, either in small shops or factories, producing war material. They had also begun recieving "training" on how to attack US Troops with melee weapons. Fact: Many Japanese civilans committed suicide before allowing US troops to take control of the area they lived in.

    

    So given those facts, Mr. Baker, what would the results of *not* using the bombs have been? Gassing of japanese cities? Starvation of the Home Islands as America tried to force Japan to concede? Bloody street to street fighting with waves of children attack US troops with spears? Thousands of women and children killing themselves, rather than fall into US hands?

    

    You do not agree with the choices made by Americans in the past, Mr. Baker? Fine. There are plenty that I don't like either. But what was the "good" choice facing Truman over using the bomb? Let 200,000 chinese a month be killed Japanese troops? Let thousands of women be raped, and children killed?

    

    If you want to say that the decision to drop the atomic bomb was less than holy, you get no argument from me. But if you want to say it was not the best out of a bad lot, then you had better present the better choice. And due to the inherently flawed nature of man and his creations, both physical and sociological, there are times when all you can do is pick the best of a bad lot.


    

    



    jsid-1161971862-537126 Kevin Baker at Fri, 27 Oct 2006 17:57:42 +0000


    No, Eric, I DO agree with the choices made by Americans in the past. I merely point out that they conflict with a belief in "absolute, positive, unquestionable, fundamental, ultimate individual rights."

    

    If you look at the interaction between societies as much like the "state of nature," then societies acting in their own defense can do anything necessary to survive. But if a society truly believes in "absolute, positive, unquestionable, fundamental, ultimate individual rights," and extends those rights (by definition) to everyone, everywhere, then it cannot (ethically) violate the rights of others - and thus, it will die - because other cultures won't reciprocate.

    

    We've built a society on the belief in "absolute, positive, unquestionable, fundamental, ultimate individual rights." The Left is attempting to extend those rights even unto terrorists who wish us dead. We need to wake up to the fact that those rights are ideals - things worth believing in - but are not, in fact REAL. Else we're going to go the way of the Moriori.


    

    



    jsid-1161987316-537149 DJ at Fri, 27 Oct 2006 22:15:16 +0000


    Interesting, to say the least.

    

    I am reminded of a saying about something near and dear to my heart: "You can make good barbeque or you can follow the health code, but you can't do both at the same time".

    

    Living according to one's stated ideals is much like that. You can respect all the rights of others, or you can remain alive. Make your choice.


    

    



    jsid-1162021036-537292 Eric Sivula Jr. at Sat, 28 Oct 2006 07:37:16 +0000


    So, in essence, Mr. Baker, you are saying that America should extend "absolute, positive, unquestionable, fundamental, ultimate individual rights" in a Jacksonian manner. Extend those rights in a trial manner to members of other societes, until such time as they either prove worthy, or unworthy of them.

    

    Fair enough. That seems to be a workable basis for a discussion. I apologize for misunderstanding your point.

    

    But what should America do to those that fundamentally fear or hate extending "absolute, positive, unquestionable, fundamental, ultimate individual rights" to others? We tried ignoring them, and it did not work so well. Containing them has worked in past, though with a horrible butcher's bill. As bloody and imperfect as it was, direct confrontation has proved the cleanest method of the past.

    

    But we seem loathe to accept the idea of confronting Islam, either with its current batch of sins, or the sins of its "ideal man", Mohammed.

    

    And what of our own apostates? Those in our society who seek to strip the rest of us of our "absolute, positive, unquestionable, fundamental, ultimate individual rights"? How do we resolve the growing chasm between them, and the rest of us?

    

    In all honesty, I no longer can find value in communicating with most of the Leftists I see on any regular basis. It appears that they do not live on the world I do.


    

    



    jsid-1162061738-537323 Kevin Baker at Sat, 28 Oct 2006 18:55:38 +0000


    Eric, how long have you been reading TSM?

    

    Go back and read the True Believers trilogy and Tough History Coming.

    

    Your observations seem, to me, to be correct.


    

    



    jsid-1162108642-537343 Mastiff at Sun, 29 Oct 2006 07:57:22 +0000


    First of all, thanks for the cite. I'm glad my piece was helpful to you.

    

    Second, you are correct that I believe killing can be reconciled, philosophically, with the sanctity of life. Perhaps I was mistaken in ascribing such a philosophy to the West as a whole.

    

    I am launching from Jewish law here. There are a strictly limited set of circumstances in Jewish law in which one man may legally kill another. First, when a legal court or the civil government has condemned the victim to death. (I consider the Avenger of the Blood to be a subset of this, which was discontinued when societal attitudes permitted it.)

