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Tragic Conflict

We hear the words ‘tragedy’ and ‘tragic’ quite often.cak accident is said to be tragic and the
death of someone is a tragedy. It seems that in commiampa a tragedy is a terrible state of
affairs.  But there are other ways to think about tragedy derive from the genre of tragic
literature and the life experiences these works ref@ce popular way is to think of a tragedy as
a situation in which there is a certain type of confli€his type of conflict can be tersely defined
as follows:An unavoidable conflict of momentous values and/or obligations in which some
values and/or obligations are sacrificed causing suffering (cf. SophoclesAntigone).

Tragic conflict assumes a vision of morality that carrdferred to as pluralistic. Sidney Hook
describes this vision:

The “good” which confronts us in any situation, actual or planredever single or
complete. Clinging to each possible resolution euater of goods. Each one of these
goods has a legitimate claim. But they cannot all bezeshlat the same time and in the
same degree. (1995, 149)

William James gives some examples:

Every end of desire that presents itself appears exclosigeme other end of desire.
Shall a man drink and smoka, keep his nerves in condition?—he cannot do both. Shall
he follow his fancy for Ameliagr for Henrietta?—»both cannot be the choice of his heart.
Shall he have the dear old republican pady,a spirit of unsophistication in public
affairs?—he cannot have both, etc. So the ethical phiestspdemand for the right
scale of subordination in ideals is the fruit of an altbgepractical need. Some part of
the ideal must be butchered, and he needs to know which parta tragic situation, and
no mere speculative conundrum, with which he has to ddaDérmott, 622)

Why Should We Care About Tragic Conflict?

(1) If we see moral conflict mediation as one of the mogiortant functions our mind can
perform, and many serious moral conflicts are tragia thegic conflict should be recognized
and addressed. One might say that it is precisetguse tragic conflicts involve necessary
sacrifice that we should try to reduce the costoflct whenever possible.

(2) A sense of the tragic can help us avoid dogmatism aed iath genuine negotiation. For if
one affirms the reality of tragic conflict then one affirrhattall the values involved in a conflict
might be valuable and perhaps justified. And such an affibmateems to be a necessary
condition for honestly negotiating. After all, one does not honesfjotiate and mediate if one
assumes in advance that some position is the only camectRather, one should assume that
moral conflicts of goods and rights are not necessarily @dictions and thadll the candidates
in a morally problematic situation possess some desirabls. Of course, many people
approach moral conflicldogmatically, that is, with the belief that certain values aredhly real
values. Such people will see many values in a mopatiplematic situation aspparently good



or right. But dogmatism can prevent a fair weighing of thevsienvolved in conflict. It can
prevent one from taking into account options that can leadare inclusive resolutions. And it
contradicts any experimental approach to tragedy thas &deh situation as a unique challenge.

(3) The intelligence limitations dramatically revealedtiagic conflict can help make moral
inquiry more sensitive to the complexities of conflictl #®o often we think we can quickly fix
things and bring about resolutions with the application of spraéixed idea or theory. This
simple problem solving mentality can prevent us from detectingpl8ications,
misunderstandings, and exclusions that we would ordinamigg. If this is the case then we
should take the limits revealed in tragic conflict serypurs order to do justice to the possibilities
of moral inquiry.

How Can We Address Tragic Conflict?

In 1960 Sidney Hook wrote an essay entitled “Pragmatismhendiragic Sense of Life”. Hook's
twenty-two page essay argues that American pragmadismnsistent with a sense of the tragic.
Here is his summary:

I am more interested here in stating a position théabkshing it. As | understand the
pragmatic perspective on life, it is an attempt to malgogsible for men to live in a
world of inescapable tragedy—a tragedy that flows from th#lict of moral ideals—
without lamentation, defiance, or make-believe. Accordmg¢his perspective even in
the best of human worlds there will be tragedy—tragediigpsr without bloodshed, but
certainly not without tears. It focuses its analysispooblems of normative social
inquiry in order to reduce the costs of tragedy. Itsvwoé man is therefore melioristic,
not optimistic. (22)

Hook argues that the best way to approach tragic coidlietith a melioristic attitude and
intelligent social inquiry. But what do these termsani&

Méeiorism

Meliorism is essentially an attitude that sees improveras neither necessary (optimism) nor
impossible (pessimism). We do more justice to the faCexperience when we assert tharne
conditions of the world’s improvement exist and that progtessomes more probable as
preventing conditions become less probable. In the facagttconflict, the pessimist may not
try hard enough and the optimist may not face the faOfscourse, this means we may fail and
that there may be no power waiting to catch us if we f&lut this is exactly what allows
meliorists to beheroic in the face of tragedy. According to James, heroismi@wnffort, risk,
and some ideal worth fighting for. Meliorists want to i@ conditions in order to reduce the
costs of tragic conflict so they have an ideal. Butchgd to the realization of this ideal will be
effort and the risk of failure.

