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Love is a crucially important notion in morals. Moral
philosophy, then, should give attention to this notion, and some of
that attention should be concerned with how people might develop
or improve as lovers. However, when the author tried to think
through some rather obvious suggestions relating to love and
becoming a lover, it became clear that much moral theory gives love
short shrift. Assumptions inherent in rationalistic moral theory
prevent most moral philosophers from letting love be the central

concept in their work.

This dissertation has two aims: to suggest four things which
may contribute to moral progress by helping individuals love better,
and to defend such suggestions against standard moral theory.
Positively, the study suggests: overcoming narcissism enables a
person to love; the basic element of love, clear and compassionate
attention to individuals, can be practiced; a vision of love, given
through narrative, can direct the moral pilgrim; and healthy
communities can help would-be lovers. Negatively, the study argues:
some of these positive suggestions would be classed as 2 non-central
adjunct to moral philosophy by most rationalistic moral philosophers;
this (mis)classification of these suggestions reveals that standard
moral philosophy is deficient; these deficiencies flow from the wrong
use of the "myth of autonomous reason;” and rationalistic moral
theories are rooted in an untenable picture of human nature as
essentially rational. Further, questions surrounding the concepts of

pluralism of goods and relativism are discussed in one chapter.
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The positive claims of the book do not fit well with much,
perhaps most, ethical theory. Chapters III, IV and V examine
this problem. Chapter III tries to recognize objections to the sort of
moral philosophy exemplified in the first two chapters, trace those
objections to basic assumptions of rationalistic moral theory, and call
those assumptions into question. Chapter IV examines Immanuel
Kant's moral theory, as a representative of rationalistic theory, shows
that it is rooted in a myth (the "myth of autonomous reason") and a
certain view of human nature, and rejects the myth (at least as
applied to ethics) and the view of human nature. Chapter V
examines a modern application of rationalistic theory in ancther
field--Lawrence Kohlberg's moral development psychology--and
shows how its rationalistic assumptions render it an example of "how
not to think about moral progress.”

Does my assertion, in chapter VI, that we need a vision of love
to grow as lovers, entail that I disbelieve in the incommensurability
of goods, a topic in some recent philosophic literature? This
possibility is explored in chapter VII. (The answer is complicated.
No, the views of chapter VI do not entail a rejection of
incommensurability. On the other hand, I do not believe goods are
ultimately incommensurable. On still another hand, the ultimate
unity of good shows up only imperfectly in a penultimate world.)

Obviously, the book is not merely a philosophical exercise for
the author. Progress in love is not just a mode of moral progress

(though there are others); it is the most important one. The subtext

of importance--standard ethical theory gives its attention to things of
lesser importance, while giving little attention to love--runs
throughout the book. It is to be hoped, however, that the author has

not substituted conviction for a substantive philosophical

investigation.




CHAPTERI

THE ABILITY TO SEE: TWO THESES
OF MORAL PHILOSOPHY

Two theses:

1. Narcissism is morally deadly; it can so deaden the soul as to
make moral progress impossible.

2. Thesis #1, and many other statements of its sort, ought to be

considered proper expressions of ethical theory.

The neophyte philosopher in modern times who wishes to
think and write about morality faces a daunting problem. Some
things which need to be said seem unsayable from within the
framework of ideas accepted by many philosophers. One can look
long and far before finding an approach. to ethics which allows
certain things to be said philosophically.

What could be meant by such a charge? Philosophy is a
notoriously many-sided discipline, in which basic assumptions are
often challenged. How could any philosophical position, if welil
presented, fail to be heard? As will become clear, I am not
suggesting that the positions argued in this book have not beemn aired

at all; much of what is written here has antecedents in other

philosophers' work. Nevertheless, the main contentions of this study
appear, when compared to much modern moral philosophy, to be
"strange talk,” i.e. not so much denying what others write, but talking
about a different topic entirely.

Rather than defend this assertion, this chapter will instead
offer an example of moral philosophy, saying something which needs
to be said. I will discuss narcissism, saying what I mean by it,
showing why it is morally deadly, asking how someone could become
aware of it, and suggesting what might be done about it. If this
chapter's project is successful, my claim will have been
demonstrated, for the reader will be able to see how different the
project is from much philosophical writing om moral topics. Later, I
will address an opinion which some of my readers, especially those
who are trained in philosophy, may have about my discussion of
narcissism. Specifically, philosophers may object that it should be
classed as a piece of moralism, not moral philosophy. I will suggest
that this opinion is misguided and unnecessary.

Philosophy really ought to be more interested in the first thesis
(and, of course, many others like it) than in the second. Given the
state of modern ethical theory, thesis 2 must be made explicit so
that thesis 1 might be granted philosophic respectability. Still, not
many will accept thesis 2 unless the discussion of thesis 1 is

convincing.




"In the spring, at the time when kings go off to war, David sent

Joab out with the king's men. . Thus begins the succession
narrative of Solomon, found in the Bible, begun in 2 Samuel
(chapters 11-23) and concluded in 1 Kings (chapters 1,2). This
magnificent piece of historiography tells how the hastily contructed
Israclite empire, put together entirely within David's lifetime, passed
not to his many older sons, but to Solomon. For the purposes of this
chapter, we direct our attention to that most famous part of the
narrative, the story of David and Bathsheba.

David, no longer the young warrior of other Bible stories but
the firmly established king of Israel, did not go out to war with his
general Joab. Secure in his power, he remained in the capital,
Jerusalem, to administer his growing dominions and (we may
suppose) to enjoy a settled life. While there he saw a young woman
bathing and desired her. Ancient despots usually had their way in
such matters; though David discovered the beautiful Bathsheba was
married, he took her anyway. She soon reported that she carried his
child. To cover the matter David summoned her husband, a military
man named Uriah, to Jerusalem. But Uriah would not take advantage
of his "leave" for conjugal purposes as long as Joab and the army
were in the field. So David sent Uriah back to the front carrying his
death sentence, a secret command to Joab to expose Uriah to enemy

attack. Uriah died and David married the grieving widow. Problem

solved; but as the succession historian briefly notes: "The thing David
had done displeased the LORD." (2 Samuel 11:27)

Surely David knew that he had sinned. Or did he? Readers of
the text, separated from the action, can list his crimes, including
adultery, murder, abuse of governmental authority, conspiracy,
duplicity, etc. But can you imagine David's mind on the day he
married Bathsheba? I can suppose him to consider himself as acting
wisely in a tight spot. Yes, the initial affair was a mistake and he
knew better. The king in a theocratic state like Israel was supposed
to be a moral exemplar; if his deed became known his moral
authority would be lessened, though probably not enough to weaken
his political power. So the matter had to be hushed up, either by
Uriah thinking the child his own or--given Uriah's expression of
military loyalty--by Uriah's death. David might well have thought he
had done well enough to protect the honor of the throne and Uriah as
a state hero.

“But what David had done displeased the LORD.” In the second
act of the drama, the prophet Nathan arrived in court to tell the king
a story. It seemed that a wealthy man in Israel, blessed with ample
flocks and herds, lived next to a poor man with only one sheep. A
friend arrived to feast with the rich man. But instead of butchering
from his own herd, the man had stolen his neighbor's lone sheep and
offered that to his guest. Obviously, an injustice had occured, but
what should be done? What did the king say to the story? Nathan

asked. Indignant at such misuse of power, David said that the man




really ought to die, that he would be required to restore to his
neighbor four times what he had taken. And Nathan replied, "You
are the man!" (2 Samuel 12:7) If, as I have supposed, David had
rationalized his actions, the rationalization was now smashed. David
said, "I have sinned against the LORD." (2 Samuel 12:13, cf. Psalm
51)

1 have retold the story in this way, including my suppositions
about David's state of mind, so that the story will illustrate the
following point. In spite of his many crimes in this affair, David at
least had the virtue that when confronted with his sins he was
willing to see them as the evils they were. He was willing to admit to
the world, but most importantly to himself, that his actions were just
as unjust as those of the rich man in Nathan's story. He faced up to a
difference between the way he was and the way he knew he ought
to be.

Narcissism is marked by the unwillingness or inability to do as
David. A narcissist rationalizes his behavior and being, both to other
people and to himself. The narcissist values himself for "making it,”
for living up to his standards. So the narcissist cannot admit that he
has not lived up to his standards without tearing at his self-esteem,
even when (as is frequently the case) the narcissist's standards are
unrealistic. Of course, most confrontations between what a person is
and what he thinks he should be are not public affairs like the

confrontation between Nathan and David. Most opportunities for

insight and self-evaluation are internal to a person's life, as are our
narcissistic or non-narcissistic reactions to them.

