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Introduction 
 
This volume includes selected philosophical papers that were presented in the 
1st International Philosophical Conference in Athens that was organised by the 
Athens Institute for Research and Education. Over 120 speakers gathered to 
present papers on a wide range of topics. The aim of the following introductory 
comments is to make explicit the particular themes that individual emerge in all 
of the papers. 

The first part includes six papers that deal with current epistemological 
issues. The section begins with a paper by Assistant Professor A. Scholl from 
the American University of Kuwait. The main argument of this paper is that 
Descartes’ Skepticism deviates from traditional skeptical problems like the 
problem of Hallucination and Perceptual Relativity and proposes that 
Descartes’ arguments should be understood as arguments intended to conceive 
imagination and sense perception as genuine faculties of thought. This paper is 
followed by one written by Assistant Professor D. Cunning from the University 
of Iowa. His paper defends the thesis that some of the confusion surrounding 
the issue of the Cartesian sensations is due to Descartes’ interchangeable use of 
the language of ‘sensations’ and the language of ‘sensory’ ideas. 

The third paper is by Associate Professor W. Morris from Illinois Wesleyan 
University. The aim of his paper is to criticize Hume’s ‘compatibilism’ by 
making clear that it is largely due to the attempt to assimilate the doctrine of 
necessity to the metaphysical theses of free will and determinism. The fourth 
paper written by Assistant Professor R. Wilburn from University of Nevada, 
claims that contextualism generates scepticism as a conditional claim. 
According to the author, ‘external world’ scepticism has always emerged from 
manifestly contextualist assumptions about knowledge. The fifth paper is 
written by Ph.D student P. Voutsina from University of Sheffield and tutor of 
religious studies in Athens. This paper explores the conflict between 
philosophical intuitions and psychological accounts of self-knowledge. The 
author provides a rationale for the claim that we need an epistemology of self-
knowledge that can subsume the psychological work on first-person error while 
leaving the intentional authority of agents intact.  

The last paper of that part is written by Researchers L. Savion and R. 
Morado from Indiana University and University of Mexico respectively. This 
paper proposes a notion of inference that includes both deductive methods and 
cognitive inferential heuristics that allows fallibility and aims to provide an 
alternative to already existing models of inference. 

In the second part nine papers deal with issues on metaphysics, philosophy 
of mind and philosophy of science. The part begins with a paper by Professor 
P. Hanna from University of Utah. Her paper elaborates a social account of 
language − based on results of research in child language acquisition − in 
contrast to Chomsky’s claim that knowledge of language is theoretical. This 
paper is followed by one written by Assistant Professor L. Pastore and Post-
Doc S. Dellantonio from University of Bari and University of Trento 
respectively. The authors argue that concepts consist not only of features that 
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reflect the definitions of words in natural language but also of different kinds 
of information like geometric and proprioceptive information. This paper is 
followed by one written by Lecturer A. Ward from University of York which 
argues that the conceivability of a duplication process ought to convince the 
reductionst that the truth of personal identity requires a distinction between 
persons and their lives.  

The next paper is written by Professor G. Vision from Temple University 
and shows the links of the doctrine of emergence to the mental causation. He 
contends that mental properties are emergent only if they supervene on 
material properties and are realised in such properties. The eleventh paper 
written by Assistant Professor A. Marras from University of Western Ontario 
shows that Kim’s supervenience argument fails to undermine supervenience-
based accounts of mental and higher-level causation. The twelfth paper written 
by Assistant Professor J. Yoo from Lafayette College argues that if thoughts do 
indeed display normativity, it is impossible to understand how they would arise 
from mechanical occurrences in the brain. Therefore, there is an explanatory 
gap between the intentional and the physical. This paper is followed by one 
written by Assistant Professor W. Jaworski from Fordham University and 
argues that the problem of mental causation could be solved if we follow a 
non-Cartesian understanding of psychophysical relations. This paper is 
followed by one written by Professor H. Pietersma from University of Toronto 
and argues that transcendental philosophy while hostile to realism in its 
philosophical form can be respectful toward realism as a human attitude 
particularly in its scientific form, but the latter doesn’t represent a fully 
philosophical point of view. The last paper of that part is written by Professor 
G. Doppelt from University of California and argues that scientific realists 
ought to be able to explain the explanatory success of a theory not just in terms 
of predictive power but in terms of epistemic virtues like simplicity or 
unification that enable us to explain many observational phenomena. 

In the third part five papers deal with issues on ethics. This part begins with 
a paper written by Assistant Professor C. Brown from Illinois Wesleyan 
University and argues that Hume secures the reality of morality without any 
metaphysical commitments by replacing the question of how we know with the 
question of why we are moral creatures. The next paper is written by Professor 
W. Blizek from University of Nebraska. This paper explores ways to talk about 
religious ethics that do not introduce any kind of relativism, concluding that all 
paths of religious ethics are equally good. The next paper written by Assistant 
Professor S. Burrow from Cape Breton University argues that the virtue of 
autonomy can be developed under threat of personal violence by learning self-
defence rather than just cultivating the virtue of courage. 

The nineteenth paper belongs to Associate Professor P. Schuller from 
Miami University and develops the aspect of necessity in morality by 
attempting to sketch an account of the kinds of virtues that are universally 
necessary to the continuation of humanity by staring with ontology of large 
communities instead of Macintyre’s Aristotelian individuals. The twentieth 
paper is written by Professor M.K. Choi and Assistant Professor M. Dixon 
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from Seowon University and Ohio Northern University respectively that aim to 
describe an alternative approach to environmental ethics that focuses on a 
balance among the dynamics of social, spiritual and natural systems. 

In the fourth part of the volume most of the papers deal with issues on 
continental philosophy and philosophy of religion. What is at stake at the paper 
written by Assistant Professor D. Murphy is a philosophical consideration of 
both the speculative idealism and theistic existentialism by arguing that 
Kierkegaard’s existentialism and conception of god would not have existed if it 
hadn’t been for the presence of Hegel’s philosophy. The next paper written by 
Assistant Professor J. Wiskus from Duquesne University claims that Cezanne’s 
paintings disclose both the spatial and temporal depth of the object through his 
fidelity to what Merleau-Ponty characterizes as the ‘vibration of appearances’. 
The twenty-fourth paper written by Ph.D. student R. Burch from University of 
Warwick explores the role of love in Nietzsche’s work by trying to dissolve 
many prejudices against Nietzsche’s ideas on humanity. The next paper is 
written by Ph.D student and Research Assistant De Vleminck from Catholic 
University Leuven and argues that philosophical historiography can better be 
understood when taking into account the psychopathological spectrum. The 
twenty-fifth paper is written by Lecturer C. Gitsoulis from City University of 
New York. This paper explores Wittgenstein’s philosophical method by 
uncovering the reaches of the medical metaphors in Wittgenstein’s work. The 
next paper written by Professor C. Nicholson from Rider University criticizes 
Huntington’s attempt to grasp the dynamics among civilizations by arguing 
that his work is full of vacuous sophistries, philosophical errors and false 
dilemmas. The next paper belongs to Professor M. Wreen from Marquette 
University and develops a strategy for dealing with the problem that 
omnipotence brings regarding contradictory or logically impossible actions by 
arguing that the very notion of omnipotence is incoherent and self-
contradictory. The next paper written by Assistant Professor H. Weed from 
Tyndale University elaborates Boethius’ aspect on the problem of evil by 
arguing that God’s goodness and God’s commitment to goodness doesn’t 
require that God eliminates every instance of evil. The last paper of this part 
belongs to Professor C.T. Kim from Case Western Reserve University. This 
paper aims to show how different ontological determinations of God in Plato 
and Aristotle affect the very way of thinking about God. 

The fifth and final part of this volume includes five papers that are dealing 
with some issues on political philosophy. The first paper of this part belongs to 
Professor P. Hughes from Michigan-Dearborn University. The author explores 
states of volitional ambivalence as a type of incentive that impairs personal 
autonomy. The next paper written by Ph.D student E. Etieyibo from University 
of Alberta shows the difficulty that lies in libertarians, such as Nozick, in 
defending the thesis that self-ownership involves limitation of the rights 
governments can protect. The next paper written by Professor T. Shanahan 
from Loyola Marymount University examines the moral justifiability of the use 
of terrorism, in the pursuit of a more just society and articulates the conditions 
under which acts of terrorism might be morally justified from a non-
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consequentialist rights-based perspective. The next paper written by Assistant 
Profesor and Director of International Studies I. Stivachtis from Virginia 
Polytechnic Institute and State University examines whether the humanist 
project of universalization of human rights necessarily undermines cultural 
diversity and provides the theoretical basis for the development of such 
universal values. The last paper of this part written by Assistant Professor H. 
Sheinman from Rice University claims that law-making institutions are just as 
essential to the identity of modern legal systems as are courts by showing that a 
realistic account of a theory of law exaggerates the role of adjudication in law 
by supposing that courts are uniquely essential to the legal system. We hope 
these essays will give the reader new to the issues some backround and insight 
and the reader already steeped in them something new to think about. 
 
 

Penelope Voutsina 
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C H A P T E R   O N E 

 
 

Imagination in Descartes’ Skepticism 
 
 

Scholl Ann, American University of Kuwait 
 
 

ost discussions of Descartes’s skepticism regarding 
knowledge of corporeal substances focus upon his use of 
traditional, ancient problems surrounding the faculty of 
sensory perception. These include the “Problem of 
Hallucination” and “Problem of Perceptual Relativity”. The 

conclusion of these problems is that sensory perception and all related faculties 
and judgments are epistemically dodgy faculties of thought, being thoroughly 
unreliable ways of comprehending the nature of corporeal substance –let alone 
the specific substance immediately present to one’s senses. 

M 
According to the Problem of Hallucination, sensations are suspect, 

epistemically, because, one might be dreaming or hallucinating ––that is, 
imagining rather than perceiving–– an actual external corporeal object, or so 
the skeptic suggests. According to the Problem of Relativity, the difficulty is 
that an object of sensory perception is perceived differently by different people 
or even differently in diverse circumstances by the same perceiver. The 
minimal upshot here, of course, is that our senses simply provide us with 
erroneous information about the corporeal objects that one does perceive. 

Gail Fine, for instance, raises the question of whether Descartes’ skepticism 
is merely the “reheated cabbage” of ancient skeptics.1 While I agree with Fine 
that Descartes’ broader skepticism in the early Meditations is very similar to 
the worries of the ancients, I believe that looking to Descartes’ hesitancy about 
imagination sheds light on his reasons for skepticism regarding sensory 
perception. In particular, Descartes’ reasons for being skeptical about 
imaginary ideas reveal that his skepticism regarding sensory perception goes 
well beyond the banal worries of hallucination and perceptual relativity. 

Descartes relies on imagination as a useful epistemic tool in his early works 
and even suggests to Princess Elizabeth that “body (i.e., extension, shapes and 
motions) can likewise be known by the intellect alone, but much better by the 
intellect aided by the imagination”.2 Despite this, Descartes frequently treats 
                                                 
1 Gail Fine, “Descartes and Ancient Skepticism: Reheated Cabbage?”, The Philosophical 
Review, Vol. 109, No.2 (Apr., 2000), pp. 195–234. 
2 Cottingham, Stoohoff and Murdoch, ed. The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, 
(Cambridge: 1984), p. 227 (AT III. 691: CSM III. 227). Hereafter, reference to Descartes’ 
writing will be from this translation, referred to as ‘CSM’ followed by volume numbers and 
page numbers and preceded by standard reference ‘AT’ to the Adam-Tannery volumes. 
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the faculty of imagination with the same level of skepticism he casts towards 
sensory perception.1 In light of the traditional skeptical problems, one wonders 
why imagination faces the similar problems. First, imagination does not 
presume the presence of the actual, external corporeal substances being 
imagined; hence the problem of hallucination poses no immediate difficulties 
for the faculty of imagination. (This would merely become an absurd problem 
that I hallucinate that I am hallucinating). Second, while the problem of 
relativity might pose some minimal epistemic difficulties, one can simply write 
off imagination as a genuine source of gaining knowledge about the immediate, 
actual external corporeal world, as Descartes does.2 This might yet allow for 
imagination to provide knowledge about the nature of corporeal substances or 
further reflection and understanding about the external corporeal world. 

While rarely stated, interpretations of Descartes’s skepticism often presume 
that imagination is suspect as a minimally decent epistemic mode of thought 
early in Meditations because, according to Descartes, the phenomenal content 
of imaginary ideas depends on previously gained sensory states.3 

Inspection of Descartes’ views regarding imagination reveals that his 
hesitation and restrictions upon imagination in the early Meditations are due to 
a deeper skepticism that is independent of (albeit related to) his skepticism 
regarding sensory perception. I will conclude that for Descartes, imagination is 
suspect as a viable mode of thought, not because it might be confused with 
sensory perception, but because imagination might be a false mode of thought. 
As a mode of thought, imagination might fail because perhaps it is not possible 
for an imaginary thought to inform a cognizer about the object of imaginary 
thought ––corporeal substance. Indeed, this also leads one to read Descartes’s 
skepticism regarding sensory perception in a similar manner, which in turn, 
leads to a richer understanding of Descartes’s skepticism regarding sensory 
perceptions. 
 
 
Hesitancy in Meditation II 
 
In Meditation II, Descartes’s narrator asserts the nature of the mind as a 
thinking thing and lists all the modes of thought: 

 
But what then am I? A thing that thinks. What is that? A thing that 
doubts, understands, affirms, denies, is willing, is unwilling, and also 
imagines and has sensory perceptions. (AT VII. 28: CSM II. 18) 
 

Many, notably Cottingham, have noted the hesitant way in which the narrator 
attributes the faculties of sensory perception and imagination to the mind.4 
While the narrator attributes imagination and sensory perception to the mind, 

 
1 AT VII. 28-29 
2 AT VII.28: CSM II.28 
3 See AT VII.74: CSM II. 51. 
4 John Cottingham, Descartes, Blackwell Press, Oxford, 1986, pp.119–32 
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both are additions to the standard cognitive powers. The question then becomes 
why Descartes so hesitantly adjoins these powers to the others in the list. 

The usual reading asserts that the narrator’s presumption that existence of 
only mind and not the body is the background reason for this restriction.  After 
all, one cannot see without eyes or hear without ears. Yet this standard 
interpretation does not fully explain why Descartes only hesitantly attributes 
imagination to the narrator’s mind. This is because in Meditations V and VI, 
Descartes verifies imagination as a viable epistemic mode of thought before he 
turns to the skeptical problems facing sensory perception. That is, Descartes 
asserts the possibility of clear and distinct imaginary ideas––those containing 
the simple ideas of geometry—before verifying the sensory perception as a 
minimally decent mode of thought.1 

 
 

The Restrictions in Meditation II 
 

According to his completed theories of sensory perception and imagination 
(which, of course, is not necessary presumed by the narrator of the 
Meditations), imaginings and sensations are operations of thought in which the 
narrator is aware of bodily substances.2 That is, when imagining or sense-
perceiving, the narrator is phenomenally aware of a corporeal substance. How 
could the narrator be said to have mental operations which are, by definition, 
awarenesses of corporeal substances in Meditation II? Clearly Descartes, when 
claiming that the narrator imagines and sense-perceives in Meditation II, does 
not attribute his “full” sense of imagining and sensory perception to the 
narrator in Meditation II. 

In Meditation II, Descartes’s narrator does not separate the powers of 
imagination and sensory perceptions from the ‘I’ he knows himself to be, yet 
restricts the senses of these powers that he attributes to the mind: 

 
That fact that it is I who am doubting and understanding and willing is 
so evident that I see no way of making it any clearer. But it is also the 
case that the ‘I’ who imagines is the same ‘I’. For, even if, as I have 
supposed, none of the objects of imagination are real, the power of 
imagination is something which really exists and is part of my thinking. 
Lastly, it is also the same ‘I’ who has sensory perceptions, or is aware of 
bodily things as it were through the senses.…I certainly seem to see, to 
hear, and to be warmed. This cannot be false; what is called ‘having a 
sensory perception’ is strictly just this, and in this restricted sense of the 
term it is simply thinking. (AT VII. 29: CSM II. 18) 
 

This has several interpretations, two of which I shall mention here. First, one 
can understand that Descartes wishes to restrict the sense of sensory 

 
1 See AT VII. 64: CSM II. 44–5 
2 See Conversations with Berman, AT V.162: CSM III. 345. 
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perception, but not the power of imagination which the narrator attributes to his 
mind. This interpretation usually entails that sensory perception is suspect 
because it might merely be imagining. Imagining would then not be 
epistemically auspicious. The second possibility is that both imagination and 
sensory perception are suspect. Descartes also singles out imagination, 
specifying that while the power is attributable to the mind alone, this is in spite 
of the fact that the objects of imagination do not exist.  Moreover, this passage 
is explication of the aforementioned and well-known passage, in which the 
narrator hesitates about both imagination and sensory perception. Thus the 
second interpretation appears more palatable. 

Again, one faces several interpretative choices regarding the referent of 
“objects of imagination.” Here the narrator might refer to the cerebral objects 
which the mind turns toward when imagining.1 The narrator might otherwise 
refer to corporeal objects in general, the worry being that both imagination and 
sensory perception do not really present any information about real objects to 
the attending mind.   
 
 
Really Imagining Versus Seeming to Imagine 
 
In Meditation II, Descartes’ narrator cannot that what seems to be sensory 
perception and imaginations are a part of mind, i.e., are thoughts, yet cannot 
attribute the full cognitive abilities to the ‘I’ in Meditation II. Normally, one 
takes “seeming to sense perceive” to mean that the sense perceptions might 
merely be imaginings. However, this usual interpretation leaves little room for 
understanding why the narrator conjoins the faculty of imagination in the 
hesitant attribution to the mind. In addition, at the beginning of Meditations III, 
Descartes lumps together the objects of sensory perception and imagination as 
having no existence outside the mind, and the narrator speaking of both with 
equal skepticism.2  

If one cannot presuppose that the objects of imagination, either corporeal 
substance in general or the cerebral images in the brain, exist, then what 
exactly is the mental faculty does the narrator attribute to his mind? Suppose 
the referent of “objects of imagination” is the cerebral objects. If they are not 
presumed to exist, it is not clear that this would have much effect upon the 
narrator’s attributing imagination to the mind. After all, what if one only 
seemed to picture objects that were not there? Given that Descartes 
distinguishes imagination from sensory perception as “in sense-perception the 
images are imprinted by external objects which are actually present, whilst in 
imagination the images are imprinted by the mind without any external objects, 
and with the windows shut, as it were” (AT V. 162: CSM III. 345), one can see 
that the hesitation about imagination in Meditation II might perhaps involve 
more. 

 
1 See AT X.342: CSM I.335 and AT VII.73: CSM II.51. 
2 See AT VII.29: CSM II. 19. 
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I would suggest that the trouble with imagination, in the mind of Descartes’s 
narrator, has more to do with his worry regarding corporeal substances––the 
concern is not that they are absent in the actual world, but that the narrator, 
early in the Meditations, does not know yet whether corporeal substances are 
real substances. 
 
 
Corporeal Substance and Imagination in Meditation III 
 
Descartes states that the objects of imagination are extramental, cerebral 
semblances. Cerebral semblances, Descartes stipulates, exist formally insofar 
as they are genuine parts of the brain.1 Just as a painting of the Duke of 
Wellington is no less actual than the Duke himself, the cerebral semblances are 
no less actual than the external corporeal substances they often represent. In the 
case of imagining fictional substances, the objects of imagination are actual 
extramental corporeal substances, whereas what they represent are not. So, 
Descartes does not distinguish the objects of imagination as being “unreal”.   

Consider, however, two of Descartes’ basic metaphysical claims. First, he 
does not interpret the fantasy hylomorhpically. Yet, given his other claims that 
the cerebral semblances are nothing more than the corporeal imagination 
arranged in various patterns, Descartes seemingly commits himself to the claim 
that the cerebral semblances are not themselves actual substances, but mere 
modes of the corporeal imagination. Indeed, Descartes, wishing to avoid the 
hylomorphism of the Scholastics, often emphasizes that the fantasy itself is the 
only true object of imagination.2 Descartes clearly embraces the outcome of his 
metaphysical claims: that the object of imagination is always the corporeal 
imagination itself and does not itself literally become pictures or “mini” 
unicorns, coffee mugs, etc. The upshot of this is that the objects of imagination 
are only modally distinct from each other, but are not substantially distinct 
from each other.  

In the beginning of Meditation III, Descartes emphasizes that the narrator, 
at this point in the Meditations, regards the mental operations of imagination 
and sense-perception as “vacuous, false and worthless,” even though the 
operations truly exist as the narrator’s own mental operations.3 Understanding 
of the narrator’s imaginings and sensory perceptions being possibly false and 
worthless is found in Descartes’ distinction between formal and material 
falsity. Needless to say, I cannot today attempt an explanation of Descartes’ 
claims regarding material falsity, as they are notoriously at odds with one 
another. Let me stipulate that an idea is formally false when it incorrectly 
presents an essence to an attending mind and is materially false when it 
presents a nonthing (i.e., presents an idea containing no essence) as though it 
were a thing (an essence).  

 
1 See AT VII. 28: CSM II. 19. 
2 See dioptrics, AT VI. 112: CSM I. 165. 
3 AT VII. 34: CSM II. 24. 
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Considering thoughts materially, as opposed to formally, involves considering 
the ideas as operations of the intellect, without considering the relation the 
phenomenal content has to any object, real or unreal. Viewing ideas materially, 
then involves viewing the phenomenal content of ideas in and of themselves, as 
having objective being, and not as being determined by the objects represented 
by the phenomenal content. The mistake involved in material falsity, as 
described by Descartes, 
 

occurs in ideas, when they represent nonthings as things. For example, 
the ideas which I have of heat and cold contain so little clarity and 
distinctness that they do not enable me to tell whether cold is merely the 
absence of heat or vice versa, or whether both of them are real qualities 
or neither is. And since there can be no ideas which are not as it were of 
things, if it is true that cold is nothing but the absence of heat, the idea 
which represents it to me as something real and positive deserves to be 
called false; and the same goes for other ideas of this kind. (AT VII. 43–
4: CSM II. 30, italics mine). 
 

In a conversation with Berman, Descartes suggests that an idea is materially 
false when it provides “the subject-matter for error, since I can make a mistake 
with regard to the actual nature of the ideas”. (AT V. 173: CSM III 337). To 
clarify obscurely, an idea of the Meditation’s narrator would be materially false 
when the idea is so obscure that the narrator cannot determine whether a 
genuine res, a definable essence, has objective reality in the idea. The idea is so 
obscure that the narrator cannot determine whether the idea presents a 
definable thing to the attending mind. 

Regarding Descartes’ skeptical claims regarding imagination and sensory 
perception in the early Meditations, several implications arise from this 
discussion of material falsity. First is that second-grade sensory and imaginary 
states are ideas which purport to present essences, or genuine, real things to the 
attending mind. If we take these states materially, rather than formally, sensory 
and imaginary ideas are suspect, not because they accurately and truly present 
corporeal substances to the attending mind, but because they are so obscure 
and phenomenally nebulous that the narrator cannot determine that the 
phenomenal content of the idea presents a genuine re.  

In Meditation III, Descartes claims that the narrator does have some clear 
and distinct ideas of corporeal substance, but all of them are nonsensory or 
imaginary ideas: 
 

As to my ideas of corporeal things…if I scrutinize them thoroughly and 
examine them one by one, in the way in which I examined the idea of 
the wax yesterday, I notice that the things which I perceive clearly and 
distinctly in them are very few in number.…But as for all the rest, 
including light and colors, sounds, smells, tastes, heat and cold and the 
other tactile qualities, I think of these in only a very confused and 
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obscure way, to the extent that I do even know whether they are true or 
false. (AT VII.43: CSM II.30) 

 
In the early Meditations, the narrator’s concerns about his powers of 
imagination and sensory perceptions stem from his concern about the content 
of his sensory and imaginary ideas themselves, not about their objects per se. 
The narrator, by presuming neither the existence of corporeal substances nor 
the reality of the corporeal essence, cannot determine that his sensory and 
imaginary faculties are true faculties of his mind. Both imaginary and sensory 
ideas might merely seem to be true modes of thinking. To allay these skeptical 
worries about the faculties of imagination and sensory perception, the narrator 
must show that at least some of imaginary ideas and some of his sensory ideas 
are not materially false. To show that they are not materially false, the narrator 
must show either that it as at least possible that some imaginary or sensory 
ideas phenomenally contain a genuine true essence, which he does in 
Meditation V, when imaginary ideas of geometrical figures are verified as 
providing the subject-matter for genuine judgment. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
In short, the skepticism of Descartes deviates from the traditional skeptical 
problems. The skepticism derives concerning sensory perception, while 
beginning with the usual and ancient problems surrounding the senses, 
nonetheless does not end with those difficulties. If anything, Descartes draws 
from these ideas so that he might develop an understanding of why problems of 
hallucination and perceptual relativity are epistemically suspicious. The 
problems of hallucination and perceptual relativity show that both imaginary 
and sensory perception might fail to be what they seem to be: ideas which 
present the genuine res of corporeal substance to an attending mind. This also 
alters one’s understanding of the Meditations as a whole. For instance, the role 
of Meditation VI and the early arguments in Meditation VI give new purpose 
and meaning, as they are now understood as arguments intended to resurrect 
imagination and sensory perception as genuine faculties of thought––ideas 
which do present real essences to the attending mind and are “about” 
something, the genuine res of corporeal substance. 
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n Sixth Replies Descartes distinguishes three components or 
“grades” of sensory experience.1 The first is the collision of 
external bodies with our senses; the second is the production in the 
mind of perceptions of qualities such as size, shape, color, smell, 
and taste; the third is the set of judgments that we make about 

which qualities of the perceived object exist independently of our thought. If 
we are careful, we might restrict such judgments to the qualities that do exist in 
sensible objects – for example size and shape. However, if we do not guard 
against “all the judgements about things outside us which we have been 
accustomed to make from our earliest years”,2 we will attribute to sensible 
objects qualities that do not belong to them. We will be “affected by this 
sensation of colour”, for example, and “judge that a stick, located outside me, 
is coloured”.3 Material bodies impact our senses and make us have sensations 
of color, smell, and taste. However,  

I 

 
colours, smells, tastes and so on, are... merely certain sensations which 
exist in my thought, and are as different from bodies as pain is different 
from the shape and motion of the weapon which produces it.4 

 
Part of what it is to sense a body is to have perceptions of qualities that the 
body does not actually have, but that are conducive to fixing our attention on 
aspects of the body that are relevant to our preservation.5 Sensations of 
coldness, smell, and taste are among them. 

                                                 
1 AT 7:437. Here I am using the translations in John Cottingham, Robert Stoothoof, and 
Dugald Murdoch, The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, Volume I, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press (1985); Cottingham, Stoothoff, and Murdoch, The Philosophical Writings of 
Descartes, Volume II, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press (1984); and Cottingham, 
Stoothoff, Murdoch, and Anthony Kenny, The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, Volume 
III, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press (1991). I use “AT” to refer to the pagination in 
Charles Adam and Paul Tannery, Ouevres de Descartes, Volumes I-XII, Paris: Vrin (1996). 
2 AT 7:437. 
3 Ibid. 
4 AT 7:440. 
5 See for example the Sixth Meditation, AT 7:88. 
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Descartes goes to tremendous lengths to distinguish sensations and the material 
bodies that occasion them.1 Colors, smells, and tastes, as he says, are mind-
dependent sensations. They are modes of mind, and we are in a position to 
recognize that they are modes of mind when our ideas of them represent them 
accurately: 

 
In order to distinguish what is clear in this connection from what is 
obscure, we must be very careful to note that pain and colour and so on 
are clearly and distinctly perceived when they are regarded merely as 
sensations or thoughts.2 
 

For Descartes, a clear and distinct idea is a true idea, and a clear and distinct 
idea of color represents color accurately. It represents color as a sensation. A 
sensation is a mode of mind that is occasioned by the impact of bodies on our 
senses. A clear and distinct idea of a sensation represents a sensation as the 
mode of mind that it is. 

A false idea of a sensation, on the other hand, might misrepresent that 
sensation as something other than a mode of mind. For example, we might 
have an idea of coldness according to which coldness is something that exists 
mind-independently. Such an idea would not mis-represent coldness unless it 
were an idea of coldness; it would just be an idea of something else. Descartes 
thus says that a false idea of a sensation “does have something positive as its 
underlying subject, namely the actual sensation involved”.3 If we think of 
coldness and conceive of it as a quality that exists mind-independently, then we 
have an idea of coldness that represents coldness but represents it inaccurately. 
Descartes thinks that most of us have an idea of coldness that is 
misrepresentative in this way. He traces the error in our idea to our 
embodiment and our single-minded focus on self-preservation in childhood: 

 
And when nothing very beneficial or harmful was happening to the 
body, the mind had various sensations corresponding to the different 
areas where, and ways in which, the body was being stimulated, namely 
what we call the sensations of tastes, smells, sounds, heat, cold, light, 
colours and so on.... At the same time the mind perceived sizes, shapes, 
motions, and so on, which were presented to it not as sensations but as 
things, or modes of things, existing (or at least capable of existing) 
outside thought.... The next stage arose when the mechanism of the 
body, which is so constructed by nature that it has the ability to move in 

 
1 See also The World, AT 11:6; Principles II: 1, AT 8A:40; and the Sixth Meditation, AT 7:81.  
2 Principles I: 68, AT 8A:33. See also Alan Nelson, “The Falsity in Sensory Ideas: Descartes 
and Arnauld”, in E. Kremer (ed.), Interpreting Arnauld, Toronto: University of Toronto Press 
(1996), 23-6; Alan Nelson, “Descartes’s Ontology of Thought”, Topoi 16 (1997), 166; 
Katherine J. Morris, “Intermingling and Confusion”, International Journal of Philosophical 
Studies 3 (1995), 290-7; Samuel C. Rickless, “The Cartesian Fallacy Fallacy”, Noûs 39 (2005), 
315-7; and David Cunning, “Descartes on the Dubitability of the Existence of Self”, 
Philosophy and Phenomenological Research (forthcoming 2007). 
3 Fourth Replies, AT 7:234.  See also Nelson 1996, 28, and Cunning 2007. 
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various ways by its own power, twisted around aimlessly in all 
directions in its random attempts to pursue the beneficial and avoid the 
harmful; at this point the mind that was attached to the body began to 
notice that the objects of this pursuit or avoidance had an existence 
outside itself. And it attributed to them not only sizes, shapes, motions 
and the like, which it perceived as things or modes of things, but also 
tastes, smells and so on, the sensations of which were, it realized, 
produced by the objects in question.1 
 

In childhood we do not step back and engage in careful philosophical reflection 
but are immersed in a world of bodies that are relevant to our survival. We do 
not make a rigorous philosophical distinction between the mind-dependent 
sensations that bodies produce in us and the qualities that the bodies have 
themselves. Instead we hastily suppose that bodies have all of the qualities that 
we perceive as a result of their impact on our senses. In an instance of the third 
grade of sensory perception, we judge that coldness and colour and sound are 
in bodies just as much as size and shape.2 

It is thus as a result of a bad cognitive habit that our ideas of coldness and 
color come to misrepresent coldness and color. We super-add to our ideas of 
coldness and color the predicate of mind-independent existence, and these new 
ideas are of the sensations of coldness and color but still misrepresent them.3 
Even our analytic judgments about coldness and color will be false if these 
ideas are not emended: 

 
Even if I do not refer my ideas to anything outside myself, there is still 
subject-matter for error, since I can make a mistake with regard to the 
actual nature of the ideas. For example, I may consider the idea of 
colour, and say that it is a [mind-independent] thing or quality; or rather 
I may say that the colour itself, which is represented by this idea, is 
something of the kind. For example, I may say whiteness is a quality; 
and... even if I do not say or suppose that there is any white thing – I 
may still make a mistake in the abstract, with regard to whiteness itself 
and its nature or the idea I have of it....4 

 
Here Descartes allows that it is possible for us to have an idea of color that 
mis-represents color as something other than a sensation. An idea of whiteness 
represents and is of whiteness; whiteness is a sensation; and a true idea of 
whiteness represents it as such. But an analysis of a false idea of color will 

 
1 Principles I:71, AT 8A:35-6. 
2 Descartes allows that there is a sense in which qualities like coldness and color can be said to 
be in bodies. These qualities can be said to be in bodies in so far as bodies are able to make us 
have perceptions of them. (See Principles IV: 198, AT 8A:322.) However, we must always 
keep in mind that all that we are thereby saying is that in the right circumstances bodies that are 
not literally colored (or cold) are able to produce in us sensations of color (or coldness). 
3 See also Fourth Replies, AT 7:233-5. 
4 Conversation with Burman, AT 5:152.  
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deliver a different result entirely. In the same way that we might make an 
erroneous judgment about bachelors if our idea of bachelor is confused and if 
no bachelors existed, we might make an erroneous judgment about color if no 
colors existed. We might judge that what it is for something to be a color is for 
it to be a mind-independent thing. 

For Descartes, there is a distinction between a sensation and an idea of that 
sensation. Sensations are qualia that we perceive as a result of the impact of 
bodies on our senses. Ideas of sensations represent sensations. A true idea of 
coldness represents coldness as a mind-dependent sensation, and a false idea of 
coldness represents coldness as a mind-independent quality.1 

Sensations are therefore much like passions in Descartes’ ontology. For 
Descartes, a passion is something that is felt: 

 
The perceptions we refer only to the soul are those whose effects we 
feel as being in the soul itself, and for which we do not normally know 
any proximate cause to which we can refer them. Such are the feelings 
of joy, anger and the like, which are aroused in us sometimes by the 
objects which stimulate our nerves and sometimes also by other causes.2 
 

A passion is often accompanied and caused by beliefs – for example, we feel 
esteem when we recognize something as having value3; we feel love when “we 
think of something as good with regard to us”4; we feel joy when we are in 
possession of a good that we think is our own5; we feel envy when we regard 
others as possessing a good that we would rather possess ourselves.6 All of 
these are qualitative states or feelings, though they are accompanied by and 
caused (at least in part) by cognitive states. The purpose of the passions, 
according to Descartes, is to motivate us to act in circumstances in which our 
cognitive states themselves would not. In the case of love, hatred, desire, joy, 
and sadness, for example, 

 
their natural function is to move the soul to consent and contribute to 
actions which may serve to preserve the body or render it in some way 
more perfect. From this point of view, sadness and joy are the two 
passions that have primary application. For it is only through a feeling 
of pain that the soul is immediately advised about things that harm the 
body: this feeling produces in the soul first the passion of sadness, then 
hatred of what causes the pain, and finally the desire to get rid of it.  
Similarly the soul is immediately advised about things useful to the 

 
1 Or more precisely, the most common false idea of coldness represents coldness as a mind-
dependent quality, as there are presumably other predicates that our hasty wills could super-add 
to our idea of the sensation of color that do not pertain to it.   
2 Passions of the Soul I: 25, AT 11:347. 
3 Passions of the Soul II: 54, AT 11:373-4. 
4 Passions of the Soul II: 56, AT 11:374. 
5 Passions of the Soul II: 91, AT 11:396-7. 
6 Passions of the Soul III: 182, AT 11:466-7. 
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body only through some sort of titillation, which first produces joy in it, 
then gives rise to love of what we believe to be its cause, and finally 
brings about the desire to acquire something that can enable us to 
continue in this joy, or else to have a similar joy again later on.1 
 

In the way that a sensation of color is vivid and attention-getting, and in the 
way that a feeling of hunger inclines us to eat when the mere instruction that 
our body is in need of food would not be so motivational, passions like joy and 
love incline us to do things that we should do and that we otherwise might not. 
They supply us with additional amounts of motivation.2 When properly 
ordered, they can incline us to stand down an evil, or to give something of 
value its proper due.   

For Descartes, sensations and passions are mind-dependent qualia. We can 
have ideas of sensations that thereby represent those sensations, and we can 
also have ideas of passions. We have a clear and distinct idea of a passion or 
sensation insofar as we conceive it as it truly is: 

 
There remain sensations, emotions and appetites. These may be clearly 
perceived provided we take great care in our judgments concerning 
them to include no more than what is strictly contained in our 
perception – no more than that of which we have inner awareness.3 
 

We might find ourselves in a situation in which the passion of joy is produced 
in us. We might then think about this passion and so have an idea of it. If that 
idea is clear and distinct, it represents joy as mind-dependent. But mind-
dependent joy is not thereby an idea. Neither is a mind-dependent sensation. 

For Descartes there is a distinction between sensations and the ideas of 
sensations that represent them. The latter ideas are adventitious in the sense 
that we do not form them until we have had the sensations that are produced by 
the impact of bodies on our senses. Descartes does say in one passage that 
ideas of sensations are innate, but all that he means in saying this is that when 
an idea of a sensation is formed in us the content of that idea is not transmitted 
from the bodies that occasion them. He is thereby reiterating his view that 
sensations do not exist mind-independently but are produced in us as a result of 
the impact on our senses of bodies that do not resemble them: 

 
[T]here is nothing in our ideas which is not innate to the mind or the 
faculty of thinking, with the sole exception of those circumstances 
which relate to experience, such as the fact that we judge that this or 

 
1 Passions of the Soul II: 137, AT 11:430. 
2 Note that I am not suggesting that Cartesian passions are not representational. In section II 
there is a discussion of the way in which sensations, passions, and linguistic terms are 
representational in Descartes’ system, even though none of these is an idea. See also Graham 
Mayeda, “Generosity and Representation: Making Sense of a Non-Representational Model of 
the Passions”, Dialogue 41 (2002), 291-311. 
3 Principles I: 66, AT 8A:32, emphasis added. 
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that idea which we now have immediately before our mind refers to a 
certain thing situated outside us. We make such a judgment not because 
these things transmit the ideas to our mind through the sense organs, but 
because they transmit something which, at exactly that moment, gives 
the mind occasion to form these ideas by means of the faculty innate to 
it. Nothing reaches our mind from external objects through the sense 
organs except certain corporeal motions….1 
 

Here Descartes is clear that we do not form ideas of sensations until bodies 
produce sensations in our minds.2 Ideas of sensations are innate, but not in the 
sense that our minds have ideas of sensations before we have any experience of 
sensible bodies. Ideas of sensations are innate in the very restricted sense that 
they are ideas of mind-dependent qualities.3 Sensations exist in minds only. An 
idea of a sensation is of a mind-dependent quality even if we do not have ideas 
of sensations prior to the collision of bodies with our senses. 

For Descartes finite minds have a lot of built-in structure. They have ideas 
that are innate in the strong Platonic sense: 

 
You ask me what sort of idea my mind would have had of God and of 
itself if, ever since being implanted in the body, it had remained within 
it, with the eyes closed and none of the senses functioning.  Since your 
question is asked in such an open and frank manner, I shall give you a 
straightforward and honest reply. I do not doubt that the mind – 
provided we suppose that in thinking it received not just no assistance 
from the body but also that it received no interference from it – would 
have had exactly the same ideas of God and itself that it now has, with 
the sole difference that they would have been much purer and clearer. 
The senses often impede the mind in many of its operations, and in no 
case do they help in the perception of ideas. The only thing that prevents 
all of us noticing equally well that we have these ideas is that we are too 
occupied with perceiving the images of corporeal things.4 
 

Minds have in addition an innate idea of body.5 Minds also are able to derive 
ideas from these innate ideas.6 And as we have seen, a minds has the quite 
remarkable ability to have sensations upon the impact of bodies on the sense 
organs of the human body to which that mind is attached. These sensations 

 
1 Comments on a Certain Broadsheet, AT 8B 358-9. 
2 See also “To More, August 1649” AT 5:402. 
3 See also Anthony Kenny, Descartes: A Study of His Philosophy, New York: Random House 
(1968), 104-5, and Daniel Garber, “Descartes and Occasionalism,” in Steven Nadler (ed.), 
Causation in Early Modern Philosophy, University Park: Penn State University Press (1993), 
23. For a discussion of Descartes’ use of the term ‘innate’ to describe ideas that are strictly 
speaking adventitious, see Geoffrey Gorham, “Descartes on the Innateness of All Ideas”,  
Canadian Journal of Philosophy 32 (2002), esp. 379-88.  
4 Fifth Replies, AT 7:375. 
5 The Second Meditation, AT 7: 31; “To Princess Elizabeth, 21 May 1643,” AT 3: 665-6. 
6 “To Princess Elizabeth, 21 May 1643” AT 3:665-6. 
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bear no resemblance-relation to the impacting bodies, and it is perfectly 
conceivable that minds might have been constructed so as to not be capable of 
having sensations. A body might strike one of these minds, and it would never 
know color or cold. Our minds have been constructed with the feature of being 
able to have sensations. Our minds are also able to have ideas of these 
sensations that thereby represent them. 

One of the central topics of the Third Meditation is ideas and their 
representationality. In particular the Third Meditation offers an important 
discussion of ideas of qualities like color, sound, and taste, etc. The stated aim 
of the Meditation is to produce a successful demonstration of the existence of 
God. After abandoning a demonstration that begins with the premise that an 
idea is always an exact likeness of an existing object, Descartes considers that 

 
there is another way of investigating whether some of the things of 
which I possess ideas exist outside me. In so far as ideas are considered 
simply as modes of thought, there is no recognizable inequality among 
them: they all appear to come from within me in the same fashion. But 
in so far as different ideas are considered as images which represent 
different things, it is clear that they differ widely. Undoubtedly, the 
ideas which represent substances to me amount to something more and, 
so to speak, contain within them more objective reality than the ideas 
which merely represent modes or accidents. Again, the idea that gives 
me my understanding of a supreme God, eternal, infinite, immutable, 
omniscient, omnipotent, and the creator of all things that exist apart 
from him, certainly has in it more objective reality than the ideas that 
represent finite substances.1 
 

Here Descartes is putting forward a number of views. One is that all ideas are 
modes of mind and that no idea is a mode of mind to a larger degree than any 
other. Another is that ideas are representational. Indeed, Descartes says that 
although something can be dubbed a ‘thought’ in a loose sense so long as it is a 
mode of mind, the term ‘idea’ is to be reserved for modes of mind that are of 
objects.2 Another view that Descartes is putting forward in the passage is that 
ideas represent in virtue of their objective reality or content. He will go on to 
argue that an idea of God has an infinite amount of objective reality and that 
the only possible cause of an infinite amount of being is an omnipotent being 
or God.3   

 
1 AT 7:40. 
2 AT 7:37.  Descartes says that “some of my thoughts are as it were the images of things, and it 
is only in these cases that the term ‘idea’ is strictly appropriate – for example, when I think of a 
man, or a chimera, or the sky, or an angel, or God.” 
3 See Second Replies, AT 7:139-40, for Descartes’ elaboration of the argument from objective 
reality in terms of the power that is required for an infinite amount of objective reality to be 
produced. Some commentators offer a different reading of the argument according to which 
Descartes is simply supposing that there is a match between the objective reality of an idea and 
what he calls the “formal” reality of its cause. (See for example Louis Loeb “Was Descartes 
Sincere in His Appeal to the Natural Light?”, Journal of the History of Philosophy 26 (1988), 
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Along the way Descartes examines other ideas that he has – his idea of body, 
for example, and his ideas of qualities like coldness, sound, and taste. He 
notices that these ideas do not have so much objective reality that they force 
him to posit the existence of anything other than his thinking mind as their 
cause. He also notices that his ideas of qualities like coldness are confused. He 
considers his ideas of the extensive qualities of bodies and writes, 

 
But as for all the rest, including light and colours, sounds, smells, tastes, 
heat and cold and the other tactile qualities, I think of these only in a 
very confused and obscure way, to the extent that I do not even know 
whether they are true or false, that is, whether the ideas of them are of 
real things or non-things. For example, the ideas which I have of heat 
and cold contain so little clarity and distinctness that they do not enable 
me to tell whether cold is merely the absence of heat or vice versa, or 
whether both of them are real qualities, or neither is.1 
 

Earlier I argued that Descartes subscribes to the view that ideas of sensations 
represent mind-dependent sensations which are qualia. In the Third Meditation 
he appears to be reflecting another view entirely. He says that an idea of 
coldness is so obscure and confused that it is difficult to determine what it 
represents, or even whether it represents at all. Indeed, if ideas of coldness and 
the like “represent non-things... they arise from nothing.”2 If they have no 
cause, and if an idea only has as uch objective reality as its cause is able to 
produce, then they have no objective reality.3 It is difficult to understand how 
such ideas are ideas in Descartes’ strict sense, and it is difficult to make sense 
of their representationality. 

Some commentators have argued that Descartes holds that ideas of qualities 
like color and coldness are intrinsically confused.4 There is no question that in 
the Third Meditation Descartes is reflecting the view that such ideas are 
confused, but that does not mean that in the Third Meditation he is reflecting 
his own considered view. He is instead capturing the view of a meditator who 
is very confused at the start of inquiry and who has only proceeded as far as the 

 
384-93, and Thomas C. Mark, “Descartes’ Proof in Meditation III”, International Studies in 
Philosophy 7 (1975), 79-85). Everyone would agree, however, that the argument includes the 
premise that an idea of God has an infinite amount of objective reality, and that is all that I am 
presupposing for the present discussion. The reason why I read the argument from objective 
reality in terms of the power of a cause to produce an infinite amount of objective reality is 
because the argument admits that reading and because the argument is otherwise unbelievably 
terrible. Descartes would not just suppose the premise that there is a match between the content 
of an idea and its cause. Indeed, he abandons this premise (and the argument that might be built 
from it) at the start of the Third Meditation (AT 7:38-9). 
1 AT 7:43-4. 
2 AT 7:44. 
3 See also Margaret Wilson, Descartes, New York: Routledge (1978), 111, 114-5. 
4 See Wilson 1978, 105-16; and Jill Buroker, “Descartes on Sense Qualities”, Journal of the 
History of Philosophy 29 (1991), 585-611. 
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Third Meditation. He has not yet emended his ideas of sensible qualities, and 
his pre-Meditations ideas of these are very confused. 

Reflecting the epistemic individualism that is part of the inspiration of the 
Enlightenment Period, Descartes holds that we should not just accept a view on 
authority, but should wait until we see its truth for ourselves.1 A problem, 
however, is that at the start of inquiry our commitments and conceptions are 
way off, and we are not in the best position to see things as they really are: we 
(or at least most of Descartes' readers) think that what we know best we know 
through the senses; our conceptions of mind and God represent mind and God 
as sensible; our conceptions of qualities like color and sound represent these as 
existing mind-independently; we think and speak by way of terms that we do 
not understand or that may have no corresponding idea; and what we take to be 
the paradigm of a distinct perception is hardly distinct at all.2 We take in 
information against the background of our current commitments and 
conceptions, and so are primed to reject what conflicts with them.3 When we 
work through the Meditations from the first-person point-of-view, we accept or 
reject things when we see for ourselves that they are to be accepted or rejected, 
but until our intellects are emended we do not have the best perspective from 
which to see the truth. 

The first-person Meditations is written accordingly. To offer an everyday 
analogy, it is not wholly unlike the transcript of the phenomenology of a 
confused student attending office-hours. Such a student cannot start but from 
where he begins, and in some cases he begins at a state of deep confusion. If he 
has any chance of arriving at truth, he will reason from and through this 
confusion, and past it. The transcript of his thinking will also reflect the 
interjections of his teacher, but only when he is ready to understand them, and 
much of the rest of his thinking will be confused. In the First Meditation, for 
example, Descartes’ meditator reasons from the premise that whatever is 
known best is known through the senses.4 He also sees it as conceivable that 
God is a deceiver. From a more considered point-of-view, the prospect of 
divine deception is of course incoherent.5 At the start of inquiry, however, we 
do not notice this. Descartes introduces the prospect because a consideration of 
it is instrumental in enabling us to arrive at a clear and distinct perception of 
mind in the Second Meditation.6 The latter provides us with an improved 
standard of distinctness for use in further inquiry. 

 
1 See for example Appendix to Fifth Replies, AT 9A:208-9. 
2 See Second Replies, AT 7:130-131; Principles I:66-74, AT 8A:32-8; and David Cunning, 
“Rationalism and Education”, in Alan Nelson (ed.), A Companion to Rationalism, Oxford: 
Blackwell Publishing (2005), 61-81. 
3 Principles I:72, AT 8A:36-7; “Preface to the Reader”, AT 7:9; Second Replies, AT 7:164, 
CSM 2:116. 
4 AT 7:18. 
5 See for example “Letter to Voetius, May 1643”, AT 8B:60, and the Fifth Meditation, AT 
7:66-9.  The view that what is known best is known through the senses is also false, according 
to Descartes.  See for example the Second Meditation, AT 7:30-4. 
6 See for example “To Buitendijck, 1643”, AT 4:62-4. 
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The Second Meditation also reflects the thinking of a confused meditator. The 
meditator enters the Meditation with a confused idea of mind that represents 
mind as sensible. He abstracts from this composite idea the idea of mind that is 
one of its components.1 Later in the Meditation he converges on a clear and 
distinct idea of body. He abstracts the latter from his confused idea of a 
particular body (a piece of wax) that has features like color, taste, and smell.  
He notes that the resultant perception that he has of it is 

 
a case not of vision or touch or imagination – nor has it ever been, 
despite previous appearances – but of purely mental scrutiny; and this 
can be imperfect and confused, as it was before, or clear and distinct as 
it is now....2 
 

The meditator emends his pre-Meditations idea of body at the end of the 
Second Meditation. An idea of body that represents body as having qualities 
like color, taste and smell misrepresents body, but an idea of body that 
represents it as having only extensive qualities represents it accurately. What 
the meditator does not do in the Second Meditation is emend his confused ideas 
of qualities like color, taste and smell. He takes these into the Third Meditation, 
and when he inspects them against the background of the new standard of 
distinctness that he acquired in the Second Meditation, he makes the 
determination that they are very different from ideas that meet this standard. 
They are confused. 3 

For Descartes, ideas of sensations are ideas and have objective reality. They 
represent mind-dependent sensations. Ideas of qualities like color and taste that 
represent these qualities as existing mind-independently are confused, and the 
discussion of the Third Meditation reflects this. But sensations themselves are 
not ideas in Descartes’ strict sense of being mental items that represent by 
virtue of their objective reality. There is not a single text in which Descartes 
says that sensations have objective reality. In addition, there is good 
philosophical reason for thinking that sensations do not have objective reality. 
For Descartes, objective reality is something that is internal to an idea. It is 
something that we can inspect that allows us to determine what our ideas are 
of.  