    

    Second, in war. (I have not studied the law enough to say when wars themselves are moral.)

    

    Third, to immediately prevent a murder. This is the principle of the "pursuer." Note that you cannot avenge a murder without court sanction.

    

    That's it.

    

    Zeroing in on the last example, I believe that it can be reconciled as follows: by deciding to commit murder, you are perpetrating such a profane act that at that moment, you have forfeited your own sanctity. You may then be stopped, and killed if need be, to protect your victim.

    

    Once your action is past, your life becomes sacred again. But you have guilt on your soul, which can be expiated by a legal execution. Which is a whole 'nuther thing.

    

    But in general, I think your discussion is spot on.


    

    



    jsid-1162110905-537345 Joe Huffman at Sun, 29 Oct 2006 08:35:05 +0000


    My comment ended up being a post that consumed a couple hours.


    

    



    jsid-1162138824-537353 Kevin Baker at Sun, 29 Oct 2006 16:20:24 +0000


    I love being inspiring!


    

    



    jsid-1162177005-537381 Sailorcurt at Mon, 30 Oct 2006 02:56:45 +0000


    I love being inspiring!

    

    Consider yourself successful because inspiring you are.

    

    I don't always agree with you and I have no illusions about whether you have all the answers or not, but you bring a unique perspective that always makes me look at things from a different point of view. You inspire me to think just a little bit deeper and analyze just a little more thoroughly and for that, I thank you.


    

    



    jsid-1162177229-537382 Kevin Baker at Mon, 30 Oct 2006 03:00:29 +0000


    Hell, Curt, I know I don't have all the answers. I just like considering and discussing the questions.

    

    My thanks to you for being willing to join the discussion.


    

    



    jsid-1162188665-537395 Mastiff at Mon, 30 Oct 2006 06:11:05 +0000


    I expanded my earlier comment here. I'm not quite sure that the presentation is entirely lucid, but it hinges on the importance of sanctity as the driving concept, rather than natural rights—a distinction I don't think you picked up on in my writing.

    

    Your thoughts?


    

    



    jsid-1162398113-457744 Trackback at Wed, 01 Nov 2006 16:21:53 +0000


    Trackback message

    Title: Truth and Religion

    Excerpt: I have to thank Kevin of The Smallest Minority. This entry is in response to his post on Atheist, Anti-Theists and such, which was a follow up to The Uber-Post. His thought provoking pieces are what prompted me to finally fulfill my threats and reope...

    Blog name: Captain of a Crew of One


    

    



    jsid-1194309527-583079 Lame-R at Tue, 06 Nov 2007 00:38:47 +0000


    It has been said that rights are only meaningful to those with no power. (Unfortunately I cannot remember the source.)


    

    



    jsid-1270343320-117 Daniel at Sun, 04 Apr 2010 01:08:40 +0000


    I don't believe that you have ever read Hobbes. His book the Leviathan was the first time anyone ever discussed natural rights and their origin. His argument is as follows:

    

    Basically in the state of nature, you have the right to take any action that you deem necessary to ensure your survival. It is not about specific rights so much as the fact that you cannot be expected to do otherwise.

    

    In society we surrender our rights to take certain actions in exchange for not having these things done to us. Then we set up the state to enforce our social contract.


    jsid-1270356182-66 khbaker at Sun, 04 Apr 2010 04:43:02 +0000 in reply to jsid-1270343320-117


    In society we surrender our rights to take certain actions in exchange for not having these things done to us. Then we set up the state to enforce our social contract.

    

    It was Hobbes's argument that such a society must be a dictatorship - a benevolent dictatorship, but a dictatorship nonetheless. One HMFIC. Said HMFIC can violate anyone's or any group's rights as he deems necessary in order to maintain social order. Hobbes was justifying monarchy.

    

    Locke's argument differed. His was justifying regicide.


    

    



    Windy Wilson • Tuesday, March 6 2012 6:10 PM


    California State Senator Sheila Kuehl believes

    ""There is only one constitutional right in the United States which is absolute and that is your right to believe anything you want."As Tom McClintock points out in the linked article, that right is the only right a slave has. Interesting that a politician would espouse that one as the only absolute right.""Die Gedaenken sind Frei" My thoughts are free, who can reach them?That was one of the two freedoms left to the Jews and others in the German death camps. Think what they want, and die sooner, if they want.
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