Note that the upshot of this discussion is that our internal
reactions to certain internal events are morally significant. A person
may feel threatened by apparent conflicts between what she is and
what she thinks she should be. Feeling threatened, she may not
acknowledge that she has been anything less than perfect. Both the
feeling of threat and the resulting repression may be unconscious.!

They are, nevertheless, matters of morality.

1 With this sentence I go from the realm of morality to that of psychological
theory, a move which warrants extended side comment.

First, a leading interest of this book, which will resurface repeatedly, is the
interplay of psychology and morality. For example, in chapter five I explore
and criticize moral development research. I think that both the moral
philosopher and the psychologist do well to pay atteation to the other's work.

Second, ideas from theoretical psychology have so entered our everyday
language that we need to make special efforts to be aware of them and the
ways they shape our thinking about morality. "Both the feeling of threat and
the resulting repression may be unconscious.” Note that both 'repression’ and
‘unconscious' are stock items of psychological theory. Even if I suspect, as I
do, that people repress many of their feelings and that much of their mental
activity is unconscious, I should recognize that these ideas are hypothetical
constructs.

Third, psychological theories often can be read as attempted explanations of
how people come to think and feel the way they do. One can reject a proposed
explanation or theory and still agree that people think and feel in the ways
described. For instance, this chapter will present a psychoanalytic etiology of
narcissism; the reader could regard the proposed etiology as unfounded and
still accept the fact of narcissism. Specifically, some people are unable or
unwilling to face their moral shortcomings. I do not, in fact, want to endorse
psychoanalysis, though' I suspect it gives imsight (another theoretically
tinged word) into how we produce narcissists.

Fourth, the usefulness of psychological theory for the moralist consists
partially in its ability to let us admit things we might not like. Narcissism is
ugly and unrealistic; I don't like the thought that 1 am narcissistic. But an
explanatory theory which shows that my narcissism is part of the natural
order of things allows me to admit its existence in me as something less than a
totally arbitrary stroke of evil.
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Ample psychological literature discusses the narcissistic
personality disorder (Adler 430), with examples of extremely self-
centered, deceptive, and manipulative characters providing the grist
for the analytic mill. Perhaps the first and most important thing to
do in regard to these people is to protect others from them. It is
easy to see that the narcissistic personality disorder disrupts moral
progress--except that one hesitates to call these people "immoral”;
they are sick. I want to talk not about extreme cases but less
virulent infections of this moral disease which are found readily in
everyday life, in the lives of ordinary people. These people, living
what Stephen M. Johnson calls the "narcissistic style,” often cause as
much pain to themselves as to others. (Johnson 3)

Johnson tells of "Martin," a client who had been severely
abused as a very young child. (Johnson 201-203) Rejected by his
parents at an age when parents seem almost godlike to a child,
Martin felt he was worthless unless he could earn the approval and
respect of other people. As an adult, Martin sought fulfillment
through success and achievement in business. A driven and
intelligent man, Martin "succeeded”; he had the career, the house,
everything. He reached every goal he set--and was desperately
unhappy. He had internalized the message of his abusive parents
that he was worthless. No amount of achievement could heal the
injury he had suffered. Martin is typical of the garden variety

narcissists I am concerned with, people of whom Johnson says:

11

They are too busy proving their worth--or more properly,
disproving their worthlessness--to feel the love, appreciation,
and joy of human connectedness which their good works could
potentially stimulate in themselves and others. These people
are not character disordered. They are people tortured by
narcissistic injury and crippled by developmental arrests in
functioning which rob them of the richness of life they deserve.
(Johnson 3) :

Psychoanalytic theory traces various personality disorders to
unresolved issues in early development of an individual. (Johnson
27-32) In the case of the narcissistic personality disorder, analytic
theory looks at a period a few months after a person has learned to
walk. M.S. Mahler has labeled this period the "rapprochement with
reality,” roughly the period from 15 to 24 months of age. The child
has been through the manic, joyful stage of having acquired walking
skills, when she explored everything and seemed invincible; no
number of falls could keep her from bouncing back up and trying
again. But now new, more challenging realities force their way into
her world -- seperateness, vulnerability, and limitation. The child
must come to grips with the facts that mother is not just an extension
of herself, that the world holds dangers as well as wonders, and that
there are some things she cannot do no matter how many times or
how hard she tries. In healthy development, a child learns these
lessons bit by bit and gradually overcomes her natural defenses
against these unpleasant truths. But if the child is not "optimally

frustrated,”--repeatedly, gently, with gradually increasing severity




exposed to seperateness, vulnerability, and limitation--she may get
"stuck” in a pattern of infantile consciousness.

According to analytic theory, three defenses typically appear in
the patterns of the narcissistic mind. The adult may retain the
grandiosity of the new walker. "I am nothing unless I am perfect.”
Or he may idealize some mother-substitute, giving the substitute the
godlike qualities mother used to have. "I can be nothing without the
perfect other to direct and guide and make my life meaningful.” Or,
in a slightly more advanced stage, he may split himself and alternate
between being the all-conquering walker and the worthless baby
who cannot do anything right, a feeling internalized when the child
experiences limitation in a crushing way.

Fixation in prinﬁtive defenses produces a "false self.” Certainly,
the false self is the narcissist; it is real in that sense. But a realistic
sense of self can only be gained by gradual neutralization of a
person’s grandiosity and idealization. So long as the narcissist lives
in the emotional world of a toddler, he is bound to hurt and be hurt.
The adult narcissist has his normal intellectual and productive
capacities; he can "get on" and contribute in the world fairly
effectively. But his production is likely to be of the driven kind, like
Martin's, and it will not repair the damage done to that inner child
for whom separation, vulnerability and limitation are unfinished and
frightening business.

How does the narcissistic style prevent moral progress?

Consider a case like "Phil," again given by Johnson. (Johnson 129-

13

131) Phil grew up in a home with an alcoholic, abusive father and a
mother who failed to protect him from the father. He was humiliated
and shamed repeatedly throughout his childhood. For Phil, the
narcissistic dictum, "I am nothing unless I am perfect,” meant that he
was nothing. He came to therapy at thirty-eight suffering from
severe depression, alcoholism, and chronic pain. Phil's alcoholism
and feelings of worthlessness united in alcoholic binge episodes,
during which he would disappear for days at a time. Like Martin's,
Phil's false self was grandiose; umlike Martin, Phil generally felt the
demands of the false self as a crushing, impossible burden. Johnson
calls problems like those Phil presented when he entered therapy
the "symptomatic self.” Narcissists may alternate between the
"successful” false self and the depressed, isolated symptomatic self
for most of their lives. In spite of his depression and feelings of
worthlessness and guilt, Phil had managed a long term marriage and
employment.

Phil was, 1 sﬂggest, a relatively ordinary persom; though his life
brought him little joy and much unhappiness, he met the minimal
requirements of the social contract. It is important to see that unlike
the full-blown narcissistic personality disorder or the cool, calm
sociopath, Phil wanted to be a "good” person and regretted the pain
he caused others. If anything, he was too self-recriminating,
especially after binges. And yet, because of his narcissism, Phil

caused heartache and pain for himself, his family, and others around
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him. Phil could not get better in a moral sense unless he got better
in a psychological sense.

Consider an imaginary case, which illustrates disturbing
statistics, of a date rapist. Don's girlfriend, Sara, feels humiliated and
furious. Attracted to him first by his good looks and sense of humor,
Sara came to admire Don's political views and intelligence; she still
does. They enjoyed mutual friends and some good times together.
But last night, after seeing the latest Woody Allen film, she had
invited him to her apartment for a drink and to talk. Don wanted to
talk, but not about the movie, it seemed. He pressed Sara for
physical intimacy; she said no. And he took her clothes off and raped
her.

If we couid ask Don, though, he would say that they made love.
He had to push her a little bit, of course, but she wanted it. Women
are like that sometimes. Rape? Don would deny it vehemently. He
must; it would destroy his picture of himself to admit the label
"rapist.” He would insist that he does not hate or want to hurt his
girlfriend--isn't that what rapists are like? Indeed, he feels closer to
his girlfriend (now lover) than ever. He would not be surprised if
they end up married.

If Don and Sara were not imaginary, I would not be surprised if
they married either; it happens often. But I would fear for their
relationship. As long as Don is unable to see the pain he caused her,
he will continue to use Sara. He will not grow in love until he

recognizes her as an autonomous person.
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Don is imaginary but date rape is not. How can we understand
the phenomenon, repeatedly confirmed in studies, in which
significant percentages of university women report having been
raped by close acquaintances while virtually no university males
admit being rapists? The women perceive rape where the men
imagine love-making. (Clearly, there is no attempt here to be neutral
between the perceptions of the women and the misperceptions of the
men. In this case, the women know what's going on while the men
do not.) Sexism, deeply embedded in our culture, must be part of
any explanation of date rape. I doubt, though, that this societal
reality adequately explains the sincere responses from university
men in date rape studies. In many cases the university men are
living from a narcissistic false self. Like Don, they cannot admit that
they have raped; their sense of self demands that they not be
criminal. They rationalize not because they fear legal responsibility,
but because they fear the internalized message of the parent to the
toddler, "You are not good enough."? Like Don, if they do not
overcome the pressure to rationalize they may continue to use
women as objects without ever seeing that that is what they are
doing.