However, it appears to be just a brute phenomenological fact that when we 
introspect and consider (for example) a sensation of coldness, there is nothing 
more to what we are considering than the quale itself. In particular, an 
examination of the mere sensation of coldness does not provide us with any 

 
1 AT 7:25-7.  See also Cunning 2007. 
2 AT 7:31. 
3 There are other texts in which Descartes identifies ideas of qualities like coldness as confused 
modes of mind – for example “To Regius, January 1642”, AT 3:493, and Passions of the Soul 
I:28, AT 11:350 – but it is important to note that Descartes thinks that as a matter of fact such 
ideas are almost always confused. Even if we have done the philosophical work of severing 
from our idea of coldness the opinion that coldness exists mind-independently, “it is something 
else entirely to forget such opinions, which is virtually never in our power” (“Letter to Voetius, 
May 1643”, AT 3:37).   
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information about the bodies that occasion it.1 There is indeed a fixed 
correlation between the sensation and the bodies that occasion it, but this 
correlation is a matter of brute divine institution, and is discovered by us 
experientially.2  

Of course, our inability to detect the objective reality of a sensation by 
introspection is evidence that sensations have no objective reality only on the 
assumption that Descartes is not an externalist with respect to the referentiality 
of ideas.3 This assumption is perhaps obvious, but there are at least three 
reasons for putting it forward. 

The first is that in the Third Meditation Descartes does not presuppose the 
existence of anything other than his thinking. The argument from objective 
reality supposes that an infinite amount of objective reality exists, and this 
reality is mental. For Descartes it is objective reality that fixes the reference of 
an idea, and objective reality is a feature of the idea that has it. 

The second reason is textual. Descartes says that ideas “contain within 
themselves” objective reality. He adds that “the objective mode of being 
belongs to ideas by their very nature”.4 He begins the Third Meditation by 
taking inventory of the resources that will be available for his proof of the 
existence of God; he includes modes of thinking only.5 

The third reason is that the Third Meditation proof from objective reality 
has no chance of being successful if the reference of an idea is fixed by factors 
that are external to the idea. The proof moves from the premise that there is an 
idea of an entity that has all of the divine attributes to the conclusion that there 
exists a corresponding entity in actual reality. If our idea of the entity did not 
capture its infinitude, the matching entity in reality would not be God. In 
addition, if our idea of the entity did not capture its infinitude, we would not be 
in a position to assert that the idea of the entity was an idea of God. It might be 
of God, but we would not know this if the idea’s reference to God was fixed by 
factors external to that idea. An infinitely powerful being would not be 
required to produce those aspects of the idea that are available to introspection, 
and the proof of God’s existence would not succeed. 

Descartes holds that ideas of sensations represent sensations, but sensations 
themselves are not ideas.6 But this does not entail that Cartesian sensations are 

 
1 The same presumably holds for passions.  If these are representational, and of course they are, 
it is not in virtue of the fact that they are ideas in Descartes’ strict sense. 
2 See for example Principles III:46, AT 8A:100-1; The Sixth Meditation, AT 86-9; Passions of 
the Soul I:44, AT 11:361-2; and Passions of the Soul I:50, AT 11:368-70. There is a further 
discussion of this correlation below. 
3 For a nice discussion of the nuances of different externalist accounts of the reference of ideas, 
see Joe Lau, “Externalism about Mental Content”, in Edward Zalta (ed.), The Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/content-externalism (2003). 
4 AT 7:42. 
5 AT 7:34-5. 
6 I am therefore disagreeing with commentators who want to retain the view that Cartesian 
sensations are ideas and who conclude that a Cartesian sensation is an idea of itself. (See for 
example Calvin Normore, “Meaning and Objective Being: Descartes and His Sources”, in 
Amélie Rorty (ed.), Essays on Descartes’ Meditations, Berkeley: University of California 
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not representational. They are representational so long as there are other ways 
that a being can be representational in Descartes’ system and so long as 
sensations are representational in one of these ways. 

Recent scholarship has shown that Cartesian sensations are indeed 
representational. They are representational in that they communicate to us 
important information about the relevance of particular bodies to the 
preservation of our own bodies.1 Cartesian sensations are representational, but 
they are not ideas. Descartes unpacks their representationality instead in terms 
of the arbitrarily instituted link between the terms of a language and the objects 
to which they refer. He writes, 

 
words, as you well know, bear no resemblance to the things they 
signify, and yet they make us think of these things, frequently even 
without our paying attention to the sound of the words or to their 
syllables.... Now if words, which signify nothing except by human 
convention, suffice to make us think of things to which they bear no 
resemblance, then why could nature not also have established some sign 
which would make us have the sensation of light, even if the sign 
contained nothing within itself which is similar to this sensation?2  
 

Descartes appeals to the same analogy with human language when he fleshes 
out the way in which passions are representational.3 We have a sensation of 
pain when an object has damaged our body; the sensation serves as a sign that 
we should avoid that object. Similarly, we have been so constructed that the 
passion of fear is tightly associated with our detection of objects that are a 
danger to us. It kicks in when such objects are present and is a sign that we 
should flee them.4 There is no question that Cartesian sensations and Cartesian 
passions are representational. However, they are not ideas in the strict 
Cartesian sense. 

 
Press (1986: 229), and Nelson (1996: 28.) Note that the view that sensations are modes of mind 
but not ideas is also (though perhaps more explicitly) in the Cartesian philosopher Nicholas 
Malebranche. See for example Nicholas Malebranche, The Search After Truth, in Thomas 
Lennon and Paul J. Oscamp (trans. and eds.), The Search After Truth and Elucidations of The 
Search After Truth, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press (1997: ii, 5, 228-9), and Nicholas 
Malebranche, Elucidation Ten, in Lennon and Oscamp (1997: 621-2)). 
1 See for example Alison Simmons, “Are Cartesian Sensations Representational?”, Noûs 33 
(1999), 347-69; Alison Simmons, “Sensible Ends: Latent Teleology in Descartes’ Account of 
Sensation”, Journal of the History of Philosophy 39 (2001), 49-75; Laura Keating, 
“Mechanism and the Representational Nature of Sensation in Descartes”, Canadian Journal of 
Philosophy 29 (1999), 411-29; and Nelson (1996), 18-20. 
2 The World, AT 11:4. 
3 Passions of the Soul I:50, AT 11:368-70. 
4 For a nice discussion of the similarities and differences between Descartes’ views on (1) the 
connection between sensations and motivation and (2) the connection between passions and 
motivation, see Lisa Shapiro, “What Do the Expressions of the Passions Tell Us?”, in Daniel 
Garber and Steven Nadler (eds.), Oxford Studies in Early Modern Philosophy 1 (2003), 45-66, 
and Lisa Shapiro, “Descartes’ Passions of the Soul and the Union of Mind and Body,” Archiv 
für Geschichte der Philosophie 85 (2003), 211-48. 
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Descartes holds that sensations of color, taste, and sound, etc., are mind-
dependent entities that are produced in a mind upon the impact of bodies on the 
sense organs of the human body to which the mind is attached. There are a 
number of passages, however, in which he says that the entity that is thereby 
produced in a human mind is an idea. For example, he writes, 

 
everyone knows that the ideas of tickling and of pain, which are formed 
in our mind on the occasion of our being touched by external bodies, 
bear no resemblance to these bodies. Suppose we pass a feather gently 
over the lips of a child who is falling asleep, and he feels himself being 
tickled. Do you think the idea of tickling which he conceives resembles 
anything present in this feather?1 
 

There are a number of important issues that surround the question of whether 
or not Cartesian sensations are ideas. If they are ideas, they have objective 
reality, and they present us with the question of whether or not there is 
something internal to a sensation from which we can read its referent. If 
Cartesian sensations are not ideas, their failure to present us with their objects 
is to be expected. A second issue is that the result that Cartesian sensations are 
ideas will incline us to conclude that Cartesian sensations are representational. 
Cartesian sensations may well be representational, but we are missing 
something if they are not ideas and if one of our reasons for thinking that they 
are representational is that they are ideas. If Cartesian sensations are not ideas, 
then the only evidence for the view that Cartesian sensations are 
representational is the evidence cited by Simmons and others to the effect that 
God has created us in such a way that there are correlations between our 
sensations and the health of our bodies. 

There are a number of passages in which Descartes identifies the entities 
that bodies occasion in finite minds as sensations and not ideas. Here are a few: 

 
I see no reason which compels us to believe that what it is in objects 
that gives rise to the sensation of light is any more like this sensation 
than the actions of a feather and a strap are like a tickling sensation and 
pain.2 
Now I maintain that when God unites a rational soul to this machine... 
he will place its principal seat in the brain, and will make its nature such 
that the soul will have different sensations corresponding to the different 
ways in which the entrances to the pores in the internal surface of the 
brain are opened by means of the nerves.3 
[W]e have sensory awareness of, or rather as a result of sensory 
stimulation we have a clear and distinct perception of, some kind of 
matter, which is extended in length, breadth, and depth, and has various 

 
1 The World, AT 11:5-6.  See also the Sixth Meditation, AT 7:75, and Comments on a Certain 
Broadsheet, AT 8B:359. 
2 The World, AT 11:6. 
3 Treatise on Man, AT 11:143. 
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differently shaped and variously moving parts which give rise to our 
various sensations of colours, smells, pain, and so on.1 
[W]hen we see the light of a torch and hear the sound of a bell, the 
sound and the light are two different actions which, simply by 
producing two different movements in some of our nerves, and through 
them in our brain, give to the soul two different sensations.2 
Nature also teaches me, by these sensations of pain, hunger, thirst and 
so on, that I am not merely present in my body as a sailor is present in a 
ship, but that I am very closely joined and, as it were, intermingled with 
it, so that I and the body form a unit.3 
 

In all of these passages Descartes speaks of sensations as the things that are 
produced in our minds as a result of the impact of bodies on our sense organs.4  
In the first two sections above I sketched the view that Descartes holds that 
ideas of sensations are representational and represent sensations. A true idea of 
color represents color as the mind-dependent entity that it is, but an idea can 
also represent color and mis-represent it. In either case the idea is of color, 
which is a sensation or quale but not an idea itself. Sensations represent – this 
is beyond question – but they do not represent in virtue of having objective 
reality. A final aim of this paper is to make sense of the passages in which 
Descartes says that color, taste, and sound, etc., are ideas. 

I offer two proposals to this end. Both are speculative, but they help to 
make room for the view that Cartesian sensations are not ideas. The first is that 
Descartes will sometimes refer to sensations as ideas in the course of 
emphasizing that sensations are mind-dependent entities and not things that 
exist in bodies. In one of the central passages cited in section I, Descartes had 
said that we clearly and distinctly perceive pain and color when they are 
regarded merely as sensations or thoughts. He says immediately thereafter, but 
when they are judged to be real things existing outside our mind, there is no 
way of understanding what sort of things they are.5 

In Principles I: 68 and similar passages, Descartes is not necessarily telling 
us the final story about the ontological status of things like color and taste. His 
principle aim in these passages is instead to highlight that pain and color do not 
exist in bodies. He makes this point by saying that pains and colors are not 
external-mental existents, but are modes of mind. He is not thereby saying that 
they are thoughts or ideas in the strict sense. As we have seen, he allows that 
we can use the term ‘thought’ to mark something as a mode of mind even if it 
is not an idea in the strict sense – that is, even it is not a mode of mind that has 
representational content. 

 
1 Principles II:1, AT 8A:40. 
2 Passions of the Soul I:23, AT 11:346. 
3 The Sixth Meditation, AT 7:81. 
4 See also The Sixth Meditation, AT 7:75-6; Sixth Replies, AT 7:437-8; Principles IV:198, AT 
8A: 322-3; and “To Princess Elizabeth, 6 October 1645”, AT 4:310. 
5 Principles I: 68, AT 8A:33. 
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Another suggestive text is the Conversation with Burman passage (also cited in 
section I) in which Descartes shifts from speaking of (1) the idea of whiteness 
as a mind-independent quality to speaking of (2) the sensation of whiteness and 
the idea that misrepresents it as a mind-independent quality. Initially, Descartes 
echoes the language of passages in which he refers to color, pain, and tickling 
as ideas. He says that we might mistake what is in fact an idea of whiteness for 
a mind-independent quality. He then corrects himself and says that strictly 
speaking our idea of whiteness is an idea that represents (the sensation of) 
whiteness. On the interpretation that I have been proposing, Descartes holds 
that sensations are qualia. Ideas of sensations are ideas and so are 
representational, but sensations are not ideas themselves. 

There are other considerations in favor of the view that Cartesian ideas of 
sensations represent qualia that are not themselves ideas. These were discussed 
in section II. One is that if we accept the view then the controversy about the 
referentiality of Cartesian ideas of qualities like color and taste is immediately 
dissolved.  Ideas of sensations represent sensations which are qualia. Clear and 
distinct ideas of sensations represent sensations as they actually are, and false 
ideas of sensations represent them as something other than they are. That the 
Third Meditation meditator is not in a position to notice any of this is to be 
expected. A second consideration is that if we accept the view then it becomes 
clear how materially false ideas of qualities like coldness can be of those 
qualities while still mis-representing them. A third is that there is not a single 
mention in Descartes’ corpus of sensations as having objective reality. The 
fourth is that a sensation does not appear to have any objective reality upon 
inspection. 

In this paper I have attempted to sketch and defend three theses. One is that 
for Descartes there is a distinction between a sensation and an idea of a 
sensation. Sensations are qualia, and ideas of sensations are ideas of qualia. 
Another is that ideas of sensations are ideas and so have objective reality and 
are representational. A Cartesian sensation is a mode of mind but not an idea. It 
is representational, but not in virtue of having objective reality. Another is that 
some of the confusion surrounding the issue of Cartesian sensations is due to 
Descartes’ sometimes interchangeable use of the language of ‘sensations’ and 
the language of sensory ‘ideas’. He makes clear however that he will 
sometimes identify something as a thought or idea even though it is not a 
thought or idea in the strict Cartesian sense. 
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The Myth of Hume’s Compatibilism 
 

 
Morris Edward William, Illinois Wesleyan University 

 
 

n his Abstract of the Treatise, Hume boasts that his account of “free–
will…puts the whole controversy in a new light, by giving a new 
definition of necessity”.1 He thought highly enough of his treatment 
of the controversy to carry over its central features to the first 
Enquiry, where he not only gave it a strategically prominent place2 

but also made it the longest section of that work. 

I 
As Terence Penelhum recently noted, there is a “common consensus” that 

these sections contain a lucid, classic statement of what is usually known as 
compatibilism — the view that freedom is not inconsistent with determinism, 
and that judgments of responsibility require that we assume determinism rather 
than reject it”.3 Penelhum believes that this “consensus is right to see Hume as 
the father of compatibilism”, and many others would agree. But if Hume is 

                                                 
1 David Hume, ‘An abstract of a book lately published, entitled A Treatise of Human Nature’, 
in A Treatise of Human Nature, edited by L. A. Selby–Bigge, revised by P. H. Nidditch 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978), pg. 661. Further references to this work are abbreviated “T” 
followed by page number, inserted parenthetically in the text. 
2 Paul Russell argues that to appreciate Hume’s arguments in “Of Liberty and Necessity”, we 
need to situate them in the context of his overall account of moral responsibility. (See Paul 
Russell, Freedom and Moral Sentiment: Hume’s Way of Naturalizing Responsibility [New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1995]; hereafter cited as “Russell”. While I agree that a full 
understanding of any part of Hume’s “system” requires understanding its place in that system 
as a whole, I think that Hume includes as much of his moral theory in Section VIII as he thinks 
we need for appreciating his discussion of liberty and necessity. I believe that we will 
understand the intended import of Hume’s argument better if we concentrate on how and why 
he stated it as he did in the Enquiry. 
The argument of Section VIII “confirms and illustrates” the success of Hume’s method, the 
flagship application of which is the extended account of our idea of necessary connection that 
culminates at the end of Section VII with his definitions of cause. Section VIII shows how “the 
most contentious question of metaphysics, the most contentious science” (E 95), can be 
resolved — or dissolved — as fallout from these definitions. 
Peter Millican has also noticed the close and intentional connection between these two 
sections, but sees the argument of Section VII as stage-setting “motivated very largely, perhaps 
even predominately, by his need to prepare the ground for his resolution of the free will issue 
in Section VIII (Millican, ed. Reading Hume on Human Understanding (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 2002, p. 59. Cited hereafter as “Millican”). This reading gets the relation between the 
two sections exactly backwards. 
3 Terence Penelhum, “Critical Notice of Paul Russell, Freedom and Moral Sentiment: Hume’s 
Way of Naturalizing Responsibility”, Canadian Journal of Philosophy 28.1 (1998): 81–94, p. 
81. Cited hereafter as “Penelhum 1998”. 
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“the father of compatibilism”, then that theory is at best his bastard child. 
Counting Hume as a compatibilist seriously distorts his aims, his arguments, 
and his achievement.1 

My goal in this essay is to expose the myth of Hume’s compatibilism. 
Doing so will make clear how central the doctrine of necessity is to his project, 
how it “illustrates and confirms” the principles of his philosophical method, 
and how it exemplifies what is both radically innovative and strikingly modern 
in his approach to traditional philosophical problems. 
 
 
Hume’s Theory of Definition and his Definition of Necessity 
 
Hume says he is giving us a “new definition of necessity”, but he actually gives 
us two: 

Necessity may be defined two ways, conformably to the two definitions of 
cause, of which it makes an essential part. It consists either in the constant 
conjunction of like objects, or in the inference of the understanding from one 
object to another.2 

There has been considerable controversy, and some controversy remains,3 
over what Hume is up to in providing these definitions. Understanding why he 
does so is essential to appreciating what is important both about the definitions 
themselves and about his approach to the traditional problems of philosophy. 

Hume believes “the chief obstacle…to our improvement in the moral or 
metaphysical sciences” is the “obscurity of the ideas, and ambiguity of the 
terms” (E 61). To make progress, we need “to pass from words to the true and 
real subject of the controversy” (E 80) — the ideas involved. Hume thinks he 
has found a mechanism that permits us to do so — his theory of definition. He 

 
1 Readers of Paul Russell’s Freedom and Moral Sentiment will be aware that a central theme of 
that book is to undermine what Penelhum calls the “common consensus” that Hume is a 
“classic compatibilist”, so it may appear that Russell’s objectives and mine are quite similar.  
Russell, however, still classifies Hume as a compatibilist and a determinist. It will soon 
become evident just how far apart our readings are. 
2 David Hume, Enquiries concerning Human Understanding and concerning the Principles of 
Morals, edited by L. A. Selby–Bigge, revised by P. H. Nidditch (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1976), pg. 97. Further references to this work are abbreviated “E” followed by page number, 
inserted parenthetically in text. 
3 J. A. Robinson, in “Hume’s Two Definitions of ‘Cause’”, first noted that Hume’s two 
definitions of cause are neither extensionally nor intensionally equivalent (reprinted in Vere 
Chappell, ed. Hume (New York: Doubleday, 1966). A baker’s dozen articles followed, trying 
to assess the issue and determine which of the two definitions was Hume’s “real definition” of 
“cause”. These articles all assumed that Hume was intending to give definitions in the modern 
sense, and ignored his own account of definition. Only recently have readers begun to pay 
attention to that account. See, for example, Don Garrett, Cognition and Commitment in Hume’s 
Philosophy (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), Chapter 5. Referred to hereafter as 
“Garrett”.  
Peter Millican regards Hume’s argument in Section VII, especially his definitions of cause, as 
having an “overt and otherwise puzzling analytical emphasis” (Millican, 59), a perspective that 
completely overlooks Hume’s theory of definition and its methodological centrality. This 
neglect is all–too obvious throughout Reading Hume on Human Understanding. 
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describes it as “a new microscope or species of optics” (E 62), predicting that it 
will produce as dramatic results in the moral and metaphysical sciences as its 
hardware counterparts have produced in natural philosophy.  

Hume’s theory of definition is essentially the reverse of what is generally 
called the “Copy Principle”: simple ideas are fainter copies of simple 
impressions, to which they correspond and exactly resemble. Although the 
Copy Principle is usually taken to be the cornerstone of Hume’s “empiricism”, 
I believe that his use of its reverse is not only a brilliant strategic device but 
also the most innovative feature of his “system”. Hume’s theory uses a simple 
series of tests to determine the cognitive content of a word or an idea. Begin 
with a term. Ask what idea is annexed to it.  If there is no such idea, then the 
term has no cognitive content, however prominently it may figure in 
philosophy or theology. If there is an idea annexed to the term, and it is 
complex, break it up into the simple ideas that compose it. Then trace each 
component simple idea back to the impressions that spawned it. These 
impressions, Hume maintains, “admit not of ambiguity. They are not only 
placed in a full light themselves, but may throw light on their correspondent 
ideas, which lie in obscurity”. (E 62) 

If the process fails at any point, the idea in question lacks cognitive content.  
When carried through successfully, however, the theory yields a “just 
definition” — a precise account of the content of the troublesome idea or term. 
So whenever we are suspicious that a philosophical term is employed without 
any meaning or idea (as is too frequent), we need but enquire, from what 
impression is the supposed idea derived? And if it be impossible to assign any, 
this will serve to confirm our suspicion. By bringing ideas into so clear a light 
we may reasonably hope to remove all disputes, which may arise, concerning 
their nature and reality. (E 22) 

To get clear about a philosophically contentious idea such as necessity, 
Hume’s theory of definition directs us to “look for it in all the sources, from 
which it may possibly be derived” (E 63), either impressions from “the 
outward (or external) senses” or impressions of “inward sentiment” — 
“internal impressions”. Hume finds relevant impressions in both sources: the 
external impressions “arise entirely from the uniformity observable in the 
operations of nature, where similar objects are constantly conjoined together”, 
while the internal impression is the impression that “the mind is determined by 
custom to infer the one from the appearance of the other”. He maintains that 
these two circumstances form the whole of that necessity, which we ascribe to 
matter. Beyond the constant conjunction of similar objects, and the consequent 
inference from one to the other, we have no notion of any necessity or 
connection. (E 82) 

While each condition is necessary for necessity, it is only when “these two” 
— i.e. both — conditions are present that we have a sufficient condition. To 
think otherwise is to ignore impressions that are part of the cognitive content of 
that idea. Both elements, “the constant union and the inference of the mind”, 
then, are “essential to necessity”. Hume’s “just and precise” definition, which 
captures all the relevant impressions, is the conjunction of his two definitions. 
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Taken together, they state necessary and sufficient conditions for necessity, 
thus specifying the essence of our idea of necessity.1     

Having successfully defined our idea of necessity, Hume argues that it 
applies to the relation between motives and actions, or between “character and 
conduct”. Hume’s full-blown doctrine of necessity is thus the view that we 
apply our idea of necessity equally to objects in the physical world and to the 
actions of humans in predicting and explaining both.  
 
 
The Myth of Hume’s Compatibilism I: the Mistake of Assimilating Hume’s 
Doctrine of Necessity to Other Metaphysical Notions   

 
With this account of Hume’s doctrine of necessity before us, we’re in a 
position to see that “the myth of Hume’s compatibilism” is fostered by the 
willingness of many of his readers to identify that doctrine with other positions 
he doesn’t hold. If we are ever to get clear about the contribution Hume makes 
with his doctrine of necessity, then we first need to get clear about how it 
differs from the very different theses with which it has been confused. 

Barry Stroud,2 Paul Russell,3 and George Botterill,4 as well as Penelhum,5 
maintain that Hume is a “determinist”, by which they mean that he believes in 
“universal causation” — the view that every event, including human actions, 
has a prior cause. They identify this thesis with Hume’s doctrine of necessity.6   

 
1 Don Garrett’s account in Cognition and Commitment in Hume’s Philosophy (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1997; hereafter, “Garrett”) is very much like mine, although his 
account focuses on the Treatise, while mine concentrates on the Enquiry. Garrett recognizes 
that both of Hume’s definitions are (Humean) definitions, but he never explicitly draws the 
conclusion that Hume’s “just and precise definition” is given by combining the two. I believe 
his failure to do so is a product of his Treatise–based account. Because the definitions are 
given there as defining first a philosophical relation and then a natural relation, Garrett is led 
to argue that the two relations so defined are in fact equivalent. Hume — wisely, in my opinion 
— dropped that terminology in the Enquiry.  Looking at the two Enquiry definitions as lists of 
the impressions from two different sources — “external” and “internal” impressions — makes 
it easier to see that Hume’s “just and precise definition” of necessity is arrived at by conjoining 
the two. The Enquiry account also makes the issue of whether they are — or need to be — 
equivalent moot. 
2  Barry Stroud, Hume (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1977).   
3 Paul Russell, Freedom and Moral Sentiment: Hume’s Way of Naturalizing Responsibility 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1995).  Hereafter referred to as “Russell.”  
4  George Botterill, “Hume on Liberty and Necessity”, in Millican, pp. 277–300.  
5  Terence Penelhum, “The Freedom of the Will,” in his Themes in Hume: the Self, the Will, 
Religion (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2000), pp. 156–76.  Cited hereafter as “Penelhum 2000.”  
See also Penelhum 1998, and his “Hume’s Moral Psychology”, in David Fate Norton, ed. The 
Cambridge Companion to Hume (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), pp. 117–
147. Cited hereafter as “Penelhum 1993”. 
6  Botterill (Millican 285–7 ) also attributes a thesis of “psychological determinism” to Hume, 
“a determinism that concentrates solely on psychological causes and their effects on action” 
(Millican 287). Millican appears to endorse this attribution (Millican 19). They maintain that 
“in appealing to unknown causes Hume offers no justification for the assumption that those 
unknown causes are psychological in character. It is doubtful whether any such justification 
can be provided and therefore doubtful whether psychological determinism is true” (Millican 
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Don Garrett is more sensitive to how much weaker Hume’s doctrine of 
necessity is than the thesis of universal causation, but puzzlingly, he also 
believes that even so, Hume subscribes not only to universal causation, but also 
to the even stronger thesis of “strict determinism” — “the doctrine that every 
event is fully determined by exceptionless causal laws”.1 

Garrett’s sole basis for attributing “strict determinism” to Hume is this 
passage from the first Enquiry: 

It is universally allowed that matter, in all its operations, is actuated by a 
necessary force, and that every natural effect is so precisely determined by the 
energy of its cause that no other effect…could possibly have resulted from it. 
The degree and direction of every motion is, by the laws of nature, prescribed 
with…exactness….  (E 82) 

This statement of classical mechanism is decidedly unHumean. It is 
significant, therefore, that Hume is only saying here that it is “universally 
allowed” — that is, this brand of mechanism is something most philosophers 
would accept.  But that doesn’t mean that Hume accepts it, for he goes on to 
say that “would we…form a just and precise idea of necessity, we must 
consider whence that idea arises…” (E 82). By the end of the page, he has 
given his own account of our idea of necessity, which as Garrett stresses, is 
much weaker than the thesis of “strict determinism”. 

If Hume is not a strict determinist, he might still be a determinist, if he 
holds the weaker thesis of universal causation. Penelhum says that Hume needs 
and asserts universal causation but never proves it,2 while Garrett notes that “in 
Hume’s view...success in finding hidden causes in those cases where no causes 
initially appear leads philosophers to the belief in uniform causation” (Garrett 
128–9), a supposition Garrett thinks this passage supposedly confirms: 

 We have many millions [of experiences] to convince us of this principle; 
that like  objects, plac’d in like circumstances, will always produce like effects; 

 
286). Millican adds: “when Hume goes on to say that ‘the conjunction between motives and 
voluntary actions is as regular and uniform, as that between the cause and effect in any part of 
nature’, he seems to be implying that physical causes can have such an impact only indirectly, 
in virtue of affecting our motives” (Millican 19). But in pressing the parallel between causation 
in the physical and mental realms, Hume only argues that the relation between motives and 
actions is no less regular than causal relations in any other part of nature, and he admits that 
those relations are capable of being “irregular and uncertain”, but still regular enough to 
produce the required determination of the mind.  Hume thinks that “when any cause fails of 
producing its usual effect” (E 57–8), as when rhubarb doesn’t purge or opium doesn’t put us to 
sleep, we attribute the unusual result to unknown causes. We do the same thing with the 
relations between motives and actions, which are capable of being just as irregular. But there is 
no reason to think, nor does Hume ever say, that in the mental case the unknown causes must 
be psychological. So the charge of “psychological determinism”, and the problems Botterill 
and Millican find with it, is a red herring.          
1 Garrett, pp. 127 (for the definition of “strict determinism”) and 128 (for the claim that Hume 
“endorses” both strict determinism and universal causation). Despite his correct assessment of 
the strength of Hume’s doctrine of necessity, Garrett wrongly describes it as “restricted to 
human action and volition” and as permitting “even occasional uncaused events” (128). 
2 Penelhum 2000, pp. 165–9. 
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and as this principle has establish’d itself by a sufficient custom, it bestows an 
evidence and firmness on any opinion, to which it can be applied (T 105). 
Others have mistakenly attributed universal causation to Hume on the basis of 
texts where Hume is speaking of all causes, but this passage, Garrett maintains, 
refers not merely to all causes but to all objects. It appears to say that every 
difference in outcomes must be produced by some difference in the antecedent 
conditions, which entails that whatever exists has a cause of its existence.1 

But Hume doesn’t speak of “all objects” here. He speaks of “like objects”, 
“in like circumstances”, and says we are convinced of them that they will 
produce “like effects”. We are even convinced of the general “principle; that 
like objects, placed in like circumstances, will always produce like effects”.  
But the particular inferences, and the general principle, are both custom–based. 
In applying them, our conviction is restricted to those opinions “to which it [the 
principle] can be applied”. This means that the “objects” must be enough like 
other objects we’ve experienced, and the circumstances in which we consider 
them must be similar enough to past circumstances in which we’ve 
experienced them, for custom to produce the determination of the mind that 
leads us to expect “like effects”. 

This reading is much more restricted than Garrett’s. It doesn’t say that 
“every difference in outcomes must be produced by some difference in the 
antecedent conditions”. It doesn’t even say that differences in the antecedent 
conditions must produce differences in the outcomes, and it certainly doesn’t 
entail that whatever exists must have a cause of its existence. 

There is no guarantee that every object we consider will be like other 
objects we’ve considered in the relevant respects, nor is there any guarantee 
that the circumstances in which we consider these objects will be relevantly 
like those in which we’ve considered similar objects. For Hume, these are all 
empirical issues. Adding a principle that would provide guarantees of this kind 
has no independent justification. It is also unHumean, since it wouldn’t be 
empirically based, and it doesn’t jibe with our actual practices and 
experiences.2 

Events we’ve explained by finding their causes may be prominent enough 
in our experience that we expect to find causes when we try to explain events 
that are like those we’ve experienced. We may even adopt the practice of 
looking for causes as a practical principle. But none of that establishes the 
thesis of determinism. Experienced “order and regularity”, and even what 
“uniformity and universality” we find in experience is not sufficient to 

 
1  Garrett, 129.  
2  But Paul Russell maintains that “according to Hume, the truth of the thesis of determinism — 
the uniformity and universality of causation — is discovered through experience” (Russell 84, 
note 21). Russell doesn’t explain why Hume is supposed to think that experience could teach 
us that determinism is true. Apparently, it is because we experience it, at least if determinism is 
defined — as Russell seems to define it — as “the uniformity and universality of causation”, 
for Russell also says: “for Hume the truth of the thesis of determinism is bound up with the 
contingent truth that the world exhibits a certain order and regularity — an order and regularity 
that manifests itself in the uniformity and universality of causation” (Russell 79). 
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establish the thesis of “universal causation” by reference to those experiences 
alone, since the thesis clearly goes beyond what we have actually experienced. 
Any inference that would take us beyond what we have actually observed 
requires a premise that looks suspiciously like the principle of universal 
causation itself. 

Hume may be said to be agnostic about the thesis of determinism, but we 
should be careful to distinguish Hume’s brand of agnosticism from a more 
superficial variety, which holds that although the thesis of determinism is 
underdetermined by the available evidence, there is in principle a way of 
settling the question of its truth. Hume’s agnosticism goes deeper. The only 
way experience could establish the truth of determinism is by an inference that 
Hume would rightly regard as illegitimate. It is in fact the very inference he 
rejects as either circular or viciously regressive in both the Treatise and the 
first Enquiry because it depends on the uniformity principle — the claim that 
the future will be like the past.   

 
 

The Myth of Hume’s Compatibilism II: the Error Underlying the Mistake  
 
If you must hold the thesis of determinism to be a compatibilist, then it is far 
from clear that Hume is a compatibilist. The myth of Hume’s compatibilism is 
largely due to attempts — like the ones I’ve discussed — to assimilate Hume’s 
doctrine of necessity to other metaphysical theses. While I’ve argued that these 
attempts fail on textual grounds, at the end of the day my criticisms haven’t 
gotten at the deeper flaw they have in common. This underlying error makes 
exposing the myth even more important. 

Considered as a question in metaphysics, the free will–determinism 
problem is a question about the truth of two principles or assumptions: (1) the 
free will assumption: the view that most humans have the capacity to act freely 
and are therefore morally responsible for their free actions, and (2) the 
principle of determinism: the view that all events, including human actions, are 
the result of prior causes. The free will–determinism problem can then be put 
as the question: can the free will assumption and the principle of determinism 
both be true? 

To answer “No” to this question is to adopt some form of incompatibilism. 
Incompatibilists must choose which of the two positions they take to be true.  
Libertarians accept the free will assumption and deny the principle of 
determinism, while hard determinists accept the principle of determinism and 
deny the free will assumption. To answer “Yes” is to adopt compatibilism: the 
free will assumption and the principle of determinism can both be true. 
Compatibilism is the position that the two positions are logically consistent, 
and a compatibilist who believes that both positions are also true is a soft 
determinist. 

It may seem natural to ask, “Where is Hume’s place on this grid?”. Once 
asked, the answer has seemed obvious to most of Hume’s readers: he is at least 
a compatibilist and most likely a soft determinist. And once the question is 
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answered this way, lumping Hume with predecessor compatibilists such as 
Hobbes, and with a long line of successor compatibilists from the positivists 
down through Strawson and Dennett may also seem natural and appropriate.  
Whatever their differences, surely they occupy the same position on the grid 
defined by the responses to the free will–determinism problem. 

But however natural this may be, it is a serious error. Hume is not on this 
grid at all.  

The error here is not just that putting Hume in the compatibilist sector of 
the grid lumps him with other philosophers whose opinions differ in detail 
from his. It is far more serious than that. Counting Hume as a compatibilist 
fundamentally distorts the nature, not just the detail, of Hume’s contribution to 
this controversy, in a way that fails to appreciate the depth and centrality of 
Hume’s distinctive approach to philosophical problems. 

Hume asks, “What is the cognitive content of our idea of necessity?” not 
the metaphysically loaded, “Is the Principle of Determinism true?”. In so 
doing, he introduces a new alternative into the controversy by offering a 
different way of formulating the problem. Changing how the problem is 
characterized also changes what counts as an answer to it. Now an answer to 
Hume’s new question is given by an inventory of the impressions that give rise 
to the idea of necessity. Hume’s theory of definition provides a list of the 
impressions that compose the cognitive content of the idea of necessity, content 
that is encapsulated in his two definitions of necessity. Once we have traced an 
idea back to the impressions that gave rise to it, we have said all we can 
meaningfully say about it. Contrary to the theoretical presuppositions of other 
philosophers, which determined the way in which questions about liberty and 
necessity could be asked and answered, Hume’s answer gives us the content of 
our idea of necessity. His approach to the free will controversy thus “illustrates 
and confirms” his overall philosophical project of tracing the origins of our 
ideas to determine their cognitive content.  

Having given the answer he regards as appropriate to the question as he has 
asked it, Hume avoids the frustrating and confusing situation in which those 
who have defended traditional approaches to the controversy find themselves. 

Many readers of Hume’s views on liberty and necessity miss what is 
distinctive about his approach to this question because they are interested in the 
metaphysical problem of free will and determinism, and take Hume to be 
interested in that problem in the way they are. Even as sensitive a reader as 
Penelhum repeatedly describes Hume as “the classic compatibilist”. Penelhum 
attributes both determinism and universal causation to Hume, and claims that 
in Hume’s discussion “we find a surprising degree of dogmatism on a key 
metaphysical point”.1 Hume, he says, “is arguing from the alleged universality 
of causation”, and he maintains that Hume hasn’t provided adequate support 
for this claim.  

 
1  Penelhum 2000, p. 165. 
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It is true that Hume does not provide adequate support for this claim, for it is 
not one he cares to endorse or defend. Hume isn’t doing metaphysics at all.  
The only “support” for the metaphysical claims of determinism and universal 
causation would be the kind of a priori arguments Hume rejects because they 
attempt to go beyond the bounds of sense; both the arguments themselves and 
the terms in which they are couched are in his view incoherent. For Hume, the 
only coherent questions about the compatibility of liberty and necessity are 
empirical questions, to which he believes his accounts of our ideas of liberty 
and necessity provide the only coherent answers. 

Penelhum’s error is to see Hume as someone who shares his interest in 
metaphysical questions about free will and determinism. In doing so, he fails to 
see that part of Hume’s attack on traditional approaches to the controversy 
consists in shifting the ground of discussion from what he regards as incoherent 
metaphysics to the only area where he believes we can have a clear 
understanding of the cognitive contents of the central ideas involved. 

Penelhum systematically ignores Hume’s attempts to lead us away from 
those metaphysical issues. Metaphysics tempts us to consider the free will 
controversy as a question about the ultimate nature of reality. Hume shows us 
how to resist that temptation. It is this that distinguishes him from both his 
compatibilist predecessors and his descendents, and it is in this that the depth 
and originality of his philosophical method and its application to his “new 
definition of necessity” consists. 

Classifying Hume as a compatibilist makes him a player in a game he 
refuses to play. Hume’s resolute refusal to engage in metaphysics is what is 
both radically innovative and distinctively modern about his approach to 
philosophy. To neglect or ignore this is to miss what makes Hume worthy of 
our serious consideration today. 
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From Contextualism to Skepticism 
 
 

Wilburn Ronald, University of Nevada 
 
 

t is generally assumed that epistemic contextualism blunts the force 
of “external world” skepticism. Herein, I argue that this is not the 
case. Contrarily, I maintain, contextualist considerations, when 
plausibly construed and reflectively applied, support rather than 
undermine the skeptic's agenda. Why? Because the contexts of 

assessment against which we can rightfully judge that knowledge is or is not 
available ultimately consist in little more than our own presuppositions 
concerning the objectivity of the items at issue. And what this implies, given 
the mind-independence of the external world, is the aptness of skeptical 
epistemic standards. In short, once we recognize the actual and limited role that 
contextualist considerations are allowed to play in knowledge attribution, we 
can see that “external world” skepticism has always emerged from manifestly 
contextualist assumptions about knowledge. 

I 

To determine the plausibility of this diagnosis we need to examine the 
mechanics through which investigatory context supposedly acts to segregate the 
negative consequences of skeptical reasoning from the positive claim-making 
procedures of naturalistic epistemic practice. We would do well to start here 
with David Lewis, who has struggled valiantly to articulate in painstaking 
detail (as was his manner, God bless his soul) the contextualist principles that 
delimit the scope and range of counterpossibility relevance. (Lewis 1996) Even 
though Lewis’ declared starting presumption here is the infallibility of 
knowledge, he denies that context-invariant ignorance follows from this 
assumption. Why? Because even though for Lewis one only knows that P iff P 
holds in every possibility left uneliminated by S’s evidence, relevant ranges of 
counterpossibilities shift with investigative context. What we know thus varies 
with investigative context because what counts as infallibility varies with this 
context. (Lewis 1996, p. 222 ff.) 

Consider just three of Lewis’ contextualist prescriptions in this connection. 
The “rule of attention”, dictates that counterpossibilites are relevant only as they 
happen to be those to which we attend. (Lewis 1996, p. 230) The “rule of 
belief” dictates that no counterpossiblility may be ignored if it is one that the 
cognizer correctly or incorrectly accepts. (Lewis 1996, p. 226) The “rule of 
conservatism” tell us that we may safely accept the presuppositions of our 
conversational community. (Lewis 1996, p. 230) Such rules are subject to 
mutual conflict, of course. But this is a complication that need not concern us 
here. 
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The role of such rules is to track conversational occurrences that are jointly 
sufficient to induce shifts in our epistemic standards. Philosophical reflection, on 
Lewis’ account, creates an investigative context where, because there are no 
constraints on the counterpossibilites that we may invoke, there is no effective 
limit to which our epistemic standards converge. On this account, radical 
skeptical reasoning is indeed legitimate, but only within the specialized and 
segregated context of skeptical inquiry. It cannot be generalized to threaten any 
and all of our worldly knowledge claims. 

The central question we need to ask about this and all similar accounts has 
been noted before: Why should we take such contextualist principles to enjoy 
truly normative force? (Williams 2001, p. 14) To answer this question, we need 
to decide what we take such principles to really describe? Are they merely 
popular constraints upon conversational practice? And, if so, why should we 
take them to have ultimate authority over what we do and do not know or 
reasonably believe? Why should we take the mere citation of facts concerning 
the conditions under which various counterpossibilities are ordinarily regarded 
as even relevant to the task of answering a skeptic whose opening dialectical 
move is the claim that ordinary practice blithely ignores his own distinctions 
and insights? 

Suppose we take rules of attention, belief, conservatism and the like to 
function in the above-described manner, as canonical regulations of ordinary 
conversational practice. What else must we assume if we are to non-arbitrarily 
endow them with anti-skeptical import? Presumably, we must somehow link 
them to the world in the right way, so as to insure their systematic variance 
with external states of affairs. How is this to be done? 

For the internalist, it must be done through the intermediary of perceptible 
evidence. But the skeptic’s central suspicion, of course, is that this cannot be 
accomplished. For the externalist, such a link is presumably beside the point. 
Why? Suppose, for a moment, that one is an externalist about knowledge, 
where this externalism is fleshed out in either causal or reliabilist terms. 
Leaving aside incidental epicycles and qualifications, externalists take one’s 
knowing that p to consists in one’s standing in appropriate causal or reliabilist 
relations to the fact that p itself. Now what could contextualist considerations 
add to such an account? That is, what form could we allow a consistently 
contextualist externalism to take? Certainly it couldn’t invoke the likes of 
Lewis’ principles of attention and belief and conservatism, since these are the 
very principles whose normative status we are trying to justify (in addition to 
which the first two, at least, are probably best construed in internalist terms). 
For the externalist, one will already either know or not know as a function of 
one’s occurrent causal or reliabilist connections with one’s environment, 
irrespective of one’s evidential situation. An externalist contextualism would 
necessarily maintain something like the following: which causal or reliabilist 
relations are required to hold for knowledge to accrue is itself a function of the 
externalistic situational context in which these relations obtain. But, now, what 
could such externalistic contextual or situational factors consist in other than 
those very causal or reliabilist relations between knower and fact known that 
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figure into the externalist’s judgment, qua externalist, that knowledge accrues? 
The moral is this: contextualism can have nothing to add to externalism. 
It is only as an internalist position that contextualism can even be motivated. 
This is because it is only as an internalist position that contextualism has 
anything to contribute to the reinstatement of knowledge. Contextualist 
considerations from the standpoint of externalism are necessarily redundant.  

I argue in the paragraph above that contextualism can non-reductantly act 
only as a supplement to internalistic accounts of knowledge. Prior to this, I point 
to the seeming inability of the likes of Lewis’ attention, belief and conservatism 
principles to confront the concerns of the skeptic as a result of their inability to 
insure a systematic covariance between our beliefs about the world and 
external states of affairs.1 Now, this latter criticism, it must be emphasized, has 

 
1 Michael Williams has argued for the more limited claim that no form of contextualism that 
understands the shifting of contexts solely in terms of changing conversational factors can be 
responsive to the skeptic’s concerns. As he notes, whatever real work is done on Lewis’s 
account is actually done by entirely different principles that Lewis articulates, i.e., the Rule of 
Actuality (dictating that actually obtaining possibilities can never be ignored) and the Rule of 
Resemblance (dictating that saliently similar possibilities must be similarly attended to or 
ignored). (Lewis 1996, pp. 225, 227) But these rules, Williams notes, concern similarities 
“between our epistemic situation in the actual world and our epistemic situation in worlds 
involving massive deception”, not conversational factors. (Williams 2001, p. 20) And these 
similarities are ones that the skeptic denies we can know obtain. Thus, Williams’ contention is  
that no form of contextualism relying upon mere shifts of interest, focus or attention with 
changing conversational factors does justice to the skeptic’s actual challenge. 
As an alternative to such “simple conversational skepticism”, Williams recommends an 
alternative contextualism that he feels is more effective. On this alternative account, the special 
character of skeptical inquiry is not captured by the mere admissibility of various far-fetched 
error possibilities, but by the skeptical epistemologist’s determination to change the subject from 
the investigation of knowledge to something else of concern only to him. Thus, Williams writes, 
“the admissibility of skeptical hypotheses does not define the context of doing epistemology. It 
is doing epistemology that makes skeptical hypotheses seem relevant”. (Williams 1991, p. 21) 
The seminal feature of “skeptical” error-possibilities, he tells us, is not that they are remote but 
that they are generic, in the sense that they are geared to threaten best-case knowledge claims 
such that if we don’t know them, we don’t know anything concerning the world around us. To 
entertain such counterpossibilites, on Williams’ account, is not merely to raise “the level of 
scrutiny,” but the “angle” of scrutiny. (Williams 1991, p. 22) And in doing this, we change the 
subject. He asks us to imagine a physicist who, seeking to control more experimental variables, 
raises his level of scrutiny by repeating his experiments under more and more rigorously 
restricted circumstances. This, Williams notes, is fine. However, “if [the physicist] starts 
wondering whether he is a brain in a vat, this will not inaugurate an even more scrupulous 
approach to his research: rather, the introduction of the generic defeater submerges the given 
inquiry in a completely different kind of investigation”. (Williams 1991, p. 22) The 
contextualism that Williams recommends is one on which our epistemic assessment varies with 
disciplinary circumstances much more readily than with “simple conversational context”. 
This approach to contextualism, though more evocative than simple conversational variants, is 
unfortunately no more effective. For skeptical inquiries into knowledge and ordinary/scientific 
inquiries into knowledge to regard different subject matters would require, not a difference in 
procedural constraints upon our knowledge proclamation practices, but a difference in relevant 
objects of knowledge. To claim that prosaic and skeptical epistemological enquirers are up to 
two entirely different things is to claim that have nothing in common. But on the face of it they 
clearly do: they share a common concern to determine the conditions under which worldly 
proclamations of fact may be made, and subsequently allowed to enter into logical and 
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wide application. It is generalizable to versions of contextualism other than 
Lewis’, both those that do and those that do not invoke the notion of “relevant 
alternatives”. Consider DeRose’s theory as one which does invoke this notion, 
and Cohen’s (later) theory as one which doesn’t. (DeRose 1995; Cohen 1999) 
On DeRose’s account, one’s belief that p is sensitive if it is not the case that one 
would believe p if p were false, and one’s strength of epistemic position is a 
measure of the range of possible worlds through which one tracks a 
proposition’s truth-value. With these locutions in place, DeRose asserts that the 
mere mentioning of skeptical hypotheses expands the number of relevant 
alternative worlds across which one’s sensitivity must extend, rendering one’s 
strength of epistemic position inadequate to the demands of knowledge. On 
Cohen’s account, what one reckons knowledge to be varies with context. 
However, in all contexts the very same counterpossibilities remain relevant and 
require addressing. What varies with context is not the range of 
counterpossibilites that count as relevant, but rather the strength of evidence 
required to address them. 

Despite their differences, however, both of these accounts are strong on 
description but weak on explanation. Since neither is accompanied by a 
substantive story about why their respective adjustments in context should 
cause relevant worlds or evidential demands to vary, neither is in a better 
position, vis-à-vis the skeptic, than Lewis’. As far as the skeptic is concerned, 
there is no significant difference between these two contextualist accounts. They 
are, in effect, mere tactical variants of a single strategy. 

Similar remarks apply with regard to the distinction between subject and 
attributer contextualist strategies. Subject contextualists maintain that shifting 
epistemic standards are set by the contexts of knowers themselves, whereas 
attributer contextualists maintain that these standards are set by the contexts of 
third-person attributers of knowledge to others. DeRose, for one, has argued 
forcefully in favor of attributor contextualism. (DeRose 1999, pp. 190-91) But 
once again such arguments leave the central issue untouched: Why should we 
presume that conversational constraints on focus or attention track evidential 

 
inferential relations to other claims with which we are interested. So, broadly we can say that 
ordinary/scientific epistemology and skeptical epistemology is part of the same discipline, i.e., 
that discipline concerned to investigate our epistemic access to worldly reality. As long as the 
skeptical epistemologist and Williams’ physicist are concerned to inquire into the accessibility of 
the same single, common mind-independent reality, it is hard to see how the difference 
between them could reflect anything more than a simple disagreement over the proper 
identification of appropriate epistemic requirements. And if the diagnosis of Part II is correct, 
then these differences concerning requirements can themselves reflect nothing more than the 
distinctive generality of the skeptic’s concerns. The objects that our knowledge claims regard 
remains the same throughout, our external worldly setting, and it would seem to be this that 
ultimately determines whether the skeptic’s questioning inaugurates more scrupulous research 
into the original subject matter or “a completely different kind of investigation” entirely. In 
short, it is hard to see in what sense the skeptic could be “changing the subject”. Thus, where 
Williams argues that no simple conversational variant of contextualism can defuse the skeptic’s 
challenge, I maintain that, while this is true, his own alternative disciplinary form of 
contextualism is of no help either. 
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indicators of counterpossibility relevance. The question of whose 
conversational constraints are at issue is simply not to the point. 

Finally, parallel comments apply when we construe contextualism as a 
semantic thesis on which the consequence that context has on 
counterpossibility relevance or standards of knowledge is effected through the 
shifting meanings of epistemic terms. Such semantic renderings of 
contextualism do no more than non-semantic renderings to allay skeptical 
questions, which quickly re-emerge in a slightly different form: Why should 
we care that the meanings of epistemic terms vary with changes in 
conversational factors if we have no reason to think that these changes in 
conversational factors reflect variations in our epistemic access to theoretical 
truth? Without such a reason, why should we suppose that the senses of 
“know” characterizing ordinary conversational contexts concern relations of 
epistemological interest? Why should we think that conversationally 
determined senses of “knowledge” are senses of “knowledge” at all? It is not 
enough to note, with DeRose, that in studying knowledge it is important to 
determine what it means to say that someone knows something. (DeRose 1999, 
pp.188-89) For, unless these varying senses of knowledge can be shown to 
fluctuate in accordance with accessible factors tailing the truth conditions of the 
propositions they regard, the skeptic can always maintain that ordinary senses of 
“know” are designed to meet pragmatic, rather than truly epistemological, 
needs, at least insofar as we take our epistemological concerns to be genuinely 
truth-related?  

My argument is thus with the categorical character of DeRose’s claim that 
the contextualism/invariantism debate, as an issue in the philosophy of 
language, “is of profound importance to epistemology”. (DeRose 1999, pp. 
188-89) For, whether it is or isn’t of any epistemological interest at all is 
ultimately dependent upon prior metaphysical commitments concerning the 
mind independence and language independence of the world that our knowledge 
claims regard.  

