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REASONS FOR ACTIONS, by Richard Norman. Basil Blackwell. 1971. f2.25. 

I 

This book is a really excellent piece of philo- 
sophy. For all that, it argues for a conception 
of rational action and its relation to human 
needs and desires which I believe to be not only 
fallacious in the last analysis, but morally and 
politically dangerous. The complimentary 
reference to Hegel-a philosopher on whose 
works the above comments might also be made 
--on page 83, does nothing to reassure me. 

The author’s object is to attack the thesis 
(held incidentally by his reviewer) that all 
reasons for acting are ultimately derivable 
from human wants, desires and satisfactions. 
But what is to count as a want, he says, depends 
on social and cultural context; and so it is 
‘social norms which determine what is to count 
as rational action’ (69). If wants were crucial, 
the mere fact that one wanted to maltreat a 
man on the ground that his skin was black 
would give one rational grounds for doing so. 
In the process of growing up, a child learns 
that it is itself the final authority on only some 
of its wants and desires; if it claims to have 
others, it is rightly told that it is merely being 
silly. We don’t, as a matter of fact, start off 
with a collection of wants and desires, and then 
become socialized; on the contrary, becoming 
socialized is a step towards acquiring a large 
proportion of our wants and desires (74-6). 

I believe that there is a confusion in this 
argument which is of great importance if one 
wishes to reflect on the grounds of morality. A 
distinction has to be made between, on the 
one hand, ‘wants’ which a child might claim to 
have, but which it makes no sense for it to have; 
and on the other hand, wants which, while it 
makes perfectly good sense for it to have them, 
are such that it is socially very inconvenient 
that they should find fulfilment. If someone 
claims to have a want or desire of the first 

THE LIFE OF G. D. H. COLE, by Dame Margaret 

In  a diary entry for 1916 the not-always- 
compassionate Beatrice Webb implied that 
Cole was a professional rebel who had a 
contempt for all leaders other than himself. 
One has needed a slightly more elaborate 
explanation of a complex personality before 
indulging in any kind of biographical com- 
ment. Margaret Cole, although she has special 
knowledge about her subject that others can 
never acquire, is exploratory rather than 
dogmatic. She brings us towards Cole’s great- 
ness obliquely by her refusal to over-dramatise 

category, it is an indication that he does not 
know the meaning of the words he is using. But 
if he claims to have a want or desire of the 
latter kind, his claim makes perfectly good 
sense; though it may indicate that he is a very 
depraved individual, or his expression of the 
want may be symptomatic of an unreasonable 
expectation of the degree to which other 
people will feel obliged to defer to his desires. 
The satisfaction which I get out of maltreating 
a man for the colour of his skin does constitute 
for me a reason for maltreating him; there just 
happen to be much better reasons against, 
particularly that his needs and desires are by 
no means deferred to in my maltreatment, 
and that a society where people often behave 
as I do is one in which individual suffering and 
frustration are bound to be rife. 

The author’s conception is remarkable in 
providing the perfect justification for the kind 
of family situation described by R. D. Laing. 
If the child expresses certain wants, he is just 
told not to be silly, that he doesn’t really have 
them. In  the eyes of his immediate social 
circle, E. M. Forster’s Maurice just couldn’t 
have wanted anything so inconceivable as to 
be a practising homosexual. But the fact 
remains that many have been like Maurice, 
and their sufferings have been added to by the 
circumstance that their strongest desires have 
not only been baulked of satisfaction, but the 
very existence of them has been denied. So I 
persist in thinking, in spite of Mr Norman’s 
highly accomplished arguments, that the 
ultimate criterion of rationality in action is 
whether the needs and desires of individuals 
-which include friendly relations with other 
persons within a community-are or are not 
met or fulfilled. 

HUGO MEYNELL 

Cole. Macmillan. E4.95. 

a brilliant career or to become sentimental 
about a relationship that was real and funda- 
mental from the time of their marriage in 1915 
till the day of Cole’s death in January, 1959. 