Narcissism comes in milder forms than the examples I've

mentioned might suggest. Johnson writes of "Chuck,” a normally

? These remarks ignore the probability that sexism in our culture is massively
interconnected with male narcissism. I would not argue against anyone who
wam'ed. to make that conmection. I would insist, though, that an individual's
narcissism is not the same thing as societal sexism. Date rape is not adequately
explained by saying many university men are sexists.
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high-functioning, capable person with a fairly realistic sense of self.
(Johnson173-189) Chuck grew up in a wealthy, upper-class family.
His father and older brother, though nurturing and supportive in
some ways, communicated a clear demand that Chuck live up to
family standards of achievement, distinction and social grace. The
youngest child in the family, Chuck was allowed a little more
freedom than his siblings, but he still grew up worried whether he
could live up to the family image. Chuck spent a number of years
trying to prove his worth with successes in business or dating
physically attractive but emotionally hard and financially
independent women. Neither sort of success satisfied his need to feel
worthwhile.

Johnson relates how, in a comparatively short course of
therapy, Chuck gained insight into his narcissistic false seif. He
learned to feel fears which he had long suppressed, which Johnson
connects, in accord with analytic theory, to Chuck's interior child, still
stuck in defenses against vulnerability. Then Chuck took a vacation
among family in the midwest in which his newly developed self-
acceptance and openness to feelings contrasted sharply with the tight
self-control of his brother and sister-in-law. Chuck was able to
spend time with his nieces and nephews simply playing. He toid his
rigid brother that he loved him, but that he was no longer wiiling to
devote his life to business success. He took a long drive with his 82-

year-old grandmother; she reminisced and they talked about life and
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death and reaffirmed their love for each other. He looked up old
friends, talked and had fun.

We should say that by becoming aware of and to some degree
emerging out of his narcissism, Chuck did more than make
therapeutic progress. He made moral progress. By learning to accept
himself, not for measuring up but for being himself, Chuck found it
easier to be honest about his opinions and feelings when speaking
with others. He was able to love them better.

Here is a summary of what has been said to this point.
Narcissism prevents moral progress in a number of ways; especially,
narcissism keeps us from learning to be lovers. Sometimes, as in the
case of a date rapist, the grandiosity of the false self gets connected
with some rule of morality, internalized as (for example), "If I am a
rapist I am a really bad person." The resulting need to deny that one
has broken the rule leads to rationalization and the ability
repeatedly to break the rule while approving it. M. Scott Peck gives
a grotesque example of this in "The Case of Bobby and His Parents” in
People of the Lie. (Peck 47-59) Bobby's parents had two sons, the
younger of whom, Bobby, was hospitalized for depression. The older
son, Stuart, had committed suicide with a small gauge rifle. For
Christmas, the parents made a present of that very rifle to Bobby.

They did not see anything wrong with this.

'Did you think how that present might seem to Bobby? I
asked.
'What do you mean?
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1 mean that giving him his brother's suicide weapon was like
telling him to go out and kill himself too.’

‘We didn't tell him anything of the sort.

'Of course not. But did you think that it might possibly seem

that way to Bobby?
"No, we didn't think about that. We're not educated people

like you. We haven't been to college and learn all kinds of
fancy ways of thinking. We're just simple working people. We
can't be expected to think of all these things.' (Peck 57)

To the extent that narcissism keeps me uncoascious of the

ways I hurt other people, it stops my moral progress.
For other narcissists, like Martin and Chuck’s brother, the needs

of the false self consume a person's time and energy. In our culture,
these people often are materially rewarded for their drivenness, but
they have little to give emotionally. Learning to love takes, and is
worth, time and energy. Since learning to love takes time and
energy, it will not do, as some of us are tempted to do, to make "Thou
shalt love" into a rule which a rational person may simply fulfill at
will. That just adds another requirement to the image of the false

self.
To the extent that narcissism keeps me from learning to love, it

stops my moral progress.

Sometimes, as for Johnson’s "Phil,” the grandiose false self is
crushed repeatedly, leading to intense depression. We easily see, in
his case, the moral implications of his suffering because his binges
brought anguish to his wife and others. We should observe, though,

that the pain he caused himself was a moral issue, leaving aside the

19

interests of others. "I, too, am a human being”; far too often, we take
the virtue of self-love for granted.

To the extent that narcissism keeps me from loving and caring
for myself, it stops my moral progress.

So far attention has been concentrated on individual examples
of narcissism. The narcissistic style can also infect groups, from
small ones like families and clubs to huge corporations and nation-
states. I do not want to speculate about the etiology of group
narcissism, questioning whether it originates in group processes or
whether it comes from the joining of the narcissism of the
individuals in the group. It seems clear, though, that many groups
are marked by narcissistic qualities, especially denial of knowledge
that would threaten the group self-image.

For example, Martha (not her real name) came to my office
with great hesitation. Martha had not been to a church for a long
time, not since her teens. She felt out of place, and wondered if a
church could have ény place in her spiritual pilgrimage.

Martha grew up in a traditional family in the Midwest with
strong values of family love, community responsibility, church
attendance, and conservative sexual mores. She had happy
memories of her childhood, memories marred by what happened
after. At fifteen, she became pregnant and her parents threw her
out. With no one to turn to in her church or community, she drifted
to a major city where she supported herself and her child through

prostitution. Somehow Martha overcame all this. When she came to
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me she had a husband, a house and a conventional lifestyle. Now
that survival was no longer the primary issue in her life, Martha
sensed a need for spiritual growth, thus her visit to a pastor's office.
But memories of rejection filled her with apprehension. Religious
people in her past had hurt and deserted her. How could they have
done it? How could people who talked about love and loyalty prove
so vindictive and judgmental?

Indeed, how could they? Were Martha's parents and the
people in the church conscious hypocrites? Probably not. Having
observed other, similar situations, I suggested that her parents acted
out of a combinatiqn of embarrassment (what would they tell their
friends?), anger (how could she do this to them?), and misguided
righteousness (she had broken the rules and set a bad example).
They rationalized forcing Martha from the house by thinking that she
had chosen her course and they were only respecting her decision
(she wanted to be an adult; let her live as one). The church folk did
not press Martha's parents 100 closely for an explanation of Martha's
"runaway” from home because they were embarrassed too.

Martha conceded all this; she had conciuded long before that
her parents actually3 thought they had treated her properly.
Martha's parents and church were not conscious of the gap, which
certainly seemed obvious to Martha, between the values they
preached and their actions toward Martha, This group valued itself
as being righteous; if Martha broke their rule-bound definition of

righteousness, she broke the group's self-image. Within this group
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self-image they could not tolerate her continued presence. They
rationalized their behavior or simply repressed the
acknowledgement that it was evil. The narcissistic group thinks and
acts much like the narcissistic individual.

Group narcissism can be on a "small” scale, as in a single
congregation, or on a massive, institutional scale, like that of many
white South Africans. These people consider themselves democrats
and defenders of freedom. How, then, can they deny political rights
to the black majority? Once again, one may doubt that they are
conscious hypocrites. Instead, they believe that blacks are inferior
or that most blacks are happy with the status quo or that blacks can
be given their due within the system of homelands citizenship. To
admit that white rule is raw unjustifiable oppression would be
intolerable, so they avoid the admission.

Group narcissism is marked by commitment to an unrealistic
group identity, “the lie." The lie may be spoken publicly or assumed
silently. Anyone in the group who exposes the lie or acts in violation
of the group self-image may be ostracized by the group.

Consider the American experience of the Vietnam War in the
1960's. President Kennedy defined South Vietnam as a democracy,
worthy of American support. Under the Johnson administration,
hundreds of thousands of U.S. soldiers were committed to the war
against North Vietnam and the "Vietcong,” supposedly absmall
revolutionary communist faction in the South Vietnamese population.

President Johnson's main political interests lay in the combination of
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social programs he called the great society, programs under attack
from his political opponents. In order to build the great society and
prosecute the war at the some time in the face of this opposition,
Johnson repeatedly denied the costs, human and material, which
military people said the war required. Again and again
administration spokesmen, sometimes even military officers, assured
the public that "the corner has been turned” and "the end is in sight."

In the last two years of the Johnson administration the lies
multiplied. People who questioned the lies--were we really
defending a just government in South Vietnam? Was the communist
insurgency really about to collapse? Was the weekly "body count” of
enemy casualties at all realistic?--were attacked by administration
spokesmen as being disloyal to "our boys in Vietnam.”