Intelligence

John Dewey argued that intelligence is essentially @ioelype of inquiry with a certain type of
pattern. He defines this pattern as follows:

Observation of the detailed makeup of the situation; analgiisiis diverse factors;
clarification of what is obscure; discounting of the mimisastent and vivid traits; tracing
the consequences of the various modes of action that ptesemelves; regarding the



decision reached as hypothetical and tentative until the suppossequences which led
to its adoption have been squared with actual consequértessnquiry is intelligence.
(MW12:173)

The purpose of intelligent inquiry is to liberate us froentain habits:

The pragmatic theory of intelligence means that the fumatfomind is to project new
and more complex ends—to free experience from routine ancceaphot the use of

thought to accomplish purposes already given either in the meohaf the body or in

that of the existent state of society, but the usenteflligence to liberate and liberalize
action—that is the pragmatic lesson. (MW10:45)

Unfortunately, it is not enough to understand the pattenoeptually. For one also needs certain
habits or virtuesf it is to be actualized. Dewey describes these virtu#s subtle differences
and similarities. There are, however, a core set wiectliscusses quite often:

* Being conscientious or being interested in finding outtvthea actual good of a certain
situation is

* Maintaining a bias toward fairness and objectivity when jouglgand evaluating
conflicting values and opinions

» Seeking the good of a situation with others whenever possible

* Being emotionally sensitive and especially sympathetithéo values and feelings of
those in the situation

» Carefully reflecting upon the relevant aspects of the siniat

» Exercising one’s imagination to see new possibilities ave hasense of the situation as
a whole

* Being willing to change our beliefs in light of consequenand learn from the past

It would be a serious mistake to believe that these sirfrgction in isolation from one another.
In fact, it is just the reverse: they work together inratefinite number of ways and in doing so
make moral deliberation more insightful and productive. But bBeactly can these virtues help
us reduce the necessary costs of tragic conflict?

Tragic Conflict and the Virtues of I ntelligence
Conscientiousness

In “Pragmatism and the Tragic Sense of Life” Hook asdéxt the most important duty of all in
a situation requiring moral decision is that amhscientiousness. Now some may think that
conscientiousness is the habit of considering one’s intemoatls or sentiments. But according
to Dewey this subjective slant completely misses the mBdk. conscientiousness is the habit of
being interested in judging the best course of action moeally problematic situation. As
Dewey says, “Modern conscientiousness contains less aleheof intellectual accomplishment,
and more the idea of interest in finding out the good in condWbt5:376). Conscientiousness
can also be construed as “the formed habit of bringiraliognce to bear upon the analysis of
moral relations—the habit of considering what ought to be d@B®/3:364). It is crucial to
understand that conscientiousness is about discovery, pursuéffart rather than achievement,
possession, and redt is always on the outlook for something better. As such, conscientiousness
is the most important of all our habits due to its poteedevelop other habits. For we will
exercise our capacities if we are in the habit of beirgplgeconcerned about what is to be done.



And we will be less inclined to act out of routine if &ee interested in discovering something
new. Thus conscientious people “do not allow themselvdsetanduly swayed by immediate
appetite and passion, nor to fall into ruts of routine biena@t W7:272).

Without the habit of being conscientious there can verg litbpe of reducing the amount of
suffering in a tragic conflict. For obviously one needs telastrong interest in discovering the
most inclusive good of a situation. All too often people apgnoconflicts without a desire to
find such a good. They simply want their way or no wiaglla Conscientious people will do just
the opposite: they will try as hard as possible to fiesblutions that awaken the least sum of
dissatisfactions.

