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Some communitarians (disputed and otherwise)

Alasdair Charles Michael Michael J.
MacIntyre Taylor Walzer Sandel

1929– 1931– 1935– 1953–
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Overview and Introduction
I These philosophers do not all necessarily consider themselves

to be communitarians.
I Why, then, are they classified as such by others?

I They certainly have very different views from each other.
I They tend to agree that political communities are importantly

historical.
I The right, the good, the just etc. are shared concepts.
I These ideas reflect a particular cultural perspective.

Either questions about justice, rights, ethics etc. cannot be answered
independently of cultural context

or if they can be answered, the answers would be of no interest
to actual, situated human beings.

I They tend to agree, then, that there is no point in asking what
persons removed from their historical and cultural contexts
would choose.

I They tend to think that different answers will be correct for
different cultures, times and places.
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Taylor’s Anti-Atomism
Terminology

Principle of belonging
An obligation on individuals to belong to some society (political
community) and/or to help support and maintain some society
and/or to obey some authority.

The obligation may be conditional so that it holds only for
societies/authorities of a particular type.
e.g. People might have an obligation to support a democratic

society but not a despotic one or to obey a duly elected
government but not the leaders of a military coup.

e.g. Or people might be bound to obey only divinely instituted
authorities so that they would be obliged to obey a divinely
ordained monarch but not an elected president.
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Taylor’s Anti-Atomism
Terminology

Principle of belonging
An obligation on individuals to belong to some society (political
community) and/or to help support and maintain some society
and/or to obey some authority.

The obligation is basic. It is not derived from some more
fundamental principle.
e.g. It is not based on an appeal to individual rights.
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Taylor’s Anti-Atomism
Terminology

Principle of belonging
An obligation on individuals to belong to some society (political
community) and/or to help support and maintain some society
and/or to obey some authority.

The obligation cannot, then, be conditional in certain other ways.
e.g. The obligation cannot be conditional on individuals’ having

consented to be ruled or on the claim that they would have
consented if they were perfectly rational.
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Taylor’s Anti-Atomism
Terminology

Primacy of rights theories
A group of political theories which take individual rights as basic
and which do not treat as similarly basic any principle of
belonging.
According to such views:

I individual rights are independent of any sort of political
community;

I individual rights are prior to any obligation to participate
cooperatively in society;

I any obligations to belong to a society, to help maintain a
community or to obey an authority are derivative and depend
ultimately on an appeal to individual rights.
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Taylor’s Anti-Atomism
Terminology

Atomism
The view that individuals are self-sufficient and may develop and
exercise their capacities qua human beings independently of (any)
society.
Atomism is:

I a particular conception of human nature (cf. Hobbes, Locke);
I supposed to be required for any primacy of rights theory to be

plausible;
I intended to be opposed to an Aristotelian conception of

human nature.
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Taylor’s Anti-Atomism
Terminology

Atomism
The view that individuals are self-sufficient and may develop and
exercise their capacities qua human beings independently of (any)
society.

I What does ‘self-sufficient’ mean?
I Able to develop and exercise “characteristically human

capacities” (190–191)
I What are these capacities?

I Rationality;
and/or Moral agency “in the full sense”;
and/or Responsibility/autonomy in the “full” sense.
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Taylor’s Anti-Atomism
Terminology

Atomism
The view that individuals are self-sufficient and may develop and
exercise their capacities qua human beings independently of (any)
society.
Rationality; moral agency; responsibility; autonomy:

I What is the force of the claim that these are “characteristically
human”?

I Not just in the sense that they are peculiar to us but that they
matter to us. They “command our respect” (192–194).
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Taylor’s Anti-Atomism
Argument Structure

I The “social thesis”: human beings cannot develop (or possibly
even exercise) the characteristically human capacities unless
part of a suitable society.

I An individual can only exercise her individual rights if she has
developed these characteristically human capacities.

I Individual rights matter to us because the characteristically
human capacities matter to us.

I So, if we think that individual rights are important, we are
committed to the claim that the relevant capacities are
valuable.

I So, we must be committed not only to respecting individual
rights but also to promoting the relevant capacities.

I Hence, we must be committed to sustaining a suitable society.
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Taylor’s Anti-Atomism
Two Forms of Resistance

Taylor considers two ways of rejecting his line of argument:
1. Assert only minimal individual rights which don’t require the

characteristically human capacities covered by the social
thesis.

I Price is high!
2. Claim that voluntary associations and familial (involuntary)

relations are sufficient for the development of the relevant
capacities.

I Such associations do not provide the required social context. . .
I The capacity for autonomy and genuine, important choice

requires a richer context than the family (204).
I Anarchy can (probably) not provide the required context.
I (Probably) only (the right kind of) political society can provide

it.
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Taylor’s Anti-Atomism
Objections

What are the strongest objections to Taylor’s view?
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