If the false group self-image had been confined to the White
House, Vietnam would not have caused the painful divisions in
American society that it did. Many Americans--in the beginning,
nearly all Americans--thought of their country as democratic and
just, a supporter of justice and freedom all over the world. We were
in Vietnam for good reasons; we were defending a democratic ally
against the threat of international communism. Later, when millions
came to question the administration line, society was disrupted at a
basic level. Ostracism of the dissidents was expressed in the familiar
bumper-sticker slogan: "America, love it or leave it." These slowly
healing divisions are still present in our society, despite many

political calls to "put Vietnam behind us.”
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If narcissism, both in individual and group life, is morally
deadly, what can be done about it?

Individually, how can I become aware of the places in my life
where narcissistic rationalization prevents me from seeing the
changes I need to make? I may see clearly in one matter and yet be
self-deceived in another. How do I discover my moral blind spots?
Corporately, how can we identify the places where our group self-
image moves us to repress knowledge which would undermine it?

Cne dare not c¢laim a definitive answer to this problem. But a
suggestion may be found in the David story. Change became possible
for him in the comparison between a clear matter (Nathan's story)
and his own. Of course, David had the advantage on us; a prophet
came to confront him. But "prophets” of other sorts come to us and
give us opportunities to see the world differently. Think of the
picture (virtually all my readers have seen it), a black and white
news photograph, which helped end US involvement in the Vietnam
war. A naked little girl runs, screaming at the camera, others fleeing
the napalm with her, terror on their faces. For many Americans that
photograph, and other images like it seen on television, served as a
prophetic confrontation. The official rationalization, that we were
defending democracy in South Vietnam, was confronted by the vision
of a little girl with her back on fire and the rationalization lost.

(General Westmoreland complained that the picture was a fake, that
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the girl probably had been burned in a hibachi accident. The need to
avoid/repress/not see can be overwhelming.)

The world probably provides us with such confrontations quite
often; at least, that is my guess. But if our need not to know is great
enough, like General Westmoreland we will cling to the flimsiest
rationalizations--and believe them. If, like Martin, we are high
achievers, we can live in our false selves for long periods. For most
of us, though, our false selves crack at least some of the time; like
Phil, we then feel the awful weight of our worthlessness. Either way,
the energy put into protecting our unrealistic self-image robs us of
joy and keeps us from learning to love.

We need to somehow reduce our need not to knmow. Thus it is
that therapists must often help narcissistic patients to accept and
believe in themselves for nothing more than the persons they are.
Behind the false self is the lie we have internalized, "I am nothing
unless . . ." No matter how someone finishes the sentence, it is not
true.

"I am somebody, but I can get better." Moral progress is
possible when an individual values herself and yet also has ideals to
admire and be stretched by. The person "om the way” is free to see
the gap between her goal and her performance and let that
knowledge motivate her.

An interesting debate can occur at this point. Someone could
suggest that narcissistic denial stems from pain the individual feels

when the false self is threatened. If people felt no pain--call it
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shame or guilt--they would not have to repress knowledge.3 Perhaps
narcissism would disappear if we could banish self-destructive
emotions like shame and guilt. This is a utopian proposal, since it
would require that all children be parented in radically different
ways than they are. But utopian proposals have their value not in
practicality but in their vision. We could at least work toward the
abolition of guilt and shame.

Another voice could respond that it is just that discomfort
which we feel when we see our moral failure which motivates us to
change. This side could agree that people often suffer from neurotic
guilt or destructive shame and still hold that guilt or shame fzlt for
the right reasons is a good thing. The shameless person may be none
other than the sociopath.

In this debate I tend te side with those who argue that some
guilt is good guilt, that we ought to be ashamed of some things. I
think, though, that guilt has value only if it motivates change; guilt
has no value of its own, as if somehow feeling bad were a payment
for wrongdoing. Whichever side is right, often the way forward lies
in strengthening a person's sense of worth in face of the threat posed

by the pain of shame or guilt.

3 Cf. John Kekes, "Shame and Moral Progress.” Kekes calls the pain someone
feels when she sees the gap between what she is and what she thinks she
should be "shame"” and sees it as destructive of self image. He agrees that moral
progress requires self examination and the willingness to see that we fall
short of our ideals. But he thinks that we can react to this failure in positive
ways, i.e. without shame. (Kekes 291-295)




Prevention is better than cure. We ought to let our children
know that they can feel the feelings they have and express them and
we will still accept them. They don't have to be perfect. They don't
have to fix life for mother and father. Most of all, they are worth
being loved just the way they are.

At the time in my life when I first wrote this chapter, I had the
privilege of spending many mornings at home with my five-year-old
adopted son. I managed to get some study done because he watched
"Sesame Street” and "Mr. Rogers" almost every day. I developed
admiring gratitude for the ministry of Fred Rogers to children. When
I heard a certain song start, I stopped what I was doing, picked up
Jamie and mouthed the words:

"It's you I like;
It's not the things you wear.

It's not the way you do your hair
But it's you I like.

It's you I like;
Every part of you. . ."

I don't know the whole song. We always collapsed in laughter
before it ended.

Undoubtedly, other clues or cues could be given to the would-
be lover, showing how to become aware of and overcome narcissistic
blindness. But for now, enough has been said. Since moral growth is

both possible and worthwhile, I want to do away with my

unwillingness to see, for it prevents growth. There may be pain

involved in seeing my failure, but 1 need not flee it.

Put bluntly, the issue is this: who are moral philosophers and
what do they do? What should we expect something written by a
philosopher about ethical matters to be like? I want to say that the
first part of this paper is an example of moral philosophy, even
though it is unlike and has different ambitions than many things
written by ethical theorists. 1 say this even if, against my strong
hope, my work in the first half of this paper turns out to be bad
philosophy, that is, bad in the sense that in it I am plainly wrong
about narcissism.

What should moral philosophy do? Three broad responses to
this query can be discerned in modern philosophy. First, in the
standard theory approach, the philosopher searches for a normative
or justificatory theory which a) gives a sympathetic explanation and
confirmation of widely held moral judgements and. b) can be used to
decide current problem cases, where serious persons disagree about
the right thing to do. The main living varieties of normative ethical
theories are utilitarianism and (modified) Kantianism, though college
ethics classes also acquaint students with hedonism, the theory of

natural law, divine command theory, and others.
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The constructors and repairers of standard ethical theories
often think of themselves as scientists in the field of ethics. They are
laying bare the underlying theory which makes sense of billions of
fundamentally sound, but ‘theoretically inchoate, moral judgements
made by everyday people. Correct theory is then able to help
everyday people in their quandaries. But it does not work that way;
everyday people do not seem to get much help from theories. And
why should they? Why should someone who, it is admitted, almost
always "gets it right” without a theory suddenly turn to the theorist
for help in the pinch? By analogy, we go to doctors when we are
sick, but also when we are well so that we won't get sick. Do
normative theorists even imagine that they have something to offer
the ordinary person who is not in a quandary situation?

Second, in the meta-ethics answer (to the question, what
should moral philosophy do?), the moral philosopher steps back from
various projects of moralizing and moral theorizing and philosophizes
about them. What are the common assumptions of normative
theories? What happens when people argue rationally about ethical
dilemmas? How do moral concept words like good or just function in
comparison to other kinds of speech, e.g. scientific speech? These,
and other like questions, define the field for the meta-ethics
philosopher.

Historically, perhaps the most important meta-ethical approach
to moral philosophy has been emotivism, the doctrine that normative

ethical speech is not about anything; it just fulfills an expressive
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function. This and other forms of non-cognitive meta-ethical

theories have been sufficiently promulgated in places of higher
education that one can find the basic ideas expressed by non-

philosophers.

(I am not suggesting that college ethics classes, in which
students read Ayer, Stevenson or some other non-cognitivist
philosopher, produce a society enamored with non-cognitive meta-
ethical theory. Rather, it is the other way around. 1 imagine that the
ethical relativism of our society powerfully predisposes us to such
philosophy.)

The standard ethical theorist and the meta-ethics theorist
probably would have in common that both would label the first part
of this paper as "moralism.” In it the author unabashedly says "we
need” and "we ought”; he makes a moral appeal.

Standard theorists will object that the author makes his appeal
without grounding it in any normative theory. Peter Singer and Tom
Regan make moral appeals, but at least they do the necessary
theoretical work to back it up. A non-cognitivist meta-ethical
theorist will object that the author ought to show some awareness
that the judgements he makes are culturally derived. As written,

they sound like honest-to-God facts.