So far, we have reached two primary conclusions. For one thing, in 
speaking of epistemic accessibility, we have excluded all externalist criteria 
from consideration. The reason for this, once again, is that contextualist 
constraints add nothing of substance to externalist constraints. If one is an 
externalist, then one will regard one’s knowledge status to have been already 
settled long before contextualist conditions are able to do any work. Second of 
all, for contextualism to militate against skepticism, it must be the case that 
whatever contextual factors we take to determine the nature or strength of our 
evidential criteria or the pertinent senses of our epistemic terms, these 
contextual factors must be ones which track the epistemic accessibility of the 
subject matter at hand. We have seen that conversational factors do not do this. 
Neither do Williams’s disciplinary factors. So, what sorts of factors would? 
Numerous possibilities, subject to both internalist and externalist construal, 
suggest themselves, and I have no concern here to canvass them all. But 
changing requirements on claimants’ observational care constitute one prospect. 
And changing requirements on claimants’ competence or background 
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knowledge constitute another. In the case of the first, we are imagining that 
some investigative contexts might require greater observational thoroughness 
than others because they require relatively greater concentration on occurrent 
circumstances of observation and attention (e.g., observations of the very small 
or the very distant). In the case of the second, we are imagining that the subject 
matter the claim regards might require special technical competence on the part 
of claimants (e.g., the ability to recognize that this cloud chamber track 
indicates the passage of a charged particle). Might not such factors, in and of 
themselves, cause appropriate standards of knowledge to vary in precisely the 
way the contextualist describes? 

Let’s think about such factors more closely. To suppose that changing 
requirements on either claimants’ observational care or recognitional 
competence motivate contextualist shifts in standards of knowledge is to 
suppose that these requirements alter in response to the changing epistemic 
accessibility of the subject matters at hand. Once again, this is required by 
internalist constraints which must be in place if contextualist considerations are 
to play any role in knowledge attribution at all. But, when do requirements on 
observational care or recognitional competence so track the epistemic 
accessibility of claimants’ subject matters? The answer would seem to depend 
upon the metaphysical characters of the subject matters themselves. 

Note that here the question is not simply one of whether or not the subject 
matter allows us epistemic access to it on the condition of adequate cooperation 
by perceptual faculties, recognitional and classification abilities and 
circumstances of inspection? Why? Because all these factors regard subject 
matters of a comparable character to that which we seek to investigate. 
Alternatively, we might say that they become part of the subject matter of our 
investigation itself. In asking whether we know that there exist tables in this 
room is to ask about the knowability of a certain kind of object, i.e., a mind-
independent exemplar of Austinian medium-sized dry good. And it is because 
the factors concerning our perceptual faculties, recognitional and classification 
abilities and circumstances of inspection involve items of the very same kind 
that we lack presumptive access to them. It is because of this lack of presumptive 
access that prosaic questions concerning our knowledge of tables tumbles into 
questions concerning whether or not we know that the world is, even in very 
general character, as we ordinarily take it to be, yielding skeptical results in the 
process. 

There is, I readily grant, nothing original in the suggestion that skepticism 
arises as a pertinent worry concerning “external objects” because external 
objects and the external circumstance in which they occur are taken to have a 
distinctively mind-independent character. To say this is merely to recapitulate 
the argumentative strategy of the very tradition (of Descartes and others) that 
contextualists dismiss as naive. The point I wish to make concerns the 
consequence of this fact for our understanding of contextualism itself. If, as I 
have argued, contextualist considerations add nothing to externalism, then the 
only proper contextualist considerations can be internalist ones. But, if 
internalist contextualist factors fail, as I have also argued, to insure systematic 
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covariance between beliefs and the states of affairs they concern, then 
contextualism does nothing to address the skeptic’s concerns.  

What I have suggested is that all that the epistemologist, qua contextualist, 
has left to which he may refer are his own presuppositions concerning the 
metaphysical characters of the objects about which he hopes to know and the 
circumstances in which he hopes to know them. These are internalist factors, as 
they are revealed by something akin to conceptual analysis as one asks oneself 
about the level of mind-independence one takes an object, and its external 
circumstances of occurrence, to enjoy. 

When the epistemologist poses such questions, the answers she gets vary 
from topic to topic, shifting radically as her concern swings from medium-
sized dry goods to numbers to doctor’s office reports of “where it hurts”. But 
these are precisely the sorts of complications that the skeptical epistemologist 
has always taken into account in judging that our knowledge of first-person 
beliefs enjoys a different status than our knowledge of external objects in 
worldly environmental settings. 

Here, I would suggest, we do have a somewhat surprising consequence. 
For, to the extent that skeptical epistemologists have always acknowledged the 
dependence that knowability has on subject matter, skeptical epistemologists 
has always paid close attention to the only contextualist considerations to 
which he may legitimately appeal. Reflective worldly skeptical reasoning has 
not typically consisted in a purely formal nay-saying reaction to positive 
epistemic claim-making executed in complete disregard of relevant 
contextualist considerations. It has, rather, been thoroughly informed by the 
only kinds of contextual factors which we can coherently understand as 
pertinent to skeptical issues regarding knowledge (i.e., the presumed 
metaphysical features of the alleged objects of inquiry and their external 
circumstances of occurrence) that bear on their level of epistemic accessibility. 
Because first-personal belief-contents are taken to be mind-dependent in a way 
that public physical objects and their environmental settings are not, the 
notional content of our beliefs about worldly reality is seen to radically 
underdetermine the nature of this reality itself, giving our first-personal beliefs 
greater assurance than our worldly beliefs. 
 
 
Conclusions 
 
My conclusions are admittedly atavistic. Contextualism fails to provide us with 
a method for circumventing skeptical consequences because contextualist 
considerations are themselves best seen as the essential source of these of these 
consequences. Contextualism generates skepticism. Let me conclude by both 
qualifying and extending this moral. 

By way of qualification, we need to note that this is an essentially 
conditional thesis, and for two distinct reasons. First, it presupposes 
internalism. Once again, I have argued for this in the course of arguing that 
contextualism is not a natural supplement to externalist epistemology. Second, 
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it presupposes that the objects of natural science are as they are irrespective of 
how we perceive or conceptualize them. (Stroud 1996) To this extent, it 
presupposes common sense metaphysical realism. For these two reasons, I 
offer the thesis that contextualism generates skepticism as an essentially 
conditional claim, since I am concerned here neither to argue against 
externalism nor for metaphysical realism (even though my sympathies in these 
connections may be evident). 
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n this paper I explore the conflict of philosophical intuitions that makes 
it hard to get a grip on the nature and scope of first-person knowledge. 
First, I shall sketch the shape of this disagreement, applying it to a 
debate between philosophical accounts of self-knowledge and 

psychological ones. Secondly, I shall argue that philosopher’s current work on 
self-knowledge opens up an entirely new way of thinking about many of our 
first-person claims. But while, this new way of thinking is inspired by 
philosophical considerations, it is driven by psychologist’s empirical findings. I 
suggest that the philosophical and psychological accounts of self-knowledge 
can be reconciled; it may simply be a matter of calibrating this debate in terms 
of the kinds of metal states and processes under consideration, or the kinds of 
situations in which first-person judgments are made, or the kind of self-judging 
subject in question (that is child or adult). I provide a rationale for the claim 
that we need an epistemology of self-knowledge that can subsume this 
psychological work on fist-person error while leaving the inalienable, 
intentional authority of agents intact. I conclude by showing that looking at 
self-knowledge this way, departing from the received view of folk psychology, 
sheds new light on the epistemology of self-knowledge. 

I 

On the one hand, we have an abiding faith in first-person authority: ‘I am in 
the best position to make claims about the contents of my own mind’; on the 
other, we do recognize that we are fallible creatures: we may get things right 
much of the time, but nothing we do is entirely free from error, even if that 
something is making judgments about our own mental states. 

In the traditional explanation, first-person knowledge is explained by the 
special access that we enjoy to the states and operations of our own minds. In 
this regard it will be useful to recount briefly our intuitive understanding of 
self-knowledge. Two main characterizations that are often noted about self-
knowledge are its authority, immediacy. Knowledge resulting from privilege 
access is often taken as epistemically superior to any other kind of knowledge. 
Epistemically speaking, being in a secured or authoritative position is being in 
a position where one is capable of knowing the truth always. Traditionally this 
authority has been understood in terms of characteristics like infallibility (they 
cannot be false), incorrigibility (they cannot be corrected), indubitability (they 
cannot be doubted). Now, an incorrigible claim need not be infallible as well 
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since a claim that cannot be corrected can nonetheless be false. However, 
according to the traditional understanding of self-knowledge, infallibility does 
imply incorrigibility since if a claim is always true then it can never be 
corrected. Having authority, that is to say, enjoyment of infallibility, 
incorrigibility etc., is thus explained by our having an ‘immediate’ way of 
being acquainted with and justifying any knowledge claims about our own 
mental episodes. 

Recent thinkers announce their distance for the classical picture of mind to 
which mental states ate episodes enacted in front of the mind’s eye. So, one 
might expect that as a result of the downfall of the Cartesian picture of mind, 
and also of this realization about the frequent failures of claims of infallibility, 
either the epistemic advantage would be denied, or taken to consist solely in 
the special access without implying complete authority. The special access, 
however, may involve considerable reliability. Thus, the question of how one 
arrives at such reliability from privilege in access and also of whether authority 
can be understood in terms of such reliability become relevant once one 
renounces the Cartesian picture of transparent mind. 

Contrary to these reasonable expectations, however, the specialness of 
privileged access of self-knowledge continues to be explained in terms of the 
authority that one enjoys in one’s knowledge claims about these states. What 
philosophers like Davidson (1987), McKinsey (1998), Peacocke (1992), 
Boghossian (1989) and others say is that it is true that there are cases where we 
will not get the content right but that there are at least some cases where we do 
always get it right (these cases are variously termed as ‘normal’ (Burge), 
‘standard’ (Davidson), ‘basic’ (Burge and McDonald), etc. without any clear 
explanation of what such normalcy, standardness or basicness might consist 
of). They concede the possibility of error in some cases, but this is just to 
delimit the scope of our privileged access. Thus, contrary to Descartes they do 
not claim that ‘there Is nothing in us of which we are not in any way 
conscious’; rather what they claim is that there is a limited class, consisting of 
first-person-claims about occurrent states in relation to which we enjoy 
privileged access. 

However, such a privilege does consist of infallibility since claims of this 
class can never turn out to be false. Thus, while delimiting the scope of self-
knowledge, these philosophers still understand its authoritative nature in terms 
of the associated infallibility. In a fashion similar to the traditional 
philosophers, they further explain such authoritativeness by pointing to the fact 
that such knowledge claims are immediately known. But almost no account is 
provided how one arrives at authoritativeness from immediate access. This 
move calls for careful scrutiny. This is because one may argue that authority 
need not be understood in terms of infallibility. This is because one may argue 
that authority can be understood in terms of responsibility. Knowing what we 
are doing involves knowing the intentional states that cause and give reason for 
our acts, and that implies initiation and control. I think that if we take under 
serious consideration the above account of authoritative self-knowledge then 
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we will end up with a revised epistemology of self-knowledge that is open to 
subsume the findings of psychological experiments on first-person authority. 

This emphasis on responsible agency can lead philosophers like Bilgrami 
(1994) and Wright (1989) to argue that if a cognitive agent genuinely believes 
or sincerely avows that she has a certain intentional state, then she has that 
state. The condition of responsible agency, for Bilgrami, is met if and only if 
‘the kind of intentional state that is picked out by the embedded clause in a 
higher-order belief ascription is one which potentially (along with other such 
intentional state) leads to actions or conclusions that can be the objects of 
justifiable reactive attitudes, that is, free and responsible actions. Bilgrami 
intended to establish the claim that under conditions of responsible agency 
avowals and second-order beliefs can’t fail to be true. 

However, given his goal, it would be patently circular for Bilgrami to 
‘assume that…an agent…has actually acted or concluded something on the 
basis of a certain intentional state’, then to ‘suppose that he judges or avows 
that he has that intentional state, thereby expressing his second-order belief’, 
and finally to conclude that ‘under these conditions of responsible agency…the 
second-order belief must be true’. This last conclusion is naturally unwarranted 
because all Bilgrami did was, in effect to assume what he set out to prove. 
Moreover, Bilgrami only dealt with situation in which the intentional state 
which the agent has is the kind of intentional state that actually leads to free 
and responsible actions. If the relevant intentional state potentially, but not 
actually, leads to free actions, then there is no real responsible agency. In that 
case, even if ‘self-knowledge [a fortiori, true self-belief] is a necessary 
condition of responsible agency’ it does not follow from the fact that the agent 
has an intentional state which potentially, but not actually, leads to free actions 
that she knows or even believes that she has that state. 

No matter whether Bilgrami’s argument is sound or not, we should keep in 
mind that the main aim of Bilgrami’s ‘Self-Knowledge and Resentment’ is to 
make a case for the thesis that self-knowledge is a matter of responsible 
agency. Hence, a general failure in our first-person authority would signal to 
others that we do not understand what it is a responsible agent. If we value and 
so wish to preserve the structure of our various interactions –linguistic, social, 
political, moral- we cannot but engage with one another as responsible agents. 
To be viewed properly as agents, we must be construed as actively involved in 
forming, reviewing, revising, suppressing, and selectively acting on the first-
order states we ‘know’ about because we are the ones generating those very 
cognitive processes. 

At this stage, let’s take the findings on self-knowledge from the cognitive 
dissonance research in psychology in order to see then how they can be utilized 
by the epistemology of first-person authority. Recently, R. Nisbett and T.D. 
Wilson have catalogued a variety of experiments that demonstrate that people 
have no reliable subjective access to the cognitive processes underlying their 
judgments and their behavior. They argued that people can easily be misled 
about what factors influence their decisions, their choices, even though they 
will give explanations of these as if based on knowing acquaintance with the 
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internal processes that led to them spontaneously. In other words, they may 
attribute their preferences, for example, to intrinsic features of the objects they 
prefer, when preferences are really driven by the situational conditions under 
which choices between objects are made. Thus, subjects were unaware of the 
true causes of their own behavior, and instead confabulated such causes. In one 
of their studies, preferences among four identical pairs of panty hose were 
influences by the positions of the items in a display. Subjects denied that 
position influenced their choices, and instead offered various spurious 
explanations. Nisbett and Wilson concluded that people have little or no 
introspective access to higher order cognitive processes. 

Cazzaniga advances a confabulation model of self-attribution based on 
split-brain experiments. When a commisurotomy patient’s left hemisphere is 
‘blind’ to what the right hemisphere sees, the talking left hemisphere still 
confabulates a story about what is in view. Cazzaniga therefore postulates a 
left-brain-based module called the ‘Interpreter’, which constructs explanations 
of the agent’s behavior by creating plausible theories. 

In developmental psychology, Josef Perner (1991), Alison Gopnik (1993), 
Henry Wellman (1990), and others have made some interesting discoveries 
relating directly to our first-person experience of intentional states. In a series 
of experiments with young children, they have found that three-year olds do 
not have immediate and incorrigible access to their intentional states and thus 
they are unable to make correct judgments about their own beliefs once they 
discover them to be false. 

Gopnik says that three-year olds don not have a representational model of 
the mind as adults do, rather they think of belief and desire as a matter of a 
direct relation between the mind and the objects of the world, not a relation 
mediated by representations or propositions. Since Gopnik takes a 
representational model of the mind to be an essential part of the commonsense 
adult notion of intentionality, three-years-olds, she says, must lack this notion. 
This means that three-year-olds lack the belief that the contents of beliefs and 
desires are not the things themselves but what we think about those things. 

The question she wishes to address is whether this change in the child’s 
concept of the mind during the third year is also applicable to the self. If these 
children have direct and incorrigible access to their own beliefs then even 
though they are mistaken in their views about the psychological states of 
others, they would not make such errors in their understanding of their own 
psychological states. The answer is that children make errors about their own 
immediately past mental states similar to those they make about the states of 
others. 

In an experiment Gopnik investigated children’s ability to identify the 
sources of their beliefs. Children found out about objects that were placed in a 
drawer in one of three ways; they either saw the objects, were told about them, 
or figured them out from a simple clue. Although they knew where the objects 
were they did not know how they knew. What Gopnik finds interesting here is 
the parallel between children’s understanding of the psychological states of 
others and their understanding of their own immediately past psychological 
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states. Yet we normally consider the process of discovering our own 
psychological states to be fundamentally different from that of discovering 
other people’s psychological states. While we observe the behavior of others, 
she says, we simply report our own psychological states. We need not infer 
them; we need not, indeed, use any theoretical account of the mind at all (1993: 
9). 

The experimental findings on the experience of young children, however, 
show that their reports of their own immediately past psychological states are 
consistent with their accounts of those others. Also, children seem to be 
capable of reporting their psychological states in some cases. She finds that the 
evidence ‘suggests that there is dissociation between the psychological states 
that cause the children’s behavior and their sincere conscious report of their 
psychological experience. Either we have to deny that three-year-olds have 
psychological states like ours, or we have to deny that their experience of those 
states is like ours. If we take the second option, we must also deny that children 
learn about these psychological states through direct psychological experience’ 
(ibid.: 10). 

Gopnik’s point is to argue that adults do not have first-person knowledge of 
intentionality either, that our experience of it is an illusion. I agree with her that 
our experience of it is an illusion, but I think that it is misleading to go from 
this to the conclusion that first-person knowledge of intentionality is an 
illusion. In fact, the most Gopnik is justified in claiming is that first-person 
knowledge is not direct, immediate and infallible. She has given no argument 
to show that it is not privileged nor has she shown that it cannot be seen as 
authoritative.  

All the above empirical findings can open up an entirely new way of 
thinking about many o four first-person claims. Where then must philosophers 
base a revised epistemology of self-knowledge that can subsume the 
psychological work on first-person error while leaving the intentional authority 
of agents intact? 

We can now say that self-knowledge is not and cannot be direct, immediate 
and infallible. Self-knowledge is mediated by psychological, physical and 
social environment. I suggest, that self-knowledge requires investigation, for 
how else would I be able to know my physical, social and psychological 
environment, that is, the things by which my knowledge of my thoughts are 
mediated. Now, of course, many of my thoughts appear to be known 
immediately because the investigation was undertaken some time ago. I know 
some of the individuating conditions of the word ‘water’ because English is my 
native language and I know that water is H20 because I learned it to school. But 
the investigation of the individuating conditions of a concept, lets say, might 
well involve consulting a dictionary or an expert. 

Analogically, knowledge of our mental contents requires investigation. 
Let’s look at a thought experiment to see whether it makes sense to talk about 
investigation in these cases. In T. Burge’s brisket example (1993) we have a 
person, call him Gilbert, who believes that brisket is beef when in fact brisket 
is defined as the upper chest meat of any four-legged animal. When Gilbert 
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says or thinks ‘Brisket is delicious’, he does not, on the Burge story, have 
knowledge of the individuating conditions of brisket and therefore does not 
have authoritative self-knowledge. On the revised view of self-knowledge we 
have been suggesting, Gilbert has access to the individuating conditions of his 
thought because this knowledge is available to him, therefore Gilbert does have 
self-knowledge. How is this possible? 

First, let us recall what self-knowledge is on this picture. It is the result of 
an investigation of the knowledge available to me given my social relations. 
Some of this knowledge is available in that I remember it from previous 
investigation, that is, I investigate my memory. Some is available because I can 
investigate my physical psychological or social environment. It is also possible 
that his investigation is poorly conducted. He may conclude that brisket is beef 
on the basis of always getting beef when he orders brisket at his uncle’s deli. In 
either case we must say that Gilbert has not adequately investigated his beliefs. 
In fact, it is quite likely wrong to attribute to Gilbert the belief that brisket is 
beef, rather we must say that he uses the term ‘brisket’ to refer to beef without 
ever having the thought ‘brisket is beef and only beef’. The answer to Burge’s 
brisket example on the revised, relational theory of self-knowledge is, then, 
that Gilbert has not adequately investigated his beliefs, though knowledge of 
them is certainly available to him.  

There are, of course, several obvious objections to this view that one could 
raise. It may at first seem that introspection would be a problem on this view. 
This view seems to suggest that introspection is not possible, yet we obviously 
sometimes know things without having to embark on an empirical 
investigation. We could, however, see introspection to be a special case of 
investigating the knowledge available to me. In other words, introspection too 
requires investigation –investigation of one’s memory. Investigation of one’s 
memory would be the most convenient first step in any investigation into the 
content of a thought or a psychological state. 

We could say then that I always know the individuating conditions of my 
thoughts because I can investigate them. For this reason it is never the case that 
I do not know my own mind, though it certainly is the case that I have not 
always adequately investigate my beliefs, leaving them confused. 

This revised view of self-knowledge also does not undermine privileged 
access. I can have thoughts that I do not reveal to others, but that does not 
mean that they are not subject to responsible to know what I am thinking and to 
undertake investigations to correct and verify my revision, that is, I may be 
mistaken about what I think. I am still, under normal circumstances self-
knowledge. This gives me a privilege in knowing myself that no one else has in 
knowing me. This is not to say, however, that I have this knowledge 
immediately or without investigation, only that each of us, under normal 
circumstances, is in a better position to investigate our own thoughts than 
anyone else is. 

On the revised view of self-knowledge, then, all knowledge, even self-
knowledge, requires investigation, whether it is of the world, of memory, or 
both. Knowledge, even self-knowledge, is never immediate or unmediated and 
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is thus always fallible. Knowledge of the individuating conditions of one’s 
thought is always available, so it is never the case that one does not know one’s 
own mind, although it is certainly the case that one has not always adequately 
investigated one’s beliefs, leaving them, as it were, obscure and confused to 
some degree.  

We cannot, however, know our own minds completely, once and for all, it 
would seem, because the individuating conditions of our thoughts are, or can 
be, continually changing. Self-knowledge is a work-in-progress. This suggests 
that we cannot isolate ourselves from the experimental psychology and the 
epistemology of the responsible self-knower.  
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revailing models of rationality tend to confine this notion either 
to deductive logical inference or, at the other extreme, to fallible 
mental procedures that are bound to generate fallacies. As a 
result, most models either set the “rationality” bar too high for 
mere mortals to ever achieve, rendering the notion devoid of 

descriptive value, or vacate logical inference of its prescriptive power. We 
propose a notion of inference that includes both deductive methods and 
cognitive inferential heuristics. This notion is designed to have the following 
properties: 

P 
 
(a) It allows the normative dictates of logical theories to be tempered by 

cognitive constraints, and by empirical demands on the agent. 
(b) It is psychologically real as a descriptive model of actual human inference. 

This is achieved by considering the impact of general cognitive principles, 
of the heuristics utilized by the mind to implement those principles, and of 
contextual parameters on the inferential processes of an agent. 

(c) It is amenable to rigor and formalization.  
 

These three properties are oftentimes considered mutually exclusive. But we 
believe that the expanded notion of logical inference developed here from basic 
notions such as “pet theories”, “obvious inference” and “familiarity” can be 
used as a foundation for a model of rationality that provides a rigorous, 
psychologically realistic and normatively applicable alternative to existing 
models. 

Until recently, many philosophers, as well as psychologists, sociologists, 
educators, economists, and anthropologists accepted, almost without 
questioning, a highly idealized model of human reasoning. Laws of classical 
logic were considered, at least implicitly, to be the laws of thought. The 
traditional view of the human being as a rational animal was severely 
challenged by the results of experiments performed since the 1960s that 
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display, unequivocally, a disturbing picture of human inferential abilities.1 An 
alarming number of normal adults commit deductive fallacies (such as 
"affirming the consequent" or "denying the antecedent") when given simple, 
ordinary problems. Almost all untrained reasoners fall into the trap of 
accepting as valid an argument that either has a similar structure to a familiar 
valid one,2 or has a conclusion whose content agrees with their beliefs. Highly 
educated scientists fail to detect the hypotheses that falsify a given simple 
thesis.3 Repeated experiments show these and other deductive failures as 
systematic and even predictable to a large extent. 

What picture of human inferential ability can properly replace the ideal 
one? Do formal logical theories fail to have any "real-world" relevance? And if 
logical theories capture the norm for rational reasoning, how can we explain 
the notorious gap between a normative theory of deductive reasoning and the 
bleak picture of actual reasoning that emerges from psychological findings? 
What are the factors that can account for the widespread, persistent deviation 
from the ideal, displayed in actual reasoning? 

The prevailing models of rationality tend to fall in two camps: models of 
idealized (deductive) rationality, and models of heuristics and biases. Both 
kinds of models are presented and criticized. Next, we propose a notion of 
inference that includes deductive methods as well as cognitive inferential 
heuristics. This unconfined notion is designed to have the following properties: 

 
1. It allows the normative dictates of logical theories to be tempered by 

cognitive constraints (such as computational complexity and memory 
capacity), and by empirical demands on the agent (e.g., the need to make 
quick inferences from incomplete or distorted information).  

2. It is psychologically real as a descriptive model of actual human inference. 
This is achieved by considering the impact of general cognitive principles 
(e. g., economy, relevance, and coherence), of the heuristics utilized by the 
mind to implement those principles (e.g., availability, prototypicality, 
anchoring), and of contextual parameters (e.g., familiarity, level of 
expertise, etc.) on the inferential processes of an agent.  

3. It is amenable to rigor and formalization, the hallmark of the traditional 
idealistic concept of inference.  
 

These three properties (normativity, psychological reality, and rigor) are 
oftentimes considered mutually exclusive. But we believe that the expanded 
notion of logical inference developed here from basic notions such as “pet 
theories”, “obvious inference” and “familiarity” can be used as a foundation for 

 
1 Detailed surveys on reasoning experiments can be found in Evans 1982 and 1989, Falmagne 
(ed.) 1975, Stich 1990, Gentner and Stevens 1983, Johnson-Laird and Byrne 1991, Wason and 
Johnson-Laird 1972, Cohen 1986, Nisbett 1993 and others. 
2 For instance, hardly anyone fails to recognize the validity of drawing "all A are C" from "all 
A are B and all B are C", but many tend to draw that same conclusion from "all A are B and all 
C are B" or their converses. 
3 For a startling demonstration of that phenomenon, see Kern, Mirels and Hinshaw 1983. 
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a model of rationality that provides a rigorous, psychologically realistic and 
normatively applicable alternative to existing models.  
 
 
Prevailing Models of Rationality 

 
It has been proposed that all theories of rationality must be descriptive: 
objections to them would be limited to the critique of failed predictions, and 
could not contain normative claims. It has also been proposed just the opposite, 
that all theories of rationality must be purely prescriptive. We consider that the 
predicate “rational”, even when used descriptively, is normatively laden. 

The rationality of inference has logical acuity as a necessary component. 
Logical acuity involves much more than the ability to draw correct 
conclusions. The logical agent makes plans, discerns alternatives, discards the 
irrelevant, argues, negotiates, understands arguments from different points of 
view, engages in counterfactual reasoning, evaluates evidence and accepts 
obvious consequences of its beliefs. Logical inference is but a part of being 
logical, which is in turn only a fraction of what it is to be rational. Still, the 
analysis of logical inference, its structure, and its contribution to the 
understanding of actual human reasoning is a good starting point for a theory 
of rationality, since it has been a subject of rigorous examination for centuries. 

 
Idealized Models of Rationality 

 
Traditionally logic was considered a normative description of the workings of 
an ideal mind. We have known since Aristotle that people do not reason in 
perfect accordance with any accepted logical system. Nevertheless, until 
recently, philosophers, as well as psychologists, sociologists, and 
anthropologists accepted a highly idealized model of human reasoning (see 
Johnson-Laird and Byrne 1991). Laws of classical logic were considered, at 
least implicitly, to be the laws of thought.  

Doubts were cast on the usefulness of such idealization by the 
psychological experiments of recent decades. The experiments showed people 
systematically violate the “laws” of thought. The most common response was 
to apply the “Competence-Performance” distinction, according to which we 
have an innate perfect logical competence, which could be captured with a set 
of rational rules, only marred by imperfect performance in the application of 
these rules due to human biological, cognitive, and perhaps social limitations 
(see Manktelow and Over 1990). The normative logical dimension appeared as 
descriptive of the competence level hidden by performance obstacles. The 
competence was often described as algorithmic, constituted by a set of rules 
that guarantee the deductive validity of an inference. This model is used by a 
large number of “mental logic” theories, although they disagree about the 
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precise core of logical competence rules1 and their nature (syntactic vs. 
contentful rules, as discussed in Nisbett and Ross 1980).  

For a while logicians basked in the glow of the achievements of Frege, 
Russell and Whitehead. Logicality was equated with the ability to follow 
classical rules of inference to generate axiomatic-based theorems. But, as was 
pointed in Minsky (1974), classical logic is insufficient in many areas of 
artificial intelligence and cognitive science: planning, searching, pattern 
recognizing, the use of the “Closed World Assumption”, schemas, scripts, 
frames, etc. 

The following are some of the presuppositions about the nature of rational 
inference that stem from these paradigms: 

 
1. "Logical omniscience" 
2. Infallibility 
3. Consistency 
4. Context-free rules 
5. Unlimited resources. 
  
Heuristic Models 

 
A realistic understanding of rational inference requires the inclusion of 
heuristic factors. Heuristics are often considered to be intuitive, sometimes 
preconscious, cognitive processes or principles that promote rapid and efficient 
encoding, inference, retrieval and production of information (see Gilovich, 
Griffin and Kahneman 2002). There are also non-inferential heuristics that may 
be involved in memory organization, attention mechanisms, and retrieval.  

Many predictions made by the idealized theories of rationality have clashed 
with further experimental observation, resulting in a suggested new model, in 
which heuristics have been proposed as explanatory substitute for standard 
logical rules as the core devices and procedures for inference. This has led 
some authors to claim that logic cannot be a necessary factor in rationality, 
since logic is thought of as always algorithmic, and heuristics are considered 
non-algorithmic (e. g., Kahneman, Slovic and Tversky 1982). Empirical 
experiments that exhibited the gap between idealized models of rationality and 
actual human behavior prompted several theories (e. g., Simon’s Bounded 
Rationality) that attempted to take cognitive limitations into account. The 
Heuristic and Bias approach initially offered by Tversky and Kahneman posits 
that the processes of intuitive judgment are not just simpler and more error 
prone versions of the calculations presupposed by the classical model, but are 
radically different in kind. This assumption was taken to an extreme by several 
theorists who proposed to exclude formal theories such as logic and probability 
calculus completely from any descriptive model of the rational agent.2 
 
 

 
1 The gamut of postulated innate syntactic logical rules ranges from 3 or 4, to several hundreds. 
2 Gigerenzer and Todd (1999) is a popular example of this trend. 
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Our Model 

An Expanded Notion of Inference 
 

Heuristics are not only needed as tools for coping with a large amount of 
information rapidly, and less expensive in terms of cognitive work -- they may 
also avoid the cost of triviality discussed above. Instead of eliminating 
logicality from theories of rationality we prefer to bring closer logical inference 
and heuristics with the help of bridging notions such as cognitive economy. 

Our model presents a continuum of heuristics from the infallible, truth-
guaranteeing or algorithmic heuristics (normally just called “algorithms”) on 
one end, and the ruinous, falsehood-guaranteeing (or falsehood-promoting), 
bias-generating heuristics (often called simply “biases”) on the other end.  

 
Algorithms 
 
Our notion of algorithm is that of a recipe that guarantees success if followed 
properly.1 What we call algorithms guarantee success only in the sense that 
whatever result they reach will be correct, but they do not guarantee that a 
result will be reached. Algorithms should not be equated with deductive 
procedures: not all algorithms are inferential (they can be methods that 
guarantee success on non-inferential tasks like searching, planning, building or 
even painting by numbers), and not all deductive relations can be captured 
algorithmically (not all of them are procedures). By the same token, our notion 
of heuristics cannot be identified with non-deductive procedures, since there 
are non-inferential heuristics (such as attention selection), and there are non-
deductive inferences that do not correspond to heuristics (sometimes there is no 
heuristic method in a non-deductive madness). Also, we are not committed to 
maintaining that all algorithms be mechanical or mechanizable in any pertinent 
sense of these notions. 

Inferences can be placed on a continuum from the ones that guarantee truth-
preservation to the ones that guarantee falsehood-preservation. On the one 
extreme we have deductive inferences in which the conclusion follows 
necessarily from the premises in some sense of “necessity”. The operations 
these inferences define have Truth as a fixed point. On the other extreme we 
find systematic tendencies to err, heuristics that guarantee biases. The 
operations they define always produce Falsehood. In the middle we have 
heuristics that tend to be better or worse, producing biases in some contexts 
and perfect results in others. 

 
1 Of course, the guarantee only holds if the procedure was followed to the letter. And, since 
success is a relation between goal and results, a method might be an algorithm for certain 
purposes and not an algorithm for others. A series of logically impeccable inferences might be 
appropriate in some circumstances and not others. For instance, the sieve of Eratosthenes is an 
algorithm to generate prime numbers, but it is insufficient by itself for generating 
cryptographic seeds. For simplicity’s sake, in this paper we will disregard this distinction and 
talk of algorithms as if each one had a unique standard goal that defines its success. 
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The Need for Heuristics 
 
The world presents itself to us in a messy array of bits of data that is 
ambiguous, often unrepresentative, and without a clear structure. In order to 
survive we need to reason about our environment from incomplete, fragmented 
information, within a short amount of time, and with a rather limited 
computational ability (see Gardner 1991). Algorithmic methods for drawing 
conclusions, offered by deductive theories, are bound to yield correct results 
when applied properly, but are notoriously slow and demanding in terms of 
cognitive work and memory space. The evolutionary need for fast 
accumulation of information dictates the existence of inferential heuristics. 
Speed of knowledge gathering is probably at least as important for our survival 
as the precision of the information we gather, our interpretations of it, and the 
inferences we draw. This fact may explain why we are generally so bad in 
calculating, but so brilliant in estimating quantities, distance, and outcomes. 
The increase in the quantity of information and the speed of its processing at 
the expense of accuracy is the result of employing information-processing 
heuristics and inferential strategies that allow the selection and simplification 
of issues within a reasonable amount of time and resources.  
 
Cognitive Economy 
 
Many of our inferential mechanisms are based on a suggested psychological 
architecture governed by pervasive principles such as the principle of cognitive 
economy. This principle was proposed by Eleanor Rosch in relation to 
categorization. She suggests that “The task of category systems is to provide 
the maximum information with the least cognitive effort”.1 This principle is 
based on the commonsensical assumption that every living organism wishes to 
gain and process a great deal of information about the environment while 
conserving its finite resources. The advantage of having a large number of 
categories finely discriminated from each other can be outweighed by the 
economy of differentiating one stimulus from others only when doing so is 
relevant to the organism's goals. 

Inferential heuristics provide a necessary survival tool for processing 
information while ensuring cognitive economy. The way we understand and 
apply the concept, the principle of cognitive economy is derived from viewing 
our brain as designed to cope with our needs, the world, and the limitations of 
our cognitive tools, by attempting to minimize cognitive work while 
accumulating needed information fast, often at the expense of accuracy. A 
finite being who employs only algorithms that would severely limit the 
information obtained in a given time frame would not act in its best interest. A 
theory of rationality must thus allow the use of economical inferences that lose 
precision in favor of quantity and speed. Cognitive economy depends on 
several effective and pragmatically sensible heuristics, such as a search 

 
1 In Rosch (1978), p. 28. 



Unconfined Rationality: A Normative yet Realistic Model of Inference 
 
 

 65

                                                

mechanism that discriminates between degrees of the utility of certain 
information, and discards the data that is relevant but harmful to the general 
goals of the system, and heuristics that determine the rational allocation of 
mental resources perhaps in terms of cost-benefit analysis for short and long 
term goals. The principle of economy in relation to inference controls the 
trade-off between amount of cognitive work, and amount or complexity of 
valid inferences. This principle can explain the choice of heuristics for specific 
inferential tasks. 
 
 
Pet Theories 
 
Pet theories are domain-specific cognitive constructs that we all start building 
from a very early age, in an attempt to understand the world around us, to infer 
causal connections between events, and to enhance our sense of control over 
the environment. These theories can be about every aspect of life. They are 
constructed in amazingly similar ways across cultures, gender, and age. They 
tend to be based on surface features of the relevant data, fragmented and  
inconsistent, complex, intricate, useful, and seemingly well organized. These 
detailed and resilient theories are not normally tested against scientific, social 
or logical facts. A specialized psychological architecture that contains 
principles of quick reasoning, rapid accumulation of information, and economy 
of cognitive operations, may underlie and guide their construction and their 
perseverance in the face of contradictory evidence. Pet theories, our 
“intellectual” tool for survival, demonstrate the working of cognitive heuristics 
that operate under major principles such as cognitive economy, relevance and 
coherence. With respect to inference, unless trained in formal theories, limited 
agents do not usually posses a “meta-logical theory” as a pet theory of what 
follows from what (a kind of naïve logic1) or of rational procedures for 
adopting beliefs, and of how to choose actions in given circumstances. 

Pet theories are complex cognitive structures that are generated and 
modified with the help of heuristics. They are complexes of beliefs that can in 
turn generate rules for thought and decision making. Inference is rarely the 
product of applying isolated heuristic rules to a set of premises. It normally 
makes use of additional beliefs about the domain together with a family of 
related rules. When called upon to perform an inferential task, an agent does 
not recur to a single heuristic, but rather taps into a pet theory related to the 
task domain and a related set of heuristics to fulfill the task. Components of the 
pet theory may be responsible for the heuristics selected at each opportunity, 
their success and failures. Pet theories explain the selection of heuristics to be 
employed in given domains, and the resistance to change both beliefs and 
heuristics (e. g., the ineffectiveness of formal education incompatible with the 
assumptions in the pet theory). 

 
1 See Savion (2003). 
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An inferential mistake can have as its source that the premises of the inferences 
were not all true (which makes the corresponding pet theory the likely culprit), 
that the inferential procedure was inappropriate (what is often called a bias), or 
that the application of the rule is botched. Charges of irrationality must center 
on the second kind of source of mistakes. We can form false beliefs rationally 
and make calculation errors that we would be the first ones to avow if they 
were pointed out to us. It is the habitual application of improper heuristics that 
casts a shadow of irrationality on our inferential behavior. 
 
Obvious Inference 
 
To judge the rationality of an inference we need to take into consideration 
factors about the agent and about the context of the inference. The heuristics 
that support the effective application of cognitive economy can be 
supplemented by external contextual considerations such as relevance to the 
subject and appropriateness to the goals at the input level, and considerations 
about the degree of familiarity that help determine the expected “obvious 
inferences” at the output level.  

Rationality consists, among other things, of both possessing certain 
inferential rules and the actual proficiency shown in context. A realistic model 
of rationality does not demand perfect execution of all relevant inferential rules 
at all times, but rational agents are expected to draw at least familiar or basic 
inferences. An inference can be obvious due to several reasons, for instance, 
because it is familiar or because it is basic. 

The obviousness of an inference may arise from the familiarity of the agent 
with the material she uses in her inferences. Normally, the more familiar the 
subject matter is, the more is expected from a rational agent in inferential 
terms.  

The obviousness of an inference may stem also from being basic. Some 
inference rules have the epistemic property of being more basic than others just 
as some inferences have the computational property of being more complex or 
cognitively taxing than other inferences. At the most basic level we can expect 
agents to employ deductive rules such as Simplification, Modus Ponendo 
Ponens, Hypothetical Syllogism, and Universal Instantiation. 

Our belief system is not (and should not be) closed under deduction. Nor is 
the belief system of any limited agent closed under any notion of obvious 
inference (cognitive economy dictates delaying the cognitive work associated 
with these inferences1). So, our model does not require a rational agent to 
immediately draw obvious inferences, but it does expect her to do so when the 
situation calls for basic inferences.  

A person must perform basic rules in the right context on pain of 
irrationality. Some less basic rules are not required, but whatever proficiency 
the agent can show counts as evidence towards her rationality. Notice that 
mastery of the more peripheral rules would not count as much evidence if the 

 
1 In functional logic programming we would call this inference-on-demand a “lazy evaluation”. 
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threshold represented by the core rules is not reached. If an idiot savant cannot 
execute a Hypothetical Syllogism, the fact that he can nevertheless multiply 
huge numbers is a weak evidence of rationality. 
 
Cognitive Economy and Non-Monotonicity 

 
Some conclusion drawn by rational agents must be retractable. Since survival 
often requires fast processing of information, withholding our inference until a 
complete description of the universe is available would be fatal. Rationality 
dictates that we make inferences in such situations, and be ready to retract them 
in light of new evidence. An important mark of rationality is to be able to strike 
a balance between our openness to consider and seek new evidence, and our 
need for provisional conclusions and decisions. To meet this end, a model of 
rationality should take into consideration the provisional status of our inferred 
beliefs by including inferential procedures that guide us in making, revising 
and bracketing our conclusions. A purely monotonic model, one that does not 
countenance retractability, fails this norm.  

A consequence operator Cn is non-monotonic if and only if a belief set X 
can be a subset of Y and yet Cn(X) not be a subset of Cn(Y). That is, adding 
information to X might eliminate previous consequences. Classical logic is 
monotonic because the addition of information does not affect the validity of 
the inferences previously drawn. 

 
Formalization of Non-Monotonic Inferences 
 
An epistemic agent capable of facing challenges in the real world (be it a 
computer or a human) needs to be able to handle incomplete and/or 
inconsistent descriptions about what states of affairs actually hold. Normally, 
we use rules that, though defeasible, guarantee some degree of rationality in 
our reasoning.1 

Since the early 1980s we have formalisms to model different aspects of 
non-monotonic inference. For instance, McCarthy (1980) adds to classical 
logic “Circumscription Schemas” to produce the effect of the Closed World 
Assumption. The circumscription limits the domain or the extension of a 
predicate, and chooses minimal models.  

McDermott and Doyle (1978) uses a modal non-monotonic logic with a 
logical operator M that marks something as "possible as far as the system 
knows". Reiter (1980) proposes default rules, rules with exceptions that are 
assumed as valid unless they clash with the evidence. Examples include casual, 
fuzzy, ideal, inductive, prudential, probabilistic, statistical, prototypical, and 

 
1 Classical logic provides guidelines for increasing explicit information through logical 
consequence, and even allows us to retract premises (but not conclusions, which is what is 
necessary for non-monotonicity) with its principles of Reductio ad Absurdum and Modus 
Tollendo Tollens. Unfortunately, most formalizations emphasize a traditional deductive model 
of rational inference in which we simply add beliefs when information is increased, but never 
subtract them. 
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pragmatic generalizations. Normal defaults are rules of the form “if A, and it’s 
consistent to infer B, then infer B”. For instance, rules that constitute a 
category might not provide a definition, but a set of expectations that are 
considered true as long as they do not contradict more specific information. In 
the absence of additional information, these expectations provide the best 
available take of the current situation.1 It should be noticed that consistency is 
rigorously enforced in Reiter’s Default Logic: if the putative conclusion is not 
consistent with the final extension of the theory, it cannot be inferred.  

In Autoepistemic Logic (Moore 1985), self-reference is the basis of non-
monotonic reasoning and belief revision. A rational agent believes all and only 
facts based on evidence, following the principle that if P were the case, the 
epistemic system would know about it. Additional information can block the 
application of the principle, leading to defeasible consequences. 

There are other formalizations like Preferential Models (Kraus, Lehmann 
and Magidor, 1990), and, as mentioned before, inductive, probabilistic, 
abductive and statistical logical systems often try to formalize key non-
deductive notions. 

In Philosophy there are positions that sharply divorce psychological from 
logical notions, mostly charging that the vagueness of the former kind prevents 
any relation with the latter kind. Our claim to the contrary is two-fold:  

 
1. The vagueness of “heuristics” does not imply that a theory of heuristics is 

bound to suffer from lack of rigor and precision. Non-deductive patterns of 
reasoning can be formal, rigorous, consistent (as mentioned in the case of 
Reiter), systematic, and logical. Heuristics often exemplify “non-monotonic 
reasoning” because in many cases they produce defeasible beliefs, 
retractable in the face of new evidence. Since this behavior is at least 
partially formalized already in the aforementioned non-monotonic logics, 
the charge that heuristics are not formalizable loses credibility. 

2. Cognitive principles, such as cognitive economy, are indispensable 
component of a workable notion of rational inference, since it leads to 
inferential retractability by producing non-monotonic practices.  

 
 
An Expanded Notion of Rationality 
 
A comprehensive theory of rationality is not exhausted in the study of logical 
inference. It includes the rationality of setting goals, decision making, 
cost/value considerations, counterfactual reasoning, evaluating evidence and 
having coherent value systems for action. It also studies the capacity for 
learning, discerning alternatives, making plans, discarding the irrelevant, 
arguing, negotiating, understanding arguments from different points of view, 
and employing meta-cognitive devices. The evaluation of rationality often must 

 
1 See Minsky (1974), p. 66. 
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take into account emotive elements which impact the processes of belief 
formation, the creation of value systems, and the agent’s behavior. 

A rational agent does not merely follow rules. She identifies which 
situations call for specific inferential rules, has the ability to recognize 
fundamental logical truths and falsehoods, to make sense of incoming 
information, to select coherent interpretations of events, and to give different 
weights to evidence. 

(Although this is not addressed in this paper, our notions of heuristics and 
algorithms encompass any kind of information processing relevant to 
rationality, whether inferential or not. In this paper we concentrate on 
inferential heuristics and algorithms but a full theory of rationality should 
account non-inferential cognitive processes.) 

As we refine the notion of inference, we propose to allow for degrees of 
rationality due to context (e. g., information and obvious inference), general 
cognitive limitations (cognitive resources and the principles governing them), 
and particular properties of the agent (familiarity, expertise, goals, etc.). 

The model of rationality that we propose to develop on the basis of our 
expanded notion of inference, encompasses a collection of rationalities 
applicable in degrees to many facets of our lives. For instance, rationality of 
behavior, thought, values, belief formation and revision, inference, desires, etc. 
Each facet of rationality belongs to some domain or other, where it admits of 
some ordering relation. The concept of rationality, similarly to that of 
intelligence, is multidimensional, with multi-valued parameters. 
 
 
Conclusions 

 
Our model of rationality resists the temptation to circumscribe logic to the 
algorithmic paradigm of inference as well as to unformalizable ad hoc 
procedures. Given our conviction that logical acuity is an essential part of 
rationality, we propose an extended notion of logic as a general theory of 
inference that includes heuristics and allows fallibility without compromising 
formality and rigor. 

A descriptive and normative model of inference that can serve as the 
centerpiece of a theory of rationality, includes the following components: 
Derivation procedures (e. g., deductive and non-monotonic), general cognitive 
factors (e. g., principles such as economy, relevance, coherence, and tools such 
as heuristics), agent-related parameters (e. g., pet theories, familiarity, attitude, 
intelligence and knowledge, goals), and other contextual factors (e. g., 
complete, unambiguous, consistent, and perspicuous information). Some 
interesting advantages of this model are: 

 
1. It introduces or refines notions such as “algorithmic inferences”, “obvious 

inference”, “inferential heuristics”, “biases”, “cognitive economy”, “pet 
theories”, “inference”, “logicality”, and “rationality”. 

2. It helps to understand and classify inferential failures. 
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3. It allows for psychological and contextual considerations when evaluating     
rationality. 

4. It is not limited to humans in its description of the epistemic agent, but it 
allows for cognitively limitations. 

5. It utilizes recent findings in cognitive science about the workings of the 
mind. 

6. It contributes to a realistic model of belief formation, attribution, and 
revision, one that forgoes total consistency and deductive closure, but can 
still demand certain local consistency and some “obvious” inferential 
closure. 

7. It incorporates more easily recent developments in modal, epistemic, 
doxastic, and dynamic logics. 

8. It shows a continuum from deductive to non-deductive logics, helping to 
explain both common features and differences. 

9. It avoids the descriptive inadequacy of traditional models of rationality, as 
well as the normative inadequacy of descriptive models. 

10. It avoids the defeatist reading of the “Heuristic and Bias” approach, which 
leaves no place for formal theories in the model of the rational agent. 

11. It fits to a large extent with the ordinary usage of the concept, while 
clarifying, defining, and formulating the relevant parameters that are 
implicit in everyday judgments of rationality. 
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tarting with his Cartesian linguistics, and continuing through to 
his more recent “biolinguistics”, Noam Chomsky has reshaped 
the field of linguistics, arguing that its proper goal is not the 
description of linguistic behavior, but the explanation of this 
behavior. In affecting this change, Chomsky has consistently 

maintained that language is individualistic and computational. Directing our 
attention away from behavior, he moves language out of public, out of society, 
and places it inside the individual. 

S 
This has a number of consequences for the study of language, chief among 

them is forcing social conceptions of language to the margins of the field. In 
Aspects of the Theory of Syntax (Chomsky 1965), he describes the social 
conception as a “naive view of language”, and includes in it both Saussure’s 
notion that expressions correspond to concepts and Ryle’s “characterization of 
language use as a matter of use of words and phrases” (8-9).  

By contrast, Chomsky holds that the aim of the study of language is to 
provide an explanation of why language is what it is, and why it works as it 
does, not amassing a collection of local “rules” or sound-concept connections. 

 
...the problem for the linguist ...is to determine from the data of 
performance the underlying system of rules [i.e., competence] that has 
been mastered by the speaker-hearer and that he puts to use in actual 
performance (Chomsky 1965, 4).  
...a much deeper problem of the study of language: to discover the basis 
in the human mind [emphasis added] for this remarkable achievement 
[i.e., the acquisition of language] (Chomsky 1996, 8).  

                                                 
1 This paper has benefited from the comments of many people who took the time to read early 
versions of it, I would especially like to thank Mary Ann Christison, Marianna DiPaolo, David 
Iannucci, and Adrian Palmer, As always, Bernard Harrision's criticisms and encouragement are 
pivotal in my philosophical thinking. Finally, I would like to thank Mary-Jane Forbyn for her 
feedback on the paper, and for word-processing it into the format required for this conference. 
Needless to say, all the errors are mine alone. This paper was completed while on sabbatical 
from the University of Utah. 
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Chomsky tells us to look away from external behavior to find what generates 
this behavior, to uncover “...competence (the speaker-hearer’s knowledge 
[emphasis added] of his language)...”. Performance, “the actual use of language 
in concrete situations”, is generated by competence; by itself it holds no 
intrinsic interest. The ultimate goal is to find the mental structure which 
accounts for and explains language.  

Language is a mental phenomenon, which is explained in individual terms; 
its foundation lies within the individual. In his earlier writings, which were 
clearly in the traditions of 17th century philosophy, this view is apparent, and 
his professions of mentalism seem quite natural. In his more recent writings, 
they may seem less so. However, in the identification of language as a species-
general property, Chomsky maintains his commitment to individualism. 
Drawing an analogy with the immune system, he says that the language faculty 
or I-language is something we each have individually, and which operates 
independently of the language faculties of others.  

