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My underlying concern in this étude is the extent to which Adriana Ca-
varero’s relational ontology can provide us with a suitable opening for the
important task of reimagining the grounding principles of political and
ethical theory in ways that help us reconcile the ideals of free choice and
individualism with the recognition that all humans are vulnerable, and
that the individual’s choices are subject to manipulation. This is an urgent
question, since we find ourselves living at a time when power inequali-
ties and states of dependency are increasing rather than diminishing.
The so-called tech giants (including Facebook, Google, Microsoft, Ama-
zon, Apple) play on our weaknesses as they manipulate our needs, our
friendships, and our desires, and there is increasing evidence that these
technologies are themselves being exploited in order to distort the oper-
ation of democratic systems of government. There is a pressing need for
a political and ethical framework that can adequately address issues re-
lating to power imbalances, along with bodily and psychological frail-
ties. I will, however, approach this topic in a sideways fashion: through a
consideration of Cavarero’s criticisms of Immanuel Kant in her recent
book Inclinations: A Critique of Rectitude.!

There we discover that Cavarero is highly critical of Kant for privileg-
ing a self that positions itself as solitary, as upright and always under
the control of the head and of reason, and for developing an “autarchic
and egoistic model” that makes “verticality” key to the “postural geom-
etry of Kantian ethics.”® As such, Cavarero places Kant in opposition to
her own relational ontology and her own alternative ethics and politics,
which emphasize interpersonal relationships, vulnerability, and modes
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And—to extend Cole’s analysis—if all of us are vulnerable, how do we go
about defending the minds of those who are most vulnerable from those
political fanatics or those with political power who would seek to take over
their choices and their inclinations by turning them into terrorists or cogs
in some political machine? Of course, there are weaknesses in the Kan-
tian position that posits autonomy, freedom from constraint, and equal-
ity as ideals for moral behavior. But there are also problems with a position
that emphasizes vulnerability and asymmetrical relationships of depen-
dency as the basis for a new ethical and political ideal.

In this étude I have offered a limited defense of Kant (whose ideas of
sexual, racial, and ethnic differences I have strongly criticized elsewhere),*
as a way of pointing to other models of relationality that could serve as a
counter to the overidealized account of autonomy and of equality so of-
ten associated with Kant’s philosophical system. I strongly believe that
we need a new type of political and ethical framework that can adequately
address issues of trust and mistrust, along with the pervasiveness of bul-
lying and other abuses of power. However, if we are to confront the par-
ticular political dangers of our time, it seems to me that the mother-child
relationship is a perilous starting point, and that we should also look back
at Kant’s dialectics of friendship, together with Cavarero’s emphasis on
friendship in her earlier book, to discover how the arcs of relationality
can best be developed with the goals of democratic freedoms and cosmo-
politanism in view.
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