4 A.l_)ig‘question in meta-ethics concerns claims to moral knowledge. "Non-
cognmv.msm" holds that moral "knowledge" is of a radically different sort
than scientific knowledge. We use fact stating language to say something
about t'hc world which may be true or false. We use moral language to say
something about a separate area of inquiry, where questions of truth or falsity
don't apply.
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Well, narcissism is morally deadly. We don't need a moral
theory to know that, and any good moral theory ought to make sense
of it. And if (I cannot imagine how) this chapter were wrong about
narcissism, it would be wrong because some other position was right.
There are moral facts after all.

The third response (to the question, what should moral
philosophy do?) is more a hodgepodge than an identifiable position.5
Some thinkers have become dissatisfied with the state of moral
philosophy, especially standard rationalistic theory, in recent years.
They are united in being anti-theorists, but little else. Some write
simply to question the helpfulness of current standard theories.
Some question the value or possibility of any ethical theory. Some
say moral philosophy can be done without theory. Some want to
reframe the field of ethical theory by re-examining virtues.

In questioning the moves made by standard theory, some of

these philosophers have made attractive suggestions. Here are three.

1) Rather than devise a theory for a nonmspecific rational person, a
theory which necessarily must address the minimum requirements
of morality since it applies to everyone, moral philosophy ought to
pay attention to real people in real situations. 2) Rather than engage
in discussions of abstract words like "good" and "just” (discussions
which inevitably degenerate into debates over non-cognitivism),

moral philosophy ought to ask about concrete moral terms like

5 For a shon survey of literature, see Stanley Clarke and Evan Simpson,
"Rationalistic Moral Theory Pro and Con: A Guide to Recent Literature.”
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"generous” and “considerate,” an inquiry which may reveal that we
do have knowledge of morals. 3) Rather than define ethics by
reference to action, moral philosophy ought to include motivations
{conscious and unconscious), desires, hopes, and ideals--in short, all
matters of character and virtue--as its field of inquiry.

These suggestions stem from one basic assumption, that there
really is a world of morality about which the moral philosopher
ought to be concerned. Compare: when philosophers of science
discuss their theories, a trenchant critique is sometimes made against
a position, that it has nothing to do with the way real scientists work.
Supposedly, it is the practice of real scientists which provokes the
questions and theories of philosophers of science. Philosophy does
not assume the task of directing science; rather, the goal is to
understand science. I do not suggest that moral philosophy will
parallel philosophy of science in all respects (I still have not
completely given up the dream that the ethical theorist might make
helpful comments to ordinary people), but at least they are alike in
that the first task is to understand a human activity which goes on
independently of philosophy.

Of course, the "human activity" we call morality cannot be
sharply differentiated from other activities. We make a category

mistake if we try to add morality to a list of activities like sleeping,
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dieting, working, or philosophizing. Moral concerns spread
themselves through all of life,

Socrates is often quoted approvingly as giving a definition of
morality: ". . .and on what subject should even a man of slight
intelligence be more serious? --namely, what kind of life one should
live . . ." (Gorgias 500c). It's a good definition, but we should
remember that we are talking about real people with real options;
Socrates and Callicles argued over whether one should be a
rhetorician or a philosopher. Socrates, of course, wanted to apply the
question in an abstract way to any rational person anywhere, but
this just shows that wrong moves have a long lineage.

If ethical theorists pay attention to the real ground of moral
life they will find ample material for wonderment and careful
thought. For example, I think that psychological matters and
questions of ideals play enormous roles in morality. Thus, I have
written about narcissism, interested in how it plays out in the

idealistic question, "How can I be a lover?”

6  Speculation: this category mistake makes much mischief in moral
philosophy.  Specifically, it may account for philosophers’ attraction to
"acting” as the prime category for ethical reflection. "Acting” fits into list of
activities better than “"morality” does.
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Theological Afterword

Historically, religious ethical theorists have asked the same
questions as unbelieving theorists. In the Christian tradition, Thomas
Aquinas spoke for most Christian moral philosophers when he taught
the theory of natural law, according to which the right thing is the
reasonable thing. Christian philosophers in modern times have
looked for a rationalistic justificatory theory like everyone else, but
with the added intention of justifying certain moral judgements (e.g.
the highest duty is to love God) in which unbelieving philosophers
had no interest. '

I see no reason why Christian thinkers should be tied to the
goal of standard theory. (I do not think a Christian could consistently
be a non-cognitivist, so I will not address that possibility.) Why
should we think that the search for rational moral rules consitutes
the only approach to moral philosophy? Christianity is not, as some
Church Fathers taught, a new law. Modern studies of New Testament
theology make it clear that for most of the early Christian movement
ethical matters were pneumatological; believers were guided by the
Spirit and the fellowship, not by formal rules.?

Pastoral experience suggests that treating ethics as rules can
have disastrous results in congregational life. Think again of

Martha's home church. Group narcissism is undoubtedly a

7 Of course, this statement oversimplifies matters. Cf. Herman N. Ridderbos,
Paul: An Outline of His Theology, especially the sections entitled, "The New
Life" and "The New Obedience.” (Ridderbos 203-325)
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complicated affair, but preaching morality as law can only compound
the problem.

Instead of thinking that Christian dogma sets us the theoretical
task of rationally justifying the great commandments (Love God; love
your neighbor.), we ought to think of the commandments as the ideal
for which we strive. Instead of a law, dogma presents us with
affirmations on which to build an understanding of the moral life;
every person has divinely given, irremovable worth; there is a Hero
who modeled a good life; and there is a Spirit present to aid in the

never-finished process of character transformation.
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CHAPTER II

LEARNING TO SEE: TENDING
THE SEEDS OFLOVE

1. Can people learn to love?

2. If so, how?

This chapter is written in the conviction that people can learn
(if that is the right word) to love each other. I will presume to
suggest how we might go about it. More precisely, I will agree with
certain philosophers that a large part of love is accurate vision, try to
give examples of what accurate vision involves, and suggest ways we
can achieve it.

Consider as a way to jump into our topic, reasons why people
might think that we do not learn love. Here are three which
introduce points I want to make. First, someone might object that
learning to love implies that lovers (at least some of them) make
progress; they become better lovers as time goes on. But this
contradicts experience, our objector says. Lovers love best at the
beginning, when first under the spell of the beloved. Later, the
harsh realities--or harsh banalities--of life sap the strength of love

and leave the lovers in an exhausted or bored routine.
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How naive and unphilosophicall The reader may smile; surely
we do not need to answer an objector who confuses romance with all
love. But this objection helpfully raises the issue of the various kinds
of love. If I propose to talk of love, and how it is learned, what is my
subject? Erotic love, friendship, love of God, or something else? I
will return to this subject, and try to make clear the target of this
book, in the section below, "Love and Loves.”

Second, some philosophers might object that a claim that one
can learn love requires an account of how. They would say such a
claim stands or falls with the explanation. But a satisfying account
might be hard to find.

Take, for example, Plato's doctrine in the Symposium. There,
Socrates relates how Diotoma taught him the course of the candidate
lover. First, she said, the would-be lover ought to fall in love with
the beauty of one body. Then he "mounts the heavenly ladder” by
learning to love the beauty of two, then multiple, bodies. From
bodily beauty the lover moves to loving the beauty of institutions
and laws; from institutions he rises to the beauty of learning; from
learning in general to the special knowledge which pertains to “"the
beautiful itself”; and finally the lover comes to know what beauty
really is.

This story carries enormous philosophical baggage, the whole of
Platonic idealism. Plato thought that love was basically desire, desire
for something the lover did not have and yet admired: beauty. Since

beauty is a form in which things participate to a greater or lesser
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degree, progress in love consists in learning to admire and desire the
beauty of higher and better things. "And if, my dear Socrates,
Diotima went on, man's life is ever worth the living, it is when he has
attained this vision of the very soul of beauty." (Symposium, 211d)

Will Plato's story do as a justifying explanation for the claim
that we can learn love? Not for anyone who does not accept his
metaphysical and epistemological doctrines. To non-idealists, the
idea of climbing the ladder of love sounds ridiculous, a fairy tale
unconnected to real life.

Other courses of education for would-be lovers might fall
victim to similar critiques. (I suspect that any explanation of how to
learn love will be shot through with metaphysical assumptions. If
you reject the metaphysics, you can attack the explanation. This is
certainly true of what will be said in this chapter.) Perhaps we will
find no satisfying explanation to justify the claim that we can learn
love. Does this second objection then defeat the contention that we
can?

It does not. The objection, if we take it as a refutation of the
proposition "Human beings learn to love,” argues in this fashion. "We
have no explanation of how people learn to love, therefore they do
not learn to love.”" The conclusion of this argument simply does not
follow from the premise. We might as well argue that since we have
no explanation of how immaterial minds can affect material bodies,
Cartesian dualism is false. Each argument needs an extra premise,

something like "No proposition can be true if we do not have an

explanation of how it is true.” No one would want to defend such a
premise.