The alternative, “social”, views of language which are rejected by 
Chomsky include 

 
1. views which hold that language is skill-based, and that knowledge of it is 

practical,  
2. views of language as a social fact, and (3) all forms of behaviorism.1  

   
I argue that the first two, pace Chomsky, are not only reasonable views of 
language, but that they fit with certain results in linguistic research better than 
Chomsky’s own views. On my account language is public, a web of 
overlapping social practices, instituted and maintained by communities—hence 
the title of the paper. My aim is neither to defend nor refute behaviorism; 
therefore, I discuss (3) only in passing. 

My argument is structured as follows. First, I sketch Chomsky’s conception 
of language, and the challenges he sets the social conception. In this 
description, I pay special attention to his individualism because it is the most 
important source of support for his views on the nature of language. I then 
present my view, which I call a “praxial” view, and show that it meets 
Chomsky’s challenges. In doing this, I consider his claim that knowledge of 
language is theoretical and show that it depends on his individualism, I then 
look at some results of research in child language acquisition, and show that 
these cut against Chomsky’s views, while supporting the praxial account. I 
conclude the paper by suggesting that this is not surprising, since the praxial 
conception of language is a natural development of Saussure’s treatment of 
language as a “social fact”. 

 

 
1 I agree with Chomsky in rejecting the sort of behaviorism advanced by Skinner, though not 
for his reasons. See Palmer 1986 for a modern behaviorist response to Chomsky. 
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Chomsky’s Individualism 
 
On this account, language is instantiated in each individual language user, and 
the language user has access to it.1 What allows language to work as it does, to 
connect with the world, to be regular, reliable and repeatable, lies in the 
psycho-physiological make-up of each language user.  

Until the 1960s, the focus of linguistics was to describe acts of speaking 
and understanding. Chomsky shifted the goal of linguistic research to the 
explanation of the basis of these acts of speaking and understanding. To 
achieve this, he replaced the customary method of studying language—
collection of data and the application of standard methods of induction—with a 
new method: the generative approach. This aims for an account of what each 
language user must have access to in order to “generate” the acts of speaking 
and understanding, which are merely the consequences of speaker-hearer 
competence as a language user. 

The generative approach, including his more recent “genetic”/biological 
approach,2 introduces individualism into the study of language, as illustrated in 
the following. 

 
[The social view of language] contrasts with the conception of a 
language as a generative procedure that assigns structural descriptions 
to linguistic expression, knowledge of language being the internal 
representation of such a procedure in the brain (in the mind, as we may 
say when speaking about the brain at a certain level of abstraction) 
(Chomsky 2000, 51). 
 

Apart from the absence of appropriate stimuli to activate the language faculty, 
living in a community rather than in complete isolation adds nothing to 
linguistic competence or to the language faculty. There are, of course, society-
specific conventions which one learns, and which affect performance. These 
conventions differ from place to place, and time to time; they deal with such 
matters as the specific association of sounds with concepts, and stylistic 
preferences, which are not part of competence or the language faculty.  

 
...One aspect is “Saussurean arbitrariness”, the arbitrary links between 
concepts and sounds: the genetic program does not determine whether 
tree, the concept, is associated with the sounds “tree” (in English) or 
“Baum” (in German). The linkage of concept and sound can be acquired 
on minimal evidence, so variation here is not surprising (Chomsky 
2000, 120).  

 

 
1 Although it has been notoriously unclear exactly what form this access takes. 
2 See Hauser, Chomsky and Fitch 2002, where the “biologically and individually” grounded 
conception of language is identified as the primary object of interest for linguistics (1570). 
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Thus, the social view directs our attention to the wrong things i.e., the trivial 
conventions, with the result that its object, what it calls “language”, is variable 
and arbitrary, and lacks consistency and reliability. 

But there is another problem. This conception of language implies that it is 
acquired and used in the same way that any practical ability is acquired and 
used. This creates a number of difficulties. It does not fit with “normal pre-
analytic usage...”, and it “...can be sustained only by understanding ‘ability’ in 
a way that departs radically from ordinary usage”. Moreover, it “...has proven 
entirely unproductive...” as a research strategy (Chomsky 2000).  

Thus, Chomsky sets three challenges to the social conception of language.  
 

1. The charge of arbitrariness. 
2. The charge that it turns language into a skill, resting on a non-standard 

understanding of “ability”, 
3. The charge that it lacks research fecundity. 

 
The individual conception of language is victim to none of these. As part of our 
make-up, the language faculty and its output are not arbitrary; since it 
“generates” speech and understanding, it is the subject of theoretical 
knowledge; and the results of its research programmes are apparent. Before 
doing this, it will be helpful to deal with an issue which generates a fair amount 
of confusion in reading Chomsky: viz., his mentalism. 
 
Mentalism and Internality 
 
Chomsky has always described his approach to the study of language as a form 
of mentalism, and his understanding of this term has remained reasonably 
consistent. However, as he has moved to the view that there is a bio-genetic 
basis for language, his continued insistence that his theory is a form of 
“mentalism” serves to mislead and confuse. He may believe that “mind/brain” 
is a perfectly ordinary synonym for “mind”, and that in ordinary discourse 
mental talk is simply an abstract way of talking about the brain, but these are 
highly contentious. Moreover, it is clear that he has moved sufficiently far from 
his initial Cartesianism to make these claims dubious.  

What is needed is a term which indicates that Chomsky’s position 
recognizes both the psychological and physiological sides of the so-called 
mental foundations of language. The term “internalism” is often used to 
describe Chomsky’s view; the problem with this term is that it blurs the 
importance of the physiological basis of competence.1 I propose using “p-
internalism” to indicate that Chomsky’s internalism is as much a physiological 
internalism as it is a psychological internalism. 

One advantage of replacing “mentalism” with “p-internalism”, is to allow 
us to see that any privacy which the foundation of language has is no longer a 

 
1 See Fodor 2000 for a discussion of Chomsky’s internalism which illustrates the conflation of 
psychological and physiological internality. 
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logical privacy, but merely a contingent privacy—a privacy of internality. 
Once we stop worrying about this, and related issues, it is clear that Chomsky’s 
claim that language is individual and p-internal, is intended to repudiate the 
conventional (i.e., social).  

In a recent article in Science (Hauser, Chomsky and Fitch 2002), language 
is described as a “system of sound-meaning connections” (1571). The question 
then is: what secures these connections? On the p-internalist account, it is 
something that lies within each of us, rather than in public conventions or 
practices. Chomsky puts the connection between words and their meanings 
back in the “head”, but without committing himself to an ideational theory of 
meaning. Just as objects serve to ground meanings in traditional referential 
theories of meaning, the language faculty now grounds them, along with 
syntax. Language’s stability and repeatability rests upon psycho-physiological 
features which we (as a species) happen to have. 

Once we conceive of the basis of language as something p-internal to each 
of us, it is easy to see that what supports my knowledge of language is entirely 
individual in the sense that each of us has the property simply in virtue of 
species-membership. Whatever grounds language is a property which each of 
us possesses and which we each have regardless of what others think, do or are 
like. 

 
 

Language as Community Property: A Praxial Account 
 
In place of Chomsky’s individualistic account, I offer a social account, 
grounded in practices: a praxial account. On this view, language consists in a 
network of practices, socially instituted and maintained within the environment 
in which the language users, i.e., humans, find themselves. These practices do 
not arise in a vacuum nor are we completely unfettered in our decisions about 
them; they are designed to help us achieve our aims, and deal with this 
environment. To do this, they must offer stability—be reliable from occasion 
of use to occasion of use—and regularity. They achieve this by including 
standards, criteria of correctness in the “rules” which define them.1 In Hanna 
and Harrison 2004, we summarize this account as follows. 

 
...a speaker S is participating in a linguistic practice iff:  
1. S shares a certain pattern P of habits of performance with other 
members of his community;  
2. the exercise of P in specific contexts can serve various purposes in 
an individual’s life, and produce various types of satisfaction of need, in 
ways of which S is aware;  
3. P involves the exchange of utterances (verbal or nonverbal) to 
which the performance of one of another subpattern of P is cued;  

 
1 For a complete discussion of the way in which practices are grounded in and relate to this 
environment see Hanna and Harrison 2004, and Hanna and Harrison 2005. 
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4. S, in response to such a cue, exhibits the subpattern of P ..., and 
does so in such a way as to suggest that he is aware of what satisfactions 
of need are to be gained by initiating that subpattern in response to that 
cue, and intends to gain them (Hanna and Harrison 2004, 172). 

 
 
Speakers acquire access to the patterns by being trained in “purposively co-
ordinated habits”, not by being endowed with them, physiologically or 
psychologically. This is not to say that we don’t have ways of behaving which 
arise from our psycho-physiological make-up, but these do not constitute 
practices, as they fail to satisfy 3 and 4. We can also distinguish between the 
co-ordinated habits of practices and mere idiosyncrasies; the latter do not 
satisfy 2 or 4. Thus, not just any set of behaviors will constitute a practice, nor 
will any set of practices constitute language.  

The charge of arbitrariness is now easily dismissed. There are practices 
which are arbitrary, for example, how to punctuate after a salutation, and how 
one writes date, but not all practices are like this. Some are not a just 
inventions of our maggoty minds; instead, they arise from the engagement of 
these minds with the world in which they are located. The praxial account of 
language rests upon the claim that the practices which constitute language are 
of the latter sort. They are as much products of the environment in which we 
find ourselves—an environment which is exterior to us, and which includes 
us—as they are of our decisions.1 If they were not, they would fail to engage 
the world, and not be useful. These practices can produce a “collection of 
people whose habits mesh with one another in ways so patterned as to serve the 
purpose of promoting ends common to all and advantageous to all” (Hanna and 
Harrison, 2004, 171). Language is one of our most useful ways of dealing with 
these surroundings; nothing which arises from mere whim, could serve this 
purpose. By placing the criteria of correctness in the rules of the practice, and 
thus beyond individual control, we have conventions without whim.  

Granting that the present account avoids the charge of arbitrariness may 
not, however, explain how the co-ordination is achieved. This takes us to the 
problems of rules, rule-following, and knowledge of rules. A Chomskyan 
might argue that the co-ordination occurs because we share access to 
propositionally represented rules. If I am to meet the second challenge set by 
Chomsky I must show that this is not the case. 

A complete answer would require a discussion of the question of rule-
following, which would take me too far afield; therefore, I limit my discussion 
to Chomsky’s specific arguments. Showing how these arguments fail proves 
that there is no bar to treating language as a skill, based in practical knowledge, 
and acquired just as any skill is acquired. In the course of this discussion, it 

 
1 See Velmans 2006 for a discussion of the “location” of consciousness, which suggests that it 
may not be “in the brain”, as Chomsky’s identification of the mind with the brain holds. 

 ...in so far as [enative] approaches refocus attentionon the way that mental 
processes are embedded, not just in the brain, but inan entire body in dynamic 
interaction with the world, they have an important message for science (51). 
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emerges that the key to meeting the first of the two challenges lies in removing 
the foundations of language from the individual “mind/brain”, i.e., rejecting 
Chomsky’s individualism root and branch.  

 
 
Knowing Language: Theory or Practice?  
 
There is an extensive body of literature dealing with the question whether 
knowledge of language is best conceived of as practical knowledge (what one 
knows when one knows how to perform some skill) or as theoretical 
knowledge (propositional knowledge). Much ink has been spilt over the 
distinction between practical knowledge and theoretical knowledge. Gilbert 
Ryle argued that they constitute two independent sorts of knowledge. Others 
have argued that there is no such distinction, holding either that practical 
knowledge reduces to theoretical knowledge or that practical knowledge rests 
upon theoretical knowledge. 

Chomsky’s argument in favor of the view that knowledge of language is 
theoretical alleges that all knowledge is theoretical, and that what we believe to 
be practical knowledge is a disguised form of theoretical knowledge. His 
reasoning reveals the role which individualism plays in his rejection of any 
conception of language which gives the community and practices a central role.  

 
Chomsky’s Argument 
 

Suppose we insist on speaking of knowledge of language as a practical 
ability... Then normal usage must be revised in numerous cases ... 
Suppose that Jones takes a public speaking course and improves his 
ability to speak and understand without any change in his knowledge of 
English, as we would describe the situation in normal usage. We must 
now... say that Jones has improved his ability to use his ability to speak 
and understand... But the two occurrences of “ability” in this description 
are hardly more than homonyms. Ability1 is ability in the normal sense 
of the word: it can improve or decline, can be inadequate to determine 
consequences of knowledge, and so on. Ability2, however, remains 
stable while our ability to use it changes... In short, the neologism 
“ability2” is invested with all the properties of knowledge (Chomsky 
1986, 10).  

 
In “Language and Interpretation” (in Chomsky 2000), he elaborates this 
argument,1 which I call the argument against K-H. In this version, he 
characterizes the distinction between ability1 and ability2 (called “K-ability”) as 
a verbal slight of hand. Whatever one might mean by “K-ability”, it must have 

 
1 Here the argument has two parts: one supporting the view that knowledge of language is 
theoretical knowledge, which I call K-T, and another against the practical conception of 
language. I limit my discussion to the second.  
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“the properties of the old concept of knowledge”, and if this is so, it “might as 
well be called ‘knowledge’, doctrinal matters aside” (Chomsky 2000, 51). 

In the second version of the argument, he uses a case where Jones 
altogether loses his ability to speak and understand language, as the result of 
some trauma, and then recovers it some time later, after the administration of 
some drug. According to Chomsky, the defender of K-H must show how 
someone can be incapable of exercising an ability, without having lost the 
ability. 

Chomsky uses a destructive dilemma to show that no ability can do this. 
Call the ability to speak and understand language “A”. The defender of K-H 
has two options open to him to explain how Jones’s can lose and then recover 
A. Either (1) he retains A throughout the time when he cannot exercise it, or 
(2) he has some other ability, B, which he retains when he has lost A, and B 
explains the recovery of A. 

Given the standard understanding of ability, (1) is contradictory. But, (2) 
fares no better. According to Chomsky, abilities must be manifested. If B is to 
provide grounds for the attribution of A, then B must have some connection to 
A. If there is such a connection, then on the basis of Jones’s exercising B, we 
can infer that he has A. But in this case, the exercise of B is just an indirect 
manifestation of A, and, according to Chomsky, there is no significant 
difference between direct and indirect exercise or manifestation of an ability. 
Therefore, supposing that Jones can exercise B contradicts the supposition that 
he has lost A.1 

Should the defender of K-H attempt to avoid this by moving to a non-
standard notion of ability —ability2 or K-ability — all he has done is import 
the standard notion of knowledge, viz., theoretical or propositional knowledge 
into his argument, thus proving that all skills are based on some theoretical 
knowledge. 

This line of reasoning seems, on its face, persuasive; however, it depends 
upon two highly contentious assumptions, which have the effect of begging the 
question.  

 
 

The Assumptions  
 
• CC: The computational or cognitive condition  

Intelligent behavior, including linguistic behavior, must be grounded in some 
property or feature which the agent has, and which remains constant throughout 
changes in the agent’s ability to perform the behavior in question. This property 
explains the behavior in terms of a deductive or generative process. 

• N-MC: The “non-manifestability” condition 
Whatever plays the role of grounding knowledge and/or ability must not itself be 
behaviorally manifestable.  
 

 
1  In §5.2, I discuss another version of Chomsky’s claim that direct and indirect manifestation 
are in principle indistinguishable.  
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CC represents Chomsky’s commitment to a specific account of intelligent 
action: all intelligent action arises from propositional or theoretical knowledge 
applied in a two-step process, thinking then acting. This is the central feature of 
Chomsky’s generative approach, as well as his p-internalism. 

N-MC is a bit more complicated. On first reading, it seems to summarize 
his rejection of behaviorism as applied to language. However, upon closer 
inspection, it emerges that it is more than this. Part of the significance of N-MC 
is its claim that the property which grounds knowledge of language is beyond 
public access or “private” (though in a sense which demands explication). N-
MC represents Chomsky’s mentalism within the context of his individualism. 

CC and N-M-C are supportive of one another. If the foundation for 
knowledge of language is some internal property of the speaker-hearer, i.e., 
that it is individual, and that it is not publicly manifestable, then abilities, being 
public, social and manifestable, cannot provide this explanation. 

But, this means that the challenge Chomsky sets the defender of K-H is 
disingenuous. He asks the defender of K-H to make his argument on the 
assumption that K-H is false. Surely, no one supposes that this is a fair 
challenge. If Chomsky is to force the defender of K-H to accede to this 
demand, he must provide independent proofs of CC and N-MC. In the next 
section, I consider what these might be, and show that they fail. 
 
In Defense of CC 
 
Chomsky never gives a direct argument for CC. However, his writings provide 
a basis for constructing such an argument.  

The review of Verbal Behavior (Chomsky 1959), and the “paucity of data” 
argument contain a pattern of reasoning which can be applied to CC. Against 
Skinner, Chomsky claims that behaviorist accounts cannot provide an objective 
or scientific explanation of language, and that it is only by illicitly importing 
mentalism into the discussion that Skinner appears to avoid vacuity. The 
paucity of data argument (see Chomsky 1965, for example) holds that because 
the data available to the child are too weak, ill-formed and sparse to allow for 
any normal inferential learning of the first language we must posit a rich and 
detailed theory of language, to which the child has access before he begins 
“learning” his native tongue.  

In the present context, the argument, would be this: absent something like 
CC, we simply can make no sense of our knowledge of language; therefore, we 
must accept CC. Since this fits with a pattern of reasoning present in 
Chomsky’s writing, and since I can find no other candidate to fill the bill, I 
take this as his argument for CC. 

This isn’t an altogether terrible argument, but by itself, it doesn’t prove CC. 
Even if we were tempted by the arguments in Chomsky 1959, they don’t 
support the specific form of “mentalism” in CC. Moreover, it is unclear that 
anything about language or our knowledge of it forces us to accept CC’s 
demand for a property which is internal to the speaker-hearer. 
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Wittgenstein, for example, would reject CC for the following reasons. First, he 
would remind the reader that basing the distinction between intelligent and 
unintelligent behavior on an inner state or property is useless for making the 
distinction (see Wittgenstein 1968). Second, and more worryingly for 
Chomsky, the idea that the sort of account required by CC is an explanation of 
someone’s behavior is confused. Whether an action is intelligent is never 
decided by appeal to an inner state; rather, we look to see if the agent can “go 
on”, can repeat the behavior appropriately. Chomsky demands that linguistics 
provide an explanation of our knowledge of language, but CC makes it 
impossible to give one. 

It is only on the proviso that one must provide an explanation of language 
in terms of some property which individuals have, and which plays a part in the 
“generation” of language that we are faced with an impossible task. If one 
locates the explanation of language elsewhere, in the community perhaps, the 
alleged difficulties evaporate.1 

In connection with the paucity of data argument, I believe that Gilbert 
Harman, though I can’t for the life of me find the reference, said that what’s 
remarkable is not that a child learns to speak a language, but when a child fails 
to do so. So too, someone might say that explaining language is impossibly 
difficult only if one already takes it that one must produce a computational 
explanation grounded in some feature of the individual. By setting an 
impossible task, Chomsky can claim no great credit when his opponent fails to 
meet it. I conclude that CC is unargued and unsupported, and, consequently, 
Chomsky cannot use it in his argument against K-H. 

But this may seem a bit short. CC is the heart of Chomsky’s individualism 
and his theory of cognition, surely he doesn’t just affirm it. Perhaps it isn’t an 
assumption at all, but is the conclusion of a larger argument which rests only 
upon N-MC. If this is so, and if N-MC is adequately argued, we needn’t worry 
about CC or the charge of circularity. 
 
In Defense of N-MC 
 
Chomsky’s reason for holding that whatever underlies our ability to speak and 
understand language cannot be displayed (or manifested) in behavior rests on 
his view of what counts as knowledge. He holds that knowledge resides in or is 
based on a property or feature which the knower has, and which he can access.  

If one agrees to this, there are it seems only two places where this feature 
might be: (1) internal to the knower (whether psychologically or 
physiologically), or (2) outside the individual, in his behavior. But the second 
is absurd. My behavior is something I do, not something I have, in the way that 
I have the color of my eyes, say; it isn’t a feature of mine. This leaves only one 
place such a property could reside, and that’s in my “mind”/brain. It is, 

 
1 It is somewhat ironic that Chomsky is guilty of the very charge he levels at Skinner—viz., 
begging the question. 
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therefore, internal to me. From this, Chomsky concludes that it cannot be 
manifested in behavior.1 

The defender of K-H rejects this, arguing, according to Chomsky, that 
“knowledge of language [is] an ability that can be exercised by speaking, 
understanding, reading, talking to oneself, etc.” (Chomsky 2000, 50). These 
abilities (including anything we might add under “etc.”) comprise language. If 
someone loses her language, she loses all of these abilities, which means that 
she cannot manifest any of them; consequently, the defender of K-H cannot 
appeal to them to explain the facts of Jones’s case. If some other ability not 
noted in the description of knowledge is cited as evidence of Jones’s having 
retained language, this is of no help. Either this new ability is relevant to 
language, in which case it is an exercise of language, or it is not, in which case 
it does not provide any evidence of Jones’s having retained his language. This 
effectively rules out an appeal to any behaviorally manifested ability as the 
property which explains the Jones case. 

What is required is something which “...every speaker of a language has 
mastered and internalized”, i.e., “a generative grammar that expresses his 
knowledge [emphasis added] of his language” (Chomsky 1965, 8). N-MC 
captures this. If we accept N-MC, then only theoretical knowledge can serve 
this purpose. 

But saying this does not constitute an argument for N-MC, it is merely a 
restatement of it. While one might be inclined to agree with Chomsky that 
behaviorism fails to provide an adequate account of language, by itself this 
doesn’t cut against the social view of language, which is Chomsky’s real target. 
N-MC does not undercut all versions of the social view of language; 
specifically, it does not affect the praxial account defended here.  

On this view, what supports correct use of language is not internal to the 
speaker-hearer, but lies in the practices, with their standards of correctness.2 
Whether the individual meets these standards is a matter of public record. 
Since the practices which constitute language are woven into the practices 
which make up our lives, it is entirely possible for Jones to lose his ability to 
speak and understand without our being forced to say that he has lost his 
language. The integration of linguistic practices into this larger body of 
practices avoids both versions of Chomsky’s claim that the defender of K-H 
cannot appeal to any ability. If an individual manifests enough knowledge-
how, we will continue to credit him with knowledge of language. What counts 
as “enough” is not fixed, and we are often willing to apply a principle of 

 
1 Although there are obvious problems with this (one might ask, for example, why this feature 
couldn’t be external, like eye color), I believe that it is a reasonable characterization. In any 
case, they are irrelevant to Chomsky’s criticisms of behaviorism and the social view. 
2 This is not to deny that there is some set of capacities which individuals have which make it 
possible for them to develop and acquire language. My claim is that whatever these capacities 
might be, they neither define nor explain language and language use. 
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charity; but, there is a point beyond which we would no longer say that Jones 
“knows English”.1 

This meets the second challenge by showing that it begs the question since 
it assumes that the generative approach, with its individualism, p-internalism 
and computationalism, is true. In the next section, I show that Chomsky’s main 
arguments against a praxial view are not only poorly supported by his 
“philosophical” arguments, but that his favorite linguistic claims—child 
language acquisition and the paucity of data argument—do not support his 
conclusions. The praxial view of language is a better fit with research in child 
language acquisition.2 Moreover, I argue that such a view has been available to 
linguists (in a nascent form) since Saussure’s Course in General Linguistics. 
 
 
Praxial Language and Research 
 
Is Chomsky right when he says that a social or praxial conception of language 
cannot account for child language acquisition? Since the praxial account of 
language is not intended to provide an explanation of how children go about 
acquiring language or of why they are able to do so, the proper questions to ask 
are whether a praxial conception fits with the facts of children’s acquisition of 
language, and whether it gives any direction for research.  

 
Child Language Acquisition 
 
The commonplace observation that a child learns language “at his mother’s 
knee” calls attention to the fact that language learning takes place in a concrete 
situation, one which comes equipped with its own set of relationships, rules 
and guidelines: in short a situation which occurs within a community of social 
beings. The child begins as a “outsider”, someone who doesn’t know the 
“rules” of the place; her developmental progress consists in her being 
introduced into the full set of practices which constitute the framework of that 
community. 

There is no sharp delineation between learning to speak a language, and 
being a full-fledged speaker, no break marked by the acquisition or discovery 
of some bits of knowledge-that. At no point in the process is the child required 
to learn rules of grammar or even to be able to recognize them. Nor is there any 
sharp distinction between learning language and learning any of the myriad of 
things that go into the acculturation of the child: children’s cognitive 
development is of a piece. 

 
1 Disputes over patients in persistent vegetative states show that this is our standard practice. 
Family members may argue that a patient will “recover” long after physicians have pronounced 
the patient brain dead. In support of their claim, the family cite evidence of the patient's 
manifesting certain abilities—for example, smiling at a familiar face, or looking toward a 
desired object.  
2 It also fits with work in sociolinguistics, especially work on variation, and accords better with 
practices applied in work on endangered languages. 
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In “Mothers’ Speech Research: from input to interaction”, Catherine Snow 
says that research confirms certain assumptions about child language 
acquisition.  

 
1. Language acquisition is the result of a process of interaction between 

mother and child which begins in early infancy, to which the child makes 
as important a contribution as the mother, and which is crucial to cognitive 
and emotional development as well as to language acquisition. 

2. Language acquisition is guided by and is the result of cognitive 
development (Snow 1977, 31-2).  

 
This supports the claim that there is continuity between language and other 
cognitive abilities, and that social interaction between conversational 
participants is crucial to language acquisition. Moreover, it makes clear that 
both of these features of language are present from the outset. 

Anne Fernald’s research also fits with a praxial view. She argues that the 
“...primary function of animal sounds in social species [emphasis added] is 
communication...”. (Fernald 1994, 76). She goes on to say that “...the extent of 
signal variability within the repertoires of different primate species is a feature 
of vocal communication systems that appears to be correlated not only with 
environmental conditions, but also with types of social organization” 
(emphasis added, Fernald 1994, 79). The language eventually acquired “...will 
give the child access to other minds that is immeasurably more powerful and 
intricate than that of other primates” (Fernald 1994, 89). 

This supports the claim that the role of the praxial structure within which 
the child lives and learns is far from insignificant in its contribution to the 
child’s language acquisition, as well as her ability to interact with and 
understand others. The centrality of practices is echoed in Snow’s remark that 
“...the need to communicate with one’s conversational partner affects the 
structure of one’s utterances” (Snow 1997, 32), placing language acquisition 
and language itself in a praxial context.1  

Language is not a solitary phenomenon, mastered and acquired in regal 
isolation. Nor is it something which must be present in its entirety or which 
must be mastered in its entirety: it grows over time. There is a role for verbal 
interaction beyond that of a triggering mechanism. This research is not 
behaviorist; its emphasis on the position of language in society shows it to be 
praxial. It is the social institutions and practices which constitute language, 
without them, there can be no language. 

This shows that the model of language advanced by Chomsky —an 
individually instantiated axiomatic, mathematical system functioning along 
computational lines— is by no means the only useful model available; indeed it 
may well be the least useful model. Once language is taken out of the “head” 

 
1 Another piece of evidence for the claim that language is part of a larger social or community 
structure of practices is Charles Ferguson’s argument that “baby talk” serves multiple 
functions, including that of socialization. (See Ferguson 1997, 232–59). 



An Anthology of Philosophical Studies 
 
 

 88 

and put it into the community, it is clear that acquiring language is part of 
coming to be able to engage in the practices of the community. As a member of 
a community, the child is accountable to these practices. As speakers, we are 
all accountable for acting in accordance with the rules of our linguistic 
practices. This means that we are subject to correction, much of which takes 
the form of self-correction, and we are responsible for providing correction to 
others, as research on infant-directed speech shows. 

The linguistic practices of the community allow to us communicate, to 
speak meaningfully, to make changes in what subsequently happens, and so 
forth. Language is possible because we form a community of users engaged in 
various practices. As members of that community, we are responsible both for 
acting in accordance with and for “enforcing” the rules which define these 
practices because it is in our interest to ensure that the conventions are mostly 
followed. 

But this is only to say that we praise each other when we get it right, correct 
each other when we get it wrong, and show each other how to go on —all of 
which occurs not only explicitly, but also in such simple things as my handing 
you the salt when you ask for it. Just as mothers’ infant-directed speech makes 
effective use of redundancy, conspicuousness, a small repertoire of signals, and 
alerting components (see Fernald 1994) to facilitate the child’s acquisition of 
language, we engage in simplified play to introduce the child into the 
increasingly complex practices which go to make up her society. It is not 
because I can recite my grammar, or even be cajoled into acknowledging the 
rules of my language, that I am able to speak it. I can speak and understand it 
because I do what I have been shown how to do. 

All of this occurs within an environment in which the practices are 
introduced by us to serve our interests as they play out in that environment. In 
§2.1, I showed that this avoids the charge of arbitrariness; it also provides a 
response to Kripke’s analysis of rule-following in Wittgenstein on Rules and 
Private Language (Kripke 1982). The rules of the practices aren’t the rules 
because we enforce them. They are the rules—the rules we choose—because 
they serve our goals, and we “enforce” these rules, rather than others, because 
their practices engage the environment in which we find ourselves, and others 
do not. What makes language possible is that we follow our practices.  

This shows that the praxial conception of language is useful; but there are 
other weapons in the Chomskyan armory which may speak a bit more directly 
to the claim that this approach is not fecund. In the next section, I consider one 
of the most notable of these weapons—the paucity of data argument. 
 
Paucity of Data 
 
In arguing for the innateness hypothesis, Chomskyans often claim that there is 
insufficient feedback available to a child to account for language acquisition. 
For many, the paucity of data argument is the crown jewel of the arguments in 
favor of the need for a highly specific language acquisition device. But does it 
succeed? 
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Not in the area of language acquisition. Here claims about impoverished data 
have been rebutted. Snow and others have provided extensive evidence to 
establish that the child is not expected to “...learn to talk from a confused, 
error-ridden garble of opaque structures”, that mothers’ speech “...makes 
grammatical structure transparent” (Snow 1997, 38).  

The problem, as suggested in §5.1, is that Chomsky’s account creates 
difficulties which it alone can “solve”. The research in child language 
acquisition shows that what was thought to be the role played by universal 
grammar or language faculty is simply not needed. There is a much simpler 
account of what goes on in connection with language, and our uses and 
acquisition of it. On this account, language is not individual, it does not consist 
of some axiomatic set of rules which must be “mastered” and “internalized” as 
a whole. Language is one of many socially instituted and maintained practices 
which we acquire as we are introduced into our community. Language 
acquisition is part of, and therefore like, cognitive development. As Snow puts 
it, “...language acquisition is retarded if the linguistic input is of poor quality in 
the sense of not matching the child’s cognitive organization” (Snow 1977, 39). 
It is only by severing language acquisition from the larger context of cognitive 
development and its social setting that the paucity of data argument gains 
plausibility. 

What the child gains as she acquires the language is access to the web of 
practices which make up not only the language, but life in the particular locale 
where she finds herself. There isn’t just one practice or even one distinct set of 
practices which make up language, with all the others making up other skills 
and conventions. Such a view of language is not new; it has informed linguistic 
research for many years. 

 
Saussure 
 
Saussure argues that “language” as we commonly understand it (langage) 
consists of two separate parts: langue and parole. The former is regulated by 
social conventions; individuals learn it and use it, but it is not a property of the 
individual, nor is it subject to the individual’s will. Parole, by contrast, is the 
individual's act of forming phrases, of exercising free will in the expression of 
“his personal thought”, and of understanding the expression of the personal 
thought of others. 

The proper object of linguistic research is langue, not parole. For Saussure, 
the subject of linguistic research is not individual and internal, rather, it is 
public and social: in short, langue is not competence. 

 
...language [langue] is not complete in any speaker, it exists perfectly 
only within the collectivity (Saussure 1974, 14). 
 

This is not to say that Saussure doesn’t consider langue to be “psychological”, 
he does. But it is important to see how he understands the psychological. 
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The study of speech [langage] is then twofold: its basic part—having as 
its object language [langue], which is purely social and independent of 
the individual---is exclusively psychological; its secondary part—which 
has as its object the individual side of speech [parole]...—is 
psychophysical (Saussure 1974, 18). 
 

For Saussure, the psychological (“mental”) resides outside the individual, in 
public and in society; thus, he rejects CC and its p-internalism. This leads quite 
naturally to a conception of language as a skill, something we know in practice, 
which is manifested, not something we know as theory, with no manifestation, 
thus, he rejects N-MC. 

 
 ...the individual must always serve an apprenticeship in order to learn 
the functioning of language [langue]; a child assimilates it only 
gradually. It is such a distinct thing that a man deprived of the use of 
speaking retains it provided that he understands the vocal signs he hears 
(Saussure 1974, 14). 

 
This apprenticeship gives us access to more than the sound-meaning 
connections. It gives us access to the social structure in which the connections 
are forged. 

 
...If we could embrace the sum of word-images stored in the minds of 
all individuals, we could identify the social bond that constitutes 
language [langue] (Saussure 1974, 13).  

 
Saussure’s idea of language is essentially social; our knowledge of it is 
practical, not theoretical. But, is Chomsky right that Saussure is guilty of 
arbitrariness? To avoid this charge, we can take one of two approaches: move 
langue closer to competence, or place it inside a praxial account. I believe that 
it is clear from the passages cited here that the latter fits better with Saussure’s 
views, and that it is this conception of language which provides a theoretical 
basis for research in language acquisition. Not only is the praxial conception 
productive of research programmes, but it has had time to prove itself fecund. 
 
 
Conclusion 

 
Chomsky sets three challenges to the defender of a social conception of 
language. 

 
1. To show that it is not arbitrary.  
2. To show that it does not turn language into a skill by appealing to a non-

standard understanding of “ability”, 
3. To show that it has research fecundity. 
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I have shown that the praxial view meets them by locating the basis of 
language in the practices of the community. This restores inter-personal 
communication to its central place in language, and thus fits our ordinary 
understanding of language better than Chomsky’s, which makes 
communication a mere by-product of language. Language has been returned to 
its proper owners: the community, or more accurately, the practices of the 
community. 
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n the field of cognitive research, concepts are mostly seen “as those 
mental representations that are expressed by words in natural 
languages”, since words in natural language are supposed to “inherit 
their meanings from the concepts they are used to express” 
(Margolis and Laurence 1999, 4).  

The close relation between concepts and words implied by this view has often 
supported the idea that concepts consist of features which are reflected in the 
definitions of words in natural languages. Aside from their specificities, the so-
called classical, neoclassical and prototypical theories of concepts, as well as 
many other theories of concepts more or less related to them,2 share a ‘feature-
based’ approach of this kind: i.e., they explain the mastering of a concept – 
let’s say tiger – by assuming that cognitive systems of individuals encode 
discrete features of the corresponding object like 4-legged, living, striped, 
provided with fangs, with claws, etc., that are part of the concept as well as of 
the definition of the word used to express it. 

I 

This claim does not mean that classical, neoclassical and prototypical 
theories of concepts are all directly grounded on definitions: this is obviously 
not the case since, while classical theories maintain that concepts consist of 
definitions, neoclassical and prototypical theories explicitly deny this view. 
The point we want to stress is that all these theories explain the constitution of 
concepts and concept mastering on the basis of discrete features of external 
objects, which resemble the definitions used to explain both the constitution of 
the constitution of word meanings and their mastering. 

                                                 
1 This paper is fully collaborative; the order of the authors’ names is alphabetical. We thank 
Daniel Leafe for the stylistic revision of the paper. 
2 Here we are referring in particular to the so-called Theory-Theory (see e.g. Margolis and 
Laurence 1999, p.43-47) or Theory View of concepts, and to the Exemplar View (see e.g. 
Murphy 2002, ch. 4), that cannot be considered in the short space of this article. 
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The research we propose here does not deny that concepts are closely related to 
words; nevertheless it focuses on the distinctive peculiarities of concepts as 
different from words. The burden of the argument in our paper is to show that a 
number of problems the literature stresses regarding concepts are due to a 
common assumption of feature-based approaches to concepts that is borrowed 
from a definitional approach to word meanings, and that some of these 
problems could probably be solved by adding different kinds of information 
like geometrical and proprioceptive information to the encoded features of 
objects. 
 
 
Words and Concepts 

 
Cognitive researches usually identify concepts with particular kinds of mental 
representations, that is with information processed by the cognitive system and 
encoded in the individual mind. On this view, concepts are those particular 
representations that allow the mastering of words from a semantic point of 
view.1 Since cognitive researchers typically explain the mastering of word 
meanings in natural languages on the basis of concepts (conceptual 
representations), it is assumed that these representations are prior to lexical 
mastering and that “words gain their significance by being connected to 
concepts” (Murphy 2004, 385). Thus, Fodor states in terms of ‘thoughts’, 
which have to be understood as mental sentences composed of conceptual and 
syntactic representations, “[…] English has no semantics. Learning English 
isn’t learning a theory about what its sentence mean, it’s learning how to 
associate its sentences with the corresponding thoughts. To know English is to 
know, for example, that the form of words ‘there are cats’ is standardly used to 
express the thought that there are cats […]” (Fodor 1998, 9). 

The idea that words in natural language “inherit their meanings from the 
concepts they are used to express” (Margolis and Laurence 1999, 4) cannot be 
completely abandoned, since it stems from the only plausible explanation of 
linguistic acquisition, i.e. from a mentalistic explanation which requires the 
existence of representations as ‘bridges’ between perception and language (the 
failure of behaviourism docet). However, it would be a mistake to think that 
this link between concepts and word meanings implies that lexical meanings 
and concepts are in every way one and the same thing and can be investigated 
jointly through a same approach. 

What concepts – as cognitive researchers typically conceive them – explain 
is how a subject comes to understand the words he uses: what a subject 
understands with, e.g., ‘tiger’ (in English) depends on which corresponding 
concept he has developed. If a subject expresses with the English word ‘tiger’ a 
concept that individuates not only tigers but also what in English are usually 
called ‘lion’ and ‘cheetah’, then he will use the word ‘tiger’ improperly and 

 
1 Different kinds of representations are used in order to explain other capacities. To explain 
language, cognitive researchers assume the existence of syntactic and phonological 
representations as well as semantic representations. 
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understand by it not only tigers but also lions and cheetahs. However, these 
observations about an improper use of words due to the missing 
correspondence between words and concepts can be made only because the 
English language has its own semantics characterized by an intersubjective 
(social) and normative dimension that does not depend on how some individual 
subject masters his words?  

As with any other natural language, English is based on rules of use – often 
called applicability conditions – which determine how something must be in 
order that a certain word can be correctly applied to it. Take for instance 'tiger': 
this word can be applied to something if this something is a big-sized animal, 
4-legged, with striped fur, etc., and if this something also satisfies further 
scientific (precisely, zoological) conditions for being a tiger, like 'feline', which 
are not restricted to the appearance of, or common knowledge about, tigers but 
concern more fundamental, scientifically established properties.1 These kinds 
of conditions constitute the definitions of the word ‘tiger’ in English and 
determine when the word is applied correctly. The conditions of applicability 
are unavoidable forms of word definitions since they describe the normative 
dimension of language that – as an inter-subjective means of communication – 
needs to regulate as precisely as possible the application of words. 

The fact that words, considered in their normative dimension and abstractly 
from individual competence, are characterized by conditions of applicability of 
a definitional kind distinguishes them radically from concepts (conceptual 
representations). Indeed, even if concepts must also be characterized by 
something like ‘applicability conditions’ in order to serve as a basis for 
language acquisition, a closer look at them shows that the conditions they are 
grounded on are something deeply different from the applicability conditions 
of words. The difference between the applicability conditions of concepts and 
of words is not only due to the fact that the applicability conditions of concepts 
can diverge from the applicability conditions of words, as happens in the case 
of the wrong application of a word, i.e. when the concept a subject expresses 
with a certain word (e.g., ‘tiger’) identifies a different reference from the word 
(e.g., also lions and cheetahs). The main distinguishing factor is that they are 
not normative in the same sense.  

While a word may be applied wrongly, a concept cannot be misapplied in 
the same sense. If a subject has a certain concept, he automatically classifies 
the ‘things’ he perceives as belonging or not belonging to this concept. While 
the applicability conditions of words are established through definitions, the 
applicability conditions of concepts are determined by procedures of concept 
formation which are encoded into the cognitive system: concepts cannot be 
misapplied, because they are the vehicle through which the cognitive system of 
individuals carries out classification. Put differently: whereas a given word can 
be misapplied by association with the wrong concept, concepts – as internal 

 
1 Commonly the literature refers to these two types of conditions, which describe the 
definitions of words at different levels of specificity, i.e. at the level of the common and of the 
expert (scientific) usage, with the terms ‘dictionary entry’ and ‘encyclopaedia entry’, 
respectively. 
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representation – just determine how individuals classify things and how they 
understand the words and can therefore not be applied wrongly in the same 
sense. 

Because of these differences between applicability conditions of words and 
of concepts, we propose to distinguish them, calling identity conditions the 
applicability conditions of concepts insofar as they determine the identity of 
the given concept, i.e. insofar as they determine which of the various 
experienced ‘things’ have to be classified as belonging to a same concept. 

It is on the basis of the difference between the identity conditions of 
concepts and the applicability conditions of words that we can distinguish two 
points of view on language that correspond to two distinct research fields: on 
the one hand, the cognitive problem arises of explaining the formation of 
concepts that allows the mastering of words; on the other hand, the 
sociolinguistic problem arises about the way in which conditions of 
applicability that regulate the use of words into a linguistic community (into a 
society/culture at a certain developmental level) are set.  

This thesis goes in the direction of Putnam’s distinction between two 
problems of meaning: the sociolinguistic aspect and individual competence.1 
According to Putnam, the extension (the reference) of a word - those ‘things’ in 
the world to which a word can be correctly applied - is determined socially and 
not individually. Applicability conditions of words as they have been described 
previously meet the need expressed by Putnam to give a sociolinguistic 
account of meaning that explains how a linguistic community comes to 
determine the use of words in relation to the extension they identify. In 
Putnam’s view, however, the problem of meaning is characterized by a further 
aspect relating to individual competence, i.e. the way in which individuals 
master word meaning. According to the analysis carried out in this paper, the 
answer for the problem of individual competence does not lie in a 
sociolinguistic account of meaning, but has to be found in the concepts – in the 
conceptual representations – that individuals have developed and particularly 
in the structure of these concepts, i.e. in their identity conditions.2  

The differentiation of a sociolinguistic from an individual point of view on 
meaning has important methodological consequences. Since identity conditions 
– unlike applicability conditions – depend, in their content, uniquely on the 
processing and encoding of information carried out by the cognitive system, as 
well as on the kinds of information the cognitive system selects for carrying 
out its operations, it is possible that identity conditions are not characterized by 
the same information as applicability conditions. In fact, the aim of the next 
section is to show how classical, neoclassical and prototype theories embrace 
an approach to concepts based on word definitions and how some of the main 
difficulties of these approaches can be ascribed to this. Particularly, our 
objective is to delineate a common characteristic of these views – i.e. the fact 

 
1 See Putnam 1975, 246. 
2 For a more detailed examination of Putnam’s view with relation to the problem of individual 
competence, see Dellantonio 2005. 
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that their accounts of concepts are built on discrete features of the external 
objects corresponding to the concepts, which are closely similar to definitions – 
and to highlight problems common to all these views which arise from an 
approach based only on discrete features. 
 
Feature-Based Approaches to Concepts 
 
For introducing classical, neoclassical and prototype theories it is useful to give 
first a brief outline of what concepts are, considering the function they are 
supposed to carry out in the cognitive system. Concepts are closely linked with 
that psychological operation called ‘categorization’. Actually, the word 
‘categorization’ refers to two interconnected processes: on the one hand, it 
defines the process of concept formation and, on the other, it describes the 
categorical judgment, i.e., the operation establishing whether or not a certain 
perceived thing belongs to a concept, or whether or not a lower level concept 
(like ‘tiger’) belongs to a higher level concept (like ‘animal’). Making use of a 
distinction drawn by Ray Jackendoff (see, e.g., Jackendoff 1986, ch. 5), we can 
explain the functioning of categorization in terms of the distinction between 
two kinds of concepts: token concepts that identify ever and only the same 
individual things (instances) and type concepts, i.e., general concepts, that 
identify a class of objects of the same kind (categories). The token concepts 
corresponding to the individual tiger called ‘Hobbes’ allows us, for instance, to 
identify ever and only the tiger Hobbes among all other things, tigers and non-
tigers, while the type concept corresponding to the English word ‘tiger’ allows 
us to identify, among all individual experienced things, which ones are tigers 
and which ones are not. 

The general idea is that at least two steps are needed to explain the 
formation of token and type concepts. First of all, token concept formation 
presupposes a process for the structuring of distal objects on the basis of 
proximal stimuli. Type concept formation requires, then, a further process that 
makes use of the information of different tokens for building a corresponding 
type. For making the categorical judgment possible, tokens and types (as well 
as different types like, for instance, ‘tiger’ and ‘animal’) must be related to 
each other in a way that allows their mutual comparison, i.e., that allows us to 
determine whether a token belongs to a certain type (as well as whether a type, 
like ‘tiger’, belongs to another type of higher level, like ‘animal’). Since the 
formation of types rests on information extracted from the tokens (and since 
the formation of higher level types rests on information extracted from lower 
level types), tokens and corresponding types (as well as lower level types and 
corresponding higher level types) must be somehow similar: they must share 
some information. The information that characterizes tokens and types 
constitutes the identity conditions of tokens and types, i.e., what allows us to 
identify the same token on different occasions and to judge if a certain token 
does or does not belong to a type. 

The link presupposed by classical, neoclassical and prototype theories 
between concepts and words can be seen in the way in which they explain the 
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identity conditions of types. What brings together the different theories of 
concepts is, in particular, the fact that they reconstruct the supposed identity 
conditions of type concepts as if they were applicability conditions (e.g. word 
definitions), starting from discrete features of the external objects encoded in 
the tokens. Let’s consider the ‘tiger’ example again: 

 
Table 1. Definition and Features of ‘Tiger’ 

Definition of the word ‘tiger’: Features: 
Animal (Animal) 
Feline Tail, 4-legged (…) 
striped fur striped 
agile Slimness 
ferocious Fang, claw (…) 

 
The diversity among the several theories of concepts is due to the different 
ways in which they explain the ‘kind of identification’ carried out by identity 
conditions. While the so-called ‘classical’ theories maintain that concepts 
encode rigorous definitions, that is, identity conditions singly necessary and 
jointly sufficient to determine if a token does or does not belong to a type, 
according to the neoclassical and prototype theories there aren’t conditions that 
tokens must necessarily meet in order to be judged as belonging to a type. 
Indeed, these views state that categorical judgments require only the 
satisfaction of a sufficient number of conditions, while the amount and the 
kinds of conditions that have to be satisfied vary depending on the token and 
types in question. In fact, neoclassical and prototype theories differ from each 
other in the way they interpret the selection of the information that constitutes 
sufficient conditions. 

Beyond these diversities, classical, neoclassical and prototype theories 
share a common explanation of identity conditions insofar as they reconstruct 
the identity conditions of a concept on the basis of the definition of the 
corresponding word through the ‘translation’ of the definition in terms of 
features empirically accessible to the cognitive system (see Table 1). As word 
definitions are based on a summation of features of the references they apply 
to, so identity conditions of type-concepts are built on a set of discrete features 
of tokens that belong to them. In fact, the recourse to discrete features similar 
to definitions meets a fundamental need of concepts related to their schematic 
function: given any token, it must be ever possible to develop types in which 
the token is included, or to compare the token with already available types in 
order to judge, at least approximately1, whether it belongs to them. A 
description of the identity conditions on the basis of a combination of features 
meets this aim because it allows us to resolve tokens and types into their 
constituents and therefore to compose them constructively in various ways and 
to reciprocally compare them on the basis of their respective features. 
                                                 
1 If a theory does not accept that identity conditions of concepts are also characterized by 
necessary conditions then, according to this theory, concepts do not allow sure categorical 
judgments in the case of non-typical items. About this aspect see Dellantonio and Pastore 2006. 
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However, this explanatory potential of features goes together with some 
evident difficulties that characterize the theories based on them. 

 
1. A first difficulty concerns the circularity of the description based on 

features. Consider the ‘tiger’ example and, in particular, the feature 
‘animal’ (table 1 – inserted in brackets): ‘animal’ is doubtless part of the 
definition of the word ‘tiger’; however, it is not clear whether ‘animal’ has 
to be inserted among the features that characterize the identity conditions of 
the corresponding concept. On the one hand, it is difficult to exclude 
‘animal’ from the identity conditions of ‘tiger’ since, if we do that, we 
delineate a concept of ‘tiger’ made exclusively of ‘exterior’ features, which 
does not even allow us to discriminate between a tiger ‘in the flesh’ and, 
e.g., a plush tiger. On the other hand, however, ‘animal’ is not only 
untranslatable empirically accessible features, but is itself a type-concept, 
and of a higher level than ‘tiger’ in the sense that ‘tiger’ is an instance of 
‘animal’. This gives rise to a circular explanation, since ‘animal’ is 
supposed to be constituted on the basis of the instances of the lower-level 
type-concepts that belong to it and therefore also on the basis of ‘tiger’. But 
‘animal’ can hardly be seen as a feature of ‘tiger’ and at the same time as a 
type-concept whose formation also depends (at least potentially) on ‘tiger’. 
A plausible objection to this circularity is that we do not necessarily need 
‘animal’ in order to distinguish between a tiger in the flesh and a plush 
tiger; what we do actually need is something much more ‘indeterminate’ 
like the feature ‘living’. In this case, what a theory of concepts must explain 
is how the feature ‘living’ may be translated in terms of features 
empirically accessible to the cognitive system. We will go back to this 
topic in section 5. 

2. A second difficulty of feature-based theories is due to the fact that they 
must explain the differences among similar concepts by adding and 
subtracting features ad hoc. For instance, a feature-based theory that aims 
to explain the distinction between ‘tiger’ and ‘lion’ can only compare the 
discrete features of these concepts and individuate their differences through 
the algebraic addition and subtraction of features that are peculiar only to 
the one or to the other concept. 