Undeniably, Douglas Cole was ambitious 
but he was also vigorous and industrious, aware 
of his own powers, as teacher, thinker and 
writer. Born in 1889, he went to Balliol College, 
Oxford, held a fellowship at Magdalen from 
19 12 to 19 19 and worked to advance the cause 
of Morrisian socialism through the Fabian 
Society and his books about guild socialism. 
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His first influential book The World of Labour 
(1913) was followed by Social Theory in 1920 
and Guild Socialism Restated in the same year. 
Margaret Cole underlines the importance of 
her husband’s work as first director of tutorial 
classes in the University of London, which he 
undertook in 192 1, and his connexion with the 
Workers’ Educational Association. Alongside 
his research, his capacity for writing quickly 
and his status as a leading spokesman for 
labour ideas, Cole’s power over adult minds 
lifted up his name so that it had a range and 
power extending far beyond university halls 
and lecture rooms. 

It is quite natural, but perhaps unwise, for 
Cole’s work to be set alongside that of his two 
main academic rivals-Harold Laski and R. H. 
Tawney. Laski had a considerable following 
among students at the London School of 
Economics, as had Cole at Oxford. Although 
he felt antagonism towards Laski this was not 
made obvious. I t  was, says Mrs Cole, ‘an un- 
confessed rivalry for the position of Oracle, 
Guide, Leader-or whatever you chose to 
call it--of the Young’. Cole maintained that 
Laski produced little of value after the publica- 
tion of The Grammar of Politics in 1925. I 
do not imagine that Laski’s influence on the 
young or old in Labour circles was ever any 
greater than that of Cole; and it was really as 
professors, thinkers and teachers that these two 
men clashed. 

With Professor Tawney the matter is 
different because Tawney had considerable 
merit as a writer. Margaret Cole admits that 
her husband‘s works are of unequal value, that 
he wrote in collaboration with her a number of 
detective novels, and that he was in general a 
hasty writer. So he was suspicious of all 
‘eloquence’ or what he called ‘flamboyance’, 
and so never paused to agonize over the 
‘telling phrase’. Therefore he abominated 
Burke, Gibbon, Macaulay and Carlyle, and 
was also a trifle suspicious of Tawney’s concern 
with the proper use of a word. I t  will be clear 

that comparison with Tawney is not helpful 
except to show how dissimilar were their 
minds and objectives. 

This biography will prove of much value 
because it is honest and balanced-the most 
reliable portrait we are likely to get of Cole as a 
person, and that in spite of the fact that he did 
sincerely believe that all the interesting facts 
about himself were contained in his published 
writings. Because of this he destroyed most of 
his private correspondence ‘beyond what was 
essential for business and public purposes’. 
Yet the truth is that this very kind and humble 
man, who was never too busy or too proud to 
help the aspiring young, wrote a number of 
good books such as The L$e of William Cobbett 
and that of Robert Owen. Also he put an 
immense effort, especially for a sick man con- 
tinually threatened by the effects of diabetes, 
into his History of Socialist Thought, the last 
volume of which was published posthumously. 

Although Professor Cole’s ideas about demo- 
cratic socialism and workers’ control have 
dated and some of his political activities led 
him into error, Mrs Cole thinks his most 
uniform success was as an educator. She has 
shown, though, that the first holder of the 
Chichele Chair of Social and Political Theory 
at Oxford, who also became a Fellow of All 
Souls, was not a typical example of current 
Oxford culture, early or late. He opposed the 
first world war because his anti-authoritarian- 
ism led him to detest ‘militarism, rank, chains 
of command, the discipline of obedience- 
all the hallmarks of armies and navies’, and 
he lived on to lay the groundwork for much of 
our contemporary labour and social studies. 
Certainly, he ranked as a ‘polymath’ and many 
of those who are now so proud of their narrow 
specialization could learn much from this 
‘uncommon’ man who devoted much of his 
life to helping those who had to do irksome 
manual tasks to earn their bread. 

E. W. MARTIN 

WORKING PAPERS IN CULTURAL STUDIES 2 (Spring 1972); University of Birmingham Centre 
for Contemporary Cultural Studies. 60p. 

The first collection of working papers in togical’ interest which lay near the heart of the 
cultural studies by the Birmingham University Centre’s project from the outset-its concern 
Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies with disentangling the expressive meanings of 
appeared in Spring 1971, and seemed to reflect social life as they objectified themselves in art 
a significant crystallization in the Centre’s and artefact-was stiffened and systematized by 
search for an appropriate method of cultural an admixture of semiological influence, drawn 
analysis. I n  that collection, the ‘phenomeno- chiefly from the work of Roland Barthes. (The 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S002842890005160X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S002842890005160X