But this logical point does not reckon with the power of
curiosity. Cartesian dualism has not been proved false, but few if
any philosophers believe it. At a very deep level, we want
explanations for beliefs. If we cannot get them, even after serious
search, we tend to reject the beliefs. (Of course, this tendency is not
absolute.) So, though the contention that we can learn love dces not
strictly depend on explaining how, this chapter will give most of its
attention to such an explanation. In a sense, the present chapter is
yet another footnote to Plato, this time an attempt to give a better
account of the school of love.

Later, in the sixth chapter, we will examine admiration for and
pursuit of good; Diotima's doctrine does have something right, though
we need not adopt Platonic idealism as our vision of the good. Plato
was right, too, that desire is part of love. But love is not at bottom
desire; its basic component is accurate vision.

In order to love well--really, to love at all--I must see myself
and others with some degree of accuracy. If narcissistic defenses
cloud my vision, so that I see myself as worthy only if I am perfect
or as unworthy without the perfect other to guide me, then my false
self comes between me and anyone I might love. False selves can
only offer ersatz love. Further, if I don't see others accurately, I can
hardly love them. Instead, I love fantasy objects, a love which is

just as artificial as the love offered by false selves.
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A third kind of objector to the thesis that we can learn love
speaks up at this point. This objector could agree with virtually
everything said in chapter one about narcissism. The wounded child
in us and the narcissistic defenses we throw up to cover our wounds
hinder or prevent us from loving. We can try, through therapy or
preventive parenting, to remove these boulders in the road of love.
But that is a different thing, this objector claims, from learning to
love.

Do we learn to be narcissists? Of course not, the objector says.
The wounds of childhood happen to us; they come from without like
forces of nature. According to psychoanalytic theory, narcissistic
defenses are simply natural, though dysfunctional, responses to our
wounds. Narcissism is an inability to love, similar to some people's
inability to sing on key or others' inability to recognize spatial
relationships in two-dimensional drawings.

This third objector might agree that love is basically accurate
perception. But, he claims, the ability to see well in this moral sense
is as much a natural gift as the ability to see drawings or flowers or
spinning baseballs well. Put another way, this objection says that
moral vision can only be understood as part of a complex, mysterious
something called "character.,” We do not learn our character.
External events, unconscious needs and fears, chance meetings,
forgotten words from authority figures, and countless factors

produce a person's character. Moral vision, the objector concludes, is
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more like a given--by happenstance one can see better, another less
well--than like a skill which might be learned.

On the whole, I agree with this objector. I accept the picture of
the human soul given us by modem psychology, in which the
conscious and rational activities of our minds lie like a sheet of water
on a bog; on the surface are waves and much else that interest us,
but far more complicated structures exist in the mirky mud which
the wind sometimes stirs to the top. However, this does not
contradict the claim that people can learn to see themselves and
others accurately and thus gain the basic component of love. The
objection only shows that learning to see is hard, and harder for
some of us than for others, not that it does not happen. However
complicated and various the forces which make up my character, my
practice of life must be included among them. (By "practice of life"
understand the things a person does, both externally in the public
world and internally in her mental world; implicit is a rejection of
behaviorist definitions of action.) I have no easy control over what I
see morally or other aspects of my character, but by my practice of
life I have some control, and that is reason enough to launch into the
work of learning to love. Put no premium here on the word "learn”;
another verb might be better. It is important to recognize, though,
that some verb--an action word--will describe my target, the activity

of gaining the ability to love.



An example first.

The principle character in Alexei Panshin's science fiction novel
Rite of Passage, Mia Havero, an intelligent thirteen year old girl,
lives in a huge spaceship made in a hollowed out asteroid. On a dare,
Mia agreed to join some friends on an "adventure,” to go through one
of the airlocks to the outside of the ship. To do this, Mia and a friend,
Jimmy Dentremont, kept a technician named Mitchell busy with a
project (firing ceramic name pins) while the other conspirators took
unauthorized possession of three space suits.

Once outside the ship, Mia and a third friend were quickly
overcome by vertigo; only with difficulty did Mia and Jimmy pull the
retching Riggy back through the airlock. Disaster was averted, but

Mia and Jimmy were apprehended while returning the suits.

The aftermath I don’t care to go into detail about. Mr. Mitcheil
was quite genuinely hurt to think he had been used. I could
tell that he was hurt when he handed each of us our pins, both
of which turned out very nicely indeed.
That was at a meeting in Daddy’s office. . .
1 could see that Mr. Mitchell had been hurt, but I didn’t really
understand why. It was spelled out for us. I had been looking
at it from my point of view, that he was in our way and might
have stopped us if we had just tried to ask for the suits. I
hadn’t seen things from his angle at all. That we had used him
the way you use a handkerchief. I've always thought more in
terms of things than of people, and I'm sometimes slow to put
myself in somebodys else’s shoes. When I did, I wasn’t happy
about what I’d done--which I think was Daddy’s intention.
(Panshin 142-143)
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Later, in accordance with the Ship's rigid policy, Mia undergoes
"trial.” This rite of passage requires all children to spend a month on
their own on a colony planet shortly after their fourteenth birthday.
Some die or otherwise fail to signal for pick up at the end of thirty
days, thus weeding out stupid or unlucky candidates for Ship
citizenship as well as providing a check against population growth on
the Ship. (Memories of overpopulation and scarcity wars on 21st
century Earth, which eventually destroyed the planet, dominate the
utilitarian and democratic Ship political ethos.) Those who survive
are returned to the Ship as adults. In the course of their trial, Mia

and Jimmy encounter various perils which include people being shot.

Tve always wondered what it would be like to be a spear
carrier in somebody else’s story. A spear carrier is somebody
who stands in the hall when Caesar passes, comes to attention
and thumps his spear. A spear carrier is the anonymous
character cut down by the hero as he advances to save the
menaced heroine. A spear carrier is a character put in a story
to be used like a piece of disposable tissue. In a story, spear
carriers never suddenly assert themselves by throwing their
spears aside and saying, 'I resign. I don't want to be used.’
They are there to be used, either for atmosphere or as minor
obstacles in the path of the hero. The trouble is that each of us
is his own hero, existing in a world of spear carriers. We take
no joy in being used and discarded. I was finding then, that
wet, chilly, unhappy night, that I took no joy in seeing other
people used and discarded.’

(Panshin 222)



44

Mia's coming of age story records her moral development.
Told in the first person by an ingenuous teenager, the morals of the
story (a phrase with two senses, both intended) lie on its surface.
Her experiences enable her to include more and more outsiders in
her world of people who matter. In the end she fiercely announces
her conclusion, "If you want to accept life, you have to accept the
whole bloody universe. The universe is filled with people, and there
is not a single solitary spear carrier among them.” (Panshin 252)

Mia learned. . .what? Did she learn a Kantian proposition,
"Every person is an end in himself,” or a folk platitude, "Walk a mile
in my shoes before you judge me"? No. Even this fairly
straightforward story shows more than it tells. Mia learned to see
differently. At one point she saw Mr, Mitchell as an obstacle; later,
as a person with feelings. Before trial, in her eyes colonists were
"Mudeaters”: smelly, backward, provincial free birthers. Afterward,
she saw them as individuals; some as sensitive and generous, others
as loutish thugs.

Love requires that we see people as they are. As long as we
see people as things--spear carriers, pieces of tissue, mudeaters--we
cannot love them. Things are objects in my world. But every person
is the subject in his own world. In order to love, I must come to see
this, that what appears to be an object in my world is really a center
of subjectivity on her own. Love requires that I see the otherness of

others.
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Here is another example, set forth by Diogenes Allen to
illustrate what he calls "the experience of perfect love.” He finds it in
Samuel Taylor Coleridge's "The Rhyme of the Ancient Mariner.”
(Allen 8-11)

In Coleridge's poem, an old man practically forces himself on a
party of wedding guests; he must make a confession to them.
Eventually one stays behind to hear his tale.

The ancient mariner confesses a strange crime. While
surrounded by fog and ice in the South Atlantic, he and his
crewmates were cheered by the emergence from the fog of an
albatross, which seemed to join itself to the crew. A break in the
weather and clear sailing followed the bird's appearance. In spite of
this, the mariner shot the albatross with a crossbow. After some
quibbling, his shipmates praised his deed.

Then the ship was becalmed while sailing north into the Pacific.
Now the mariner’'s shipmates cursed him for killing the albatross and
bringing them bad luck. They hung the dead carcass around his neck
as punishment. '

The waters around the ship teemed with sea creatures, “slimy
things” and "water snakes,” objects of disgust and horror. "The very
deep did rot: O Christ!/That ever this should bel/Yea, slimy things
did crawl with legs/Upon the slimy sea.” (Ccleridge 242, lines 123-
126)

Thirst and strange evils visited the becalmed ship. A ghost

ship sailed by, and all the crew died except the ancient mariner.
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Alone on a still ship with dead bodies about, bedecked with the
albatross, the mariner tried to pray but could not. "My heart as dry
as dust."