Bias Toward Objectivity

The conscientious desire to negotiate conflict cannot beuatidy expressed without an habitual
bias toward objective analysis. After all, many of awral failures stem from some one-sided
bias that makes us carelessly judge a situation. It reftdre not surprising to find Dewey
claiming that “conscientiousness is an analysis ot@malitions under which conduct takes place,
and of the action that will meet these conditions; itaisthoroughly objective analysis”
(EW3:365). The more one develops the habit of impartial inquirjesedogmatic one will be.
For impartial inquiry means “that there is no particular ®eidup in advance so as to shut in the
activities of observation, forming of ideas, and applicatidmV12:164). Dogmatic approaches
are first and foremost road blocks to inquiry: they atteropmaintain their position when
confronted with counter claims or evidence and are notesstiedl in changing or compromising.
Conscientious social inquiry, on the other hand, is alwaythe outlook for something better and
is therefore not tied down by any judgment or criteriorudgment.

Clearly this bias toward objectivity can be helpful itragic situation where strong feelings are
bound to blind those involved to less devastating coursastioin. To be sure, we are all limited
to a certain number of perspectives which preclude tdigctivity. But the creative seeking

inherent in conscientiousness can help us widen our perspectives

Community of Inquiry

The intelligent habit of maintaining a bias toward objettileads right to the habit of seeking
the good of a situation with others whenever possible. Tluu@al sinceconflict takes place in

a social context. This context of conflict, especially when it entaitnflicts between groups,
classes, nations, races, and institutions, is bound tp a@mplex. People’s backgrounds,
personalities, and interests will most likely play eaportant role, as will economic, political, and
sociological factors. The question arises: How can soméaeeested in reducing the
consequences of tragic conflicts expect to avoid thegergam his or her own life? One good
answer can be found in the notion of a community of inq@arnelius Castoriadis notes that the
phrase ‘not to be wise alone’ is found in Sophoclegddy Antigone (v. 707-9). According to
him the phrase expresses the fundamental maxim of demquoétics:

Antigone addresses itself to the problem of political actionerms which acquire their
acute relevance in the democratic framework more thaamynother. It exhibits the
uncertainty pervading the field, it sketches the impuritymmtives, it exposes the
inconclusive character of the reasoning upon which we basdegigions. It shows that
hubris has nothing to do with the transgression of definitegathat it can take the form
of the adamant will to apply norms, disguise itself belmable and worthy motivations,



be they rational or pious. With its denunciation of ti@o phronein, it formulates the
fundamental maxim of democratic politics. (Castoriadis, 120)

One might say that “not to be wise alone” is also a madfirmtelligence. It arises when we
recognize the complexity of the social context of confliatl especially tragic conflict. The hope
is that by considering many other perspectives we canct@wme of the myopias that inevitably
arise despite our best intentions.

Emotions

If one is to enter into intelligent social inquiry one mdsvelop certain sensitivities. Dewey
notes that “the only guarantee of impartial, disintesbquiry is the social sensitiveness of the
inquirer to the needs and problems of those with whom heasiatsd” (MW12:165). And one
aspect of this social sensitivity is emotional. Now sonag think that intelligent action, like so
many traditional philosophical views of reason, mightksieedivorce itself as far as possible
from emotion. But this is not the case. Indeed, Deweyneldhat the “separation of warm
emotion and cool intelligence is the great moral tragedyV@4:177). But how are intelligence
and emotion joined? Well, intelligent action is joined moo&on once moral inquiry occurs. For
intelligence tries to mediate situations of conflictttimelude values that areomentous to those
involved. Intelligent action is also joined with emotionafas asconscientious action implies an
emotionalinterest in discovering the most inclusive good of a situation. Theréadsvever, a
more important way emotional sensitivity is joined tieiigence. Consider this passage:

As the only effective thought is one fused by emotion irdorainant interest, so the only

truly general, the reasonable as distinct from the meregwshor clever thought, is the

generous thought. Sympathy widens our interest in consequencesdsds to take into

account such results as affect the welfare of othieesgds us to count and weigh these
consequences as counting for as much as those which aauabwn honor, purse, or

power. (MW5:303)