 
Table 2. Difference between ‘Tiger’ and ‘Lion’ 

Tiger + tail + stripes + 4-leged + slim + fang + 
claw – mane 

 

Difference  ± stripes; ± mane 
Lion + tail + mane + 4-leged + slim + fang + 

claw – stripes 
 

 
The necessity to adjust features ad hoc depending on the specific distinction 
that has to be explained, puts into feature-based theories of concepts a variable 
which is ultimately arbitrary and, at least in many cases, not really plausible 
from a cognitive point of view. Indeed, the categorical judgment that allows us 
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to discriminate whether an instance belongs to one or to the other of two 
similar concepts seems to be based on overall information about that instance 
and not on the addition/subtraction of single, i.e. discrete features.1  
3. The difficulty in identifying tokens on the basis of features that that, being 

discrete, are also static becomes evident if we consider the need to render 
definitional components like ‘feline’, ‘agile’ and ‘ferocious’ into features 
like claw, fangs, slimness, etc., that do not seem sufficiently accurate for 
producing identification, since they do not render how tigers move, how 
they behave and act.  

4. A further macroscopic problem of feature-based theories may be described 
through an observation of Gregory Murphy: “A pile of [tiger] features does not 
make a [tiger] – the parts need to be tied together in just the right way”2 (Murphy 
2004, 48). The categorization of a certain token as an instance of a certain type 
presupposes, indeed, that the type encodes something more than the non-
structured summation of the features that form the identity conditions; it 
presupposes that the type encodes further information about the way features are 
structured (configured) into the concept. 

 
It is in response to these difficulties shared by the different theories of concepts 
that we come to the hypothesis that the identity conditions of concepts have to 
be explained differently from applicability conditions of words (from word 
definitions) by also using information beyond features. What we will try in the 
following section is to show how the difficulties we have considered can, in 
fact, be overcome if we suppose that type-concepts also contain geometrical 
information about the configuration of tokens as well as proprioceptive 
information that derive not from external input but from the subject that carries 
out the categorization. 
 
 
Geometrical Information 

 
According to the analysis of the previous section the difficulties theories of 
concepts present are due to the fact that they are based on features that have 
been characterized as discrete (juxtaposed and compared with each other 
through adding and subtraction), static (thus, insufficient to explain the motor 
and behavioural characteristics of the tokens) and non-structured (not equipped 
with a structural configuration able to determine the reciprocal relations among 
the parts of the concepts). An option for obviating these difficulties consists of 
elaborating a view on concepts that, together with the features, also makes 
continuous, dynamic and structured geometrical information available. 

A first suggestion for how to work out a view like that comes from Ray 
Jackendoff: “In order for an organism to accomplish visual identification and 
categorization, independent of language, there must be a form of visual 

 
1 For this objection see Jackendoff 1996, pp. 43-44 and his example of ‘duck’ and ‘goose’. 
2 Murphy’s example is about the concept ‘bird’: in the quotation we replaced ‘bird’ with 
‘tiger’. 



What do Concepts Consist of? 
 
 

 101

                                                

representation that encodes geometrical and topological properties of physical 
objects”1 (Jackendoff 1996, 44). Jackendoff hypothesizes the existence of a 
spatial representation inspired by Marr’s 3-D model and states that 
categorization has to be explained using not only the features but also the 
spatial representation whose function is to integrate the features with further 
information of a different kind, information that accounts for the overall spatial 
and motor configuration of the tokens. This representation is conceived as 
volumetric (three-dimensional), as organized around coordinate axes of the 
objects that specify the disposition of the parts, and as hierarchically structured 
– i.e. composed of parts and parts of parts according to a ‘tree structure’ that 
keep track not only of the reciprocal relations among the parts, but also of the 
reciprocal spatial proportion, of the points of attachments and of all possible 
angles of attachment of the parts. 

As Jackendoff emphasizes, this representation is something different from a 
mere “statue in the head” that serves as a geometrical “image of a prototypical 
instance”. Indeed, while an hypothetical prototypical statue of an instance 
would encode only the spatial properties of a particular instance, the spatial 
representation to which Jackendoff appeals encodes parametric information, 
i.e. information that describes space not only in a continuous and topologically 
structured way, but that is also able to account for the tokens in their dynamic 
dimension, since it can keep track of a whole range of spatial properties 
regarding, e.g., the possible proportions among the parts, angles of attachment, 
etc. 

If, following Jackendoff, we suppose that concepts (both token and type) 
also contain a spatial representation characterized by geometrical information, 
and that it does not concern discrete features of tokens but the tokens in the 
complexity of their geometrical structure (form and components), then we can 
assume that conceptual formation also involves a process of generalization 
(parametrization) of geometrical information extracted from the perceived 
items and that both the identification of tokens and categorical judgment about 
tokens use this information. 

A geometrical encoding of information of this kind, in fact, solves several 
of the difficulties considered in relation with feature-based theories. It answers 
not only to the problem considered previously (point IV, §3) through Murphy’s 
observation that “a pile of [tiger] features does not make a [tiger],” but also 
explains the difference between similar concepts like ‘tiger’ and ‘lion’ (point 
II) without appealing to features ad hoc, and also clarifies, at least in part, how 
some properties of the instances that turn out to be untranslatable into 
(irreducible to) static features (as ‘feline’ and ‘agile’ for ‘tiger’) may be 
encoded in tokens and types. 

Even though the hypothesis that concepts contain geometrical information 
encoded in spatial representations solves several of the problems considered in 
the previous section, it does not clear up all the difficulties reported. In 
particular it does not clarify how the information ‘animal’ – necessary for 

 
1 For a more detailed presentation of this hypothesis, see Jackendoff 1990, ch. 10. 
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having a concept of ‘tiger’ which is able to distinguish between a real tiger and 
a plush tiger – may be built empirically by the cognitive system. In fact, what 
we want to propose in the next section of this work is that a satisfying revision 
of feature-based theories of concepts needs to do a further step consisting in the 
integration into concepts of information that does not come from the external 
objects conceptualised into tokens and types, but from the ‘cognitive system’ 
or, more precisely, from the embodied subject that carries out the 
categorization. 

 
 
Proprioceptive Information 

 
Both feature-based theories and the revised versions of them we propose that 
integrate geometrical information imply that categorization is carried out by the 
cognitive system using ‘tacit’ information about the external world. The 
conception of concepts developed up to now may be extended through the 
supposition that the cognitive system does not work exclusively with 
information of exteroceptive origins, but also with proprioceptive information, 
i.e., with information generated by the cognitive system itself during the 
encoding of the external information coming from the sensorium. This intuition 
seems to be already present in U. Neisser, one of the most important authors 
that has systematized the cognitive approach. In Neisser’s opinion, subjects are 
necessarily involved in the formation of the concepts they use. This idea is 
already evident in his Cognitive Psychology, where he maintains that our 
access to the world and our ability to refer to it are indirect, i.e., mediated by’ 
our capacity to elaborate the information at the disposal of the cognitive 
system. According to him, ‘cognition’ is any process “by which the sensory 
input is transformed, reduced, elaborated, stored, recovered and used” (Neisser 
1967, 4), whereas ‘information’ is something similar to, but not identical with, 
the ‘bits’ of information as information theory characterizes them. While the 
bits of information described by information theory are too ‘abstract’, ever 
identical with themselves during the time, do not change but can only be 
variously aggregated, the structured information that composes the 
representation on which basis subjects build their own cognitive experience is 
the result of selective transformations that have an effect on the quality of the 
information itself that composes conceptual representations. Human beings are 
not comparable to neutral systems of information transmission like the ones 
based on bits: “the ‘bit’ was developed to describe the performance of rather 
unselective systems”, while human beings “behave very differently, and are by 
no means neutral or passive toward the incoming information” (Neisser 1967, 
7). 

In Neisser’s rejection of the pure and simple assimilation of information 
theory into cognitive psychology, an intuition of a central importance for our 
aims in this part is already implicitly present: the human encoding and 
processing of information gives rise to a surplus of information over the mere 
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external informational input, and this surplus is also determined by the fact that 
the system has stored information about itself and about its past experience. 

Taking account of this ‘surplus’ may help to delineate a solution for the 
questions discussed previously. Let’s go back to the example of tiger/plush 
tiger. Although the appearance of a plush tiger may be very close to that of a 
real tiger, although the two things may generate a same spatial representation, 
our concept of tiger allows us to distinguish among them. How is it possible to 
explain the difference between the two concepts while avoiding invoking the 
feature ‘animal’? The already suggested answer lies in the more ‘general’ 
feature ‘living’. Left open by this answer, however, is how we can form the 
feature ‘living’ on the basis of empirical experience. The Husserlian tradition 
may help in solving the problem. 

A possible hypothesis is that the capacity to distinguish ‘tiger’ from ‘plush 
tiger’ may be due to the fact that the representation of the living thing ‘tiger’, is 
‘enriched’ with proprioceptive information that comes from an operation of 
analogizing apperception similar to those on which empathic phenomena are 
based. By ‘apperception’ we mean the process by which the subject gets 
possession, interiorizes and transforms some percepts. ‘Analogizing’ indicates 
the act by which the apperceived conceptual representations are provided with 
properties drawn from other conceptual representations. The whole of this 
process is describable as an operation of totalization, in which the cognitive 
system completes unitarily the percept and makes it coherent using information 
that is derived not from the percept itself but from other information that the 
cognitive system takes from itself and from its own past history. In this sense 
the cognitive system works using ‘tacitly’ proprioceptive information. 

These observations may help in explaining how a subject forms the feature 
‘living’ that he needs in order to distinguish a tiger from a plush tiger. ‘Living’ 
may be formed through an interpretation of the percept of a real tiger; this 
interpretation could be carried out by analogizing the percept with, e.g., the 
proprioception of motility.1 This is to say that the (non-mechanical) 
characteristics of the movement of tigers (respiratory movement, movement of 
deambulation, of facial expression, of reaction to stimulation, etc.) are 
perceived, related to the ones that the subject experiences of himself and of his 
body and finally projected again analogically onto the object. Even if the plush 
tiger is outwardly identical with a real tiger and if the plush tiger should also be 
able to do some (mechanical) movements, according to this view, we are able 
to discriminate a real tiger from a plush tiger, just because only the real tiger is 
perceived as living in analogy with ourselves. 

The process that leads to the attribution of the feature ‘living’ is analogous 
with the one subjects use for attributing the possession of a mind to another 
human being. Even if we don’t have any precise or explicit idea about what a 
mind is, even if we perceive only the external features of another human being, 

 
1 Motility is not the only proprioceptive information a cognitive system may make use of. At 
the end of this section we mention, for instance, another kind of proprioceptive information 
related with the ‘possession of a mind’ and with the recognition (based on the analogy with 
ourselves) that other human beings also have minds like us. 
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we attribute them a mind, since we consider them similar to us in the way they 
behave, react, move, etc., and since we can interpret their behaviour, reaction, 
movements by analogy with ours. 
 
 
Concluding Remarks 

 
The research carried out in this paper hinges on a very specific example. 
However, if our observations are right, the theses we propose may be 
developed in the direction of a completion of feature-based approaches. This 
would require complementing feature-based approaches with geometrical and 
proprioceptive information. For the purpose of further analysis of 
proprioceptive information and its relation to geometrical information, it is 
moreover necessary to account for the kinaesthetic dimension that 
characterizes the sensorimotor activity of subjects, since this activity is the way 
in which the point of view of the experiencing subject influences the 
structuring of the representations of objects, which are not only made up of 
geometrical information. 
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eductionists about personal identity contend that there is nothing 
more to our survival than a series of causally related 
experiences and/or bodily continuities. Our belief in a 
separately existing subject of experiences is held to be 
unjustified, and we are recommended to reduce our conception 

of our own identity over time by jettisoning this belief. The particular form of 
reductionism which places the true view of our identity in a series of causally 
related experiences is usually known as psychological reductionism or the 
psychological continuity approach1. The version which gives prominence to 
the continuity of the body or human being, at least as it has been developed in 
recent years, is known as animalism2. 

R 
I shall concentrate on psychological reductionism because it seems to me 

the more appealing of the two views. But I shall also consider the animalist 
alternative, arguing that my main line of attack against psychological 
reductionism can be adapted against it. Both positions are mistaken in 
supposing that we have insufficient reason for believing in a separately existing 
subject of experiences. This conclusion is defended in the first section. In the 
second, I maintain that certain additional considerations, designed specifically 
to support psychological reductionism, fail to do so. And, in the third, I 
examine a general objection to the conception of a subject of experiences that 
has been defended in the first two sections.  

According to the psychological reductionist, the continued existence of a 
person is not necessarily endangered by the sudden, irreparable, destruction of 
                                                 
1 Two of its leading exponents are Sydney Shoemaker and Derek Parfit. See particularly S. 
Shoemaker ‘Personal Identity: A Materialist Account’, in S. Shoemaker and R. Swinburne 
Personal Identity, Blackwell: 1984 (pp. 67-132), and The First Person Perspective and Other 
Essays, Cambridge University Press: 1996; D. Parfit ‘Personal Identity’, Philosophical Review 
Vol. 80 (1971) (pp.3-27), Reasons and Persons (Part III), Oxford University: 1984, and ‘The 
Unimportance of Identity’ in Identity, Henry Harris (ed.), Oxford University Press: 1995 (pp. 
13-45).    
2 See especially W. R. Carter ‘How to Change Your Mind’, Canadian Journal of Philosophy 
Vol. 19 (1989) (pp.1-14); Paul Snowdon ‘Persons, Animals, and Ourselves’, in The Person and 
the Human Mind, C. Gill (ed.), Oxford University Press: 1990 (pp. 83-107); Eric Olson The 
Human Animal: Personal Identity without Psychology, Oxford University Press: 1997, and ‘An 
Argument for Animalism’, in Personal Identity, R. Martin and J. Barresi (eds), Blackwell: 
2003 (pp. 318-334). 
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the body, including the brain. Suppose that by a reliable process called 
‘teletransportation’, an exact printed record is first taken of your body’s 
composition, immediately prior to the body’s total destruction, and then 
electronically beamed e.g. to Mars, where a replica body is created from 
completely new material. On the psychological reductionist’s view, you 
survive in this replica body. Or, rather, his view is that the justified content to 
our present belief in the continued existence of a person is preserved in 
teletransportation. For, according to the psychological reductionist, our present 
belief in personal identity, insofar as it is defensible, consists in a non-
branching succession of experiences, linked together by the causal relations 
necessary for the retention of memories, personality traits and intentions. The 
conviction, which the reductionist acknowledges that we do actually have, that 
our identity essentially resides in the persistence of a self or subject of 
experiences, understood as a continuant that is separable from, and so not 
reducible to, a mere succession of causally related experiences and bodily 
continuities, is dismissed as unwarranted in fact. We are neither justified in our 
belief in such a subject nor right to think that the satisfaction of this belief is 
crucial for the continued existence of a person. As the psychological 
reductionist sees it, what is crucial for our survival is the continuation of our 
mental life: in particular, the retention of memories of our past life, the 
opportunity to continue with our emotional ties, and the chance to fulfil our 
deepest ambitions. On the true view, he alleges, the identity of a person just 
consists in the occurrence of a non-branching series of interrelated mental 
events. 

Despite the ingenuity that the psychological reductionist has shown in 
defending his position, I shall argue that he is committed to accepting a view of 
personal identity that is a version of the very theory which he seeks to 
overthrow. 

The claim that our identity as persons is essentially constituted by a 
persisting subject of experiences, understood as an existent that is separable 
both from any connected series of psychological states and from the physical 
continuity provided by numerically the same body (or mere brain), is rejected 
by the reductionist on the ground that, while we have no evidence in its favour, 
we have much evidence against it. In particular, there is now good evidence 
that our experiences are wholly dependent for their existence on a proper 
functioning physical entity, the brain. From which he concludes that although 
we - including the reductionist himself - are naturally inclined to hold that our 
personal identity essentially resides in the continued existence of a separately 
existing subject of experiences (shown, for instance, by our reaction to certain 
puzzle cases), it cannot reasonably be affirmed that our identity consists in, or 
is dependent upon, a Cartesian-style immaterial substance. 

The psychological reductionist also regards the continued existence of 
numerically the same body (or mere brain) as unnecessary for the survival of a 
person. He thinks that when we consider what really matters to us in our 
concern to survive, we realize that it is the continuation of our mental life. 
Admittedly, if this mental life is fully to continue, it will require not only a 



Personal Identity and Survival 
 
 

 107

                                                

qualitatively identical - or, at least, a functionally equivalent - brain but a gross 
human body, and a body that is sufficiently similar to our present one. But 
provided these physical conditions are met and they are appropriately causally 
related to the present physical continuities, we shall have everything that is 
really necessary for our survival. 

The force of the contention that bodily continuity is not necessary for a 
person’s life to be preserved can best be appreciated by conceiving a situation 
where there is a succession of experiences that are linked together by the causal 
relations necessary for the retention of memories, personality traits and 
intentions - where there is, in other words, psychological continuity 
(understood to include psychological connectedness) - without physical 
continuity. Teletransportation precisely fits this bill, since it is a duplicating 
process which wholly destroys bodily, including brain, continuity without 
destroying psychological continuity. For my part, I think that this thought 
experiment does convincingly show that the result of the teletransportation 
process is the continuation, or as good as the continuation, on Mars of the life 
of a person that had earlier began on Earth1. Hence, bodily continuity cannot 
be what really matters for the preservation of a person’s life. And since 
psychological continuity is not destroyed in the process, the psychological 
reductionist further contends that it is this latter continuity, psychological 
continuity, which is of crucial importance to our survival, to our continued 
existence as persons. 

Rather than claiming that the psychological reductionist has gone too far in 
rejecting the requirement of bodily, or mere brain, continuity, I maintain that 
he ought also to reject psychological continuity as important for the survival of 
a person. Once it is admitted that a thought experiment involving 
teletransportation can play a legitimate part in determining what the belief in 
personal identity can reasonably be held to consist in (by showing that bodily 
continuity is not required), it ought to be admitted that another thought 
experiment, which makes use of a closely analogous duplication process, can 
also be employed in this endeavour. The latter thought experiment, I shall 
argue, shows that a person’s identity is to be distinguished not only from bodily 
continuity but equally from any given series of mental events and, hence, from 
psychological continuity. Far from personal identity just consisting in, or being 
reducible to, a single series of causally connected mental events, the 
psychological reductionist should acknowledge that the true view of personal 
identity requires us to distinguish between the identity of persons and the 
identity of their lives. Only individual lives can plausibly be thought of as 
consisting in a series of mental events, suitably causally related.  

Why do I think that the conceivability of a duplication process, in essence 
the same as teletransportation, ought to convince the reductionist that the true 
view of personal identity requires a distinction between persons and their lives?  

 
1 At present, I am only considering cases where, over a given period, replication makes 
possible a single or non-branching series of causally related experiences. Examples where two 
or more such series exist synchronically will be taken up in the next section. 
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My grounds stem from this. Although it would nowadays be widely accepted 
that persons are born with a tabula rasa with respect to ideas, we do think of 
ourselves as coming into the world with a specific fundamental nature in 
respect of cognitive, conative and affective capacities (presumably inherited, in 
some determinate way, from our parents). How a given person’s life develops 
depends, we hold, on the interaction between two factors: on the one hand, the 
person’s specific fundamental nature and, on the other, the particular sense 
experiences which the person has during that life (together with the type of 
gross body in which that specific fundamental nature is exercised). 

In order to see how these considerations bear on the nature of personal 
identity, think of the relationship between a musical work and its 
performances. A given musical work, e.g. a particular piano duet, may have, 
when played, many different interpretations. Even so, each performance of the 
duet is an instantiation of the same set of instructions, viz. as these are printed 
in the copies of the score by which the pair of performers internalize those 
instructions. And each performance may be said to give life to the music - or to 
bring the music to life - with its interpretation depending upon the interaction 
between the music and its pair of performers (together with the type of 
instruments used, e.g. whether original or modern). In this case, we already 
speak quite naturally of two or more performances of the same piece of music. 
An essential condition for enabling us to do so is the existence of a reliable 
method for encoding musical sounds in a notational form, viz. in a form that 
permits multiple performances.  

Now suppose that by a reliable process resembling teletransportation - let 
us call it ‘telereproduction’ - there is started up, following the ending of a 
person’s life on Earth, a wholly new life on Mars by means of the same set of 
instructions as originally, i.e. from birth, made possible the life of the person 
formerly on Earth. So although a complete body, including brain, scan is taken 
at birth and an electronic record retained, bodily death takes place at some time 
in the person’s adult life. Consequently, with telereproduction, when the adult 
body of the person living on Earth has ceased irreparably to function, the 
duplicating machine is employed to send the electronic record of his complete 
body at birth to another machine on Mars, which constructs a replica body of 
that person, as it existed at birth. Here, it seems to me, we can legitimately say 
that, following the ending of the life of a given person (on Earth), 
telereproduction has begun another life of that same person (on Mars). Hence, 
like teletransportation, telereproduction can duplicate a body (including its 
brain); but it duplicates the body as it was at the start of a person’s life, i.e. at 
birth. When it does so, the process can be seen as giving us an example of the 
same person living different lives. In the particular case in hand, one person 
can be seen as having two lives: there would first be a life on Earth and, then, a 
life on Mars. 

In speaking here of two lives of the same person, we would mean 
something along the following lines: that the same fundamental nature or set of 
human capacities (encoded in a token human brain) which was responsible, in 
conjunction with a certain series of sense experiences, for giving a life to a 
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particular person on Earth is now responsible, through its being encoded in 
another token human brain and in conjunction with a different series of sense 
experiences, for giving another life to that same person on Mars. Analogously, 
when we talk of two performances of the same piece of music, e.g. the same 
piano duet, we mean something like this: that the same set of musical 
instructions (internalized, via copies of the score, by the given pair of 
performers) which is responsible, in conjunction with a certain interpretation, 
for producing a performance of the particular duet is also responsible, through 
its being internalized by another pair of performers and in conjunction with a 
different interpretation, for producing another performance of that same duet. 
(Of course, neither the pair of performers nor the interpretations have to be 
different on any two occasions. But this cannot be an important dissimilarity 
because both could be different on any two occasions). 

Put briefly, what I am suggesting is this. The psychological reductionist 
imagines a reliable process, teletransportation, which destroys and replicates a 
person’s body during his life. He employs this thought experiment in order to 
convince us that since we would, at least on reflection, acknowledge that the 
person in question has survived (or as good as survived) the teletransportation 
process, continuing on Mars the life that he began on Earth, it follows that our 
identity does not require the continued existence of numerically the same body 
(or mere brain). He concludes that the identity of a person is reducible to, or 
just consists in, a series of causally related experiences. By parity of reason, I 
imagine a reliable process, telereproduction, which, when a person’s body has 
ceased to function, replicates that body as it existed at birth (thereby encoding 
in a new token brain those instructions that give to a person what I have called 
his ‘fundamental nature’). I claim that this latter thought experiment shows that 
the same person can have different lives, as we are already convinced that the 
same piece of music can have different performances. The upshot is that since 
the psychological reductionist acknowledges that he is himself naturally 
inclined to believe that a person’s identity essentially resides in a separately 
existing subject of experiences, he should distinguish our survival, our 
continued existence as persons, not only from physical but from psychological 
continuity. In supposing that personal identity, or what is important about 
personal identity, just consists in the existence of a series of causally related 
experiences, he has confused a criterion for the identity of a life with the 
criterion for the identity of a person. 

It may be objected that what the telereproduction thought experiment 
reveals is only that we could admit a distinction between persons and their 
lives (just as, once we had grasped how a reliable musical notation might be set 
up, it became possible for us to make a distinction between pieces of music and 
their performances). But, the objection continues, what needs to be established 
is that the psychological reductionist should recognize that it is more 
reasonable to admit this distinction than to go over to his own reductive 
position. 

It is true that a reductionist is not forced to renounce his position on the 
basis of the telereproduction thought experiment alone. But it is equally true 
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that the teletransportation thought experiment fails, by itself, to demonstrate 
the comparative insignificance of bodily continuity. It is only if we are 
prepared to accept that what really matters for the continuance of a person’s 
life is the retention of his mental states and capacities (his memories, emotional 
ties, intentions and so on) that we ought to recognize that a person’s life can be 
preserved as a result of the teletransportation process - since that process shows 
us that a person’s memories, emotions, intentions etc can survive the 
destruction of his original body. Similarly, I am claiming that it is because the 
psychological reductionist himself accepts that we naturally think that the 
continued existence of a person centrally depends on the persistence of a 
separately existing subject of experiences that he ought to recognize that we 
should distinguish between persons and their lives as a result of the 
telereproduction process - since that process shows us that there can be a 
persisting subject despite the destruction of the series of experiences 
constituting a person’s original life. 

But, it may be replied, although the reductionist agrees that we do normally 
think of personal identity as distinct both from bodily continuity and any given 
series of connected experiences, has he not also produced good reason for 
rejecting our belief? He has not. While he has argued - in my view correctly - 
that we should reject the existence of a Cartesian-style mind or substance, his 
argument has not demonstrated that our fundamental belief in a separately 
existing subject of experiences should be rejected. It has only shown that a 
particular theoretical description of our belief in such a subject is unwarranted, 
viz. the Cartesian description (in which capacities like language and reasoning 
are said not only to be realized in, but actually to operate from, an immaterial 
substance). 

We have, then, the following situation. First, the telereproduction thought 
experiment reveals that, given the way that we think of personal identity, we 
could admit a distinction between persons and their lives which parallels the 
distinction that we already make between musical works and their 
performances. This distinction leaves room for the possibility of one person 
having many lives. Second, the distinction preserves what is agreed to be 
central to our natural belief in a person’s identity (namely, that it resides in a 
persisting entity, understood as a continuant that is separable both from 
physical and psychological continuities). Third, the reductionist has rejected 
this central part of our belief without justification (he has only justified the 
rejection of a Cartesian-style immaterial substance).  

Together these considerations do, I submit, show that it would be more 
reasonable for the reductionist to acknowledge that our existence as persons 
should be distinguished from the existence of our lives, rather than to adopt his 
own reduced conception of our survival as persons. Of two rival theories of 
personal identity, if one preserves what is accepted as central to our present 
belief, while the other rejects it without justification then, unless countervailing 
argument can be given, it is more reasonable to maintain the first theory than to 
adopt the second. That the first theory allows for the possibility of a person 



Personal Identity and Survival 
 
 

 111

                                                

living more than one life, while the second rules this out is not an argument 
against the first theory - far from it, as I shall argue in the following sections. 

By employing the teletransportation thought experiment in his endeavour to 
convince us that personal identity does not require bodily continuity, the 
psychological reductionist obscures the fact that this identity is not reducible to 
psychological continuity. He obscures the fact because, in teletransportation, 
duplication occurs during the life of a person. But given the psychological 
reductionist accepts that, in seeking to determine what the content of our belief 
in personal identity should reasonably consist in, it is legitimate to imagine the 
operation of a reliable duplication process during a person’s life, he should also 
accept that it is legitimate to engage in such a thought experiment at the very 
start of a person’s life, as with telereproduction. When we do so, the distinction 
between personal identity and any particular series of experiences (as well as 
any particular physical continuities) is no longer obscured. For, in the case of 
the telereproduction thought experiment, I have argued that the existence of a 
reliable duplication process ought to convince the reductionist that the 
relationship between persons and their lives should be seen as importantly 
analogous to the relationship which we already acknowledge between musical 
works and their performances. And, having once recognized the distinction 
between persons and their lives, it would be a mistake to regard a person’s 
identity as in some way reducible to a series of experiences and/or the 
continuities of a token body (or mere brain). It would be a mistake because the 
survival of a person cannot then be said to be identical with, or just to consist 
in, those phenomena that go to constitute a particular life, any more than the 
survival of a piece of music can be said to be identical with, or just to consist 
in, those phenomena that go to constitute a particular performance. A person, 
rather, can survive the termination of a life as a piece of music can survive the 
ending of a performance. The survival of a piece of music depends upon the 
existence of a score which is appropriately causally related to that work’s 
creation (so making possible, in conjunction with a set of players, a 
performance of that particular work). Similarly, the survival of a person 
depends upon the existence of a record of a fundamental nature which is 
appropriately causally related to that person’s conception (so making possible, 
in conjunction with a set of sense experiences, a life of that particular person). 

‘What a Reductionist denies is that the subject of experiences is a 
separately existing entity, distinct from a brain and body, and a series of 
physical and mental events’1.  

This is the central reductionist claim. My argument has been that a thought 
experiment, parallel to the one that the psychological reductionist himself 
employs in seeking to convince us that the true view of personal identity 
should not be tied to a given brain or body, ought in consistency to convince 
the reductionist that his central claim is almost entirely the reverse of the truth.   

Plainly, those reductionists who advocate animalism have not been 
persuaded by the teletransportation thought experiment into giving up their 

 
1 See Parfit, Reasons and Persons, p. 223 (italics original). 



An Anthology of Philosophical Studies 
 
 

 112 

                                                

version of the bodily continuity condition. For them, our belief in survival, 
insofar as it is justified, does require the continued existence of the human 
being (which, under certain circumstances, merely requires the continued 
existence of the whole brain, and, possibly, of the brain stem alone). It is only 
if we follow the psychological reductionist in allowing that teletransportation 
shows that bodily continuity is unnecessary for our survival that we need to 
argue that, by parity of reasoning, telereproduction equally shows that 
psychological continuity is unnecessary. At the same time, I think it is clear 
that, by appealing directly to telereproduction, we can show the animalist that 
the continued existence of the same (biological) human being is not necessary 
for a justified belief in our survival. After all, both types of reductionist 
acknowledge that we do have a strong tendency to believe that we are 
separately existing subjects of experience1. It is this acknowledgment that is 
the crucial point, not the willingness to accept that teletransportation is a means 
of continuing our present life in distant places. For the force of the 
telereproduction thought experiment is that it highlights not only the distinction 
between ourselves and our lives (a distinction which, assuming the animalist 
accepts the distinction between musical works and their performances, is not 
one that he can simply refuse to concede), but the possibility of preserving the 
belief in our separate existence in the face of both versions of reductionism.  

Indeed, if we consider what is perhaps the animalist’s strongest argument 
against psychological reductionism, we shall find that it is in no way 
inconsistent with the distinction that I have been emphasizing between 
ourselves and our lives. The animalist criticizes the psychological reductionist 
on the ground that we do not think that a human life has ended merely because 
all mentality has ceased (however much we may then think of the given human 
life - reduced now to that of a human vegetable - as no longer of any value). 
But this criticism, even if it is successful against psychological reductionism, 
has no force against our belief in a separately existing self or subject of 
experiences. It has no force, because it is consistent to hold both that a human 
life has lost its value when all mentality has ended and that the self or subject 
of experiences can neither have ceased thereby to exist nor be identified with 
the continuously functioning human being (now a human vegetable). While the 
animalist can insist that the persistence of a life is dependent on the continued 
functioning of the human biological unit and not on the existence of 
psychological continuity, we can still insist that the subject of experiences is a 

 
1 Not all advocates of animalism explicitly affirm that we have a natural tendency to believe in 
a separately existing subject of experiences. But given their stress on what we ordinarily 
believe about ourselves, and given the considerations brought forward, not only by 
psychological reductionists but by philosophers of other persuasions, in support of the claim 
that we do have a strong tendency to conceive of ourselves as separately existing subjects of 
experience (at least in our non-theoretical moments), it would seem disingenuous of any 
animalist to deny it. Still, if there are any who deny it, my argument can be seen as urging their 
adoption of a separately existing self or subject of experiences. For animalists substantially 
agree with psychological reductionists about what is important about our survival; and, as I 
shall maintain, this value will be enriched if the belief in a separately existing self is retained 
(or adopted). 



Personal Identity and Survival 
 
 

 113

separate entity whose continued existence is not determined by the persistence 
conditions of a human life. Certainly, the intrinsic value of a human life has 
ceased with the destruction of psychological continuity (and of mentality 
generally), but the subject of experiences has not ceased to exist; nor will it 
when the given human life ceases with the cessation of biological functioning.  

Accordingly, whether the criterion for the existence of a life is placed in a 
series of causally related experiences or in the continued existence of the same 
human body (conceived as a biological unit), the belief that our survival is a 
significant further fact, that it essentially resides in a self or subject that is 
genuinely separate from both, remains intact. 

Given our distinction between persons and their lives, we may now briefly 
consider cases where we would need to admit that the same person has two or 
more lives running concurrently. The psychological reductionist maintains that 
examples involving what is frequently referred to as the ‘division’ of a person 
provide additional ground for rejecting the belief that a person should be 
regarded as essentially a separate existent from a series of experiences and/or 
bodily continuities. He holds that unless we go over to a reductionist 
conception of a person, these examples of ‘division’ must involve us in 
absurdities or contradictions. The question is whether these, or analogous, 
absurdities must be generated once our distinction between persons and their 
lives is admitted. If not, we will have been provided with no countervailing 
reason for revising the conclusion that we should reject the reductionist’s 
central theoretical claim.  

It may be thought that if two (or more) concurrent lives of the same person 
are admitted, it is surely obvious that we are going to find ourselves involved 
in parallel absurdities to those that the psychological reductionist has so 
spectacularly uncovered with his own examples of a person ‘dividing’. For 
instance, shall we not immediately be landed in the contradiction of having to 
say that the same person is living in two places at the same time? If it is 
contradictory to say that the same person can be in two places at the same time 
- which, on our present concept of a person, it is - then, surely, it is equally 
absurd to say that one and the same person is living at two places at the same 
time. But there is no genuine absurdity here because, given our distinction 
between a person and his lives, this will only be a way of saying that two lives 
of the same person are occurring at different places at the same time. (As we 
sometimes say that the same piece of music can be heard at two places at the 
same time, when what is more circuitously meant is that two performances of 
the same piece can be heard at different places at the same time).  

Even the notorious brain splitting example -more strictly, cerebrum 
splitting example- need not produce a contradiction. Let us grant as 
conceivable that, by separating a given person’s two cerebral hemispheres and 
placing each half in a different functioning but cerebrum-less human body, 
there could be two synchronic lives, both of which can be traced back to a 
single set of experiences of that given person (sustained by the two cerebral 
hemispheres combined). We are not thereby forced into the contradictory 
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situation of having to admit that two different lives of the person are the same 
life. Here, too, a musical analogy can help to explain why. 

Consider certain performances of a given choral work. These begin with 
two singers to each part; later, and uncharacteristically for performances of this 
work, the singers of each part spatially separate, e.g. by the singers, at a 
suitable interval in the music, filing apart in two columns, with both sets of 
singers finishing their performance in different locations. Under these 
circumstances, there seem to be two conceivable ways of interpreting what has 
happened. On the one hand, it might be said that, as the work has here been 
realized, what began as a single partial performance (jointly sustained by two 
singers per part) ended with two partial performances (each sustained by one 
singer per part). On this way of putting matters, we could say of two auditors, 
each of whom then listened to a full performance of the work, that while they 
both listened to the same partial performance sustained by two singers per part, 
it would not follow that they both listened to the same full performance, i.e. if 
they did not both listen to the same partial performance sustained by one singer 
per part. On the other hand, it might be said that although such an interpretation 
is not self-contradictory, it is unreasonable to hold that there was, even at the 
outset of the singing, a partial single performance of the work. Rather, it will 
be said that, given the sequel, it would be preferable to admit that there were 
really two concurrent performances of the same work all along; it was simply 
that this was not obvious until the separation of the two rows of singers. (So, 
on this latter interpretation, my original description of what happened was 
mistaken: at no time were two singers jointly sustaining each part). 

Analogously, with a case in which separation of a given person’s two 
cerebral hemispheres leads to two synchronic lives, each of which is traceable 
back to a single set of experiences jointly sustained by the two hemispheres. 
On the one hand, it might be said that, as the person has here been realized, 
what began as a single partial life (jointly sustained by two brain hemispheres) 
ended with two partial lives (each sustained by a single brain hemisphere). On 
this way of putting matters, we could say of two onlookers, each of whom then 
witnessed a full life of the person, that while they both witnessed the same 
partial life sustained by two brain hemispheres, it would not follow that they 
both witnessed the same full life, i.e. if they did not both witness the same 
partial life sustained by one brain hemisphere. On the other hand, it might be 
said that although such an interpretation is not self-contradictory, it is 
unreasonable to hold that there was, even at the outset of the experiences, a 
single partial life. Rather, it will be said that, given the sequel, it would be 
preferable to admit that there were really two concurrent lives of the same 
person all along; it was simply that this was not obvious until the separation of 
the two hemispheres of the brain. (So, on this latter interpretation, my original 
description of what happened was mistaken: at no time were the two brain 
hemispheres jointly sustaining a single set of experiences). 

Whatever the relative merits of these alternative descriptions, neither 
appears to me to be absurd or self-contradictory. The cerebrum splitting 
example, then, does not expose a logical incoherence in our distinction 
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between persons and their lives. Equally, no incoherence need be generated in 
the case where teletransportation leads to several concurrent lives of the same 
person. Say that teletransporting a given person, as he appears in a life on 
Earth, were to result in two concurrent lives, one on Mars and the other on 
Venus. We could deal with such cases along the lines of the first of the two 
possible ways that I suggested for the cerebrum splitting example. That is, we 
could take it that what began as a single partial life of a person (on Earth) has 
ended in two partial lives of the same person (one on Mars and the other on 
Venus). Consequently, it would not follow that because a pair of onlookers 
each witnessed a full life of the given person, incorporating the partial life on 
Earth, they both witnessed the same full life. It would not follow because they 
may have witnessed different partial lives of the given person after 
teletransportation. And if they did, one of the onlookers would have witnessed 
the full life which ended on Mars and the other would have witnessed the full 
life which ended on Venus. Nonetheless, both full lives would have been those 
of one and the same person.  

Finally, I turn to a more general criticism of my argument: ‘In 
distinguishing, in the way that you have, persons or selves from their lives, you 
are suggesting that we consider persons as abstract entities. Persons could not 
possibly be thought of in this way’. If the implication is that the distinction, as I 
have drawn it, between persons and their lives is a dehumanising or restricting 
one then it seems to me the very opposite of the truth. After all, in making the 
distinction between a piece of music and its performances, we do not thereby 
have a less complete or vital appreciation of the music than if we had 
concentrated on one performance alone, treating that as identical with the 
work. Rather, in comparing and contrasting different performances of a given 
piece of music, we grasp much more about the music than we could have 
appreciated from any single performance. Similarly, within a given life, it 
should be possible for each of us to come to a much fuller and deeper 
understanding of ourselves from knowledge of how, in earlier lives, we have 
acted. Hence, in distinguishing between persons and their possible lives, we are 
certainly not treating any person as lacking the capacity, when realized in a 
particular life, for actively determining how that life will be led. On the 
contrary, with the greatly increased self-knowledge, which can be acquired 
from a study of our earlier lives, each of us, as we appear in a later life, should 
be in a far better position to enrich that life as well as those of other people. 

Agreed, any object, whether natural or manmade, can be seen as an 
instance of a type. However, particular mountains and chairs (for instance) are 
not thought of as directing their own histories, and certainly not in significant 
ways. A particular mountain may be weathered by natural forces: when this 
occurs, we do not suppose that it can be seen as responsible for directing the 
outcome, even if that outcome should turn out to be of some consequence. On 
the other hand, where an existent’s development can be seen both as significant 
and as primarily self-directed then the kind of distinction that I have drawn 
between persons and their lives is appropriate. For, here, a subject’s 
fundamental nature can fruitfully be seen as transcending the circumstances of 
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its present appearance in the sense that, under other circumstances, the subject 
(whose fundamental nature it is) can be held responsible for further important 
and/or interestingly different outcomes. (Musical works are, of course, 
manmade. But, as a result of the artist’s creativity, each is conceived to possess 
a nature which is, to a considerable extent, responsible for how that work is 
performed). 

We can now bring into sharper relief an important feature of this defence of 
a non-Cartesian substance view of the self. By distinguishing between the 
subject and the way its lives develop, we can conceive of the subject as 
possessing greater scope for regulating its future actions than is allowed for in 
traditional compatibilist accounts of freedom. For by realizing the structure of 
its own fundamental nature - from studying its past lives - the subject can come 
self-consciously to influence the way this fundamental nature is manifested in 
its present and future lives. Once the subject’s fundamental nature has been 
created, nothing in the temporal world can affect it (it is a timeless entity and 
its existence is ‘all or nothing’) yet, on the basis of a knowledge of how this 
nature has manifested itself in past lives, the subject can have additional 
responsibility for the development of its future lives. Of course, the way the 
subject directs any of its future lives is still causally determined. However, it 
will be causally determined, not only by the circumstances in which the subject 
then finds itself and by its own fundamental nature, but by the subject’s 
realization of how this nature has been manifested in earlier lives (under similar 
and different circumstances). A careful study of these earlier lives will provide 
the subject with a decisive opportunity for directing its present life in more 
fulfilling and worthwhile ways than would otherwise be the case. I take it that 
this gives to the subject a degree of self-determination over its own actions that 
we nowadays lack, but regard as highly desirable (as is shown in such familiar 
expressions as ‘If only I had my life over again, knowing what I now do about 
myself’). 

But, it may be said, this response to the criticism that you are turning 
persons into abstract entities crucially depends on the belief that each of us 
comes to sense experience with a specific fundamental nature. Perhaps we do 
not; perhaps the differences in our innate cognitive, conative and affective 
capacities are not, in general, significant. It is nurture (early sense experience), 
not nature that accounts for all, or virtually all, of the main variations in the 
lives of different people. Clearly, this is possible. But I do not think that, if this 
possibility actually obtains, it vitiates the point of my response. I have been 
urging that we conceive of persons as each possessing a distinct mix of abilities 
and dispositions which they bring to sense experience and which defines them 
as persons. In a given life, their fundamental nature interacts, for better or 
worse, with their sense experiences (thereby giving rise to their particular 
objectives in that life); and its realization may be seriously impaired in old age 
or by disease. It is because we have this conception of persons that accounts, I 
suggest, for the reluctance of those who, while rejecting a Cartesian-style 
immaterial substance, are yet unwilling to accept that personal identity is 
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reducible to, or just consists in, a series of causally connected experiences 
and/or bodily continuities. 

If the belief that each of us comes to sense experience with a different 
fundamental nature is mistaken, then the idea that we ought to distinguish 
between persons and their lives should, indeed, be given up. We would be left 
with the psychological reductionist series of causally connected mental events 
as all that individuates us. But is this sufficient to count as the true view of our 
personal identity? Or would we then have thrown out so much that we think of 
as definitive of persons, that we should more properly conceive of 
reductionism not as giving us the justified kernel of our concept of personal 
identity but as expressing scepticism about that concept’s application? It is 
difficult to see how our concept can be thought to apply if no series of causally 
related mental events can be seen as emerging from some specific nature that 
significantly helps to shape what is valuable in that human life. If there is 
nothing importantly distinct from that series of mental events, so that we can 
think that, under other circumstances, the subject of those events could live 
another life which is recognizably an expression of that individual subject (and 
not merely an expression of practically any human subject), then what is 
central to our belief in persons does seem to me to have no application. In 
which case, while reductionism may well have given us all that we can 
justifiably extract from our concept of personal identity, it would be that theory 
which could more properly be said to be treating persons as an abstract entities. 
All human lives would be, in effect, the lives of qualitatively the same subject, 
whose fundamental nature we all share. I would not be bringing anything that 
is original or unique to any life that I might lead; and, of course, a parallel point 
goes for everyone else, including those who make the profoundest impressions 
upon us. 

I conclude that, to the extent to which our concept of personal identity does 
really have application (and, hence, that we do each possess individual 
fundamental natures), we should not throw out our central belief that the 
subject of experiences is a separately existing entity. To do so would be 
unjustifiably to deny that a person is something over and above any particular 
body and/or series of interrelated mental events. The conceivability of physical 
replication has not only shown us how we could genuinely survive any given 
life, it has also shown us how we could gain a profounder grasp of what, for 
each of us, our existence as persons does truly consist in. 
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ubstance dualism, in the tradition of Descartes, is the view that 
each living person consists of a space-occupying material body 
plus an immaterial substance, a nonspatial receptacle containing 
one’s mental life. Titles for the latter include mind, soul, psyche, 
spirit, entelechy, and rescogitans. Whereas many—perhaps even 

the vast majority outside of workers in mainstream philosophy and the 
cognitive sciences—embrace dualism without hesitation, very few 
philosophers and cognitive scientists are substance dualists. Beyond that the 
situation is complicated in philosophy. Speaking broadly, the overwhelming 
consensus of those studying mental phenomena converges on a loosely 
conceived materialism, which may or may not leave room for the singular 
qualitative, first-person features distinctive of our mental lives, often known by 
philosophers as qualia. Philosophers who have found a slot for qualia have 
been alternatively described as dual aspect theorists, property dualists, and (the 
title I prefer) non-reductive materialists. Emergentism, the main topic of this 
essay, has links to that broad tradition, although there is a terminological issue 
about whether it should be called materialism of any kind. 

S 

The doctrine of emergence begins from the assumption that there is an 
organizational hierarchy in the material world. To give a rough sketch, if we 
start at the level of atoms (we could have started lower), the next level up 
might be molecular. From thence we might move to the level of material 
object, the macroscopic world. Vaguely, emergentism is the view that when we 
proceed to the higher reaches of this hierarchy, on rare occasions we get 
something ‘novel’, something for which the lower levels accounting for this 
phenomenon offer nothing to enable one to anticipate its occurrence either in 
terms of its type of feature, its structure, or a comprehensive examination of the 
intrinsic features of the thing(s) giving rise to it.  Of course, not everything that 
is not present as such in the level immediately below it must be emergent. 
Further details must be tapped for that. Thus, for example, if simple 
mereological composition will suffice to explain the complexity of a whole 
constructed from its parts, the complex whole does not count as emergent. 
Indeed, before we tackle the issues raised by these claims, we must have a 
more rigorous formulation of the view. But for starters I hope this informal 
sketch makes enough intuitive sense to proceed with introductory 
clarifications.  
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Historically, various specimen properties, states, things, or events have been 
claimed to be emergent.1 Typical candidates include life, consciousness, 
mental states (of all kinds), colors, sounds—indeed all the traditional secondary 
qualities, norms (or normativity), purposes, and oganized collectives (e.g., 
nations).  Of course, these phenomena don’t share a common base from which 
each is generated. For the emergentist life arises from the structural properties 
of certain proteins, consciousness perhaps from 40 Hz cycles of neuronal 
activity, mental states from specific neuronal activity patterns, colors (and 
sounds) from the primary qualities of macroscopic physical objects and their 
bases in microscopic particles, norms perhaps from conventions, which 
themselves arise from tacit agreements, or at least acquiescence, and nations 
from the cooperative interactions of individual inhabitants. At one time or 
another each has been claimed to be a novel structure emerging from material 
that lacked structures prefiguring its appearance.   

Some of these candidates, such as life, we leave in the dustbin of history, 
along with its elan vitales and assorted paraphernalia. Although I shall compare 
emergence as it appears in various guises, the interest here is restricted to the 
alleged emergence of mental states (both conscious episodes and automatic 
behavior), such as those involved in visual perception and intentions, beliefs, 
wants, sensations such as pain, and deliberations.2 The currently most popular 
generic views in this area have been reductive and non-reductive materialism.  
Emergentism, as mentioned, is often distinguished from both. It might seem 
natural, for reasons given below, to count it as a kind of non-reductive 
materialism. But on  the most  popular versions of non - reductive  materialism,  
it admits either (a) the identity of particular mental states 
(/properties/events/episodes) with particular physical ones, and/or (b) a deeper 
explanation of the supervenience of the mental on the physical. Emergentism 
about a property precludes both (a) and (b). The significance of these 
differences should become clearer below. But at this stage of the discussion I 
concentrate on the contrast between emergentism and reductive versions of 
materialism.   

Let’s begin by asking, ‘What is reductive materialism (or reductive 
physicalism, hereafter understood)?’. A materialist as such is one who believes 
that the world’s basic constituents are all physical, perhaps understood in the 
final analysis as whatever particles our completed physical theories would 

 
1 Prominent early twentieth century examples of emergentism include Samuel Alexander 
(1920), Space, Time, and Deity, 2 vols. (Macmillan); C. D. Broad (1925), The Mind and Its 
Place in Nature (Routledge & Kegan Paul, Ltd.); and C. Lloyd Morgan (1923), Emergent 
Evolution (Williams & Norgate). Of course the title isn’t important: many basically 
emergentist claims seem to have been defended under different nomenclature before those 
holding this view became a school—e.g., John Stuart Mill, A System of Logic, Bk. III, Ch. 6, 
§1.    
2 There have also been emergentist versions of ‘minds’ or ‘persons’, having affinities both to 
dualism and to materialism (e.g., Karl R. Popper and John C. Eccles (1977), The Self and Its 
Brain (Springer-Verlag); William Hasker (1999), The Emergent Self (Cornell University 
Press)).  I am not considering those views here.   



Emergence, Mind, Identity, Composition 
 
 

 121

                                                

countenance. This needn’t be an envisaged final stage of physics, but can be 
the sort to which we are now close enough to discern its general lineaments.  

Thus, for example, it looks as if the basis for all the matter in the universe 
will be discoverable in the tiniest particles, perhaps even extensionless charges, 
forming the building blocks for the rest of the physical world. For the sake of 
argument, let’s concede this. Then whatever else exists will be in some way 
dependent on and traceable to those ultimate particles. A reductive physicalism 
cashes out that dependency by arguing that, once again, in the final analysis we 
can identify what occurs at higher levels of description with the items and laws 
of basic physics. Thus, the identification of water with H2O, of heat with 
molecular kinetic motion, of lightning with electrical discharge, and so on are 
clues as to the sorts of reductive identifications we should expect.  
Ontologically, it turns out, there are not two elements, water and H2O, but only 
one, the chemical combination that gives rise to our sensory impressions of a 
colorless, potable, tasteless, liquid. What is reductive about this is that the 
generality of the identification allows us to dispense with, say, separate laws 
for water in chemistry; we can state them in laws that simply mention the 
combination of two atoms of hydrogen combined with one of oxygen. In 
identities concerning only particulars (token identities, as they are commonly 
called)—such as ‘The Morning Star = Venus’— no similar reduction is in the 
offing. For that reason non-reductive materialists are still entitled to accept (or 
reject) token identities, (a) above.  

It is not only the reduced properties that are excluded from a preferred final 
ontology, but also laws in which they appear. Each of the so-called special 
sciences—e.g., biology, economics, geology, psychology, and even 
chemistry— have their own laws and hedged generalizations. According to the 
reductive materialist, these laws, as useful as they are now and may remain for 
practical endeavors, must also in the end be the mere reflections, at a higher 
level, of laws involving nothing more than basic physical particles and their 
interactions.  

This is a brief, and certainly inadequate, sketch of reductive materialism. It 
is intended merely to familiarize readers with the map on which the various 
options are located, including non-reductive materialism. The non-reductive 
materialist is nonetheless a materialist.  But she insists that the dependency on 
the material may be elaborated in ways other than by means of reductive 
definitions and type identities.  

How might a non-reductive materialist proceed? Let’s begin by briefly 
explaining the notion of supervenience (already exploited, though not 
described, in (b)).1 For simplicity, I’ll confine this sketch to supervenient 
properties (or features). A class of properties, say F, supervenes on another 
class, say G, if an instance of G is strictly sufficient for there being an instance 
of F and if any internal change in F must be reflected in a uniform change in G. 