After seven days enduring the stares of dead men, a night

came in which the mariner observed the sea creatures by moon light.

Something in him changed.

Within the shadow of the ship

1 watched their rich attire:

Blue, glossy green, and velvet black,
They coiled and swam; and every track
Was a flash of golden fire,

O happy living things! no tongue

Their beauty might declare:

A spring of love gushed from my heart,
And I blessed them unaware:

Sure my kind saint took pity on me,

And I blessed them unaware.
(Coleridge 246, lines 277-283)

With this change, the mariner's deliverance began. The
albatross fell from his neck and he could pray. He continued to do
penance, though, in the form of periodic depressions, which he could
only overcome by telling his story to someone else.

Allen uses the mariner's change of heart to illustrate the
"experience of perfect love."
However strange this tale may be and however trivial the act

of killing a bird may seem, Coleridge has shown us what
enables us to have an experience of perfect love. Fundamental
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to the experience of perfect love is the loss of self-concern. It
is to stop worrying about how useful things may be to us, and
instead to pay attention to them as separate centers of reality.
Usually we are aware only of ourselves as centers of reality
and forget that each of us is but one reality among billions and
billions of others. We experience others not as centers of value
in themselves, but as beings in orbit around ourselves. .

When the ancient mariner suddenly felt grateful for the slimy
things in the sea, even though they were of no particular use to
him, the dead albatross fell from his neck of its own accord.
The ship suddenly left the becalmed waters and was
transported to safety. The mariner had found his redemption
by finding his way out of a self-defined world into a world of
other realities. (Allen 10-11)

But this is a commonplace, someone might say. Of course we
ought to pay attention to other people and even, as Allen suggests, to
animals. Why all these words? What is the point?

The point is that Coleridge’s mariner is everyman and
everywoman. Even more clearly than in Mia Havero's story, the old
sailor's moral progress consists in coming to see differently rather
than accepting some general truth. He does produce a general truth,
reduced to a couplet, "He prayeth well, who loveth well/Both man
and bird and beast.” (Coleridge 254, lines 612-613) But the mariner
could not have learned love from such a platitude, however true. He
learned love--or came to love or was given the ability to love--by, as
Allen says, becoming aware of centers of reality outside himself.
This awareness came from experience, not from a proposition.

Iris Murdoch makes a similar point. If the Freudian picture of

human beings is at all correct, then coming to see anything outside
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ourselves as centers of reality will be difficult indeed. "Objectivity
and unselfishness are not natural to human beings.” (The Sovereignty
of Good 51) That we ought to pay attention to others is a
commonplace; the ability to do so is a rare skill. The "ought” by itself
does not produce the ability; indeed, for some narcissists the ought
only increases their need to polish their false self. If we want to be
lovers, we need, like the ancient mariner, to find our way, as Allen
put it, "out of a self-defired world into a world of other realities.”

In my teenage years I a had a girlfriend who lived in a town
more than an hour's drive away. This distance prevented us from
seeing each other as much as I would have liked. Fortunately, we
attended churches of the same denomination, which brought us
together whenever the youth groups of the area had joint outings.

I fancied myself to be romantically attached to this girl. (Was I
"in love"? I don't know. Teenage minds hold complex, unrealistic,
and constantly changing charts of the territory of love. My friend
probably held different positions on my internal "love chart™ at
different times. She was important to me.) 1 remember looking
forward eagerly to one youth group gathering in particular. We
would be in a forest camp seiting for a weekend;. I anticipated time
and place for private walking and conversation.

I remember, in the midst of my musing, a strange and new
thought. She is not me. Perhaps my ideas for the weekend wouid
not match my friend's. Suddenly her feelings and ideas mattered,

not because they might thwart or complicate my plans, but because
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they were real. My girlfriend was just as much a center of desires
and plans as I was. In Allen's terms, I had discovered that my friend
was "another reality.” For a short while, in a flash of insight, I saw
my girlfriend in a different way, not as a thing in my life but as a
center of subjectivity on her own. Even then I realized that what
was true of my friend must be true of everybody. I did not see them
as real; I only knew in an abstract way that each person had an
"inside" as I and my girlfriend did.

My flash of insight did not last. I soon reverted to viewing
people as objects, the furniture of my world. As an adult--as a
pastor and a philosopher--I see most people most of the time as
things, despite practiced efforts to pay attention to them.

I do not tell this story in order to make confession or to paint
myself as a particularly selfish person. My story simply provides
another example of someone living in a self-defined world. We all
begin in self-defined worlds, and some of us never leave them.
(Murdoch: ". . .modemn psychology has provided us with what might
be call a doctrine of original sin. . ." The Sovereignty of Good 51) 1
suspect that for many who do momentarily break free of their
egocentricity, it comes as a shock, as my vision of my girlfriend
surprised me. Further, I suspect that for virtually all of us the
insights we are given, in which the alien reality of another person
breaks in on us, fade. The reader may consult her own experience.
How hard it is to see a person accurately, not as an object of desire,

reproach, avoidance, or utility! Murdoch emphasizes the almost
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Sisyphean character of the attempt to become good. "The difficulty is
to keep the attention fixed upon the real situation and to prevent it
from returning surreptitiously to the self with consolations of self-
pity, resentment, fantasy and despair." (The Sovereignty of Good
91)

A Murdoch novel, The Black Prince, brilliantly illustrates this
theme of the difficulty of accurate vision. The action, related in first'
person by Bradley Pearson, a frustrated novelist in his sixties,
happens in the few weeks before the death of Bradley's friend,
Amold Baffin. As he tells his tale, Pearson muses on philosophical
problems: what is good art? How does it tell guth? What is the
nature of love? Murdoch allows Pearson to espouse many of her
ideas given in The Sovereignty of Good. For example, in a brief aside

to "P. Loxias," his mysterious editor, Pearson says:

1-The natural tendency of the human soul is towards the
protection of the ego. (Black Prince 152)

2-1 dare say human wickedness is sometimes the product of a
sort of conscious leeringly evil intent. . . .But more uspally it is
the product of a semi-deliberate inattention, a sort of swooning
relationship to time. (Black Prince 156-57)

3-Most artists, through sheer idleness, weariness, inability to
attend, drift again and again and again. . .This is of course a
moral problem, since all art is the struggle to be, in a particular
sort of way, virtuous. There is an analogous transistion in the
everyday proceedings of the moral agent. (Black Prince 157)

4-. . .how can one change the quality of consciousness? Around
'will' it flows like water round a stone. Could constant prayer
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fxvail? Such prayer would have to be the continuous insertion
into each of these multifarious units of one recurring pellet of
anti-egoistic concern. (This has, of course, nothing to do with
'‘Ged.") (Black Prince 157-158)

To each of these quotes comphre Murdoch's positions in The
Sovereignty of Good. 1. The ego and its defences prevent us from
seeing moral reality. (Sovereignty 51) 2. In morals, the orientation
of attention is more important than willing. (Sovereignty 355) 3. The
enemy of excellence in both morality and art is personal fantasy.
(Sovereignty 59) And, "By the time the moment of choice has
arrived the quality of attention has probably determined the nature
of the act.” (Sovereignty 67) 4. Non-theistic prayer--that is, attention
focused on the good--might be a tool for moral improvement.
(Sovereignty 55-56) More examples could be adduced; Murdoch has
given Bradley Pearson many of her own insights into art and
morality. Surely, the reader thinks, here is Murdoch's picture of a
good character, one who makes some progress in the school of love.

As one reads the story, though, doubts begin to creep in.
Pearson's friend Amold Baffin is a popular novelist. Pearson, though
he has been commercially unsuccessful, claims to be unthreatened by
Arnold's success, especially since he judges Amold's works as artistic
failures, But Pearson repeatedly reminds his readers of this. Why?

At the beginning of the story, Pearson’s ex-wife, Christian,
returns to London from America. Pearson says he left her because
she clung too close and choked off his creativity. He angrily demands

that she not visit him. He wants nothing to do with her, he says.



Why does he deny what seems obvious, that he thinks about her
often?

Pearson believes in artistic inspiration. He has published little,
because he wants only to put out great work. He wants to boil his
thinking down, nearly to aphorisms. Great literature says only
enough. He feels, in an unmistakeable and mysterious way, that his
breakthrough lies just ahead. Then he falls in love with Julian Baffin,
Arnold's daughter, though he is thirty-eight years her senior. (He
lies to Julian, reducing his age by twelve years.) Surely this love is
the force that will carry him through to greatness! The reader
wonders whether Pearson really understands love and art, or
whether he is just self-deceived.