Dewey defines sympathy as the reproduction of the experienarotiier accompanied by the
recognition of the fact that it is his experience (EW2:28%Yithout this reproduction and
recognition we have a hard tingetting beyond our own subjective perceptions. We get caught
up in our purposes and claims and fail to humble oursebres énough to hear other people’s
views. Sympathy also enables us to percdhe consequences of our judgments more
comprehensively. If we only count and weigh the consequencdscafions according to our
welfare then most likely we will have a skewed versiothefsituation. But with sympathy we
can hope to gain a more accurate assessment of aursactndeed, “sympathy is the sole means
by which persons come within the range of our life” (EW2:285ympathetic people have the
capacity to bring other people within the range of thees—not just their intellect or ideas—
and by doing so they are able to react in ways thattamadre comprehensive. Such a capacity
is crucial if one is going to make a sincere attempt tonstaied other people’s perspectives and
react to the aftermath of tragic decision in ways #natresponsible.

Reflection

Intelligent reflection demands that we reflect on tHeuant aspectsf the situation and avoid

superimposing what worked in the past onto the present. Ofecawgrsan use various principles
and rules as guides. But we must see them as hypothesaesmploged rather than rigid rules to
be followed. Moreover, we shouldn't assume a fixed enthadiry. Instead, we must have
ends-in-view which are ideals of what we conceive the futmtge. Such ideals play a role in



orienting our inquiries and can alter as our inquiry brimgs data to light. We must also be self-
corrective regarding our principles, that is, we musiviieng to revise or abandon a principle if
the consequences to which it leads don’t square with odicgimas or intentions. Dewey calls
this experimental form of situated reflectidime logic individualized situations. Those who
employ this logic in a tragic situation must find their wayoag the conflicting claims and try to
give each one of them a voice. The hope is that as mugossible of each voice may be
incorporated in some shared interest which is acceptmhuse the alternatives are less
satisfactory. In order to do this, they will investigaeery relevant feature about it, the
conditions under which it emerged, its proximate causes@rmgkquences, the costs of gratifying
it, and the available alternatives and their costs (Hook 1B%4, Of course, such comprehensive
inquiry can be difficult. Therefore in his essay “EthafsControversy” Hook outlines some
helpful guidelines:

(1) Nothing and no one is immune from criticism

(2) Everyone involved in a controversy has an intellectual redpibty to inform himself of the
available facts

(3) Criticism should be directed first to policies, aadainst persons only when they are
responsible for policies, and against their motives or pegamly when there is some
independent evidence of their character

(4) Because certain words are legally permissible, éineynot therefore morally permissible

(5) Before impugning an opponent’s motives, even when theyregély may be impugned,
answer his arguments

(6) Do not treat an opponent of a policy as if he were thiere personal enemy of the country
or a concealed enemy of democracy

(7) Since a good cause may be defended by bad argumentanaftering the bad arguments for
another’s position present positive evidence of your own

(8) Do not hesitate to admit lack of knowledge or to suspend jutdgfevidence is not decisive
either way

(9) Only in pure logic and mathematics, not in human affeas,one demonstrate that something
is strictly impossible. Because something is logicallysiae, it is not therefore probable. “It is
impossible” is a preface to an irrelevant statemeouthuman affairs. The question is always
one of the balance of probabilities. And the evidence for prateedimust include more than
abstract possibilities

(10) The cardinal sin, when we are looking for truth of factvisdom of policy, is refusal to
discuss, or action that blocks discussion (1980, 122).

Imagination

One cannot employ the logic of individualized situations if oneswlbehave a strong
imagination. First, without imagination we would not ideaio consider possible alternatives of
action and mentally trace their consequences. Ineatey defines deliberation as “a dramatic
rehearsal (in imagination) of various competing possiblesliof action” (MW14:132). Now if
intelligence requires deliberation, and imaginatioreguired for deliberation, then intelligence is
not possible without imagination. Second, Dewey tells as$ ithaginative vision “elicits the
possibilities that are interwoven within the textureh## aictual” (LW10:348). But if the job of
intelligent action is to “grasp and realize genuine opputy, possibility,” then imagination is
indispensable to intelligent action (MW14:161). And thirithaut imagination our intellectual
analysis would have norientation. For imagination is “avay of seeing and feeling things as
they compose an integral whole,” and without a qualitagvess of the wholsituation we would
have no guide to our reflection (LW10:271). Of course, imdigina&an by no means dispense



with reflection. For visions are not understood by vision. Bugginative vision is certainly
indispensable to any comprehensive assessment of a situation

