Louis Groarke’s “The Good Rebel”


The moral justification of rebellion has been debated almost since the inception of Western philosophy.  In one of the earliest surviving texts of the tradition, Plato makes us privy to a supposed discussion between Socrates and the laws of Athens concerning whether the old man should make an illegal escape from a city that has unfairly condemned him to death.  In this way the Crito introduces philosophy’s attempt to outline clearly and concisely the conditions necessary for rightful disobedience.  The answer we seem to get in that founding dialogue is particularly dour: Socrates convinces himself that he may not leave his prison and escape execution, even though it is accepted that he has been unjustly convicted and sentenced.  A famous principle that comes down to us from the Crito is “persuade or obey” (51b-c), the principle acting as a sort of contract that gets established between civic authority and the citizenry.  Even a tacit acceptance of the protection and benefits the community provides us with is enough to engender the contract for Socrates.  Those who then come to feel that an authority is acting in an irresponsible manner have a right to attempt persuading that authority of the injustice of the act, and hence cause an alteration in the behaviour of the authority (and the authority must be open to the possibility of being so persuaded).  But if the attempt at persuasion fails, then there is no recourse for the citizen but to obey the dictates of the authority.  The fact that in his own case this means certain execution for Socrates shows just how far he was willing to take his principle.  Plato’s early and sustained attempt at providing the conditions necessary for a justified rebellion thus furnishes us with an empty set: in an even loosely legitimated society we are never justified to rebel against civil authority, and there are no such things as “good rebels”, i.e. people who both openly rebel against the commandments of their society and who are morally good people.


Louis Groarke would have us take a second look.  His book “The Good Rebel” aims at showing us that in fact there is a certain brand of rebel who provides us with possibly the best example of good moral behaviour we can find.  In a broad sense, the argument rests on the position that rationality and freedom combine to produce moral conduct.  The majority of the book is spent substantiating this claim; that being done, Groarke then moves on to elucidate how some rebels manifest rationality and freedom.