 
1 For fuller accounts see Brian P. McLaughlin (1995), “Varieties of Supervenience” in 
Supervenience: New Essays, ed. by E.A. Swavellos & U.D. Yalçin (Cambridge University 
Press); Jaegwon Kim (1993), “Concepts of Supervenience” in Supervenience and Mind 
(Cambridge University Press).   
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We may illustrate the notion with norms. ‘Good’, in all its incarnations, is said 
to be a supervenient property. Consider, say, good cherries. Suppose, for 
simplicity, a cherry has the property of being good if it is red, ripe, and juicy. 
Granting that, any change in a cherry’s goodness must reflect a change in its 
redness, ripeness, or juiciness. Thus, the property of a cherry being good 
supervenes on that triad of non-normative properties. This is cited as a sort of 
dependence that the normative property of being good (for cherries) has on 
non-normative, material properties.  

Suppose a reductionist maintains that being a good cherry is identical with 
being red, ripe, and juicy. Although this is compatible with its goodness being 
supervenient on those features, supervenience itself doesn’t imply an identity 
between the two. Supervenience per se is a less ambitious form of dependence. 
One way to demonstrate the difference is through the phenomenon, prominent 
in recent discussions, of multiple realizability. If a segment of the population 
prefers cherries that are yellowish, dryish, and tart, then the goodness of 
cherries might also supervene on those features. The goodness of this one 
particular kind of item would be realized in more than one way. It would then 
be a mistake to identify the goodness of a cherry with either one of its distinct 
supervenient bases.  

The problem with aspiring to reductive identity, rather than stopping with 
supervenience, is perhaps clearest with the mental, our central topic.  Suppose 
one holds that a certain type of mental state M (say, a belief, a pain, or a desire) 
not only supervenes on a certain type of neurological state, say N, but that M is 
identical with N. The brains in question are undoubtedly those of humans.  (For 
argument’s sake, I assume, although I think it doubtful, that human brain 
activity is sufficiently similar across the species to independently discover a 
relevant type N). Still, many hold that other animals—say, dogs, dolphins, 
chimpanzees, or even squids—have beliefs, feel pains, and/or want things. 
Their brains are significantly different from those of homo sapiens, or what of 
a silicon-based creature, rather than one carbon-based, such as a computer 
(either a currently available computer or one that may very well be on the 
drawing board)?  Could that cyber creature, at least in principle, have mental 
states? If so, will its material base be quite different? Most think this a genuine 
possibility, but few think that alien mentation must be built on, or have 
evolved, the physical architecture of humans. If mental states can be multiply 
realized, this possibility would seem to block certain sorts of identities between 
types of mental states and types of neuronal states.1   

Of course, that leaves open the possibility that a token identity might hold 
between a mental state of that type—say, m—and a particular neuronal state of 
that type—say, n. There are legitimate token identities: François-Marie Arouet 
= Voltaire, Siam = Thailand, and so on. In the next section we shall examine 
the case for token identities of the sort ‘m = n’. 

 
1 I ignore the possibility of an identity with a disjunction (of conjunctions) of physical states, 
partly because the disjuncts could be wildly disparate in character and partly because it is 
unclear that the disjunction could ever be closed off.  
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It is against this background that we can begin to understand the claims of 
emergentism. In the past, emergentism has been characterized as the 
unpredictability of a phenomenon upon first appearance from its 
(supervenience) base, or as our not having an explanation in an examination of 
the base itself for the emergent phenomena, or as its not being logically 
entailed (deducible) from its base.1 This has left an opening for critics. 
Emergentism was originally intended as an ontological thesis, a contention that 
reality had irreducibly emergent elements. But dissenters have argued that 
these characterizations introduce only a less ambitious epistemological thesis, 
one involving the absence merely of knowledge and relying on the current state 
of our understanding. Future investigation can remove those shortcomings. 
Indeed, I agree that all definitions of emergentism framed in terms of what we 
can now predict, deduce, or explain from its base or cause should be scrapped. 

These aren’t the only objections raised against emergentism. For example, 
aside from the materialism to which it has been unfavorably compared, it has 
also been claimed that this sort of definition doesn’t divide the classes of the 
emergent and non-emergent in the desired ways. Nevertheless, the difficulty of 
finding a definition that doesn’t turn an ontic inspiration into a (merely) 
epistemic contention has been perhaps the most widely cited source of 
dissatisfaction with the view. 

So, it looks as if we need a different understanding of emergentism. It is 
now time to present my proposal for a new and improved formulation of the 
view. It is misleadingly simple, ‘simple’ because it can be summarized with a 
few brief tenets and ‘misleading’ because the second article requires extensive 
elaboration and qualification. I maintain that a property, say E, would be 
emergent whenever the following two conditions are jointly satisfied.  (A third 
condition is introduced later.) 
 

1. E is supervenient on different sorts of (ultimately, non-emergent)    
properties. 

2. There is no further (minimal) explanation of why E is supervenient on that 
non-emergent base.   

  

(1) is, I hope, obvious. An emergent property does indeed emerge from 
something: it is not spontaneously generated, not even a pure chance 
happenstance. I mark this by requiring that it be a supervenient property, and 
not one that, in this sense, can stand alone.   
(2) is more problematic, and cries out for additional comment. 

First, I do not state that E lacks any further explanation, but only that its 
supervenience on its particular base doesn’t have a further explanation: the 
relation is a brute fact. This has even been cited as a feature to distinguish 

 
1 See Broad (1925), op. cit., p. 61; Carl G. Hempel and Paul Oppenheim (1948), “Studies in the 
Logic of Explanation” Philosophy of Science, vol. 15, 135-75; Angsar Beckermann (1992), 
“Supervenience, Emergence, and Reduction”, Emergence or Reduction?, ed. by Angsar 
Beckermann, Hans Flohr & Jaegwon Kim (Walter de Gruyter). 
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emergentism from non-reductive materialism.1 The claim is not that all 
additional explanation is barred to emergent phenomena. For example, 
explanations in terms of same-level phenomena are not excluded by my 
definition. (2) rules out only one particular source of further explanation. Nor 
does this condition prevent as an explanation the fact that the emergent 
property supervenes on such-and-such: it precludes only further explanation in 
this direction, beyond the fact that E supervenes on that base.2 For non-
emergent supervenient phenomena, those typically called resultants, an answer 
to the question WHY the phenomenon is supervenient on such-and-such is in the 
offing. Earlier we mentioned mereological aggregates as good examples of 
resultants. It is a hallmark of emergent phenomena that although they are 
indeed supervenient on something, nothing illuminates this fact any further. 

Second, theories of explanation have themselves been entangled in 
controversy. While there has been an orthodoxy—often known as the 
Deductive Nomological, or Hempel-Oppenheim, view3—there is also much 
dissatisfaction with it,4 although no successor theory has attracted a wide 
following. (This is not to say that there haven’t been suggestions in the 
literature.) I have no replacement theory in hand.  In lieu of that, I adopt a 
tolerant attitude toward what constitutes an explanation, relying only on 
examples of relatively uncontroversial data which any theory of explanation is 
likely to want to account for. Indeed, the closest I’ve heard to a good general 
description of explanation is that it is “whatever fills a gap in the 
understanding”.5 My claim about emergentism does not rely on a peculiar or 
narrow view of explanation, but I hope it is consistent with any competitive 
view on offer.  

Third, the claim is ontological, not epistemological. That is, (2) doesn’t say 
that we don’t currently have an explanation of such-and-such a type, but that 
there is none. As earlier noted, past versions of emergentism have been roundly 
criticized for resting their case on the fact that we don’t as yet have any 
explanation of the phenomenon, or that we can’t (or couldn’t) predict that the 
emergent phenomenon will occur. Aside from the fact that once we have the 
supervenience base at our disposal, we can indeed predict the occurrence of 
alleged emergent phenomena, various objections have been raised to making 
emergentism rest on what we can or can’t know or account for at present. The 
current claim is that no explanation of the required type does or will ever exist, 

 
1 See Jaegwon Kim (1992), “‘Downward Causation’ in Emergentism and Nonreductive 
Physicalism”, Emergence or Reduction?,  op. cit..  
2 What Terence Horgan (1993) calls ‘superdupervenience’, when, as expected, the explanation 
is in materialistically satisfactory terms.  See “From Supervenience to Superdupervenience: 
Meeting the Demands of a Material World,” Mind, vol. 2, no. 408, 555-86.  
3 Carl G. Hempel (1965), Aspects of Scientific Explanation and Other Essays in the Philosophy 
of Science (The Free Press), essay 12.  
4 E.g., William Dray (1957), Laws and Explanations in Hisory (Oxford University Press).  
5 From Michael Scriven, in conversation. 
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period!1 And the reason lies in the nature of the phenomenon itself, not in the 
constitutional limitations of investigators.   

But, isn’t the claim that there is no such explanation a risky speculation?  It 
is certainly a fallible claim, but, then, so is much of what we take without 
hesitation as knowledge. I am here deviating from Cartesian standards of 
knowledge. Rather, in agreement with some current epistemologists,2 I regard 
well-grounded fallible claims as candidates for knowledge. Of course, anything 
that is known will also need to be true, and for the overwhelming majority of 
subject-matters in which anyone is interested, that circumstance falls outside a 
cognizer’s grasp. But without hestitation we regard well-grounded claims that 
happen to be true (even if they carry implications for the future) as known, and 
I maintain that we’re entitled to do so. Thus, the plausibility of the claim will 
depend on whether it is well-grounded. The mental states whose emergence is 
being pursued here fall into that class. The possible moves on all sides have 
been pretty-well mapped out, and the structure of the problem seems 
thoroughly understood. To upset that very structure would require an 
unimaginable cataclysm in a current conceptual scheme. While that cannot be 
definitively ruled out, it would be wholly unreasonable to take it to be a 
significant factor when calculating our best current epistemic attitude. Thus, 
while emergentism may fail on other grounds, we should not disqualify it 
because of the very remote prospect of just such a conceptual revolution.  

With that elaboration as background, let’s see what, if anything, can be said 
on behalf of the view that conscious mental states are ontologically emergent 
phenomena.   

A causal role for the mental seems essential to preserving a robust notion of 
mental life. For convenience I shall temporarily speak of (mental) properties as 
our candidates for mental causes. Thus, we might add to our previous articles 
another emergentist thesis. 
 

3. Emergent properties can causally influence effects/results for which there is  

no sufficient cause at the lower (/subvenient) levels.  

(3)  puts into play two notions which are often confused, but which it is 
important to distinguish: 

a. a denial of epiphenomenalism 
b. downward causation.   

 

 
1 Which is, whether intentionally or not, the way Alexander (1920) [vol. I, 46-7] states his 
requirement. 
2  E.g., Fred Dretske (1970), “Epistemic Operators”, Journal of Philosophy, vol. 67, 1007-
1023; Alvin Goldman (1979), “What is Justified Belief?”, Justification and Knowledge, ed. by 
G. S. Pappas (D. Reidel); Stewart Cohen (1988), “How to be a Fallibilist”, Philosophical 
Perspectives 2 (Ridgeview Publishing Co.); Keith DeRose (1991), “Epistemic Possibilities” 
Philosophical Review, vol. 100, 581-605.  
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Any x (say, a property) is epiphenomenal if, although it has a cause, it is 
incapable of causing anything. (3) denies that emergent phenomena are 
epiphenomenal. Downward causation is the view that higher level 
phenomena—in our case, mental properties—can bring about effects in those 
lower level phenomena—in our case, the particles of physics, perhaps via 
macroscopic physical phenomena—that give rise to them.  As we shall see, my 
proposal in line with (3) doesn’t provide a simple answer to the question ‘Does 
mental causation imply downward causation?’  I shall explore a proposal that 
mental properties cause properties that require the involvement of the physical 
world.  Whether the effects are purely physical phenomena, or the right type of 
physical phenomena to support (b), is an issue deserving further clarification 
before any answer is attempted   

At this stage, (3) as formulated leaves open whether there are any emergent 
properties, much less causes. But in proposing instances of, say, mental 
causation we confront a familiar difficulty. It begins from the fact that the 
physical causal realm is closed; every physical property that has a cause has a 
physical one, although mental causation of physical behavior (e.g., speech, 
bodily actions, and reactions to sensations) is crucial for the mental to have the 
sort of substantial role I claim the emergentist should seek. But in each alleged 
case of mental causation the physical cause on which the mental supervenes is 
also present. So, if the mental property, say, M, is not identical with the 
physical property P, then in accounting for the physical effect whenever M is 
identified as its cause, its physical realizer, P, is also a cause. But, this 
reasoning continues, it is absurd to suppose that every effect with a sufficient 
mental cause also has a non-identical sufficient physical cause. Put otherwise, 
it is absurd to suppose that every physical event with a mental cause is causally 
overdetermined, and that only because of the involvement of a mental cause. 
(An example of overdetermination—two bullets from the firing squad enter the 
victim’s heart simultaneously, either one would have caused the victim’s 
death.). So, it looks as if there is no causal work left over for M to perform. 
When faced with this sort of difficulty some emergentists have omitted (3) 
from their doctrine.1 

 
1 E.g. Mark A. Bedau (1997), “Weak Emergence”, Philosophical Perspectives, vol. 11, ed. by 
James E. Tomberlin (Blackwell Publishers)) holds that it is sufficient for a property to be 
emergent that it is “somehow autonomous from underlying processes” (375), and he explicitly 
repudiates (3).   
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We can represent the conundrum as follows: 1 
 

1. The physical world is causally closed (no causes from outside the  physical 
realm). Call this the principle of the causal closure of the  physical.   

2. Mental properties are causally efficacious (even in parts of the physical 
world,  including acting and wincing). 

3. Mental properties are disinct from physical ones (even from the physical 
properties that realize them—that is, the ones on which the  mental 
supervenes). 

4. If the physical world is causally closed, only physical properties can be 
causes of physical (especially, behavioral) effects.  

 

In light of 1 and 4, how are we to accept both 2 and 3? This tetrad summarizes 
the problem confronting both the non-reductive materialist and the emergentist. 
But whereas the non-reductive materialist potentially has a ready answer in the 
token identity of the mental and physical property (viz., the one cited as the 
mental’s supervenience base), the emergentist doesn’t have this recourse. The 
problem then facing the emergentist is to provide a way to preserve both 
mental causation and the distinction of the mental cause from its physical 
supervenience base without falling into the absurdity of rampant 
overdetermination.2    

One way for the emergentist to begin would be to note that not all distinct 
causes are competitors: two or more distinct causes may be compatible with 
each of them being, in common parlance, the cause of the event.  This is most 
obvious in the case of a causal chain, say, in which A, B, and C are events or 
properties.    
 

A → B→ C. 

 

 
1 This is a modified statement of a version found in Terence Horgan (1997), “Causation and 
Causal Exclusion”, Philosophical Perspectives 11, ed. by James Tomberlin (Blackwell 
Publishers), 170.  Basically the same problem is raised in Stephen Yablo (1992), “Mental 
Causation”, Philosophical Review, vol. 101, 245-81 and in Jaegwon Kim (1993) “The 
Nonreductivist’s Troubles with Mental Causation” Mental Causation, ed. by John Heil & 
Alfred Mele (Oxford University Press). A related problem concerning mental causation is 
raised in Donald Davidson (1970), “Mental Events” reprinted in Essays on Actions and Events 
(1980, Oxford University Press). 
2 As Karen Bennnett observes [(2003), “Why the Exclusion Problem Seems Intractable, and 
How, Just Maybe, to Tract It”, Nous, vol. 37, no. 3, 471-97], this is not a worry about the 
peculiarties of mental causation, as in typical objections to Cartesian causation, or in 
Davidson’s anomalous monism. The mental isn’t declared too weird or insubstantial to cause 
anything. Rather, as Bennett puts it, there is “nothing around for [it] to cause”.  It follows from 
this that if there were purely mental effects (say, a belief causing a fear), this wouldn’t be an 
argument against mental causation, and thus not an argument for epiphenomenalism. We short 
circuit this complication by considering only effects that are either physical, quasi-physical, or 
related, in ways that will become clear, to the physical.   
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Let us suppose that all the causes on the chain are causally sufficient 
conditions. B is the cause of C, but this does not rule out A from being a 
(distal) cause of C. A and B, because they are steps on a single chain, do not 
compete for causal role.  But how do we transfer this case to mental properties 
that supervene upon, and are realized by, physical properties, but are not 
identical with those properties?  I work my way up to that case in stages.  

Noncompeting causes of a single event would also include determinable 
and their determinates.  Thus, if a sudden temperature drop to -5ºC caused the 
water to freeze, the weather growing colder or being below 0ºC also caused it 
to freeze. If a berry’s being red caused the bird to snatch it, its being scarlet 
also caused the bird to snatch it. These aren’t competing causal claims, 
although one member of each pair is more definite. 

Most important for our purposes (as we shall see below), an individual 
thing doesn’t compete with the matter constituting it. Thus, if marble column F 
falls from a hoist, crushing the hood of a parked car, it seems plausible to say 
that its matter G (viz., the marble itself) also crushed the hood of the car. Both, 
it would appear, are the cause of the crushed hood, but they don’t compete for 
that status.  Now, one may be tempted to explain this on the grounds that F = 
G; the marble and the column are identical, thus there is only one cause rather 
than two noncompetitors. But, I maintain (with Aristotle), it is a mistake to 
identify something and the stuff constituting it, the stuff out of which it is 
made. This is made clear by cases of clay statues. The lump L of clay is distinct 
from the statue of Apollo made from it. (Call the statue ‘Apollo’ for 
convenience.) For one thing, in the usual case the lump existed before the 
statue did, and, if we reshape the statue into something else (say, a ship) while 
the clay is still wet, L continues to exist although Apollo has vanished. How 
could they be identical when one sits on a pedestal at t and the other doesn’t?  
Similar remarks apply in the other direction. The statue may lose a limb (just as 
the Aphrodite of Miletus has lost her arms), or some of the original clay may 
be replaced by fresh clay, and it will still be the same statue, but it will not still 
be the same lump of clay after this alteration of its mass.  (Compare a building, 
say, whose plumbing, electrical circuitry, and front porch have all been 
replaced.) Thus, the clay of the statue is one thing, the statue another. In spite 
of this, if I hit an intruder over the head with Apollo, I have also hit him over 
the head with L.  

Some thinkers1 have tried to get around this distinction by arguing that L = 
Apollo just when L and Apollo in fact come into existence at the same time and 
go out of existence at the same time. (Suppose the sculptor sculps the bottom 
half of the statue from a smaller lump of clay, the top half from a different 
lump, and then puts them together, thereby creating the new, larger lump, L, 
and Apollo simultaneously. And then the statue is blown up, destroying L at 
the same time as Apollo.) These thinkers will then go on to assert that merely 

 
1 E.g., Alan Gibbard (1976), “Contingent Identity” Journal of Philosophical Logic, vol. 4, 187-
221. For a contrasting view see Mark Johnston (1992), “Constitution is Not Identity” Mind, 
vol. 101, 89-105. 
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unactualized modal properties of L and Apollo (viz., that they have different 
conditions of identity even if they in fact exist over precisely the same time 
span), make no difference to their identity. Here, so they claim, we have an 
instance in which something is identical with its matter, thereby establishing 
that a thing and its matter can be identical.  

Even if one agrees to ignore non-actualized conditions of identity (a move 
about which I harbor serious doubts), I don’t see how this saves the identity 
claims in question. A distinction between some definable objects from their 
masses shows that it isn’t sufficient for something to be identical to Apollo that 
it be Apollo’s matter: being the matter of a countable thing is insufficient for 
being that thing. Moreover, in all strictness the state of affairs displayed in the 
preceding paragraph (i.e., in which Apollo and L come into and go out of 
existence at the same times) could at most show that we have been deprived of 
one particular way of demonstrating that some things and their matter aren’t 
identical. But we may well wonder how that can become evidence that they are 
identical. Indeed, we have a large number of comparable cases in which even 
those holding this hypothesis admit that a thing and its constituting matter are 
not identical. And if the relation between a thing and its matter is precisely the 
same in both cases, isn’t that a justification for drawing the same conclusion 
even when the thing and its matter don’t differ in time of origin and 
destruction? Because we cannot hold that they are identical in the usual case, it 
seems only reasonable to judge likewise for all cases in which we are presented 
with the same relation. An accidental coincidence between the life spans of 
Apollo and L is no basis for a different decision.  

Let’s see how we might bring this to bear on the problem of mental 
causation. Suppose that mental events and properties are realized by a physical 
substratum, in fact a neuronal one. That is indeed a natural way of satisfying a 
requirement of emergentism. The question then becomes whether the 
relationship of realization between, say, mental property M and physical 
property P is more akin to that between a definable individual and its 
constitution, one of close connection but nonidentity, or whether M and P are 
token identical. We could also ask whether the types of M and P are type 
identical, although I shall not spend much time on questions of type identity 
here. The previously scouted multiple realization considerations have plagued 
that version of identity theory, and the maneuvers that theorists have used to 
get around that problem haven’t struck a sizable segment of the community of 
investigators as plausible. (More importantly, they haven’t struck me as 
plausible, but this isn’t the occasion to review that intricate polemic.) The 
serious challenge to a constitution-like relationship is the claim that the 
property-tokens (or particular events) of M and P are identical.  I shall address 
that challenge by first raising a doubt, though it is less than a conclusive 
reason, about the very intelligibility of the thesis, and then try to supply reasons 
why causation (and not merely causal explanation) by the realizer falls short of 
what we require. 

Consider a particular pain event and a realizing neuronal one occurring in 
the hypothalamus. (Parallel questions can be raised for the pain property of that 



An Anthology of Philosophical Studies 
 
 

 130 

                                                

event). The sorts of reasons that theorists give for type identity don’t translate 
automatically into evidence for distinctively token identity.1 In the former case, 
one typically appeals to successful discoveries in Physics and the special 
sciences that reduce one sort of phenomenon to another. Thus, it is noted that 
we don’t simply say that it has been discovered that water is realized by H2O, 
but that water is H2O; we don’t say that it has been discovered that heat is 
(merely) realized by molecular kinetic motion but that heat is molecular kinetic 
motion; we don’t say that electric current is (just) realized by the discharge of 
electrons, but that it is the discharge of electrons. The pussyfooting exemplified 
by the former member of each pair of claims seems inconsonant with the actual 
and perfectly legitimate practice of scientific theorizing. But when we move to 
token identity—say, that between Mark Twain and Samuel Clemens, or 
between Hesperus and Phosphorus, or even between 225 and 152—questions of 
reduction are out of place. Or, if despite appearances they have a place, it will 
be by virtue of a very different sort of consideration than the scientific analogy 
which has been the cardinal support of type identity claims.  

However, at the level of a token identity unsupported by a type identity 
claim, it is not easy to see what could even be meant by saying that particular 
mental M is identical with particular physical P. I am not claiming that token 
identity as such never makes good sense. I know perfectly well what it means 
to say that Hesperus = Phosphorus. The two are both located in space, and 
tracing their continuous paths (whether or not we actually perform the 
operation) would disclose that they perfectly coincide in space. But prima facie 
M isn’t spatially located. Of course, if we were entitled to assume from the 
start that M = P, it would follow that M is spatially located. However, that is 
not something we can assume, or even remain noncommital about, at the 
outset. For it is just the fact that M doesn’t seem spatial that has led 
philosophers to try to bring it into the physical fold. It is its prima facie 
nonspatiality that creates its supposed intractability for causation and for its 
inclusion in various (formulations of) rules for causal closure. But theorists 
have seemed to me rash in overlooking the fact that a parallel, and related, 
problem besets the identity claims undertaken precisely to overcome the 
problem of integrating the mental in a causal network. Let me elaborate. 

We cannot ignore these differences between the mental and physical at our 
starting point, for tracing the paths of the things differently named is a central 
kind of relevant evidence we use to conclude that they name only one 
(physical) thing, not two. Without the potential for that kind of evidence, it is 
unclear how the identity claim retains enough of the background that allows us 
to understand it. Perhaps someone may find grounds of a different kind to 
replace the coincidence of location we now use to make sense of the token 
identity of physical things. But currently the assumption of such coincidence 
has been so central in understanding ordinary claims of this sort that its 

 
1 Of course, given type identity, identity of its tokens is implied, but token identity doesn’t 
imply type identity save in the trivial sense that each token may be declared a very specific 
type. Token identity by itself doesn’t follow the pattern set for reductionism.   
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absence poses a challenge for anyone asking us to understand the claim while 
abandoning this part of it. Of course we may gather evidence that M and P co-
occur, for both have temporal locations. But we cannot rely on the typical 
arguments for type identity and reduction that allow us to go beyond co-
occurrence to identity. So where do we find the additional resources for 
deciding how to make a more ambitious claim intelligible, much less plausible 
or true? Identity implies co-occurrence, but not vice versa. Indeed, identity 
even comes to more than the combination of co-occurrence-plus-causal-
connection, since co-occurrence by itself (without identity) is customarily 
mediated by causal connection. However, it seems that after the evidence of 
co-occurrence is in the archives, without being able to trace the common 
location of the candidates, the facts needed to support a claim of identity may 
have run out.1 

Consequently, the most plausible claim to which we appear entitled in light 
of only these facts is that M and its realization are related intimately, somewhat 
like an individual thing and its constitution, but (again, like the latter relation) 
not only do we lack ground for taking the next step to their identity, but it has 
not yet been made clear how we are to understand that step. 

Let us next ask whether there are positive reasons, and not just doubts about 
the alternative, for thinking that a mental property and its realization are 
distinct. Here I believe it will help to begin with another analogy. Just as the 
relation of a definite thing and its constitution helped us to understand the 
realization relation, so also conventionality in action should help us understand 
the indispensability of mental causation. Suppose I pay you back money I’ve 
borrowed by handing you a ten euro note. Much in this transaction can be 
described in rather austere physical terms. My arm extends in your direction; 
between the forefinger and thumb of its hand is gripped a rectangular piece of 
paper with such-and-such markings on it; your arm is extended, your hand 
meeting the far end of the rectangular sheet in my hand; your grip tightens on 
the paper just as mine is loosened; your arm, with the rectangular sheet in hand, 
moves back toward your body, etc. Perhaps noises are exchanged between us. 
Is this the satisfaction of a debt?  Well, we might have undergone just the same 
set of motions, even actions, without my having paid you anything, much less 
satisfying a debt. Among the things missing in the austerely physical 
description is the layer of conventions that makes these physical gestures count 
as returning money to you. Or, perhaps you kick an inflated ball into a net hung 
from a frame of such-and-such dimensions, on a grassy field of such-and-such 
dimensions with white markings, a number of uniformly dressed participants 
helping me, and a number of participants uniformly dressed in different colored 
clothing trying to prevent my doing so. But it won’t count as scoring a goal (in 
football) without a layer of regulations being implemented. Not every kicking 
of a ball of a certain kind into a net count as scoring a goal. These motions 
count as making a goal only if the right conventions are in place.  

 
1 Cf. Jaegwon Kim (2000), Mind in a Physical World (The MIT Press), 5.  
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Now some may argue, with cause, that conventions are reducible upon further 
analysis to very complicated physical behaviors, perhaps involving mutual 
agreements and recognitions.1 Perhaps: but to rest the exclusive physicality of 
the paying of debts or scoring goals on the prospect for a successful analysis of 
this kind not only issues a hefty conceptual IOU, but one that is beside the 
point.  It is orthogonal to our issue whether such reductions work: for in either 
case there appear to be some effects or results requiring certain kinds of causes 
(not merely causal explanations) whether or not the causes are so reducible. 
Just as nothing can be a sunburn without having been caused by the (or at least 
‘a’) sun, and nothing can be a footprint without having been caused by a foot, 
so also some behaviors cannot count as such without a background of 
conventions. The indispensability of conventionality doesn’t depend on the 
possibility of its reduction.  

I am not supposing that mental properties, events, and states are 
conventional as a class, although their contents and, in some cases, their very 
possibilities, may depend on a conventional background. At any rate, we can 
avoid that question because nothing I’m about to propose on behalf of 
distinctive, nonphysical, mental causation depends on the mental being 
conventional. Nevertheless, the analogy is illuminating because it shows us 
how elements whose physicality is orthogonal can make possible the 
production of certain effects that would not be possible without them. What I 
suggest is that a large class of actions embodied in physical behaviors is like 
this. Such actions, as distinct from the physical motions that may realize them, 
can only be performed by intentional mental states or properties. The class of 
such action-effects is more mixed than is the case with conventional upshots; 
so there will be a considerable overlap between those actions that might have 
been performed strictly physically. But there are still enough action-effects that 
it will be impossible (and not merely impossible) to be described in a desired 
way, without having mental causes. It is now time to illustrate this claim.  

Consider a humble bit of behavior such as going to the cinema. If I go to 
the cinema, I must have intended to go to the cinema, and my intention will be 
further fleshed out in terms of some belief-desire account. I can imagine my 
being transported there without intending to go—for example, I might be taken 
to the cinema against my will. This is as far as the purely physical part of my 
action, the bodily motion part, can get us. But I don’t see how I could have 
gone to the cinema without the mental cause. Similarly, Smithers can stick his 
arm out of his car window to signal a right turn. But signaling is more than his 
arm moving. If the cause is a spasm, rather than his desire to signal a right turn 
combined with his belief that by sticking his arm out the window in just that 
posture would achieve it, then he didn’t signal a right turn, however natural it 
would be for someone to mistake his spasm for a signaling. (If my student 
moved her arm to scratch her head or to stretch a limb that was falling asleep, 

 
1 E.g., David Lewis (1969), Convention: a Philosophical Study (Harvard University Press). Of 
course, this only gets us to the level of human action, which, I am about to contend, contains a 
similar complication.   
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she didn’t raise her hand to ask a question. Nevertheless, the physical motion 
she made may be indistinguishable from the one she made when she raised her 
hand in the last class to ask a question. All three possibilities mentioned are 
actions, but which actions they are depends on what she intended, or ‘was 
doing’, by moving her arm.) Cases could be multipied in this way ad nauseum. 
The upshot is that some behaviors counting as more than mere movements of 
the particles of our bodies must have mental etiologies. This is not simply an 
issue of a level of description at which we explain things, but of genuine 
effects that require mental causes. For the difference between signaling and 
spasmatic movement is more than a difference between two descriptions of the 
same thing; they are different occurrences. 

This much may establish a hardy role for mental causation, thus satisfying 
the denial of epiphenomenalism, article (a), of (3). But how does it fare 
regarding downward causation? At first glance, the sorts of examples to which 
I’m appealing look as if the mental causes and the actions they cause are on the 
same advanced level of complexity, thereby averting the need for the mental to 
cause anything at a lower level. But on reflection the actions in which I am 
interested all involve some physical movement or other. I must, say, move my 
body in a certain fashion and direction if I am going to the cinema or scoring a 
goal. This isn’t incidental to the action being performed, but vital to it.  In the 
past, philosophers have tried to get around this by declaring that the action and 
the physical movement were different ways of describing the same event, not 
different events. This enabled them to reclassify my mental participants from 
causes to causal explanations (or, in some cases to explanations that were not 
even causal). As many realize, there is a healthy literature about the question 
whether different descriptions of actions count merely as different descriptions 
or as different actions. We may remain neutral on that here. But I have given 
reason for concluding that the physical realizer of a mental property, qua 
realizer, is not identical with the mental property thereby realized, and thereby 
given reason for supposing that the mental property (or event) is a genuine 
cause, not only a variety of explanation (although it is also that). So past efforts 
to escape the problems implied by downward causation strike me as 
unsuccessful.  

Where does that leave the principle of the causal closure of the physical, 
premiss 1 of our initial problem?  Perhaps there is a problem here, but it may 
be no more than a problem of formulation. Although the actions I exhibited 
were certainly physical in one way, they are not the sorts of things that can be 
captured in an austere physical vocabulary. Thus, in the vocabulary to which 
rigorous physicalism is restricted, I do not see how we can adequately account 
for facts that Fred repaid the debt, that I went to the cinema, that Mia scored a 
goal, that Smithers signaled for a right turn. On the other hand, these actions 
fall outside the pale in which causal closure is intended to operate simply 
because they require what we may regard as a diluted notion of the physical. 
They need not violate closure because they aren’t physical in the more austere 
sense intended, and they do require the cooperation of an austerely sufficient 
physical cause. This still leaves us with the problem of marking out in an 
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independent way the austerely physical as the proper range for the principle.  
But it is not clear that this cannot be accomplished. My conclusion—the jury is 
still out. 

Before concluding this discussion, let me compare it to another recent 
attempted solution to the conundrum posed by 1-4, one nicely set out recently 
by Karen Bennett (2004, op. cit.). I can agree with her outline of the necessary 
solution, but I deviate from her on the sort of case it takes to supply one.  

Although in a single case we can have more than one sufficient cause 
without overdetermining the effect, we may still want a principled grounds for 
determining when this occurs.  Of course, it occurs when the designated causes 
are identical—but this doesn’t identify more than one sufficient cause. What 
we need is something like an acccount of overdetermination that a causally 
effective emergent mental property or event violates. Bennett supplies an 
account as good as any I’ve seen to date. Suppose m is our mental event (/M 
our mental property), p is our physical event (/P our physical property), and e 
the would-be effect. Then, a necessary and central, albeit non-sufficient 
condition of m and p (/M and P) overdetermining e because it jointly satisfies 
the following: 
 

(O1) If m  had happened without p, e would still have happened. 
Viz.   (m & ~p) → e 

 
(O2) If p had happened without m, e would still have happened. 

Viz. (p & ~m) → e 
 
We could devise parallel conditions for properties M and P. m and p do not 
overdetermine e when one or both (O1) and (O2) are either false or only 
vacuously true. Bennett includes vacuous truth because m and p might be so 
intimately connected that no possible world would contain one without the 
other: that is,we could have either (m & p) or (~m & ~p), but never (m & ~p) 
or (~m & p).  She proposes this on the grounds that it is precisely the close 
connection between causes that, as we have seen, removes them from 
competiton with each other, even when they are nevertheless distinct and 
sufficient causes.  

Now I think it is clear, given my definition of emergentism and the right 
physical base, that emergent mental causes will always satisfy (O1). We cannot 
use that condition to refute the claim that the mental overdetermines the 
physical. But how does (O2) fare give our examination? Bennett is inclined to 
think that there may be cases that falsify (O2). Consider, for example, neuronal 
activity underlying (/subvening) raising one’s arm. That activity is our p. 
However, p might have occurred in a brain not properly attached to an arm. 
Thus, p wouldn’t have caused e (=the raising of one’s arm) in those 
circumstances. That gives us a world in which we have (p & ~m), but we don’t 
have e. Of course, that scenario has the following peculiarity: the absence of m 
plays no role in the failure of the counterfactual.  It is the lack of an arm, a 
purely physical condition that matters. This leaves an opening for the 
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physicalist to argue that we have described the purely physical cause too 
narrowly (insufficiently). I don’t know if that defense is ultimately successful, 
but it is not an implausible move and leads us to a sort of controversy that 
introduces complications having little to do with the issues directly in front of 
us. On the other hand, my examples of actions, where all the parts are in place, 
go to the heart of the matter. The neural activity in, say, a petri dish, once an 
arm has been attached to it, may still cause the arm to go up, but if ‘raising an 
arm’ is a mental act, it requires that it be understood as such, and not as a mere 
motion, before it is the act of raising one’s arm. Thus, (O2) is, once again, 
falsified. This too is controversial, but it strikes me that the point in question is 
more direct. The falsification of (O2) under any circumstances might be fine; 
but the cases emphasized here don’t give rise to the prospect that the whole 
purely physical aspect hasn’t been properly identified. It thereby emphasizes, 
as I have wanted, the contribution that is supposed to be made by the embattled 
emergent event/property.  

A qualification is in order. I do not claim that no human action occurs 
without a mental cause. Our categories are too pliable, and forged for practical 
purposes rather than the ease of philosophical theories, for so sharp a 
distinction. There is most likely some overlap between mental and physical 
causation of action, and of course the examples I produced deliberately require 
physical movement as well. (Not any particular movement however. I can walk 
to the cinema, take a tram, drive, or be conveyed there on a litter.) Moreover, 
we may extend our notion of performance of actions to objects we believe 
incapable of the mental properties responsible for them, such as the behavior of 
simple robots. This, however, is an action, rather than a mere physical 
happening, only by a natural extension of our core notion.  But for a large 
swathe of legitimate human action, such actions could not occur without a 
mental cause, even if a purely physical set of motions might yield its 
simulation. 

I have contended that mental properties are emergent only if they supervene 
on material ones, and are realized in such properties.  But to be emergent they 
must also (i) be distinct from any material properties (including those on which 
they supervene), both as a class and as tokens, and must, at least for the version 
I think worth serious consideration, (ii) have causal powers distinct from those 
of their material realizers. Those causal powers must also enable them to have 
effects in the material world, though not necessarily in the purely or strictly 
material world (viz., the world describable in terms of nothing more than 
physical particles). Regarding (i), their type-to-type distinction from the 
physical is demonstrated by their multiple realizability. And if tokens of mental 
properties are non-identical with instances of physical ones, this will be 
because their relationship is comparable to that between a particular and its 
constitution. It was argued that there are reasons why they are non-identical, as 
well as reasons to question to very intelligibility of this particular brand of 
token identity claim. Regarding (ii), an analogy with the causation of 
conventional events shows that something other than the particles of an 
idealized physics is needed to account for a full menu of the causes we should 
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acknowledge.  The same holds, it was maintained, for much sentient (linguistic 
and nonlinguistic) behavior, including both actions and reactions.   

In setting out this limited case for emergence, I have had to neglect a host 
of complicated issues that have arisen in the very robust and fast-moving 
discussions now taking place in the philosophy of mind.  But, on the whole, I 
think the different steps charted on the way to my conclusion all have 
something to them. If this scheme works out, it doesn’t follow that we need 
give up a broad and tolerant naturalism. (No supernatural interventions!) The 
ontology of properties and events is certainly natualistic, arising as it does from 
a physicalistic supervenience base. And if we abandon a rather special set of 
expectations about how the products of nature must be related to one another 
(that is, that dependency must resolve itself into reducibility), even the account 
of causation and explanation allows that it belongs firmly in the natural world. 
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t is widely thought that the causal powers of higher-level, 
supervenient properties are ‘pre-empted’, or excluded, by the causal 
powers of their respective base-level properties, unless the former 
properties are reductively identifiable with the latter. Such higher-
level properties have typically been taken to include some or all of 

the following: mental properties, functional properties, dispositional properties, 
emergent properties, ‘special science’ properties, or macro-properties in 
general. The most influential argument in support of this type of ‘exclusionary’ 
thesis has been advanced by Jaegwon Kim in the context of the philosophy of 
mind – specifically, in the context of his long-standing critique of 
‘nonreductive physicalism’.1 Variously labelled as ‘the supervenience 
argument’ or ‘the exclusion argument’, Kim’s argument aims to show that, 
given certain uncontroversial physicalist assumptions, the causal powers of 
putatively irreducible, supervening mental properties are pre-empted by the 
causal powers of their physical bases. Although Kim has denied that his 
argument generalizes to domains beyond the mental,2 there is presently a broad 
consensus that the argument does so generalize, with the apparent consequence 
that, if sound, the argument would establish a pervasive sort of 
‘epiphenomenalism’ with respect to all domains above the level of fundamental 
physics: all causal powers would “drain away” into the bottom physical level 
(or into a “pit”, if there is no bottom physical level, with the startling 
consequence that there would be no causation anywhere!).3 It is tempting to 
regard this unpalatable consequence as a reductio of the supervenience 
argument. However, Kim has reasonably objected that if indeed his argument 
had this consequence, this would not necessarily constitute a refutation of the 
argument (no contradiction or demonstrable falsehood being entailed by it), so 

I 

                                                 
1 The argument has been articulated most explicitly in Kim (1998) and, in somewhat improved 
form, in Kim (2003) (reprinted with slight alterations as ch. 2 of Kim (2005)). For an earlier 
version of the argument, see Kim (1993a). For still earlier but (as will be seen) less threatening 
versions, see Kim (1988, 1989, 1990a). 
2 Kim (1998), ch. 4. In more recent work, however, he appears to concede that his argument  
“may be generalizable” (2005, p. 55) in ways he had not considered in his earlier work. 
3 Those who maintain that Kim’s supervenience argument does generalize include Noordhof 
(1999), Marras (2000), Gillett (2001), Bontly (2002), and Block (2003). 
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one would either have to live with its implications or show “where and how it 
goes wrong” (Kim 2005, pp. 53-54). In any case, Kim also observes, it is not 
an implication of the supervenience argument that supervenient mental 
properties are epiphenomenal: directed as it is against nonreductive 
physicalism, the argument only implies that they are epiphenomenal if 
irreducible. So, if the argument generalizes, it merely implies that supervenient 
higher-level (special science) properties only have causal powers to the extent 
that they are reducible to the physical properties in their base – a claim which, 
even if arguably false, is certainly not absurd. So Kim’s supervenience 
argument cannot be easily dismissed; its more guarded conclusion can only be 
contested by contesting the argument on which it rests. Anyone who holds a 
nonreductionist view about the mind or about any domain of properties above 
the physical level, and who wishes to safeguard their causal powers, is bound 
to take the argument seriously and strive to show just “where and how it goes 
wrong”. This is the aim of this paper. What I propose to show is that Kim’s 
supervenience argument is at best inconclusive and so fails to undermine 
nonreductionist, supervenience-based accounts of mental and higher-level 
causation in general.  

Before we turn to the argument, however, let us remind ourselves that Kim 
himself had once turned to the idea of supervenience in the hope of finding a 
way to resist the threat of epiphenomenalism in a ‘causally closed’ physical 
world.1 The idea was that, by being tied to the physical in some intimate way 
short of outright reduction, the mental could somehow be allowed to do its 
causal work “through” the physical, rather than by some mysterious, direct 
interaction with it. He had thus proposed a thesis of ‘supervenient causation’ – 
a thesis that he applied not only to mental causation, but to higher-level, 
macro-causation in general. In virtue of their supervening on physical 
properties, mental and macro-properties in general could exert genuine, albeit 
dependent, causal powers: their dependence on physical properties, Kim then 
thought, is precisely what enables them to resist the epiphenomenalist threat. 

Far from providing hope for a solution to the mental causation problem, 
supervenience, Kim now thinks, is actually part of the problem. This is what 
his supervenience argument is designed to show. Or, as previously remarked, 
this is what it is designed to show the non reductive physicalist: for it is only 
insofar as supervenient mental properties are held to be distinct from, or 
irreducible to, physical properties that supervenience is thought by Kim to 
present a problem. After all, as Kim readily aknowledges, mind-body 
supervenience is a “commitment common to all positions on the nature of 
mentality that are basically physicalistic” (1998, p. 14); a fortiori, it is a 
commitment of the kind of reductive (‘type’) physicalism that Kim embraces: 
“type-physicalism, which reductively identifies mental properties with physical 

 
1 Kim (1984), Jerry Fodor regarded supervenience as indispensible for mental causation; as he 
famously put it: “If mind/body supervenience goes, the intelligibility of mental causation goes 
with it” (Fodor 1987, p. 42). 
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properties, implies mind-body supervenience” (1998, p. 12).1 It is thus only in 
the hands of the nonreductive physicalist that supervenience is regarded by 
Kim as having epiphenomenalist implications. And now on to the supervenience 
argument. 

 
 

The Supervenience Argument 
 

The aim of the supervenience argument is to show that the following three 
propositions, jointly endorsed by mainstream nonreductive physicalists, form 
an inconsistent triad:  

 
[Supervenience] Mental properties strongly supervene on physical 
properties. That is, if any system s instantiates a mental property M at t, 
there necessarily exists a physical property, P, such that s instantiates P 
at t, and necessarily anything instantiating P at any time instantiates M 
at that time.(2003, p. 151) 
[Irreducibility]  Mental properties are not reducible to, and are not 
identical with, physical properties. (2003, p. 152) 
[Causal efficacy]  Mental properties have causal efficacy – that is, their 
instantiations can, and do, cause other properties, both mental and 
physical, to be instantiated. (Ibid) 
 

Given Kim’s own conviction that mind-body supervenience is a commitment 
for even ‘minimal’ physicalism, and that the causal efficacy of the mental is 
fundamental to our psychological explanatory practices, the Supervenience] 
and [Causal efficacy] assumptions are presumably non-negotiable. Hence the 
intended result of Kim’s argument is that [Irreducibility] – the distinguishing 
feature of nonreductive physicalism – must be surrendered.  

The argument is developed in two stages. The first stage attempts to show 
that if (an instance of) a mental property M causes another mental property M*, 
then it must do so by causing M*’s supervenience base P*.2 The second stage 

 
1 An important ambiguity in Kim’s use of ‘supervenience’ should be noted. In its basic 
(weaker, minimal) sense, ‘supervenience’ refers to the nonsymmetrical, functional relation of 
covariation between two sets of properties; that is the sense expressed by [Supervenience] 
below, and supervenience in that sense is clearly compatible with type-physicalism 
(reductionism). But there is also the richer, ‘philosophical sense’ of ‘supervenience’ (Kim 
1990b), which involves the metaphysical, asymmetrical relation of dependence that 
nonreductive physicalists typically assume, and which is surely inconsistent with type-
physicalism (as argued in Marras 1993). The intended sense of ‘supervenience’ in the 
supervenience argument is the richer one, as explicitly noted by Kim (2003, p.152), despite the 
fact that it is [Supervenience] that appears as a premise in his argument.   
2 I shall assume, with Kim (1998, p. 41-42), that it is property instances, not the properties 
themselves, that cause other properties to be instantiated. I shall also assume, as he does (2003, 
p. 157n3), that property instances are identical only if the properties instanced are. When a time 
and a subject instantiating the property are specified, property instances presumably correspond 
to events in Kim’s (1976) sense of ‘event’ as ‘property exemplification’. Whether they also 
correspond to what some philosophers mean by ‘tropes’, I leave it as an open question. 
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attempts to show, in two distinct ways, that we should regard M’s 
supervenience base P, not M itself, as the only real cause of P*. Consequently, 
it is P that does all the causal work that is required for the occurrence of M*: 
‘[a]n apparent causal relation between two mental properties is explained away 
by their respective supervenience on two physical properties that [alone] are 
connected by a genuine causal process’ (2003, p. 159). Supervenient mental 
properties can thus be causally efficacious only if they are reducible to their 
physical bases, i.e., only if nonreductive physicalism is false. Let us consider 
the two stages of the argument in more detail. 
 
Stage 1 
 
Why does Kim think that M, in order to cause M*, must cause P*? The reason, 
he tells us, is that P*, as M*’s supervenience base on this occasion, is ‘in and 
of itself’ sufficient for the instantiation of M*, so that if we supposed that M 
caused M* without causing P* we would be confronted with two seemingly 
conflicting (‘exclusionary’1) explanations of M*’s occurrence on this occasion: 
(i) M* occurred because M caused it; (ii) M* occurred because its 
supervenience base P* occurred. Kim asserts that we should perceive a tension 
between these two explanations, and that to resolve the tension it is reasonable 
to suppose that M caused M* by causing P*. The idea that there is a tension to 
be perceived here has been contested by several commentators; yet, for Kim, it 
is the ‘fundamental idea that drives the supervenience argument’ (2003, p. 
153). It is therefore worth dwelling on it for a moment to see just what it is that 
Kim sees that others don’t see. 

Kim traces this idea back to the 18th century philosopher/theologian 
Jonathan Edwards who, in explaining his belief in God as the sustaining cause 
of the universe and the consequent doctrine about the unreality of temporally 
persisting objects, drew a distinction between ‘vertical determination’ and 
‘horizontal causation’, suggesting that there is a tension between these two 
types of relation, as the following ‘marvellously apt’ (2003, p. 154) analogy 
would seem to illustrate: 

 
The images of things in a glass, as we keep our eye on them, seem to 
remain precisely the same, with a continuing, perfect identity. But ... 
Philosophers well know that these images are constantly renewed, by 
the reflection and impression of new rays of light; so that the image 
impressed by the former rays is constantly vanishing, and a new image 
is impressed by new rays at every moment, both on the glass and on the 
eye.... The image that exists at this moment is not at all derived from the 
image which existed at the last preceding moment. As may be seen, 
because if the succession of new rays be intercepted, by something 

 
1 (2003, p. 155). Kim’s use of the word ‘exclusionary’ in this context should not be interpreted 
as carrying an implicit reference to his [Exclusion] principle (see below), for this principle, as 
stated, only applies to competing causes. 
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interposed between the object and the glass, the image immediately 
ceases; the past existence of the image has no influence to uphold it, so 
much as for a moment. (Ibid.). 
 

The relation of ‘vertical determination’ obtaining between each temporally 
successive image in the mirror and the object standing in front of it explains 
away the appearance of a persisting image and excludes any ‘horizontal’ causal 
relation between any two successive images. Analogously, Edwards wishes to 
argue, the relation of vertical determination obtaining between God and each 
‘time slice’ of the world as He ‘recreates’ the world at each instant explains 
away the appearance of temporally persisting objects and excludes any 
‘horizontal’ causal relation between their temporal parts.  

The analogy is indeed ‘marvellously apt’ for Edward’s purpose. But does it 
really serve Kim’s purpose as well? I think not. To serve Kim’s purpose, 
Edward’s ‘vertical determination’ would have to be understood as a noncausal, 
asynchronous relation of determination such as the mind-body (or any kind of 
macro-micro) supervenience relation is supposed to be. But Edwards’ vertical 
determination relation is clearly a causal relation: as Kim admits, while 
successive images in the mirror are not causally related to each other, ‘they are 
each caused by something else’ (2003, p.155, italics added), much as 
successive ‘time slices’ of putatively persisting objects in the world are newly 
being created, thus caused, by God. Here we may have a genuine ‘tension’ 
between vertical determination and horizontal causation because vertical 
determination, for Edwards, is itself a causal relation, and thus both can be seen 
as competing candidates for an explanation of the same effect. But one who is 
not already convinced that there is a tension between supervenient 
determination and ‘horizontal’ causal determination is not likely to be moved 
by Kim’s appeal to Edwards’ intriguing analogy.1 Furthermore, if indeed there 
is a tension between M’s causing M* and P*’s superveniently determining M*, 
it is not clear how the tension would be relieved by supposing that M caused 
M* by causing P*. The latter supposition does not deny – indeed, it reaffirms – 
that M caused M*, so we still have two sufficient explanations of the 
occurrence of M*: M caused it (by causing P*), and P* determined it. Routing 
M’s causal work through P*, however reasonable this may be, does nothing to 
eliminate the original grounds for the presumptive tension. 