Pearson's sister, Priscilla, an unlovely, unloved, and severely
depressed woman, comes (0 him, fleeing her broken marriage.
Pearson claims to understand her pain, but acts in every way as if he
wishes she would disappear. She complicates his life. Since the story
is written some years after the events recorded, the reader wonders
if Pearson _really saw his sister as clearly at the time as he describes
her in his book.

While at a romantic hideaway with Julian, Pearson learns by
phone that Priscilla has committed suicide. Rather than return to
London, he reasons that having left his sister in her depression, he
might as well carry through his tryst with Julian; he will break the
rules of duty for the sake of his love. He returns to the cottage and
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makes love to Julian. Does he really see Julian? What will she think
of him when she finds out that Priscilla died that day?

Arnold Baffin arrives to interrupt the lovers' sleep, demanding
that Julian come home. She refuses at first, but after considering his
message (Amold tells her about Priscilla, and Pearson's true age), she
leaves Pearson. Pearson returns to London, only to find the complete
works of Amold Baffin, which he had ordered earlier in the story, on
his doorstep. He tears the books to shreads.

Twice in his tale, Pearson relates how he was called to the
Baffin house to help because Amold and his wife, Rachel, were
fighting, After his first intervention, early in the book, Pearson
claims that he and Rachel very nearly became lovers. The second
time, late in the story, Rachel phones him to come again, even though
she disapproved of his involvement with Julian. Shortly after he
enters the Baffin house, the police also arrive and arrest him for the
murder of Arnold Baffin, whose body lies battered in the living room.

In an postscript, Pearson gives us his version of his trial and
conviction. Not wanting to accuse anyone else, he changed his story
repeatedly. When he told "the truth,” that Rachel had killed her
husband accidentally in an argument, no one believed him. He
writes as one serenely happy, in the quiet seclusion of the prison, his
cloister. He offers his whole tale as a "celebration of love,” a comedy.
Though now cut off from Julian, his love for her will never fade.

Unfortunately, my summary of the plot doesn't do justice to

Murdoch’s deft touch. I have too greatly emphasized the
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inconsistencies in Bradley Pearson’s story; someone who has not read

The Black Prince could conclude that Pearson was obviously self-
deluded. Do not think that. Most of the time, Bradley Pearson
sounds lucid, observant, and good. Through his eyes we see each
character as flawed but admirable. He seems to be really trying to
pay attention to people.

The book concludes with posteripts by other important
characters, written at the invitation of P. Loxias, who might be a
literary agent, a fellow convict Pearson met in prison, or even "the
invention of a minor novelist.” These postscripts paint four rudely
different pictures of Pearson (posthumously, since he has died in
prison) than the one we get from his narrative. The postscript views
of the other characters do not agree perfectly with each other. At no
point does Murdoch make it clear who killed Arnold Baffin or, more
importantly, whether Bradley Pearson was a warped, self-obsessed,
sad failure or a laconic, penetratingly observant, and loving artist.
Readers must judge for themselves.

I speculate that Murdoch intended this result. Achieving clear
moral vision requires more than a thorough reading of The
Sovereignty of Good and the ability to repeat its doctrines. Murdoch
writes sympathetically of theological and philosophical views which
hold that "goodness is the almost impossible countering of a powerful
egocentric mechanism. . ." (The Sovereignty of Good 54) Bradley

Pearson may be intended as a case in point.
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Nevertheless, both Allen and Murdoch think we can make
progress. We can begin, Allen says, with those short-lived flashes of
insight, like my vision of my teenage girlfriend, when we see people
justly.

Allen reminds us of Dante's experience with Beatrice. For
several days after seeing her, Dante felt so full of love he could
forgive anyone. Of course, this feeling went away, as did my

appreciation of the otherness of my girlfriend.

But Dante did something unusual with this experience. For
him, the experience showed him the goal of his life: to seek to
remain always the way he had been for the short time when
inspired by Beatrice's beauty. . . .

All of us have had moments, like Dante, when falling in love,

we seem to float on air. . . .For a while, we simply seem to be
abie to love anyone--to love our neighbor--without any effort
at all.

These momentary occasions can be simply that. But they can
also give us a glimpse of what it would be to love our neighbor
all the time. To that extent such moments can be like little
seeds, which if planted and nurtured, can grow and affect our
character. (Allen 28-29)

1 think Allen says a bit too much when he claims all of us have
had moments like Dante. The psychological histories of some
individuals seem to indicate that they have never "attached,” or
made any significant emotional bond to anyone. ("Narcissistic
Personality Disorder” 315-317, Answorth and Bowlby 333-340)

These extreme cases do not invalidate Allen’s point. Most of us, in
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starting out to become lovers, have already been graced with insights
into the otherness of others. Like Mia Havero, the ancient mariner,
and the teenager I was, we have already been given some seeds of
love.

Openings to accurate vision may come in a variety of guises.
Besides insights into other people (Mia Havero) or seeing the
otherness of sea creatures (the ancient mariner), Allen and Murdoch
suggest several.

-Traumatic experiences, death and other losses, often provoke
only self pity. But sometimes, Allen suggests, they strip away our
duplicity and pettiness so that we can see. (Allen 30)

-Artistic insight can lift us out of our selves to see the world
accurately. (Allen 31, Murdoch The Soveriegnty of Good 64-65: "The
appreciation of beauty in art or nature is not only (for all its
difficulties) the easiest available spiritual exercise; it is also a
completely adequate entry into (and not just analogy of) the good
life, since it is the checking of selfishness in the interest of the real.”)

-Religious ritual, Allen says, can also help. It portrays
ultimacies and thus calls us from ourselves to the huge real world
outside us. (Allen 31) Murdoch would warn that such rituals may
also tempt us with consolatory myth.

-Influenced by Simone Weil (Weil 44-52), Allen points to
school studies--technical work--as a tool to direct our attention to
what is not ourselves. (Allen 31-32) Murdoch finds, and agrees

with, a similar view in Plato. Plato thought mathematics was the
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most important technical study, but Murdoch thinks learning a

language would do too.

If I am learning, for instance, Russian, I am confronted by an
authoritative structure which commands my respect. The task
is difficult and the goal is distant and perhaps never entirely
attainable. My work is a progressive revelation of something
which exists independently of me. Attention is rewarded by a
knowledge of reality. Love of Russian leads me away from
myself towards something alien to me, something which my
consciousness cannot take over, swallow up, deny or make
unreal. (The Sovereignty of Good 89)

-In different ways, Simone Weil and Murdoch point to prayer
as another seed of love. In her “"Spiritual Autobiography,” Weil says
that in saying the Our Father with absolutely pure attention she was
repeatedly freed from the constraints of individual perspective and
point of view. Christ himself was present with her. (Weil 17-18)
Murdoch, as noted above, thinks that prayer need not be orthodox
according to any religion to be a real help in moving attention away
from self. Religious believers expect to receive help when they pray.
Though she does not believe in God, Murdoch grants that believers
do receive help (sometimes, when their prayer is not just self-
consoling fantasy, but a true attention directed ouvtward). In
attending to God, believers receive grace, the unlooked-for ability to
attend better. Nonbelievers may have the same benefit by attending

to the good. (The Sovereignty of Good 55, 83)
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-One may find a seéd of love in the beauty of the world of
nature. To stop and really see this plant or animal or waterfall keeps
me from imagining the whole universe as centered on me. Murdoch
links this experience of nature with the attention required by great
art. (The Soveriegnty of Good 85) 1 conjecture that biologists,
botanists, and ecologists have a special opening to goodness here, in
that they can combine their technical study with an appreciation of
nature's beauty. Non-scientists may speculate that scientific interest
might hinder appreciation of a tree's beauty, but my friends in the
scientific community report no difficulty in that direction. Knowing
about the thing does not prevent them from feeling wonder.

Readers should think of these suggested seeds of love as just
that, suggestions. You may never experience some of them as
openings to accurate vision. You may find other ways to overcome
the vision warping pull of the self.

I have only a few comments on how to nurture sceds of love.
First, expect them. Be ready for them; learn from them. Remember,
and give some time to contemplation of, times when you have seen
the otherness of things.

Second, look for truth rather than gratification or utility in
studies, prayer, art, oOf ritual. Sometimes we experience the seeds of
love as thrown at us, pure gifts. They surprise us. Other times we
can put ourselves in the way by working at a technical study, giving

ourselves to great art or literature, praying, attentively listening- to
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someone, or simply going outside and looking. In any case, the main
thing is just that, to /ook, and when we have some insight into the
otherness of things or people, to keep looking.

Third, be humble and grateful for every seed of love. To the
extent that I see any 