This is certainly the case when it comes to a tragi@gon. For imagination enables ugygb a
sense of the bigger picture which, when it comes to tragedy, is very often exacthatpeople
lack. Of course, to see and feel a situation as a whalecessary if one is to better anticipate
certain consequences and causes within the situation. &t importantly, imagination can
prevent us from performing in an irresponsible and even anagher. In his essay “Intelligence
and Evil in Human History” Hook writes: “We are all clerethan we know, not because we are
evil, but because our senses and imagination have suchtedlimnge”. He goes on: “I am
speaking now of those great ranges of cruelty in modern yistomolving the fate of millions,
that flow from the limitations of human imagination anahsgvity, of the cruelty men do
because it is easy to stand what is out of sight, alideasier to stand what is out of mind”
(1974, 29). The habit of imagining can help make us more asfavbat goes on around us so
we can become less inconsiderate and cruel. Without thi®aegs it is hard to see how we can
engage in a comprehensive and conscientious investigationtohos.

Learning From the Past

We have seen that conscientiousness is the habit of brimgel{gence to bear on moral
conduct. Now this includegast conduct as well. To not reflect on our past moral conduct is
unacceptable since “our past experiences decide along wiest tihe present activities of
intelligence shall be directed” (EW2:112). But conscmrgipeople never dwell on the past to
live in the past. Rather, they will dwell on it to get theaming and instruction for future action:
“The person who reflects on his past action in order toiget bn his future behavior is the
conscientious person” (LW7:172).

What will this reflection look like when it comes to trdg@ Well, recall that a conscientious
person is always trying to find the good in conduct. This gadien it comes to tragic
situations, is the ideal of moral inclusivity: the satistat of as many demands as possible with
as little sacrifice and suffering as possible. Refdecbn the past will entail a comprehensive
assessment of one’s conduct in relation to this moral.ideal

The first level of assessment is finding out to whatrexiee mediation enacted reduces sacrifice
and suffering. The consequences of an experiment teedte costs of tragic conflict are to be
judged by how much outcry or satisfaction they cause. We mesd to keep a sympathetic ear
open for such outcry in order to make an informed judgmetiteo$ituation. In many cases the
“cries of the wounded” are obvious and soon inform us thatsolution didn’t bring forth a
satisfactory resolution (McDermott, 626). Other times, énm@v, we fail to have an accurate
sense of the situation and the effects of our actions withilames notes that “under every
system of moral rules are innumerable persons whom ighseupon, and goods which it
represses; and these are always rumbling and grumblitige ibackground, and ready for any
issue by which they may get free” (McDermott, 624). Evetstesn of rules that is good for
someone will end up being bad for someone elEbis doesn't mean we should give up. It
means we should try to be that much more sensitiveaset excluded and silenced voices of
suffering that history all too often forgets. James nthtasthe course of history is nothing but
the story of man’s struggle to find more and more marelusivity. This struggle, as Hook
notes, makes history an arena of moral conflict in twHegitimate rights have always been
sacrificed. Many of these sacrifices lie buried in fbandations of other people’s lives.
Therefore it is crucial that one’s assessment of teelpatentative rather than final. By doing so
it may be possible to embrace what Walter Kaufmann obséoviee the heart of tragedy: “What



lies at the heart of it [tragedy] is the refusal tcaley comfort, faith, or joy deafen our ears to the
tortured cries of our brothers” (1968, 182).

But there is also a more personal assessment of a siagation. Recall Socrates was deemed
the wisest in Athens because he knew he didn’'t know anything. ti4 title he revealed to his
fellow citizens that men can never possess the trutifackn those who dare to proclaim they
have the truth are actually ignorant. J. Peter Euben pisoiht well:

Those who do claim to “possess” it, both in the sensxdisivity and finality, are, like
the sophists, presumptively wise but actually ignorant. Kragdas not an object that
can be finished or completed. In this sense Socratiicabphilosophy ispraxis rather
than poiesis. To suppose otherwise is to embrace those tyrannical sepuhat
transform politics into command and obedience and wisdomaibstract knowledge.
(Euben, 214)

This account has an affinity with the foregoing accourdasfscientiousness. We have seen that
the purpose of conscientiousness is to engage in discovery, tpuansdi effort rather than
achievement, possession, and rest. Indeed, “The truly ieatisas person not only uses a
standard in judging, but is concerned to revise and imgrsvetandard” (LW7:273). According
to Dewey, this developmental dimension of conscientiousnagss it a form ofvisdom:

Wisdom, or (in modern phrase) conscientiousness, is the mirall the virtues. Our
most devoted courage is in the will to know the good and théyainflinching attention
to the painful and disagreeable. Our severest discipline lfirc@@rol is that which
checks the exorbitant pretensions of an appetite by mgisppon knowing it in its true
proportions. The most exacting justice is that of arlligemce which gives due weight to
each desire and demand in deliberation before it is alldagass into overt action. That
affection and wisdom lie close to each other is evidencedoby language;
thoughtfulness, regard, consideration for others, recognifiothers, attention to others.
(MW5:364)

To become wiser would be to gain a deeper understandiogeX capacities and the will to
develop them in new directions. It is to devetopew quality of the self rather than to amass
new quantity of facts. To become wiser is, like Socrates showed, npossess something: it is
to realize ondacks moral knowledge and to understand that one foecsime better by engaging
in moral deliberation:

Moral deliberation differs from other forms not as a psscof forming a judgment and
arriving at knowledge but in the kind of value which is thoudhbuh The value is
technical, professional, economic, etc., as long as onestbfrikas something which one
can aim at and attain by way of haviqgpssessing; as something to be got or to be
missed. Precisely the same object will have a motakvahen it is thought of as making
a difference in thedf, as determining what one wilk, instead of merely what one will
have. (LW7:274)

We might realize we didn't try hard enough to be imphrigmpathetic, or imaginative. We
might realize we lacked the will to involve ourselves in awomity of inquiry. Or perhaps our
reflections simply weren’'t comprehensive or knowledgeable en@ifgtourse such examination
is not pleasant—especially when accompanied by regreteamatse. But the suffering that may
accompany such examination can, in the end, be an affechiyd¢onearn from the past. Here
one thinks of the phragmthei mathos—"learning through suffering”—so often found in Greek



tragedy. According to Martha Nussbaipathei mathos means that the devastation of tragedy, if
one allows oneself to emotionally experience it, may bring pesgalong with sorrow. This
progress is an increase in self-knowledge that makes one modéul of incoherence, more
respectful of the contradictory nature of experienod, more conscious of the fact that questions
about morality and politics do not lend themselves to ctease answers (Nussbaum, 45). This
humble awareness of one’s capacities and one’s place ilarer scheme of things can be
construed as a form of wisdom.

Four Tragic Conflicts
Security vs. Liberty

Americans value security and liberty. They are bathllg prized goods. But immediately after
9/11 these values became factors in a tragic conflchdaAmericans. The conflict was
inevitable and its resolution led to both sacrifice anéesiuig.

Safety from Terrorists vs. Respect for America

Another conflict that Americans face as a group is thdlicometween two things we value:
safety from terrorists and respect for America fromhlmtizens and non-citizens. As a result of
the war on terror, these two values have inevitably clashethanésolution has led to sacrifices
of both security and respect. As a country, we neg&aleespond forcefully and swiftly to 9/11.
There was no way around it. But no matter how we respondedene going to incur some
degree of disrespect and even hatred.

Satus Quo vs. Dissenters

A third post-9/11 conflict that afflicts many Americanghe conflict between, on the one hand,
the status quo who see conformity to the government duringasvdooth an obligation and a
value, and, on the other hand, individuals who value dissamhtfeel an obligation to act in

conformity with their own ideas and conscience. Those whesedied were harmed in many
ways but the power of solidarity can’'t be underestimateitnes of crisis.

Passionate Commitment vs. Reflection

The war on terror has led many Americans to become pastisiaat is, to become strong, and
often uncritical, supporters of a particular course ofoact This should not be surprising. In

emotionally charged problematic situations humans terattan their impulses and passions
with very little consideration of alternatives. But subtloughtlessness has led to unfortunate
consequences.

Key questions: To what extent have we as a countryrahdduals acted with intelligence with
regard to these conflicts? Have our actions reduced tif@rtunate consequences of the
inevitable sacrifices or have our actions made the consequemcse? What could have been
done differently? What can we learn and carry overirtoleg tragic conflicts? How can you
cultivate the above virtues to be a more intelligent agerrifronting tragedy?
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