Nonetheless I think the conclusion of the first stage of Kim’s argument – 
that M causes M* by causing P* – should be conceded: it is independently 
defensible, and does not conflict with anything that nonreductive physicalists 
should wish to hold. In order to cause M*, M must surely bring about the 
conditions upon which M* depends, for unless it did, M* would not occur. 
Taking aspirin causes my headache to go away only by causing appropriate 
changes in my brain upon which the relief from the headache supervenes. 
Something analogous holds for any case of macro-causation: painting the walls 

 
1 One might also suppose that God, while continuously recreating the world, could (chose to) 
exist without it; but the supervenience base of a given property could not occur without the 
supervening property occurring. 
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green causes them to be green only by causing the microstructure of the walls 
surface to reflect light of the appropriate wavelength. These examples seem 
entirely unproblematic, and illustrate the principle that in order for something 
to cause a supervenient property to be instantiated, it must cause its subvenient 
property to be instantiated.1 However, one can certainly grant this principle 
without feeling driven to it by the exclusionary considerations invoked by Kim. 
Surely there is no tension between explaining the present greenness of the 
walls in terms of my having painted them that color, and explaining it in terms 
of the present microstructure of their surface. The two explanations are 
orthogonal to each other: the latter tells us what makes something be as it is, 
the former tells us how it came to be that way. 
 
Stage 2 
 
Let’s then proceed to the second stage of Kim’s supervenience argument. As 
mentioned, two versions of it are offered, both aiming to show that it is after all 
not M that is the real cause of P*, but M’s supervenience base P, to which all 
credit for causing the instantiation of P*, and thus of M*, belongs. Let’s begin 
with the first version, which corresponds essentially to the one offered in his 
Mind in a Physical World (1998, p. 43ff.). 

 
1. Because of [Supervenience], M has a physical supervenience base P. But then, 

Kim goes on, ‘[t]here are strong reasons for thinking that P is a cause of P*’ 
(2003, p. 157). What reasons are these? Kim mentions the following three reasons 
(ibid.): 

(i) P is (at least) nomologically sufficient for M; 
(ii) The occurrence of M on this occasion depends on, and is determined by, the 

presence of P on this occasion; 
(iii) Ex hypothesi, M is a cause of P*. 

 

(ii) is just an informal way of saying that M supervenes on P, which is already 
given by assumption; and (i) follows from that very same supervenience 
assumption (i.e., from (ii)). So the reason for thinking that P is a cause of P* 
comes down to the fact that P is in the supervenience base of a property, M, 
which, ex hypothesi, is a cause of P*. Thus P has a claim to being a cause of P* 
only if M is; there are no independent reasons for supposing that P has 
anything to do with the occurrence of P*. Of course, by the principle of closure 
of the physical domain,2 we know that P* must have a physical cause; but why 

 
1 Crisp and Warfield (2001) doubt that examples of the sort just given motivate this principle 
over the weaker principle to the effect that ‘[i]n order for X to cause a supervenient property to 
be instantiated, the instantiation of one of its base properties must be caused’ (2001, p. 311). 
But surely if X is not causally implicated in the instantiation of the base property, why should 
it be credited with causing the supervenient property at all? If something else whose occurrence 
does not implicate X were to cause the base property to be instantiated, then it, and not X, 
would cause the instantiation of the supervenient property. 
2 See [Closure], next paragraph. 
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must it be P – the very P that is in M’s supervenience basis? The only 
reasonable answer would seem to be: Because P* realizes, and thus lies in the 
supervenience base of, a property, M*, that is caused (ex hypothesi) by a 
property, M, realized by, and thus supervening on, P. But this is to concede the 
point just made, namely, that we are warranted in regarding P as a cause of P* 
only because we have assumed that P lies in the supervenience base of M, and 
the latter, ex hypothesi, is a cause of P*.  

Under the present assumptions, then, it certainly seems reasonable to think 
of P as a cause of P*, for it is reasonable to think that M’s realizer on this 
occasion causes M*’s realizer on this occasion. So we seem to have both M 
and P as presumptive causes of P*, and this, according to Kim presents a 
problem. If P could be thought of as being related to P* by a causal chain with 
M as an intermediate link, there would of course be no problem with both M 
and P as (temporally distinct) causes of P*. But of course the supervenience 
relation linking P and M is not a diachronic, causal relation, and so P cannot be 
regarded as a cause of P* by transitivity of the causal relation. So P and M 
must be regarded as synchronous and (by hypothesis) distinct causes of P*, 
each sufficient for its occurrence. And this, according to Kim, once again 
‘present[s] to us a situation with a metaphysical tension’ (2003, p. 157).1 The 
tension, predictably, arises from an implicit commitment to an ‘exclusion 
principle’, which Kim states as follows (ibid.): 

 
[Exclusion]  No single event can have more that one sufficient causes 
occurring at any given time – unless it is a genuine case of 
overdetermination.2  
 

The tension is relieved in favour of P by an appeal to the ‘closure of the 
physical domain’ (2003, p.158): 
 

[Closure] If a physical event has a cause that occurs at t, it has a 
physical cause that occurs at t. 
 

The result is that, barring overdetermination, M is excluded as a cause of P*. 
And putting this result together with the conclusion of the first stage of the 
Supervenience argument (namely, that M caused M* by causing P*) we are led 
to the epiphenomenalist conclusion that M, as distinct from P, did not cause 
M*: M’s causal powers are preempted by those of P. Generalizing this result 
we are led to the following general proposition (2003, p. 170): 

 

 
1 In view of the point made in the previous paragraph – namely that P’s warrant as a cause of 
P* lies in its being in the supervenience base of M as the ex hypothesi cause of P* -- it should 
indeed be surprising that P would compete with a property, M, on whose very occurrence P’s 
causal warrant depends! 
2 Note that [Exclusion] differs from Kim’s earlier (1989, 1990) ‘principle of causal/explanatory 
exclusion’ which, as already observed (p. 2 above), required the competing causes/explanations 
to be independent.  
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[Seepage]  If property Q supervenes on a property Q* at a lower-level 
without being reducible to it, Q’s causal powers are preempted by those 
of Q*. 

 
That is, higher level supervening properties are epiphenomenal. But since, as 
noted previously, Kim does not take epiphenomenalism to be a genuine option, 
we must reject [Irreducibility] – which completes Kim’s supervenience 
argument against nonreductive physicalism. 

Before turning a critical eye on this version of the second stage of the 
argument, let us briefly consider the second version: as will be apparent, both 
versions turn essentially on the same point, and so they stand or fall together. 
The second version is simpler than the first in that supervenience plays no role 
in the exclusion of M as a cause of P*: the [Closure] and [Exclusion] principles 
jointly suffice. For [Closure] requires that P* have a sufficient physical cause 
P, no matter whether P is in the supervenience base of any mental property; 
and [Exclusion] insures that, barring overdetermination, no other property 
synchronous with, but distinct from, P is a cause of P*. So, unlike before, we 
need not worry whether the physical property P that excludes M as a cause of 
P* is just the P on which M supervenes or some other physical property 
unrelated to M: as long as a sufficient physical cause is guaranteed to be 
available, ‘what work is left for M to contribute?’ (as Kim rhetorically put it in 
Mind in a Physical World, (1998, p. 37).  

Both versions of the argument’s second stage, then, clearly depend on there 
being a genuine tension between M and P as a cause of P*. Unlike the tension 
arising between M and P* as determinants of M* in the first stage of the 
supervenience argument, the present tension, if there is one, is indeed between 
two bona fide causal candidates for the same effect, so it cannot be dismissed 
simply by distinguishing between causal and noncausal determination. So, 
given that both M and P are genuine causal candidates for the same effect, 
must we suppose, as Kim holds, that there must be a tension between the two 
causes, such that the one ‘preempts’, or excludes, the other? I now turn to this 
question. 
 
 
Preemption and Explanation 
  
Given that M and P are causes occurring at different levels, the question may 
be asked whether there can or need be a genuine tension between them. Kim 
quotes Ned Block’s curt response to this: ‘Of course the non-reductive 
materialist who accepts causation at many levels should not recognize any 
tension’ (Block, p. 135). Admittedly, this response has a question-begging ring 
to it (whether there can be many-level causation of a single effect is just what 
is at issue) and, unsurprisingly, fails to satisfy Kim, who retorts that the 
nonreductive physicalist ‘ought to recognize the tension; in view of the 
considerations advanced in the supervenience argument – basically Jonathan 
Edwards insight – I believe the nonreductive physicalist owes us an 
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explanation of why there is no tension here’ (2003, p. 172). Kim’s response as 
well, however, has a question begging ring to it, for the considerations 
advanced in the supervenience argument – specifically those motivated by the 
[Exclusion] principle – only have force to the extent that one recognizes the 
tension in the first place: one who fails to perceive the tension will fail to be 
impressed by those considerations.1 Why, for example, would one be tempted 
to espouse [Seepage] unless one already experienced the tension symptomatic 
of one’s commitment to [Exclusion]? It seems like each contestant is putting 
the burden of proof on the other. Is there a way out of this impasse?   

I think the nonreductive physicalist can take up Kim’s challenge and 
provide positive reasons to think that no genuine tension exists. To start, one 
can attempt to dissipate the question begging air of Block’s above quoted 
remark by pointing out that the claim it makes is not ad hoc but is supported by 
a certain picture of the world that Block, along with many other nonreductive 
physicalists, regards as both coherent and theoretically satisfying. It is the 
familiar, multi-level picture that science presupposes when it tries to explain 
higher level phenomena in terms of lower level properties and mechanisms, 
and that Kim himself used to rely on in earlier accounts of macro-causation 
(see, e.g., Kim 1984). It is in the context of such a picture of reality that Block 
and others are able to conceive interlevel and multilevel causal relationships in 
explanatory rather than exclusionary terms. This alternative conception is 
spelled out by Kim in terms of such principles as the following (2003, p. 170): 

 
[Explanation]  If property Q supervenes on a property Q* at a lower 
level without being reducible to it, Q’s causal powers (and the causal 
relations into which Q enters) can be explained in terms of the causal 
powers of Q* 
 [Derivation/determination]  If Q supervenes on Q*, Q’s causal powers 
derive from, and are determined by and dependent on, those of Q* 

 
These alternative ways of conceiving interlevel causal relationships, Kim 
observes, ‘don’t appear to have eliminative implications for causation at the 
higher, supervenient levels. For example, the fact that Q’s causal powers are 
‘explained’ by the causal powers of the underlying base Q* does not mean that 
the former are in any sense preempted or eliminated by the latter.... So why not 

 
1 Interestlingly, Kim admits to a sort of petitio principii that would result from adopting a 
causal closure principle stronger that [Closure], namely, [Strong closure]: ‘Any cause of a 
physical event is itself a physical event – that is, no nonphysical event can be a cause of a 
physical event’ (2003, p. 162). He observes: ‘Adopting [Strong Closure] as a premise is like 
starting your argument with mind-body causation already ruled out, at least for nonreductivists; 
with [Strong closure] as your starting point, there isn’t very much more distance you can or 
need to go’ (2003, p. 163). He also notes that ‘[Strong closure]’ makes ‘[Exclusion] 
dispensible’ (ibid.) (unsurprisingly, since [Strong closure] can be derived from the conjunction 
of [Closure] and [Exclusion]. What he fails to note is that, since [Closure] is entirely 
unproblematic for the nonreductivist, what makes [Strong closure] seem so question begging is 
precisely the fact that [Exclusion] is built into it. 
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say that M ... is a ‘derivative’ cause of P* in virtue of its supervenience on P?’ 
(2003, p. 170-71).  

Indeed, why not? Why not espouse [Explanation] and 
[Derivation/determination] as alternatives to [Seepage]? These alternatives, as 
Kim points out, would block the drainage of causal powers from higher to 
lower levels, or to a ‘pit’ if no lowest level exists. Here is what Kim says in 
response: 

 
Some years back, I thought that this might be a plausible way of 
vindicating mental causation. This was the model of so-called 
supervenient causation. But it soon began to dawn on me that this was 
an empty verbal ploy; we can ‘say’, if we want, that M is a 
‘supervenient’ ...or ‘derivative’ cause, ... and [draw] a horizontal arrow 
connecting M with M*, with the annotation ‘superveniently causes’.... 
But this is only a gimmick with no meaning.... Inserting the extra arrow 
[in addition to the one connecting M’s   and  M*’s  physical  bases]  is  
not  only  pointless;  it  could   also 
be   philosophically  pernicious  if  it  should  mislead  us  into  thinking 
that we have conferred on M .......... some real causal role. Moreover, 
taking this approach seriously would lead us back to the 
overdetermination/exclusion problem – unless we simply stipulate the 
problem away by declaring that supervenient causal relations do not 
compete with the causal relation underlying them. (2003, p. 171) 

 
I think this is a disappointing response. In attempting to fit supervenient causal 
relations within a larger scheme of things –within the levels model of reality 
and scientific explanation– nonreductive physicalists are not ‘simply 
stipulating the problem away’; they are not merely ‘declaring’ that those 
relations do not compete with the underlying relations, but are attempting to 
explain how this can be so. The explanation is founded on the presupposition 
underlying modern scientific practice that, in general, macro-properties cause 
what they do because of the way they are realized at the microlevel and 
because of the mechanisms that are operative at that level. Evidently Kim 
regards such explanation as deeply unsatisfactory1, but why exactly? All we 

 
1 Unless, that is, the macro-properties are ‘micro-based’ in the sense of being reductively 
identifiable with the base micro-properties (in which case, of course, we no longer have distinct 
levels). But why should reductive identification be required? Why, as Block asks, ‘can’t micro-
based properties be micro-based in alternative ways?’ (2003, p. 145) Kim’s response is that, 
first, in the case of multiple realization (or ‘multiple composition’, as in the familiar case of 
jade), ‘all we need is identity at the level of instances, not necessarily at the level of kinds and 
properties’; and, second, that, on the assumption that property or kinds are individuated by 
their causal profile, we can either deny that the multiply realized (or composed) property (e.g., 
jade) is a kind or identify it with a disjunctive kind. The trouble is, first, that unless we confuse 
identity of property instances with Davidsonian ‘token-identities’, identity of property-
instances entails, by Kim’s own admission (2003, p. 157 n7), identity of the properties 
instanced; and, second, to deny that a multiply realized property is a kind because it is not 
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are told here is that taking the approach under consideration seriously ‘would 
lead us back to the overdetermination/exclusion problem’ – precisely the 
problem that nonreductive physicalists like Block, by appealing to the multi-
level picture of the world, took themselves to be providing an answe

Let us then return to the overdetermination/exclusion problem as it arose in 
the second stage of the supervenience argument, and see what more can be said 
about that might help us find a way out of the impasse. 

 
 

Property Instances, Causal Sufficiency, and Overdetermination 
 
The second stage of Kim’s argument, recall, turned on the question of what 
caused P*: was it M or was it P? This part of the argument takes the form of a 
reductio: (1) Suppose the cause of P* was M; but then, (2) by [Closure], there 
must have also been a co-occurrent physical cause of P*, which we may 
suppose was P; and (3) assuming that this was not a genuine (i.e., acceptable) 
case of overdetermination, we must, by [Exclusion], deny that both M and P 
caused P*, unless of course M and P were not synchronous and distinct; 4) but 
M and P were synchronous and, given [Irreducibility], they were distinct; (5) 
hence P* can’t have had both M and P as its cause; (6) hence, on pain of giving 
up [Closure], the real cause of P* must have been P and not M. QED.   

According to Kim, the epiphenomenalist conclusion of this argument is the 
price nonreductive physicalism must pay for its commitment to [Irreducibility], 
which, as indicated in step (4), forces us to regard M and P as distinct causes of 
P*, thereby running afoul of [Exlusion]; and Kim’s own recommendation, as 
we have seen, is that we give up [Irreducibility] and embrace reductive 
physicalism.  

There is an obvious – though hardly conclusive – reply available to the 
nonreductive physicalist, and it goes as follows.1 Kim is mistaken in thinking 
that [Irreducibility] commits the nonreductive physicalist to the claim that M 
and P, as candidate causes of P*, are distinct. For we must not forget that qua 
causes or effects, M, P and P* are not properties, but property-instances. 
Whatever else one might mean by ‘property instance’, one must surely mean 
that a propery instance is some kind of particular, for the causal relation, by 
Kim’s own lights, holds between particulars. However, it is a central tenet of 
standard versions of nonreductive physicalism that while each mental property 
is distinct from any physical property (property dualism), each mental 
particular is identical with a physical particular (token-physicalism). It is thus 
central to nonreductive physicalism that the distictness of mental and physical 
properties (as asserted by [Irreducibility]) does not entail a distinctness of 
mental and physical particulars. But step (4) of the above argument assumes 
just what nonreductive physicalism denies: it assumes that [Irreducibility] 

 
identifiable with a (non-disjunctive) lower-level kind, is, in the present context, clearly to beg 
the question against the non-reductive physicalist.  
1 This reply was adumbrated in Marras (2000), pp. 144-146.  I thank Juhani Yli-Vakkuri for 
helping me make it explicit. 
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entails the distinctness of M and P qua property instances. But then it can’t be 
that the property instances that Kim has in mind are the sort of particulars that 
nonreductive physicalism regards as candidate causes and effects. In order for 
the entailement to hold it must be the case that identity of property instances, as 
Kim understands them, entails the identity of the properties themselves. Such 
property instances must then be rather different sorts of entities from the kinds 
of particulars the nonreductive physicalist typically has in mind. What kind of 
entities are, then, these property instances?  

It will be clear to those familiar with Kim’s (1976) “fine grained” account 
of events as property exemplifications that the property instances spoken of in 
his supervenience argument, as noted earlier,1 correspond essentially what he 
means by ‘event’, namely, a complex structured entity [x, P, t] having as 
constituents an individual, a “constitutive property”, and a time. It might seem 
that this “fine grained” conception of events, though different from the “coarse 
grained” conception favoured by Davidson and, in general, by the non-
reductive physicalists, could equally well be employed by the non reductive 
physicalists to state their position; but it can’t – at least in so far as we accept 
the following identity condition that Kim imposes on events: [x,F,t] = [x,G,t] 
→ F=G. Given this condition, the distinction between token and type identity – 
a distinction so central to nonreductive physicalism – simply collapses. So it 
seems that nonreductive physicalists can resist Kim’s supervenience argument 
simply by rejecting step (4) on the grounds that it presupposes a conception of 
property instances, or events as terms of causal relations, whose identity 
conditions rule out the very possibility of stating their position coherently – e.g. 
of maintaining the crucial distinction between type and token identity. The 
conception of property instance operative in Kim’s argument by itself entails 
the falsity of nonreductive physicalism: given that conception, no ‘exclusion 
argument’ – no appeal to principles like [Closure] or [Exclusion] – would be 
needed in order to refute nonreductive physicalism. To someone who regards 
nonreductive physicalism as a substantive thesis and not as a thesis refutable 
simply by definition, Kim’s supervenience argument is thus bound to appear 
profoundly question begging. 

Suppose, however, that we wave this objection on the assumption that Kim 
might somehow come up with a conception of a property-instance that enabled 
him to assert the distinctness of M and P qua property-instances in a way that 
does not beg any questions against nonreductive physicalism.2 Kim’s argument 

 
1 Note 1, p. 3 
2 It is not clear what such a conception of a property-instance, or event, might be, as long as 
Kim holds on to the condition that identity of property-instances entails identity of the 
instanced properties. That condition is, of course, inevitable if we construe events, as Kim 
sometimes does, simply as ordered triples, i.e., if [s,F,t]=def <s,F,t>. But why should we? Why 
take F as a constitutive (“essential”) property rather than, say, a merely contingent property 
that, together with s and t, uniquely identifies the event? There would then be no reason why 
we couldn’t have both [s,F,t]=[s,G,t] and F≠G. This would enable the nonreductive physicalist 
to assert both [Irreducibility] and token-identity, in a “fine-grained” language for events. 
However, a further reason for Kim’s insistence on regarding F in [s,F,t] as a constitutive 
property is that he regards such properties as having (or being) instrinsic and distinctive causal 
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would then be up and running again. Nonetheless, I think the argument would 
still remain open to the following type of objection, whose specific target is the 
alleged tension arising between M and P as presumptive causes of P* (and 
ultimately of M*).  

The supposition that there is a genuine tension between two presumptive 
causes of the same effect, or that one of the two causes competes with, and 
ought to exclude, the other, is surely warranted in a situation where two 
synchronous causes are alleged to be individually sufficient for the effect, but 
where it would be implausible to suppose that a genuine case of 
overdetermination has occurred. In other words, a case of genuine tension 
arises when the [Exclusion] principle is violated. Is the supposition that P* has 
both M and P as its presumptive causes in violation of  [Exclusion]? Is it the 
case both that M and P are individually sufficient for P* and that their being so 
fails to constitute a genuine case of overdetermination? 

Let us begin with the sufficiency condition. Given the dependency relation 
between M and P (that is, assuming [Supervenience]), it is arguable that neither 
P nor M can be regarded as individually sufficient causes of P*.  Ordinarily, 
when we say that a cause C is sufficient for an effect E under the prevailing 
circumstances, we imply that no other condition is necessary1 – whence the 
intuitive plausibility of [Exclusion]. If this short circuit was, under the 
circumstances (suppose oxygen and relevant combustible material were 
present, etc.), sufficient to cause the fire, then nothing else was necessary. Even 
if, perchance, an overturned oil lamp was at the same time a sufficient cause of 
the fire, the short circuit would have caused the fire even if the lamp had not 
been overturned, and the overturned lamp would have caused the fire even if 
the short circuit had not occurred. But in the case of M and P as presumptive 
causes of P*, the situation is quite different. Given [Supervenience], it is 
obviously not possible for M to occur without its supervenience base (P, on this 
occasion) occurring, or for its supervenience base to occur without M 
occurring. In any nomologically possible world, the occurrence of a 
supervenient property on a given occasion necessitates, and is necessitated by, 
the occurrence of (whatever may be) its base on that occasion. So, neither M 
nor P is sufficient for P* in the absence of the other: P is sufficient (and 
necessary) for P* if and only if M is. Thus neither M nor P qualifies as an 
individually sufficient cause of P* in the required exclusionary sense.2 So 
[Exclusion] is not violated. 

 
powers, so that to say that [s,F,t] caused event e is to say that it caused it in virue of having F.  
If nonreductive physicalism is to retain this “in-virtue-of” condition in a fine-grained account 
of event, it could retain Kim’s identity-condition for events but then its distinguishing claim, 
vis-a-vis reductive physicalism, would have to be recast in terms of mental events being 
“constituted” or “realized”  by physical events, rather than being token-identical with them. 
1 Compare Kim (1989, p. 82): ‘If C is sufficient for a later event E, then no event occurring at 
the same time as C and wholly distinct from it is necessary for E’.  This implies that C is 
sufficient for E only if it is also necessary for it. 
2 This conclusion might be contested by claiming that although P could not cause P* in the 
absence of M, it does not follow that M played any causal role in P’s causing P*: M could just 
be an epiphenomenon that necessarily accompanies P. What this objection neglects, however, 



An Anthology of Philosophical Studies 
 
 

 150 

                                                                                                                                

It might be objected that this interpretation of [Exclusion] as applying only to 
individually sufficient causes (in the sense just explained) is unwarranted if not 
outright question begging. What matters is that each of  M or P is causally 
sufficient for the occurrence of P* in the sense that the occurrence of either 
necessitates the occurrence of P*, and M is (ex hypothesi) distinct from P; so 
we have two co-occurrent and distinct presumptive causes of P*, and thus a 
prima facie case of overdetermination. If so, the question to be faced with 
respect to [Exclusion] is just whether this case of overdetermination is 
‘genuine’or not. If it is not, [Exclusion] is violated; if it is, [Exclusion] is not 
violated. 

While I doubt that this objection can be sustained,1 let us suppose, for the 
sake of argument, that M and P can indeed be regarded as each sufficient for 
P*, and thus that M and P each causing P* constitutes at least a prima facie 
case of overdetermination, in the sense that we have two co-occurrent sufficient 
causes for the same effect, each distinct from the other. The question whether 
[Exclusion] is violated now turns on whether this case of overdetermination is 
“genuine” or not: only if it is not genuine is [Exclusion] violated.  

What does ‘genuine’ mean in the present context?  A standard (and, for 
Kim, unproblematic) case of overdetermination is the familiar ‘two-bullet’ 
case, where each simultaneosuly fired bullet is individually and independently 
fatal, and thus sufficient for the effect.2 As Kim points out, ‘[t]he usual notion 
of overdetermination involves two or more separate and independent causal 
chains intersecting at a common effect’ (2003, p. 161) Such standard cases of 
overdetermination are unproblematic because, while physically possible, they 
are quite rare (fatal bullets do not generally come in pairs, or in multiples – 
except when so contrived, as in the case of a firing squad).3 Kim is surely right 
in refusing to recognize M and P as overdetermining causes in this ordinary 
sense. Allowing pervasive overdetermination of this sort in the natural order 
would be repugnant to a naturalist: if fortuitous, such massive 
overdetermination would be mysterious, and if the result of purposeful design, 
it would be miraculous. So, if it is at all legitimate to regard M and P as 
overdetermining causes of P* (as we are presently supposing for the sake of the 
argument), the question whether this counts as a ‘genuine’ case of 

 
is that P* is, ex hypothesi, the physical realizer of M* – (an instance of) of a mental (e.g., 
action) property – and P could not have caused it in the absence of M. It must not be forgotten 
thant the supervenience argument requires [Irriducibility] and [Causal efficacy] as premises, 
and these carry a commitment to nonreductionist accounts of intentional action according to 
which the very identification of an event as an action requires an identification of its cause 
under a mental description. For a fuller articulation of this point, see Marras (1998). 
1 The sense of  “causal sufficiency” employed in the objection seems too liberal: it counts two 
synchronous causes, C1 and C2, as each sufficient for, and thus overdetermining of, a given 
effect E, without requiring that E would still have taken place in the absence of C2 (if C1 had 
occurred) or in the absence of C1 (if C2 had occurred).    
2 Another example of standard overdetermination is the one mentioned earlier: the short circuit 
and the lamp overturning each causing the same fire. 
3 D.H. Mellor thinks overdetermination is actually commonplace, as those who hold their 
trousers up with both belt and bracers can testify (Mellor 2000, p. 776). 
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overdetermination really amounts to the question whether we can make good 
sense of it – that is, whether we can account for its pervasiveness without 
resorting to either chance or miracle. A genuine case of overdetermination of 
the sort permitted under [Exclusion] is simply one that is non-problematic or 
non-mysterious – one that can well be explained given the nature of the case. 
And the nature of the case, with respect to M and P as presumptive causes of 
P*, is to be determined in the context of worlds in which supervenience 
obtains, as required by reductive and nonreductive physicalists alike. In such 
worlds, M and P co-occur not by chance or design but by natural law, so that 
the causal links from M to P* and from P to P* are not independent as in the 
standard overdetermination cases. Why should dependent overdetermination be 
any less ‘genuine’, or more problematic, than independent overdetermination, 
as long as it is nonmysterious? Whether the overdetermination results from 
chance or design, as in the standard cases, or from natural law, it is 
overdetermination, nonetheless, in the sense that we have two sufficient (albeit 
not independently sufficient), synchronous causes of the same effect. If so, then 
[Exclusion] is not contravened, and so there is no reason to suppose that P’s 
efficacy in causing P* excludes, or preempts, the causal efficacy of M, any 
more than the causal efficacy of one bullet excludes, or preempts, the efficacy 
of the other.  

While some philosophers, unlike Kim, have no problem with the idea that 
mental causation may require pervasive overdetermination,1 I believe it is more 
appropriate or less misleading to characterize mental causation as involving not 
a case of causal overdetermination but a case of dependent causal 
determination (or supervenient causation, as Kim used to call it). In virtue of 
its supervenience on P, M’s causing P* is dependent on P’s causing P*. 
Dependent causes need no more be excluded as causes than overdetermining 
causes do. Indeed, this is just what Kim used to think, as remarked earlier. The 
causal exclusion principle he used to invoke years ago explicitly exempted 
dependent causes from exclusion; it stated: ‘There can be no more than a single 
complete and independent explanation of any one event’ (Kim 1988, p. 233)2. 
Evidently, Kim used to think of supervenient and interlevel causal relationships 
not in exclusionary terms but in explanatory terms: higher level causal powers 
are explained (rather than preempted) by the lower-level powers on which they 
depend (1990a, p. 42). I think Kim owes us a better explanation for rejecting 
his former stance than his supervenience argument has succeeded in providing. 

 
 

 
1 Crisp and Warfield (2001) regard pervasive overdetermination as a viable option for the 
nonreductive physicalist as long as psychophysical supervenience is assumed: what matters is 
that [Closure] is not violated in any possible world where supervenience holds.  
2 See also Kim (1989, 1990a) for alternative formulations of the same principle in which 
‘cause’ occurs in place of ‘explanation’, and ‘explanandum’ in place of ‘event’. Because of his 
‘causal/explanatory realism’ (1988, 1989) he regarded these alternative formulations as 
essentially equivalent. 
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Concluding Remarks: Higher-Level Causation Unscathed 
 

It’s time to draw our conclusions. I have argued in the foregoing that Kim's 
supervenience argument fails to establish the inefficacy of irreducible mental 
properties for either or both of the following reasons: (i) it relies on a number 
of assumptions that beg the question against nonreductive physicalism, and (ii) 
it fails to make a convincing case that supervenient mental causes are in 
contravention of the [Exclusion] principle. Since, as widely recognized, Kim's 
supervenience argument generalizes beyond the mental domain, disarming the 
argument clearly has broader implications for higher-level causation in general: 
the possibility of the latter stands unimpaired by the sort of  ‘exclusionary’ 
reasoning supporting the supervenience argument. The argument leaves 
unscathed the idea implicit in the “layered” picture of the world endorsed by 
nonreductive physicalists, according to which for a cause to bring about its 
effect it must bring about, via some underlying mechanism, the lower-level 
conditions upon which the occurrence of the effect depends; on this picture, the 
identification of the mechanism explains, rather than explain away, the causal 
powers of the higher-level cause. Nothing in Kim’s argument, then, forces us 
to question the legitimacy of a nonreductionist view of the world that sees the 
special sciences as engaged in tracking causal powers at their own level of 
analysis, while at the same time requiring these higher-level powers to be 
grounded in, or dependent on, the powers of the underlying physical 
mechanisms in which they are implemented. Whether nonreductive 
physicalism, either with respect to the mental or with respect to other special-
science properties, is ultimately a defensible position is a much larger question 
that can only be decided in its own merits.1 What I hope to have shown in this 
paper, ultimately, is that there is no shortcut to reductive physicalism by way of 
Kim’s supervenience argument.2  
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The Other Explanatory Gap 
 
 

Yoo Julie , Lafayette College 
 
 

ne of the driving questions in philosophy of mind is whether a 
person can be understood in purely physical terms. In this 
presentation, I wish to continue the project initiated by Donald 
Davidson, whose subtle position on this question has left many 
more perplexed than enlightened. The main reason for this 

perplexity is Davidson’s rather obscure pronouncements about the normativity 
of intentionality and its role in supporting psychophysical anomalism – the 
claim that there are no laws bridging our intentional states with states of our 
brain.  Insofar as Davidson’s thesis is an ontological one – about the existence 
of laws or otherwise modally significant connections between the mental and 
the physical – I think his critics are correct:  

O
Davidson has not provided us with a successful argument for 

psychophysical anomalism. There is, however, a different argument, also based 
upon considerations about the normativity of intentionality that lead to an 
equally important conclusion. The conclusion is not ontological but rather 
epistemic: if thoughts do indeed display normativity, it is impossible to 
understand how they would arise out of mere mechanical occurrences in the 
brain. To borrow a well-worn phrase, there is an “explanatory gap” between 
the mental and the physical. Originally coined to capture the epistemic 
darkness we confront in our attempt to understand phenomenal experiences in 
purely physical terms, the idea has yet to be explored in the area of contentful 
mental states or intentionality in general.  

My argument shall be this: considerations about the normativity of 
intentionality demonstrate that there is an explanatory gap between the 
intentional and the physical. In fact, if there were laws of the kind Davidson 
denies, then the world is more mysterious than if no such laws existed. The 
presence of an explanatory gap explains why this is so. 
 
 
Introduction: Two Explanatory Gaps 
 
One of the driving questions in contemporary analytic philosophy of mind is 
whether the mind is reducible to purely physical goings-on in one’s brain. One 
of the more intriguing positions on this question is Davidson’s anomalous 
monism, where reduction is possible at the level of particulars, but not at the 
level of properties. More specifically, anomalous monism is the idea that while 
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each mental event is token identical with some physical event or other, there 
are no general reductive laws that link types of mental events with types of 
physical events. That there are no such reductive laws is known as the psycho-
physical anomalism thesis. A position like anomalous monism is highly 
appealing because it satisfies our modern physicalist sensibilities in its 
commitment to the idea that all particulars are physical particulars, while at the 
same time, gratifying our dualist intuition that the mental is, in some important 
way, distinct from the physical.  

This heed to dualism is paid by the thesis of psycho-physical anomalism, a 
distinctly metaphysical thesis since it is about the existence of laws or 
otherwise modally significant connections between the mental and the 
physical. Davidson’s argument for this thesis appeals to two central claims:  
first, intentionality is normative in that ascriptions of mental states are 
necessarily constrained by the norms of rationality;  and second, the domain of 
law-governed physical events is non-normative in that there are no such norms 
that constrain the ascription of physical states. These two claims do not 
immediately lead to the conclusion there can be no laws linking the mental 
states with physical states, since we need a premise to the effect that the 
presence of a normative component in the case of intentionality and the 
absence of such a component in the case the physical blocks the possibility of 
law-like links between them. This is precisely where Davidson’s argument is 
unfortunately vague and obscure. Along with his critics (Yalowitz 1997, 
Latham 1999, Tiffany 2001), I think that Davidson has not provided us with a 
successful argument for psycho-physical anomalism.  

However, while Davidson may have failed to establish a metaphysical 
thesis, I think that his considerations about the normativity of intentionality 
establish a different thesis that is just as significant for the original question 
about the reducibility of the mental to the physical. The thesis is an 
epistemological one. On this thesis, statements expressing psycho-physical 
laws leave an “explanatory gap”. A term originally coined by Joseph Levine, 
the idea is that reductive links between the mental and the physical may exist, 
for all we know, but we cannot understand how or why they exist. In this paper, 
I shall explain how Davidson’s appeal to considerations about the normativity 
of intentionality in support of his argument for psycho-physical anomalism 
works better as an argument for the epistemic thesis that there is an explanatory 
gap between the intentional domain and the domain of physical facts and 
events. For Davidson’s intuition about the normativity of intentionality and the 
non-normativity of physical events, furnishes a powerful articulation of why we 
are faced with an explanatory gap – why, in short, the mystery of mind-body 
relation is such a mystery. If I am right about this, then there are two 
explanatory gaps, one pertaining to the reduction of phenomenal properties and 
the other pertaining to the reduction of intentional properties.1 

 
1 Under the standard taxonomy of mental states drawn by contemporary analytic philosophers 
of mind, mental states are divided into two basic categories: the phenomenal states and the 
intentional states. Phenomenal properties are the qualitative aspect of our experiences; there is 
something “it is like” (Nagel 1974) to have them – there is something it is like to see a shade of 
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That there may be an explanatory gap when it comes to reducing phenomenal 
properties, has long been acknowledged, ever since Levine introduced the term 
some 20 years ago to refashion Kripke’s (1980) arguments against the identity 
theory as an argument about an explanatory gap.1 That there may be an 
explanatory gap when it comes to reducing intentional properties or the 
propositional attitudes – our present concern (and the main concern of 
Davidson throughout his writing career) – has not been considered in the same 
way. Part of the reason for this, I think, has to do with different intuitions we 
have about our epistemic access to phenomenal properties as opposed to 
intentional properties. Phenomenal properties have subjective conditions of 
individuation; that is, whether an individual is in a phenomenal state depends 
solely upon the judgment of the individual. For this reason, phenomenal 
properties are particularly apt to invite skeptical scenarios such as inverted 
spectra and absent qualia, which consequently pose stumbling blocks for their 
materialist reduction. Such skeptical scenarios, however, don’t make sense for 
intentional properties. That is, it is easier to conceive of phenomenal zombies 
than of intentional zombies.  In fact, the latter just might not make any sense at 
all, since we tend to think that the nature of an intentional state or propositional 
attitude is exhausted by its causes and effects (along with the other relevant 
internal states), so that once the causes and effects of an intentional state are 
fixed, the intentional state is thereby unequivocally fixed. Intentional 
properties, in short, have more behaviorally (“objectively”) grounded 
conditions of individuation than their phenomenal peers, which is why we take 
them to be more successfully functionalizable.2 In fact, those who claim that 
they are working on the “hard problem” of consciousness typically assume that 
there is no troubling explanatory gap to consider in the case of intentional 
properties (see Chalmers 1996). The assumption that intentional properties are 

 
blue, to experience the taste of pineapple, to feel pain, and so on. Intentional properties are the 
semantically evaluable contents of our mental representations.  While these two types of states 
may often go together, they are conceptually distinct and hence categorized into different 
taxonomic slots. Other types of mental states such as emotions, volitions, and intentions (as in 
having the intention to do something) may or may not be reducible to one or a composite of the 
former types of mental states, but clearly the phenomenal and the intentional make up much of 
daily mental lives.   
1 The notion of an explanatory gap applies to two other main anti-reductionist arguments, one 
by Nagel (1974) and the other by Jackson (1982).  
2 In addition, unlike phenomenal properties, the concepts of reference, truth, and rationality 
necessarily apply to their intentional peers.  Intentional states have “externalist” criteria of 
individuation, where “external,” in this context means facts pertaining to the individual’s 
surroundings that hold independently of the judgment of the individual so that the individual 
may fail to have privileged access to her intentional states.  The asymmetry is quite dramatic.  
The content of one’s mental states may be so “external” so that the individual herself cannot 
know de dicto the content of her own thoughts (“Am I thinking of water or of twater?”).  (See 
McKinsey 1991 for a defense of the failure of privileged access for externalist accounts of 
content individuation). Such epistemic detachment makes no sense in the case of phenomenal 
states; one can know immediately the sensation one undergoes or the quale one enjoys. 

 



An Anthology of Philosophical Studies 
 
 

 158 

                                                

amenable to a materialist account is so common that they are no longer 
considered to be a part of the traditional mind-body problem (see Manson 
2002, p.523). What is clear is that there is a confidence that intentional 
properties are reducible. Manson (2002, p. 523) speaks for a lot of people when 
he says: “The contemporary mind-body problem begins with the assumption 
that intentionality can, in principle, be fully explained in objective causal 
terms. Although there is little agreement as to how we might cogently do so, 
this simple assumption is enough to radically transform the mind-body 
problem”. 

This assumption, however, is mistaken. Intentional properties are on no 
better materialist footing than phenomenal ones and create just as much of an 
explanatory gap. The nature of this other explanatory gap shall be the main 
subject of this paper.1 Here is how my discussion will proceed. In section 2, I 
present the anti-reductionist arguments given by Kripke and by Davidson; in 
section 3, I explain why the ontological conclusions of the arguments are better 
reconstrued as epistemic arguments for an explanatory gap; and section 4 
concludes with a comparison of the two explanatory gaps – the one for 
phenomenal properties and the other for intentional properties.  
 
 
The Conceptual Underpinnings of Kripke’s and Davidson’s Anti-Reductionism 
 
There are two differences worth nothing between Davidson’s skepticism and 
that of Kripke’s.  First, as was already mentioned, Davidson’s concern lies with 
intentional properties and propositional attitudes – mental states that have 
semantic and representational content – whereas Kripke’s concern lies with 
phenomenal properties – the qualitative features of experiences. Second, 
Davidson and Kripke have different modally significant relations in mind when 
it comes to dealing with the reduction of their chosen targets: Kripke denies 
there are psycho-physical identities, which is consistent with the existence of 
psycho-physical laws, but Davidson denies that there are psycho-physical laws, 
which entails the denial of psycho-physical identities.2 There are, however, two 

 
1 Horgan and Tienson 2002 call this “separatism,” which they dispute in their argument for the 
“interpenetration of phenomenology and intentionality.”  (520)  I am not here concerned about 
the dispute, which is about an ontological theses concerning the relationship between these two 
classes of mental states.  My concern, rather, lies with the conceptual difference between the 
phenomenal and the intentional, which is all I need to motivate the possibility of two 
explanatory gaps. 
2 While it is important to acknowledge the difference in the modal strength of the relations 
Davidson and Kripke aim to deny, this comparison may be misleading since Davidson and 
Kripke have in mind different targets – intentional properties in Davidson’s case and 
phenomenal properties in Kripke’s. In fact, it is perfectly consistent for the one to agree with 
the other’s skeptical arguments. This is because their targets – intentional properties as opposed 
to phenomenal properties – are independent: one can just as well as accept or reject a 
nomological relation between intentional and physical properties while endorsing either an 
identity, a nomological relation, or no modally significant relation at all, between phenomenal 
and physical properties. All of which is to say that the intentional and the physical are different 
beasts and that they follow their own constraints. 
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crucial similarities, and they are the concern with the reduction of the mental to 
the physical as types (properties), and a concern about the adequacy of physical 
concepts when it comes to explaining mental phenomena, a concern that is 
reflected in their appeal to exclusively a priori considerations about the 
differing nature of mental and physical concepts. 

Here, very briefly, is Kripke’s argument. Identity statements couched in 
terms of rigid designators are necessarily true, if true: if “a” and “b” are rigid 
designators and if “a = b” is true, then it is not possible for a and b to come 
apart (where “a” and “b” both refer to particulars or to properties).  Let’s now 
look at everyone’s favorite example. Suppose that “pain” and “C-fiber 
stimulation” are rigid designators. The statement expressing the identity of pain 
and C-fiber stimulation is given as follows:  
 

1. Pain is C-fiber stimulation. 
 
The basic anti-reductionist consideration lies with the claim that can conceive 
that (1) is false.  If we can conceive that (1) is false, then it is possible for pain 
and C-fiber stimulation to come apart.  If it is possible for the two to come 
apart, then phenomenal properties are not reductively identifiable with any 
physical property, contrary to the reductive materialism in the tradition of Place 
1956 and Smart 1959.  

The crucial question for Kripke is this:  why should we believe that the 
epistemic notion of conceivability can serve as a reliable guide to the 
metaphysically loaded notion of logical possibility? Kripke answers this by 
drawing the subtle but crucial distinction between correct conceivability 
(imaginability) and mistaken conceivability (imaginability). Here is how the 
distinction is drawn. All a posteriori reductive identifications – psycho-
physical or simply physical – have an air of contingency about them.  Consider 
the following well-established identification: 
 

2. Heat is mean kinetic energy. 
 
Even though we believe (2) to be true, we still sense an air of contingency, felt 
by the ease with which we seem to be able to conceive or imagine that (2) is 
false and that (3) is true.  
 

3. Heat could have turned out to be something other than mean kinetic 
energy. 

 
But, as Kripke argues, the felt contingency of true identity statements like (2) 
and the intuitive pull of (3) can be explained away as an illusion. If (2) is 
indeed true, then (3) cannot describe a logically possible world given what 
“heat” rigidly designates, namely, mean kinetic energy. What, then, are we 
thinking of when we say things like (3)? On Kripke’s account, (3) describes a 
world where something other than heat is causing the same sensations in us 
that are caused by real heat. It is a world where there is “fools-heat” – 
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something that is qualitatively just like heat – which we mistake for real heat. 
This world is more appropriately captured by (4): 
 

4. Fools-heat could have turned out to be something other than mean 
kinetic energy. 

 
And (4), of course, is true.  The explanation of contingency is given by 
deriving a statement like (4) for each statement like (3). So for each true a 
posteriori identity whose falsity we claim to conceive, there is an explanation 
of the apparent falsity that appeals to some fools-version of the reduced 
property, a fools-version, which we mistake for the genuine article.  In short, if 
we can identify each mistaken conceivability claim for its correctly 
conceivable fools-counterpart, we can use our judgments about what is 
conceivable as a reliable guide to logical possibility. This is Kripke’s answer to 
the question.   

We can now return to the apparent falsity of psycho-physical identities.  
Consider (5): 
 

5. Pain could have turned out to be something other than C-fiber 
stimulation.   

 
Can we generate a fools-counterpart to pain so that we can do for (5) what (4) 
did for (3)? A fools-counterpart to pain would be a sensation that feels just like 
pain, but isn’t real pain. A moment’s reflection reveals that this notion doesn’t 
make any sense, because anything that feels just like pain simply is pain. 
Therefore, when we imagine a world where the psycho-physical identity is 
false, we are not talking about a logically impossible world. We are talking 
about a world that is indeed possible, and that is all that is needed to thwart the 
reduction of a mental (phenomenal) property to a physical property.1  

Why is there a difference between psycho-physical reductions and inter-
theoretic reductions forged in the natural sciences? Here is Kripke’s diagnosis:  
 

In the case of molecular motion and heat there is something, namely, the 
sensation of heat, which is an intermediary between the external 
phenomenon and the observer. In the mental-physical case no such 
intermediary is possible, since here the physical phenomenon is 
supposed to be identical with the internal phenomenon itself. (Kripke 
1980, p. 151) 

 
There is, as one might say, an appearance / reality distinction we must draw in 
the case of external phenomenal, but which does not apply to experiences (see 

 
1 Kripke’s skepticism is directed upon the identification of mental properties with physical or 
neural properties, but it can easily be refashioned to raise a skeptical challenge to the reduction 
of mental properties to functional roles.   
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Nagel 1974). In the case of objective, mind-independent, phenomena like heat, 
along with rainbows, water, lightning, and other scientific discoveries, there is 
a distinction one can draw between how these things appear to us, with all of 
the contingencies surrounding our perceptual mechanisms, and how these 
things really are from a more scientifically sophisticated point of view. When 
we think about these things, it still makes sense to think about how these things 
have a nature that does not depend upon our perceptions of them. But in the 
case of mental phenomena like sensations and experiences, their very nature is 
delivered by the manner in which they are felt. Consequently, the appearance-
reality distinction does not apply, as the appearance of the sensation simply is 
its reality.  

For Davidson, the nature of the asymmetry between the intentional and the 
physical has to do with the presence of a normative element in the intentional 
domain and the absence of such an element in the domain of the physical. So 
both the phenomenal and the intentional are irreducible, but for different 
reasons: in the case of phenomenal properties, according to Kripke (as well as 
Jackson 1982 and Nagel 1974), their irreducibility comes down to the 
subjective-objective asymmetry; in the case of intentional properties, according 
to Davidson (as well as McDowell 1984 and Brandom 1994), their 
irreducibility comes down to the normative-non-normative asymmetry.  

As with Kripke, Davidson insists upon the a priori nature of the argument 
for the irreducibility of the mental to the physical:   
 

Nomological statements bring together predicates that we know apriori 
are made for each other – know, that is, independently of knowing 
whether the evidence supports a connection between them, mental and 
physical predicates are not made for one another. (p. 218) 

 
Psycho-physical generalizations are like “all emeralds are grue”. Why are we 
to think this? The crux of the argument lies in the different ways in which we 
render intelligible the workings of the mind as opposed to the workings of a 
physical system (which includes our brains and bodies). To render intelligible a 
range of phenomena or a system of objects, we must have a set of axioms, 
laws, and postulates that are constitutive of the ideas we have about the 
phenomena or objects whose behavior we want to understand. We need, one 
might say, a “linguistic framework”, a set of rules and principles that govern 
the ways we talk about the objects and come to understand them. Davidson 
calls these “constitutive principles”, as they are partly constitutive of the very 
concepts we use to do the intelligible rendering.  

When it comes to forging law-like links between mental and physical types, 
this cannot be done because mental and physical concepts are governed by 
different constitutive principles. Mental concepts are governed by the 
“constitutive ideal of rationality”, where we render a person’s propositional 
attitudes intelligible by making them rationally coherent with each other, at 
least for the most part. This is what it means for intentional states to have a 
normative element: “[W]hen we use the concepts of belief, desire, and the rest, 
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we must stand prepared, as the evidence accumulates, to adjust our theory in 
the light of considerations of overall cogency”. (1970, p. 221  Mental states are 
normative in that they must rationally cohere with the other mental states and 
behaviors attributed to an agent (all by the lights of us attributors who are 
aiming to understand the thoughts and behaviors of our fellow neighbors). The 
interstitial links between the attributed mental states much be rational in 
character.  But no such injunction is required in our attempt to understand the 
workings of a physical system: “It is a feature of physical reality that physical 
chance can be explained by laws that connect it with other chances and 
conditions physically described”. (1970, p. 222) In short, we make sense of 
physical systems by bringing their changes under a confirmable, 
counterfactual-supporting, regularity, whereas we make sense of minds by 
bringing propositional attitudes under rules of rational coherence and 
consistency. We don’t make sense of physical systems by rendering rational 
the physical states or events that make up their behavior; such an endeavor 
would not make any sense since physical states do not have representational 
contents to which rules of rationality could be applied.  

Having established the different constitutive rules for the mental and the 
physical, Davidson then tells us “There are no strict psycho-physical laws 
because of the disparate commitments of the mental and physical schemes”. 
(1970, p. 222) The argument for psycho-physical anomalism is this: 

 
1. Necessarily, if M is a mental predicate, then M is governed by the 

constitutive principles of rationality. 
2. Necessarily, if P is a physical predicate, then P is governed by the 

constitutive principles of nomological regularity. 
3. Necessarily, M and P are predicates that figure in a law only if M 

and P are governed by the same set of constitutive 
principles.(homogeneity) 

4. But M and P are governed by different sets of constitutive principles. 
5. Therefore, necessarily no mental predicate M and a physical 

predicate P can appear together in a law.  (psycho-physical 
anomalism) 

 
Assuming that the type of necessity is consistent throughout the argument, the 
argument is valid.  Since (1), (2), and (3) express semantic principles, the type 
of necessity invoked here conceptual/logical rather than nomological/physical. 

The pressing question concerns the third premise, which states that laws 
can feature only those predicates whose conditions of application are drawn 
from the same homogenous domain. What are the considerations that motivate 
it? Davidson seems to have two worries in mind. One is that mental predicates 
cannot retain their original meanings within the context of a psychophysical 
law: "to allow the possibility of such laws would amount to changing the 
subject. By changing the subject I mean here: deciding not to accept the 
criterion of the mental in terms of the vocabulary of the propositional 
attitudes". (1970, p. 216) This is the worry that I shall call the Problem of 
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Irrationality. The other worry appears to be that psychophysical laws will 
contain unprojectible predicates given that the mental and the physical are 
applied according to differing rules or conventions:  "In point of lawlikeness, 
psychophysical laws are more like 'All emeralds are grue' than like 'All 
emeralds are green'". (1970, p. 218) I shall call this the Problem of Evidential 
Immunity.   