Rationality is explained in terms of living a coherent life, the coherence lying between one’s moral code and the way one behaves, or, as Groarke puts it, rationality “is the practice of an (internal and external) consistency” (100).  This might seem to be rather well on the way to the description of good rebellion itself, and not an analysis of rationality per se, but Groarke is concerned never to let rationality be cut off from activity.  It is a foundational premise of this monograph that reason cannot absent itself from its circumstances and ascend to the heights of disinterested theory.   “Pragmatists suggest a different approach.  We begin in the world of action” (94).  Activity brings with it concerns about value, since a well-reasoned action has been chosen or valued above other possible actions.  This pragmatic approach to rationality serves as the basis for an early highlight of the book, an attack on the “Why be Moral?” issue that has gained interest in contemporary philosophy.  For Groarke, and presumably for all philosophers who share his view of an active reason, to ask the question, “Why be moral?” is to operate on the assumption that reason is not necessarily a moral and valuing faculty.  Unsurprisingly, one then finds it very difficult to argue reason into the position that it should be moral.  
The problem is done away with once the notion that reason is inherently active is taken up, and surely Groarke has a good point here; even to ask the question, “Why be moral?” is to take a moral stance.  “The problem with the why-be-moral account is that these philosophers direct their argument toward amoral agents.  This is unrealistic.  Except for the very young, the mentally handicapped, the comatose, or the insane, there are, within the human family, no such agents” (40).  Groarke’s position that we cannot divest our reason from its moral and active character is another mainstay of Western philosophy, and he calls on the arguments of Augustine (46-47), Plato (48), Aristotle (53-54), and Butler (54-55) for support.  This is well and good, and we get a lively account of some of the history of philosophy on the issue of the moral character of reason.  What is not so usual about Groarke’s analysis is his forcefulness in applying this insight back into the realm of action; since reason really is always moral, then it must always be active in the world as well.  Here the case gets put to good use: aside from this attack on the why-be-moral camp, the particular service that this book does in taking up an active reason comes in following up on required behavioural outcomes that such a position entails, especially in terms of rebellion.  If it is true that reason inherently is concerned with and leads to action, then whenever it is the case that the activity an individual’s reason calls for is disallowed by the dictates of society (or whatever authority is in place), then that individual must rebel in order to act rationally.  Accepting the claim that acting rationally is a good thing, the rational rebel can thus be a good rebel.
Rational agents are free on this account, since it seems they are not meaningfully constrained by laws handed down by an arbitrary authority.  To the extent that we are rational, we are compelled (in a very strong sense, given the emphasis on reason’s active quality) to act according to our sense of what is right, but one immediately wonders if we have opened the doors to anarchy, since the legitimacy of social authority (or indeed any worldly authority) is downplayed in comparison to the role of an active reason.  Groarke’s next project then, is to show how true freedom entails embracing morality.  The principle opponent is the position that freedom entails being able to do whatever one wants.  A second highpoint of the book comes in the ensuing attack on a mindless liberalism that operates on this very notion of liberty without going one step further in trying to discern what it is that one should want (105-118).  This is contrasted with an understanding of freedom as embracing what one thinks of as right.  One willingly and gladly endorses an understood morality, and the rational nature of this kind of freedom is highlighted: “Autonomous agents are ruled by something larger than themselves, by the moral law, by the dictates of impersonal reason” (110).   
Clearly this conception of freedom is indebted to Kant, and Groarke knows it.  But as we are giving an analysis of rebellion, Kant in effect gets turned on his head: “while Kant conceives of morality, in traditional terms, as a submission to authority, I want to use the good rebel as a conspicuous example of both freedom and morality” (221) (as an aside, it is worth pointing out here how much Kant and Plato are in agreement on this issue; for Kant’s wholesale appreciation of the “persuade or obey” doctrine, see Metaphysics of Morals, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991, p. 95).  Occasionally an authority gets morality wrong (100), and rational, free agents are committed to acting out against a social injustice.  Still, we are not led inevitably to anarchy because proper freedom entails a deep concern with morality.  Once again relying on an extensive amount of literature supporting the claim that there is an objectivity to morality, Groarke can close off concerns about social upheaval and the loss of personal security.  Indeed the inverse outcome should be true: since freedom involves embracing the moral life, and morality has an objective basis, the more free and rational humans become, the more their moral conduct will cohere and harmonize with that of others.  Thus we get support for the claim that rebels provide an exemplary case of good behaviour, because in a bad society, good rebels are “conspicuously moral and conspicuously free” (11).  They are consummately moral because they have had to overcome the conditioning that all societies enforce on their citizens in achieving an understanding of the good, and they are conspicuously free because they have embraced their moral code to such an extent that they are willing to invoke great material suffering for the sake of that embrace.  With this Groarke rests his case for the goodness of the good rebel.

All of which readies us for a reassessment of Socrates.  The case of Socrates might seem to argue against this kind of analysis; surely Socrates was both rational and free in the sense that Groarke outlines.  The dialogues make us intimately aware of Socrates living a rationally coherent life and his ability to live in conformity with his conception of the good, material consequences be what they may.  Indeed, Socrates is free in a far more prosaic way at the crucial moment, being free to leave the prison and escape the death sentence, should he choose to do so (Crito 45a-46a).  Yet Socrates conforms to the state’s unjust commands, choosing not to disobey as a rebel might.  We have good reason then to characterize Socrates as a conformist, and possibly a conformist of the worst kind, blithely endorsing injustice on the part of the state.  Evidence of this further claim comes out in his trial, when Socrates refers to his military service at Potidaea (28a), a campaign where Athens violently suppresses a rebellion we have reason to believe qualifies as an act of good rebellion in Groarke’s terms.  Socrates expressly tells his jurors to understand his behaviour there in terms of obedience, with the implication being that the Potidaeans should have remained loyal as well.  Far from a rebel, Socrates shows himself willing to engage in injustice on the part of the state, should it require him to do so.  How are we to make sense of this conduct?  Surely part of Socrates’ moral reasoning comes from the claim that he has a duty to respect the dictates of a society that raised and provided the conditions for his existence (Crito 50e-51c) and that he had many opportunities to leave the city, should he not accept its nature (Crito 51e).  This is an issue that gives the morality of rebellion some real bite, and one might have hoped that it would have been taken up by Groarke, there being a theory of rebellion on hand that may be rich enough to show how the free, moral agent who feels the weight of such a debt might see clear to rebelling anyways. 
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