Let us take each of these worries in turn. What I am calling the Problem of 
Irrationality is inspired by Kim’s 1985 attempt to make sense of this obscure 
third premise. The idea is this. According to some theories of inter-theoretic 
reduction, the reduction of one theory to another involves a form of conceptual 
reduction where we come to understand the phenomena of one domain, say, 
heat, in terms of the concepts belonging to the more basic, reducing, domain, 
such as mean kinetic energy. Adopting this view gives us a construal according 
to which, to borrow Kim's 1985 apt coinage, bridge laws “transmit” the 
constitutive principles governing the reducing term to the term reduced: 
 

If M is a predicate belonging to the theory that stands to be reduced and 
P is a predicate belonging to the reducer such that (x)(Px ↔Mx) is a 
law, then the constitutive principles that govern the application of P 
extend their boundaries to govern the application of M. 

 
This means that within the context of a law-like generalization like (x)(Px 
↔Mx), the distinctly non-rational constitutive principles that govern the 
application of P would carry over to govern the application M. M would then 
no longer be attributed in a way that is sensitive to considerations of rationality. 
With no constraints of rationality imposed upon the attribution of the attitudes, 
we risk wide-spread irrationality, which is tantamount to abandoning the idea 
that we are dealing with a mind. This is why Davidson says, “[T]he 
nomological slack between the mental and the physical is essential as long as 
we conceive of man as a rational animal”. (1970, p.223) The nomological 
reduction of mental predicates to physical predicates runs the risk of 
compromising the normative element of intentionality.   

To avoid the Problem of Irrationality, we can maintain that law-like 
statements of the form (x)(Px ↔Mx) do not transmit constitutive principles;  
the predicates are governed by the principles to whom they originally owe their 
allegiance:  
 

If M is a predicate belonging to the theory that stands to be reduced and 
P is a predicate belonging to the reducer such that (x)(Px ↔Mx) is a law 
M would still be governed by the rational constitutive principles of 
coherence and consistency and only the principles of rationality, and P 
would be governed by the physical constitutive principles of regularity 
and only the physical constitutive principles of regularity.   

 
Here, the worry is that no knowledge of a person's brain state could ever serve 
as the proper kind of evidence for knowledge of his mental state (and vice 
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versa), rendering any law-like generalization of the form (x)(Px ↔Mx) 
unconfirmable. Given that a necessary condition for projectibility is that the 
application of one predicate can serve as evidential warrant for the application 
of another, then a psychophysical law would be unconfirmable, being more 
like "all emeralds are grue" than "all emeralds are green".  

We can spell this out more slowly this way. Suppose there are certain 
physical conditions that necessitate the application of P: a body of laws, 
together with the relevant initial conditions for a given physical state warrant 
the ascription of P. And suppose there are certain other mental conditions that 
necessitate the application of M: a body of rational principles, together with the 
relevant beliefs and desires for a given mental state, warrant the ascription of 
M.  By Davidson's lights, an ascription of P could never serve as evidence for 
an ascription of M because M must be warranted by relations of rational 
propriety, relations that are entirely absent in the case of ascribing P. Hence, 
neither M nor P of (x)(Px ↔Mx) would ever be nomologically implied by the 
other since it would be fixed independently. In other words, if an individual 
believes that p, we come to know this because we come to know the other 
things she believes that are inferentially related to the content that p, not 
because we know that certain neurons are firing in such-and-such region of her 
cortex. Psychophysical generalizations, then, simply wouldn't count as laws – 
generalizations that are confirmable by their positive instances – since their 
antecedents would be evidentially irrelevant to their consequents.    

We can now see the considerations that motivate the third premise and thus 
the argument for psycho-physical anomalism. Were we to countenance psycho-
physical laws, we would be caught in between the horns of a dilemma: either 
defers to rationally insensitive physical facts to formulate mental ascriptions 
and risk the threat of eliminating their normative character, or hold on to the 
normative character of thought and divest from psycho-physical correlations 
their confirmability. A good look at this dilemma makes psycho-physical 
anomalism quite compelling.  
 
 
The Retreat from the Metaphysical and the Move towards the Epistemic 
 
But the inferences to these substantive metaphysical claims are by no means 
obvious. Consider again the Problem of Evidential Immunity. From the claim 
that mental ascriptions must be evidentially warranted by whatever rational 
links it bears with other mental ascriptions, it is inferred that they cannot be 
evidentially warranted by physical ascriptions, leading to the conclusion that 
psycho-physical laws could not be confirmable. But this critical inference is 
nowhere supported and so patently begs the question. Surely brain states could 
come to serve as evidence for a mental state. We aren't anywhere near a theory 
that could accomplish this feat but the mere fact that mental ascriptions must 
be warranted by relations of rational propriety, relations that are absent in the 
case of ascribing a physical predicate, does not rule out this possibility. Now 
consider the Problem of Irrationality. From the claim that mental ascriptions 
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would be formulated on the basis of non-rational or a-rational principles, 
Davidson infers that the relations between the mental ascriptions could no 
longer honor the constraints of rationality, and from this concludes that mental 
ascriptions cannot mean what they ought to mean under non-rational conditions 
of application. But again, this inference begs the question, for the claim that 
mental ascriptions would no longer honor the constraints of rationality within 
the context of a lawlike statement of the form (x)(Px ↔Mx) is just to claim that 
there can be no psycho-physical laws.1  In other words, mental ascriptions 
could be formulated on the basis of non-rational principles and still express 
rational relations among mental states. Indeed, for all we know, a mental 
ascription made on the basis of the constitutive principles of rationality may 
quite harmoniously coincide with the one that could be made on the basis of a 
law-like statement of the form (x)(Px ↔Mx). 

Davidson's argument for psycho-physical anomalism, then, fails for 
begging the question. The same charge has long been mounted against 
Kripke’s argument against psycho-physical identities (see Hill 1981 and 1997, 
Yablo 1998 and 2002). The main basis for the charge is that there is no clear 
way to judge whether something is coherently conceivable or not – something 
that Kripke himself fully acknowledges – and so when we say we can conceive 
that psycho-physical identities are false, we may, for all we know, be 
conceiving of an illusory possibility. Since we cannot trust our intuitions about 
what is conceivable, we cannot draw any reliable inferences about what is 
possible on the basis of them. Materialism, then, is not subject to falsification 
on conceptual grounds, contrary to the thrust of Kripke’s argument. 

However, failing to establish the metaphysical thesis that there are no 
modally significant psycho-physical correlations does not leave the materialist 
in the clear. The skeptical arguments at least succeed in shifting the burden of 
proof upon the materialist. Even though Davidson’s argument may not 
succeed, it does succeed in foisting the burden of proof upon a defender of law-
like statements of the form (x)(Px ↔Mx). For if it is correct that the mental and 
the physical form distinct conceptual domains, then while there is a no good 
reason to expect that psychophysical laws will contravene the constitutive 
rationality constraints, there is equally no good reason to expect that the 
constraints will be duly honored. Likewise in the case of evidential relevance; 
while there is no good reason to think that the mental and physical predicates 
will be evidentially irrelevant to each other, there is no positive reason to think 
that the necessary evidential relations will obtain. Hence, if there are 
psychophysical laws, then their existence must be independently defended and 
in a way that is harmonious with the normative character thought. 

As a general matter, there are some serious epistemic difficulties with the 
psycho-physical correlations that a materialist should worry quite a bit about, 

 
1  This is one of many objections raised against the argument for anomalism, and as far as I 
know, Brian McLaughlin (1985) has been the first to raise it.  As one of many, I also think that 
it is the strongest, and this is the objection that I shall attempt to transform into a positive case 
for psychophysical laws. 
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difficulties that are powerfully brought out the arguments of Davidson as well 
as Kripke. Drawing this out is tantamount to a demonstration of an explanatory 
gap.   

Let us look at how Levine redirects Kripke’s argument towards an 
epistemic thesis about an explanatory gap. What does it mean for there to be an 
explanatory gap?  In the context of inter-theoretic identities, the gap consists in 
the lack of an a priori entailment of the mental concept by its reducing physical 
concept. If materialism is true of mental properties M, then M supervenes upon 
physical properties P. That is, the following supervenience-conditional is true: 
 

(S)  (x) (Px → Mx) 
 
In a full explanation of M in terms of P, there is an a priori entailment of M by 
P. Fleshing out the details of the a priori entailment of the reduced by the 
reducer is what much of scientific progress is about Take the case of heat. 
When we are convinced that we can reduce heat to mean kinetic energy, it is 
because we have identified 1) the causal role of heat, which is what heat does 
to all the things to which it is exposed (boil water, melt wax, expand metals, 
cause in us the sensation of warmth, etc.), and 2) the role-filler (mean kinetic 
energy), in such a way that we can understand how the role-filler manages to 
carry out the causal role. Determining (1) and (2) is essentially the enterprise of 
conceptual analysis. Thus, to say that there is an explanatory gap between the 
reducer and the reduced is to say that there is no conceptual analysis of the 
reduced in terms of the reducer. According to Levine, while Kripke may not 
have succeeded in denying the existence of psycho-physical identities, he has 
nonetheless succeeded in demonstrating that there can be no conceptual 
analysis of the phenomenal in terms of the physical. There is no conceptual 
analysis because we can always ask: “why does the firing of C-fibers result in 
pain, as opposed to an itch or hearing middle-C.” This is because no amount of 
examination into the nature of C-fibers will explain how or why it plays the 
role of pain, unlike in the case of heat and mean kinetic energy. There, the 
understanding of how mean kinetic energy works gives you the story about 
how it satisfies the causal role of heat so that once we understand mean kinetic 
energy, there is no further open question. 

In Davidson’s case, the nature of the explanatory gap is a bit different. I 
think the most intuitive way of arriving at it is by entertaining a little vignette. 
Suppose you are learning how to play a game of checkers.  Not being familiar 
with the rules, you consult a rulebook to help plan your next move. 
Unbeknownst to you, the book you grab is a rulebook for chess, but it guides 
every move in your perfectly executed game of checkers. Now if this actually 
happened, it would be quite remarkable. It would be remarkable because there 
is no reason to expect that following the rules for chess would enable legal 
moves in a game of checkers (or vice versa). Indeed, there is every reason to 
expect that it would utterly hinder one’s game of checkers.    

By Davidson's lights, this is the curious situation with psycho-physical 
correlations: “If by absurdly remote chance we were to stumble on a ... true 
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psychophysical generalization, we would have no reason to believe it more 
than roughly true” (1970, p. 216). And I gather that Davidson says this because 
he thinks that the governing rules of ascribing mental states differ from those 
concerning the ascription of physical states. Just as playing a game of checkers 
enjoins you to play by the rules of checkers, the enterprise of folk psychology 
enjoins you to ascribe mental states that rationally cohere (for the most part). 
And just as there are differing sets of rules for the games of checkers and chess, 
there are differing constitutive principles for the mental and the physical 
governing the ascription and interpretation of predicates belonging to the two 
domains. Therefore, there is no reason to expect that any given pair of mental 
and physical ascriptions, M and P, could be turned into a reliable, law-like, 
correlation since the rules for ascribing M are not the rules for ascribing P. If M 
and P are governed by different constitutive principles, which means that they 
have different evidentiary constrains and fall to different theoretical pressures, 
then it really is a mystery why a given physical state should, reliably, give rise 
to a specific type of mental state. While the chess-checkers vignette is 
disanalogous in certain respects, it is effective in rendering the idea of psycho-
physical laws very odd, even incredible Just as it would be a cosmic 
coincidence that someone playing by the rules of checkers should manage to 
play legal moves throughout a game of chess, by Davidson’s lights, it is a 
cosmic coincidence that someone trying to attribute mental states strictly on the 
basis of her non-rationally related neural states would end up with a system of 
mental states that are rationally coherent.  
 
 
Conclusion:  Psycho-Physical Anomalism and the Other Explanatory Gap 
 
The explanatory gap, in the case of Davidson’s psycho-physical anomalism, is 
quite similar to the one Levine attributes to the Kripkean denial of psycho-
physical identities in one respect, but different in another. They are similar in 
that we have no idea why they hold; that is, for any psycho-physical 
supervenience conditional of the form, (x) (Px → Mx), we can always wonder 
why that particular conditional is true – why that mental type M is necessitated 
by that physical type P. They are similar, then, in that the physical facts 
underdetermine the mental facts.  How the underdetermination is manifest, 
however, differs between phenomenal properties and intentional properties.  

For phenomenal properties, the putative falsity of a given psycho-
phenomenal supervenience conditional is intuitively motivated by the ease with 
which we can conjure up cases of inverted spectra and absent qualia:  such and 
such neural stimulations may give rise to the visual sensation of green, but it 
could just as well have given rise to the visual sensation of red, or so it seems. 
For intentional properties, there is nothing quite comparable to inverted spectra 
or absent qualia. We can also easily conjure the falsity of psycho-intentional 
supervenience conditionals, but the way we can manage this is different, and 
here is one of the ways in which the phenomenal and the intentional differ. The 
belief that it is raining and the belief that it is snowing (not raining) cannot be 
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inverted relative to each other since beliefs – all propositional attitudes 
generally – are identified and individuated by their causal role in the overall 
network of the agent’s propositional attitudes, so that whatever occupies the 
role appropriate to the belief that it is raining just is the belief that it is raining.1 
This means that in the case of propositional attitudes, once a system of attitudes 
is in place, the beliefs one attributes relative to that system are globally 
constrained by all the other attitudes in the system, quite unlike the case of 
phenomenal states, some of which can be inverted relative to each other even 
after all of the other mental states – intentional and other phenomenal states – 
have been fixed. However, there is still an underdetermination problem for the 
propositional attitudes since, it is possible to derive several non-equivalent 
translation manuals (truth theory) for an individual that enjoin the attribution of 
different contents or meanings for a given individual at a time. 

Mind and matter, on Davidson's picture, form two independent conceptual 
domains and we, as thoughtful creatures, not only have the capacity to think in 
terms of both, but are such that we participate in both. We are minded clumps 
of matter. But when we use the framework of one to describe the phenomena 
belonging to the other, there is the threat that we distort the nature of the 
subject matter we wish to understand: either we intentionalize matter or we 
mechanize intention. Attributing intentionality to matter is something that 
science has taught us to outgrow; we no longer attribute anger to thundering 
clouds, the act of forgiving to rainbows, or punishment with droughts. Some of 
our most significant scientific breakthroughs have been significant precisely 
because they have advanced theories that eliminate postulated intentional 
entities. But we cannot talk ourselves into mechanizing intention, as the 
deliverances of that enterprise may fail to have anything recognizably mental 
in it. Interestingly, this is both what the dualist as well as the eliminative 
materialist anticipate in the face of materialist reduction. While they disagree 
about the existence of irreducible mental properties, they both agree that they 
are irreducible. Davidson’s and Kripke’s anti-reductionist arguments furnish 
the vocabulary to articulate the basis for the skepticism about their reducibility. 
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ontemporary philosophy of mind intersects the philosophy of 
language, ethics, and metaphysics. The metaphysical 
intersection deals with mind-body problems. These have two 
features in common: a distinction between mental and physical 
phenomena, and premises that make it difficult to see how the 

two are related. Consider an example which I will call the problem of mental 
causation:  

C
 

1.   Mental events cause actions; 
2. Actions are physical events; 
3. Every physical event that has a cause has a physical cause. 
4. Mental events are not physical events. 
5. Actions are not causally overdetermined. 

 
Suppose, for instance, that Madeleine has learned that Eleanor plans to tell 
Alexander everything. To avoid a scandal (something she very much desires), 
she decides to communicate Eleanor’s intention to Gabriel posthaste, and 
believing a letter the best means, she writes. What are the relations between 
Madeleine’s beliefs and desires, on the one hand, and her actions and physical 
events such as neural impulses and muscular contractions, on the other? It 
seems that her writing is caused by her desire, as per (1); and that her action is 
a physical event, as per (2); so according to (3) her action must have a physical 
cause. Broadly speaking, the mental and the physical cause will either be 
identical or not. If they are identical, statement (4) will be false: mental events 
will be physical events. If, on the other hand, they are not identical, the action 
will have multiple causes, and (5) will be false instead: Madeleine’s action will 
be causally overdetermined. Statements (1) – (5) are therefore inconsistent: 
they jointly imply both that the mental and physical cause cannot be identical, 
and that they cannot be distinct. 

Mind-body problems of this sort are the philosophical legacy of Descartes. 
He developed a compelling characterization of mental and physical phenomena 
that has remained more or less canonical for Western philosophy ever since. 
Perhaps the greatest testament to the power of Cartesian thinking is its 
ubiquity. Even philosophers who are critical of Descartes or of post-Cartesian 
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anthropology generally nevertheless tacitly endorse Cartesian assumptions. 
Part of what leads to this strange inconsistency is that by and large 
philosophers no longer know what a non-Cartesian anthropology might look 
like. I am concerned here with identifying some of the commitments 
characteristic of post-Cartesian philosophy of mind, presenting an alternative 
more consistent with a hylomorphic psychology and showing how that 
alternative can be used to solve the problem of mental causation. 

One idea characteristic of post-Cartesian thinking is that the mental is or 
includes a domain of “private” phenomena. The notions central to this 
conception of mentality include consciousness, subjectivity, privileged access, 
and the like. By contrast, the notions of intentionality and rationality are 
central to a “public” or intersubjective conception of the mental. Descartes 
advanced what we might call an inner-perception semantics for psychological 
discourse. An inner-perception semantics claims that psychological discourse 
is like ordinary perceptual discourse; psychological predicates and terms are 
related to an “inner” domain of experiences in just the way talk of colors, 
sounds, shapes, and the like are related (or are supposed to be related) to an 
“outer” domain of objects. The objects in this room might not exist in fact, but 
they at least seem to exist, and we can observe and describe this domain of 
experiential seemings in a way that roughly parallels the way we take ourselves 
to observe and describe the objects in the room.  

Inner perception semantics is still very much at the forefront of 
contemporary philosophy of mind; although it doesn’t go by that name. Its 
principle advocates are philosophers who “take consciousness seriously”, who 
claim we have direct introspective access to conscious experiences, “inner” 
impressions or qualia – sounds, odors, flavors, tickles, itches, and the like, 
which are supposedly impossible to describe verbally or to share or 
cooperatively evaluate with others, but to which each of us individually enjoys 
privileged, incorrigible access. Contemporary exponents of qualia are 
thoroughly Cartesian in their conception of the mental. Their innovation has 
been to deploy intuitions about the existence of private mental episodes in 
support of anti-reductionist arguments.1 Widespread aversion to reductionism 
has gained their ideas many sympathizers, and has therefore enlarged the 
appeal of a Cartesian conception of mentality. 

A second and related characteristic of post-Cartesian thinking is a 
dichotomous understanding of mental and physical concepts. Searle adverts to 
it when he says, 
 

It is customary to think of dualism as coming in two flavors, substance 
dualism and property dualism; but to these I want to add a third, which I 
will call “conceptual dualism.” This view consists in taking the dualistic 
concepts very seriously, that is, it consists in the view that in some 
important sense “physical” implies “nonmental” and “mental” implies 

 
1 Nagel, Thomas, ‘What Is It Like to Be a Bat?’ Philosophical Review 83 (1974): 435-50; 
Jackson, Frank, ‘Epiphenomenal Qualia’, Philosophical Quarterly 32 (1982): 127-136, ‘What 
Mary Didn’t Know’, The Journal of Philosophy 58 (1986): 291-95. 
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“nonphysical”. Both traditional dualism and materialism presuppose 
conceptual dualism, so defined. I introduce this definition to make it 
clear why it seems to me best to think of materialism as really a form of 
dualism. It is that form of dualism that begins by accepting the 
Cartesian categories.1 

 
Searle does not at all clarify the notion of conceptual dualism, and it is an 
unfortunate tribute to the entrenchment of the Cartesian categories he seeks to 
criticize that he formulates his own theory in terms of them. He nevertheless 
recognizes an important feature of post-Cartesian thinking.  

The private conception of mentality and the corresponding mental-physical 
dichotomy are responsible for generating mind-body problems. To many these 
ideas seem to be obvious starting points – the basic data from which any 
theorizing about mentality must begin. But there have long been those who 
have resisted this attitude. They include Wittgenstein and those influenced by 
him, as well as philosophers weaned on Greek classics such as Gilbert Ryle 
and J.L. Austin. Following their lead, I will begin by sketching an alternative 
non-Cartesian conception of psychological discourse according to which the 
vocabulary of the latter is neither mentalistic nor physicalistic in the way post-
Cartesian philosophy has understood those terms. I will then consider how 
psychological discourse thus understood is related to work in the natural 
sciences, and how it fits into a broader hylomorphic framework. Finally, I will 
consider how that framework provides a solution to the problem of mental 
causation. 
 
 
A Non-Cartesian Conception of Thought and Action  

 
Consider premise (2), the claim that actions are physical events. It certainly 
seems to be true. My reaching for the glass of water, Eleanor’s throwing the 
ball, Gabriel’s swimming laps, and the like all seem to be physical occurrences. 
But what exactly does it mean for something to be physical? The paradigm of a 
physical predicate is a non-logical non-mathematical predicate deployed in the 
natural sciences: ‘has a negative charge’, ‘has a mass of 79kg’, etc. One feature 
of such predicates is that they imply nothing about mentality. A physical 
description of what a 79kg object will do when dropped from a certain 
building, for instance, implies nothing about whether that object must be a 
person, or have intentional, rational, conscious, or subjective states. In this 
sense, the predicates we use to express actions are clearly not physical since 
their application implies the satisfaction of conditions which are psychological 
and social. 

A predicate’s application conditions are conditions which are conceptually 
necessary for its application to an object or objects. Kim refers to these as 
‘conditions of attribution’, and describes them as the conditions under which 

 
1 The Rediscovery of the Mind. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press (1992), 26. 
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attributing a property P to x is warranted.1 Strawson refers to such conditions 
as ‘logically adequate criteria’ for deploying a certain predicate or description.2 
Wittgenstein too called them criteria, and distinguished them from what he 
called symptoms; Kenny explains: “A red sky at night may be a symptom of 
good weather the following morning; but the absence of clouds, the shining of 
the sun, etc., tomorrow are not just symptoms but criteria for the good 
weather”.3  

Consider now some examples bearing on act predicates. The first illustrates 
the dependence of act ascriptions on intentions; the second, their dependence 
on the environment:  

Example 1: A mad neuroscientist has planted a device in my nervous 
system which allows him to control the movements of my limbs remotely. He 
pushes a button which initiates a certain sequence of neuronal firings and 
muscular contractions: my arm moves toward the glass, and my hand grasps 
even though I do not intend to reach toward and grasp the glass. 

Example 2: I am frequently subject to vivid and long-lasting hallucinations. 
To understand my condition, scientists have connected me to a host of 
sophisticated devices which record my neural states. On one occasion I 
hallucinate that I am reaching for a glass of water, and move in every way 
exactly as if this were the case even though no glass of water is present. The 
experimental apparatus shows the state of my nervous system to be precisely 
what it would have been if I had really been reaching for and grasping a glass. 

In both examples I manifest the same bodily movement of extending my 
arm, and closing my fingers, but in neither case do I perform an act of reaching 
for a glass of water. In Example 1, this is clear if we consider evaluations of 
what I’ve done: Suppose that under the circumstances reaching for a glass of 
water would be morally or legally blameworthy. If the neuroscientist forced my 
limbs to move, I would not (rightly) incur moral or legal blame. My limb 
movements do not count as an action, and the reason, it seems, is that they are 
not accompanied by an intention to move them. The case of Example 2 is even 
clearer: I fail to perform an act of reaching for a glass of water because there is 
no glass of water. 

These examples illustrate that ascribing to someone the performance of an 
action requires that the agent intend to perform the action,4 and that the agent 
be situated in an environment suitable for its performance. For me to perform 
an act of reaching for a glass of water, I must intend to do so, and I must be 
situated in an environment with a glass of water toward which I can reach. 

Further examples show that the application of act predicates requires 
certain social conditions as well. Austin’s examples concern speech acts 
specifically:  

 
1 Supervenience and Mind. Cambridge University Press (1993): 205.  
2 Individuals. London: Methuen (1959): 110. 
3 The Metaphysics of Mind. Oxford University Press (1989): 5. 
4 Hence Davidson: “…intentional actions are clearly included in the realm of the mental along 
with thoughts, hopes, and regrets…” (Essays on Actions and Events, Oxford: Clarendon Press 
(1980): 211. 
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The uttering of the words is, indeed, usually a, or even the, leading 
incident in the performance of the act… but it is far from being usually, 
even if it is ever, the sole thing necessary if the act is to be deemed to 
have been performed… it is always necessary that the circumstances in 
which the words are uttered should be in some way, or ways, 
appropriate, and it is very commonly necessary that either the speaker 
himself or other persons should also perform certain other actions… 
Thus, for naming the ship, it is essential that I should be the person 
appointed to name her, for (Christian) marrying, it is essential that I 
should not be already married with a wife living, sane and undivorced, 
and so on… a good many other things have as a general rule to be right 
and to go right if we are to be said to have happily brought off our 
action.1 

 
Malcolm makes a similar point with reference to thoughts as well as actions: 
 

A thought requires circumstances or, in Wittgenstein’s word, 
‘surroundings’ (Umgebung). Putting a crown on a man’s head is a 
coronation only in certain circumstances. The behaviour of exclaiming 
‘Oh, I have not put out the milk bottles’, or the behaviour of suddenly 
jumping up, rushing to the kitchen, collecting the bottles and carrying 
them outside – such behaviour expresses the thought that one has not 
put out the milk bottles only in certain circumstances. 
The circumstances necessary for this simple thought are complex. They 
include the existence of an organised community, of a practice of 
collecting and distributing milk, of a rule that empty bottles will not be 
collected unless placed outside the door, and so on. These practices, 
arrangements and rules could exist only if there was a common 
language; and this in turn would presuppose shared activities and 
agreement in the use of language. The thought about the milk bottles 
requires a background of mutual purpose, activity and understanding.2 

 
Application conditions for act predicates comprise not just bodily movements, 
then, but also psychological, environmental, and social conditions. Moreover, 
these conditions must be related to each other in appropriate ways. Consider 
another example: Suppose I believe (falsely) that saying, “Abracadabra!” will 
cause the death of my rival. I utter the fateful word, and it just so happens that 
at that very moment my rival, who is always careless, crossing busy streets, is 
struck by a bus and killed. We don’t ascribe to me the act of killing my rival 
despite the fact that he was killed, and I did intend to kill him. The reason is 
that my intention and the killing are not related in the right way. The killing 
occurred not because of any sorcerous powers I possess, but because of my 

 
1 How to Do Things with Words. Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP (1962): 8-9, 14. 
2 ‘Scientific Materialism and the Identity Theory’, in The Mind/Brain Identity Theory, C.V. 
Borst, ed. New York: Macmillan, St. Martin’s Press (1970): 176. 
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rival’s careless disposition. Likewise, suppose the mad neuroscientist causes 
my hand to grasp the glass, but this time I happen to want to grasp the glass, 
and even form the intention to do so. Here too I fail to act, and for the same 
reason: my intention does not explain why my limbs are moving. They are 
moving not because I want a drink of water, but because the mad neuroscientist 
is triggering the appropriate neuromuscular responses. In order for an action to 
occur, the intention must cause or explain the action. 

And that’s not all. The intention must cause or explain the action in the 
right way. Consider standard examples of deviant causal chains in which the 
agent is situated in the right social and physical environment to perform an 
action of a certain type, intends to perform an action of that type, the intention 
explains what the agent does, and yet fails to do so in a way that qualifies the 
agent’s doing as an action. Eleanor intends to humiliate Madeleine by spilling 
coffee on her in a way that looks like an accident. She decides to walk across 
the room and feign tripping on the rug. She begins to advance, but is made so 
nervous by the realization that she is actually acting on her intention that she 
trips unintentionally out of nerve-induced clumsiness, and soils Madeleine’s 
dress. Eleanor intended to spill coffee on Madeleine; her intention also explains 
the spilling in a certain sense: it explains why she was crossing the room, why 
she got nervous, and hence why she ended up spilling the coffee. The problem 
is that it doesn’t explain the spilling in the right way since there is another 
explanation of the spilling in terms of nervous states and their effects on 
coordination which disqualifies the occurrence as an action. Actions occur only 
when the agent’s intentions are causally or explanatorily related to the action in 
a very particular way. 

So the application of act predicates comprises at least five types of 
conditions: bodily movements or other bodily states of the agent, intentions and 
other psychological conditions, environmental conditions, social conditions, 
and relations among all of these.1 One theoretical merit of the foregoing 
account of action discourse is that it meshes with one of the most important 
ideas to emerge in philosophy of mind over the past thirty years: the 
externalism of psychological discourse in general. Putnam, Burge, and others 
were able to show that the conditions for applying psychological predicates 
include significant portions of one’s physical and social environment.2 This 
was the upshot of Twin Earth thought experiments. 

Putnam’s original experiment describes two planets, Earth and Twin Earth, 
which are indistinguishable save in one respect: on Earth people drink H2O; 
they bathe with H2O; H2O falls from the sky as rain; it’s the stuff that fills 
water bottles, lakes, rivers, oceans, etc. On Twin Earth, on the other hand, there 

 
1 The bodily condition needn’t specify the occurrence of certain movements, but could specify 
their non-occurrence as well. Negative acts such as refusing to sign one’s name or abstaining 
from fatty foods occur only if the agent does not undertake bodily movements of certain sorts. 
2 Putnam, Hilary, ‘The Meaning of “Meaning’, in Mind, Language, and Reality: Philosophical 
Papers, vol. 2, Cambridge University Press (1975), Burge, Tyler, ‘Individualism and the 
Mental’, Midwest Studies in Philosophy Vol. 4. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press 
(1979): 73-122. 
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is no H2O, but rather another substance, XYZ, not found on Earth, which is 
nevertheless indistinguishable from H2O in all of its macroscopic features: 
color, odor, texture, taste, viscosity. On Twin Earth it is XYZ that people drink, 
that they bathe with, that falls from the sky as rain, that fills water bottles, 
lakes, rivers, oceans, etc. Despite this difference, ordinary speakers of English 
on both planets make the same utterances concerning what they call ‘water’. 
On Earth people say, “Water is the stuff that we drink, that we bathe with, that 
falls from the sky as rain”, etc. And people on Twin Earth say, “Water is the 
stuff that we drink, that we bathe with, that falls from the sky as rain”, etc. 
There is nevertheless an important difference between the inhabitants of Earth 
and those of Twin Earth: When they talk about water, they are talking about 
different kinds of stuff. When people on Earth talk about water; they are 
talking about H2O; on Earth that is the stuff that people drink and that fills 
rivers, lakes, oceans, and the like. When people on Twin Earth talk about 
water, they are talking about XYZ. On Twin Earth that is the stuff that people 
drink, that fills rivers, lakes, oceans, and the like. The term ‘water’, in other 
words, has a different meaning, a different extension on Earth and on Twin 
Earth. 

Suppose, then, that an inhabitant of Earth, Eleanor, and an inhabitant of 
Twin Earth, Tweleanor, is presented with some XYZ. They are not told what it 
is, but both come to the conclusion that it is water; both utter, “This stuff is 
water.” Even though they utter the same sounds the meaning of those 
utterances is different. Eleanor’s claim is false; Tweleanor’s claim is true. 
When Eleanor says, “This stuff is water”, she means, “This stuff is H2O” since 
that’s what the term ‘water’ refers to in her idiolect. When Tweleanor says, 
“This stuff is water”, she means, “This stuff is XYZ” since that’s what the term 
‘water’ refers to in her idiolect. Her claim is therefore true since that is exactly 
what the stuff is. 

The difference between Eleanor and Tweleanor isn’t just a difference in the 
truth value of their utterances. It is also a difference in their mental states. 
Mental states are individuated by their contents, by the propositions that are 
values for the variables in expressions such as ┌believes that p┐ and ┌hopes that 
q┐. What distinguishes a belief that there are nine planets from a belief that 
there are ten planets is that the proposition there are nine planets differs from 
the proposition there are ten planets. Eleanor believes the stuff is same stuff 
she’s always drunk, always bathed with, that has always fallen from the sky as 
rain – she believes, in other words, and that the stuff is H2O. Her belief is false. 
Tweleanor believes the stuff is the same stuff she has always drunk, has always 
bathed with, has always filled fallen from the sky on Twin Earth as rain – she 
believes, in other words, that the stuff is XYZ. Her belief is true. 

What the Twin Earth example illustrates is that psychological descriptions 
are tied not just to features of the nervous systems or bodily movements, but to 
features of the environment as well. How we describe people psychologically 
depends in part on the sort of environment we find them in. Eleanor and 
Tweleanor might be behaviorally indistinguishable; they might make the same 
utterances, undertake the same bodily movements, be in the same physiological 
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states, but we would still say that they have different beliefs and desires 
because they have been situated in different physical and linguistic 
environments. To describe something in psychological terms, then, is not to 
describe occult inner phenomena, but patterns of interaction among organisms 
and their environments. That is what a psychological vocabulary is for. Mental 
states are not private possessions; they are not impressions on the screen of 
some inner theatre, not something “in the head”; they are something public, 
something “in the world”. Psychological discourse is a way of describing the 
behavior of animals who relate in complex ways to other animals and their 
environments. It is a social language – the social language, the vocabulary in 
terms of which we describe the characteristic activities of social animals of the 
sort humans are. The same point applies to act predicates. They are part of the 
same vocabulary; their deployment depends in the same way on social and 
environmental conditions. 

The foregoing account of psychological discourse is opposed to both a 
private conception of the mental, and a Cartesian dichotomy of mental and 
physical concepts. It claims that psychological predicates and terms, including 
act predicates and terms, do not describe private episodes or bodily states, but 
complex relations among organisms and their environments that comprise 
psychological, social, environmental, and bodily conditions. I will now 
consider how psychological discourse thus understood fits together with 
natural science in a hylomorphic theory of mind. 
 
 
A Hylomorphic Theory of Mind 

 
The term ‘theory of mind’ refers here to any philosophical psychology capable 
of addressing contemporary mind-body problems. The term ‘hylomorphism’, 
on the other hand, refers to a metaphysic along the lines of Aristotle’s. Its 
central idea is that particulars are composites of a structure and a material that 
is structured. A particular statue, for instance, consists of bronze structured a 
certain way; a particular house consists of bricks, timbers, and other materials 
structured a certain way. Likewise, a particular animal consists of materials of 
some sort structured a certain way. That structure is defined in terms of the 
possession and exercise of certain capacities: developmental, metabolic, 
reproductive, perceptive, cognitive, and the like. These capacities are what 
categorize particulars as living things of one or another kind. And the 
capacities that categorize us in particular as the kind of living things we are 
include capacities for various types of intentional action, modes of the type of 
complex comportment to other animals and the environment just described. 

Any theory of mind must accommodate the fact that psychological and 
natural scientific discourse are logically independent. People can be capable of 
using psychological discourse without knowing any natural science. Humans 
were describing each others’ thoughts and actions long before the advent of 
anything even resembling what we would now call ‘natural science’. This 
means that the application conditions of psychological predicates do not 
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comprise physical conditions in the paradigmatic sense – the sorts of 
conditions described and explained by the natural sciences. I have argued that 
psychological discourse is neither mental nor physical in the way those terms 
have been understood by the post-Cartesian tradition. Rather, psychological 
predicates comprise application conditions which imply intentionality and 
rationality together with relations to certain social and environmental 
conditions, and conditions I’ve countenanced under the heading of ‘bodily 
movements’. The logical independence of psychological and natural scientific 
discourse requires that these conditions can be stated in non-scientific terms. 
This is the fundamental insight grounding the post-Cartesian dichotomy 
between the mental and the physical. I want to suggest a non-Cartesian way of 
accounting for it. 

The natural sciences are often concerned with answering how-questions of 
a certain sort, a sort that requests an analysis of an activity in terms of a 
number of contributing steps. The question How does one dance a swing?, for 
instance, expects an answer which breaks down the dance into a number of 
components such as, “One-two-three, one-two-three, back-step”. We can call 
these analytic how-questions. There are several types of analytic how-question; 
what interest us are how-questions of mechanism. Consider again the question 
How does one dance a swing?. The answer, “One-two-three, one-two-three, 
back-step,” takes the question to ask for a method. The answer, “First, get a 
good teacher; then practice, practice, practice,” takes the question to ask for 
means. An answer that takes the question to ask for a mechanism is harder to 
imagine, but suppose an impatient student in a neuroscience class complained 
as follows: “Look, all semester we’ve been talking about how individual 
neurons perform simple little tasks, but what I want to know is how humans 
manage to perform big complicated tasks. For instance, how does one dance a 
swing?” In this context, the answers, “First, get a good teacher; then practice”, 
and “One-two-three, one-two-three, back-step” are clearly out of place. What 
the student has in mind is an answer such as, “The primary motor cortex has a 
group of cells which generate actions potentials; and these in turn…”. Such an 
answer aims at describing the mechanisms at work in dancing a swing. 

How-questions of mechanism are often a point of departure for natural 
scientific investigation, for the type of explanation Cummins has called 
‘functional analysis’ in particular.1 A physiological description of how the eye 
contributes to vision, for instance, analyzes the eye’s activity into a number of 
subactivities each of which is performed by one of its subsystems. This 
analytic methodology can be iterated with regard to the subsystems themselves. 
We can ask how, say, the eye’s receptor subsystem works, and its receptive 
activity can be analyzed into further sub-subactivities performed by sub-
subsystems. The introduction of light energy to the system is followed by its 
conversion to neural energy, which is followed in turn by its transmission to 
other subsystems. We use the same analytic methodology when describing 
how, say, the conversion subsystem in particular works: we postulate a series 

 
1 Cummins, Robert, ‘Functional Analysis’, Journal of Philosophy 72 (1975): 741-64. 
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of sub-sub-subactivities performed by sub-sub-subsystems: an incoming 
photon strikes a receiver molecule; this initiates a chemical reaction which in 
turn activates sodium channels on the cell membrane, and so on. 

This analytic process can be iterated until either we run out of interest, or 
the subactivities are no longer analyzable – that is, until it no longer makes 
sense to ask how the relevant subsystems work. Explanation of how things 
work reaches a ground floor at which subsystems and subactivities are 
unanalyzable simples.1 

This pattern of question and answer can be used to generate a mereology of 
organic parts. An organism performs a number of activities expressed by a 
vocabulary of primitive predicates. Each activity can be analyzed into a 
number of mechanistic subactivities performed by various subsystems. Those 
subsystems just are the functional or organic parts of the organism. An 
inventory of organic parts can be based therefore on principles of the following 
sort: 

 
[Existence Principle] For any x and y, x is an organic part of y iff y 
performs an activity, A; there is a mechanical analysis, M, of A into 
subactivities S1,…Sn; and x performs some Si. 

 
Given an organism, g, the Existence Principle assigns to g an organic part for 
each of the subactivities postulated by M. Call the subactivity Si performed by 
organic part, p, the function of p in g relative to M. Then the following serves 
as a principle of part identity: 
 

[Identity Principle] For any organic parts, x and y, of organic whole z: x 
of z = y of z relative to mechanical analysis M iff the function of x in z 
relative to M = the function of y in z relative to M. 

 
In other words, the notion of a mechanistic contribution to the activity can 
serve as the basis for a principle of part individuation and of the part-whole 
relation itself: performing a function qualifies something as a part of an 
organism, and also distinguishes one organic part from another. 

Two points about organic parts thus understood: First, if there is not a 
whole the operations of which are mechanistically analyzable in the way just 
described, there is no basis for calling something an organic subsystem or part 
– no way of distinguishing it from other parts, or other things of any sort. The 

 
1 Functional analysis of this type has been touted by homuncular functionalists as a model for 
understanding psychophysical relations (Lycan, William G.,Consciousness. Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press (1987)). Their understanding of those relations differs from that of hylomorphic 
theorists since they claim mental properties are higher-order properties – that having one 
amounts to having some lower-level property satisfying a certain description. So having a pain, 
say, is identical to having a subsystem in a state satisfying a certain abstract description such as 
‘correlates pinpricks with yelps’. Psychological discourse is just an abstract way of describing 
what are at bottom fundamental physical processes. The hylomorphic alternative sketched here 
denies this understanding of mental properties which it takes the latter to be primitive first-
order properties. 
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status of something as a subsystem or organ – as an organic part of an organic 
whole – depends on its performance of an activity that contributes to the 
activity of the whole. Consequently, there is a robust ontological dependence 
not just of wholes on their parts, but also of parts on their respective wholes: 
the status of something as a part itself depends on its making a contribution to 
the activity of the whole. Second, objects postulated by the natural sciences 
often display a dualism of organic and non-organic properties. Consider, for 
instance, mRNA. It can be described in an abstract way as a certain 
arrangement of atoms. We might, for instance, generate an inventory of all 
physically possible atomic arrangements, and stick the label ‘mRNA’ on one of 
them. But this procedure doesn’t reflect the way mRNA was discovered or 
named. That concerns mRNA’s status as an organ. Under the right conditions, 
mRNA contributes to the activities of a whole. In a living cell, it operates as a 
messenger molecule, a functional contributor to the cell’s organic processes. 
Molecules can be organs; nucleic acids, hormones, and neural transmitters are 
perhaps the clearest examples: they are genes, growth factors, metabolic and 
behavioral regulators. But they are also independently describable in abstract, 
nonorganic terms. A string of DNA always has certain atomic or molecular 
properties, but it acquires different properties when integrated into an organic 
whole – it becomes an organ, something that makes a functional contribution to 
an organic whole. 

The foregoing account of psychological discourse, and the organic 
mereology just described provide the basis for constructing a hylomorphic 
theory of mind – ‘HTM’ henceforth. We are animals of a certain sort. Our 
status as such is determined by the possession and exercise of certain capacities 
which we describe using predicates with application conditions that advert to 
bodily states. The vocabulary in terms of which we describe distinctively 
human activities is therefore imbued with reference to the states of various 
bodily parts. Those parts correspond roughly to organs, parts or subsystems 
that enable us to perform the activities we do – “roughly”, because our initial 
ideas about what organs we have, the ideas expressed in our ordinary 
psychological descriptions, might undergo revision in light of natural scientific 
investigation. The latter marks the attempt to discover how we are able to do 
what we do. We ask how humans are able to do this or that, and scientists 
answer by analyzing the bodily conditions necessary for performing the 
activity into contributing steps. Some of these, but not necessarily all, involve 
the bodily states necessary for applying the act predicate. Investigation might 
reveal substructures and activities more elaborate than those adverted to in the 
application conditions of psychological predicates, and for that reason the latter 
remain logically independent of natural scientific discourse. The natural 
sciences can nevertheless deepen our understanding of what we do and how we 
do it, and can therefore help us understand more clearly what we are. We are 
physical beings, not in the sense that the kinds human or person are postulates 
of the natural sciences, but in the sense that the activities which categorize us 
as members of those kinds require the satisfaction of bodily conditions which 
require in turn the performance of subactivities by subsystems which are 
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postulated by the natural sciences. The natural sciences cannot, however, 
provide an exhaustive account of what we are since human activity involves 
not just the satisfaction of bodily conditions, but also complex relations among 
other humans and the environment, relations which according to HTM are 
irreducible primitives. 

HTM is at once both post-Cartesian and non-Cartesian – capable of 
addressing the same issues as other post-Cartesian theories, but doing so from a 
non-Cartesian understanding of psychological discourse and psychophysical 
relations. I will illustrate this point by explaining how it solves the post-
Cartesian problem of mental causation.  
 
 
A Solution to the Problem of Mental Causation 

 
There are two strategies for solving the problem of mental causation. The first 
seeks to deny a premise, and comprises the alternatives forming post-Cartesian 
philosophy’s current stock in trade: epiphenomenalism, identity theory, 
overdetermination, interactionism, and the like. The second strategy seeks to 
deny instead the argument’s validity. It claims the argument equivocates on, 
say, the notion of causation or the notion of a physical event. HTM implies the 
argument equivocates on both notions. Actions might be physical events in one 
sense, but they are not physical events in the sense covered by premise (3). 
Likewise, mental events might cause actions, but they do not cause actions in 
the sense in which events described by the natural sciences cause each other. I 
will consider these claims in order. 

First, according to HTM actions are not physical events in the paradigmatic 
sense. This is evident if we consider the language we use to describe actions. 
Unlike natural scientific predicates, the application conditions of act predicates 
imply intentionality, and do not imply natural scientific conditions, but are 
logically independent of them. Actions nevertheless are physical events in 
another sense: their occurrence requires conceptually the satisfaction of bodily 
conditions which require in turn the occurrence of events of the sort described 
by the natural sciences. Hence, we can distinguish two senses of ‘physical’: a 
narrow natural scientific sense – the N-physical, and a broad sense – the B-
physical – which includes events that are not N-physical, but that nevertheless 
depend in a robust sense on events that are. This distinction implies two ways 
of understanding (2), and four ways of understanding (3): 

 
(2a) Actions are N-physical events; 
(2b) Actions are B-physical events; 
(3a) Every N-physical event that has a cause has an N-physical cause; 
(3b) Every N-physical event that has a cause has a B-physical cause; 
(3c) Every B-physical event that has a cause has an N-physical cause; 
(3d) Every B-physical event that has a cause has a B-physical cause. 
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I want to suggest that (3a) is the best way of understanding premise (3).1 The 
argument for (3a) over against other interpretations of (3) concerns the type of 
evidence available to support it. Whatever way (3) is interpreted, it must be 
supportable by whatever evidence there is for thinking something like it is true, 
and that evidence derives in at least two ways from the methods and results of 
the natural sciences. The first concerns its role as a working hypothesis. If 
scientific research is investigation into causes, the tacit assumption of scientific 
method is that there are causes to be investigated, that every type of event the 
natural sciences investigate is a type for which they could discover a cause. 
Scientific practice is therefore tacitly committed to something like (3), and 
denying (3) would be tantamount to revoking the methodological license the 
natural sciences in fact enjoy. Second, as a methodological assumption of this 
sort, (3) has very strong inductive credentials. Consider just the case of 
neuroscience, which has provided a detailed map of functional structures in the 
human nervous system.2 Its history, which is one of providing progressively 
more detailed descriptions of and explanations about those structures, their 
operations, and the nomological relations among them, gives us strong reason 
to expect any remaining gaps in the story of how components of the nervous 
system are causally related to each other will at some future date be filled. And 
this is just one example among many of a science in which successful research 
has supported (3). 

The foregoing considerations suggest the evidence supporting a claim like 
(3) concerns the natural sciences, and this suggests N-physical events are the 
sort for which it makes sense to endorse something like it. So (3a) is the 
interpretation of (3) best supported by our current knowledge and scientific 
practice. If premise (3) must be understood in natural scientific terms, however, 
premise (2) must not. HTM implies that (2b) is true, and that (2a) is false: 
actions depend on N-physical events, but they are not themselves N-physical.  

So, according to HTM, premise (3) concerns N-physical events, whereas 
premise (2) concerns B-physical events which are not N-physical. This 
equivocation on ‘physical’ would be sufficient by itself to dispose of the 
problem, but HTM implies more. It implies the problem also equivocates on 
the notion of a cause. Two claims are central here: First, causal relations are 
mirrored in language as explanatory relations. Second, psychological 
explanation differs categorically from natural scientific explanation. I’ll 
consider these in reverse order. 

Davidson claimed there was a categorical difference between psychological 
discourse and natural science. According to Davidson psychological and 
natural scientific forms of discourse are governed by different rules for the 
deployment of predicates and terms – rules that differ from each other in a way 
that precludes reductive explanations of human behavior in terms of natural 

 
1 Premise (3) has been called causal closure or causal completeness of the physical domain. 
Whatever the label, it should not be confused with two other claims: the claim that every 
physical event has a physical cause, and the claim that physical events that have causes have 
only physical causes. 
2 Kandel, Eric, et al., Principles of Neural Science, 4th Ed., New York: McGraw-Hill (2000). 



An Anthology of Philosophical Studies 
 
 

 184 

                                                

science. Psychological discourse is reasons-related discourse; psychological 
descriptions conform to a “constitutive principle of rationality” (Ibid, 254). We 
describe psychological beings in a way that aims at accommodating principles 
of rational coherence and consistency. Natural scientific descriptions, on the 
other hand, are not governed by the same concern for rationality. However I 
choose to describe or explain the behavior of falling bodies, for instance, my 
choice does not depend on rendering the falling of those bodies rational. 
Because psychological and natural scientific forms of discourse are governed 
by irreducibly distinct types of principles, it is impossible to provide exhaustive 
explanations for human behavior in purely scientific terms. On Davidson’s 
view, such explanations would require appeal to psychophysical laws, ones 
expressed by statements featuring both psychological and natural scientific 
predicates. But according to Davidson, there can be no such laws. 
Psychological and natural scientific predicates are not “made for one another” 
(Ibid, 218). It is possible to clarify this idea by appeal to van Fraassen’s 
account of explanation.  

Van Fraassen claims that explanations are answers to why-questions.1 A 
natural-language sentence can express numerous diverse why-questions. The 
sentence ‘Why did Adam eat the apple?’ for instance, could express any of the 
following: 

 
Why did Adam eat the apple (as opposed to having eaten something 
else)? 
Why did Adam eat the apple (as opposed to having done something else 
with it)? 
Why did Adam eat the apple (as opposed to someone else having eaten 
it)? 
 

This shows that a why-question always presupposes a contrast class of 
propositions. One of them, the question’s topic (in this case the statement 
‘Adam ate the apple’), is assumed to be true; the rest are assumed to be false. 
In addition, every why-question assumes a certain relevance relation to the 
contrast class. Not just any true statement regarding it can count as an answer 
to the question. This is illustrated by an example van Fraassen adopts and 
adapts from Aristotle: 

 
Suppose a father asks his teenage son, ‘Why is the porch light on?’ and 
the son replies, ‘The porch switch is closed and the electricity is 
reaching the bulb through that switch.’…you are most likely to feel that 
the son is being impudent… because you are most likely to think that 
the sort of answer the father needed was something like: ‘Because we 
are expecting company’. But… imagine a less likely… context: the 
father and son are re-wiring the house and the father, unexpectedly 

 
1 The Scientific Image, Oxford: Clarendon Press (1980), Chapter 5. 
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seeing the porch light on, fears that he has caused a short circuit that 
bypasses the switch (Ibid, 131). 
 

In van Fraassen’s second case, the son’s remark counts as an answer; it is 
relevant to the question; in the first case it is not. 

One way of elaborating Davidson’s idea is to say that why-questions 
concerning intentional actions cannot be answered by natural scientific 
statements because the latter are not relevant to their topics.1 Consider an 
example. Suppose Cecilia is waiting anxiously by the door for Madeleine to 
come downstairs so they can leave in time for an appointment. Upon being told 
Madeleine is writing, she asks, “Why is Madeleine writing (as opposed to 
hurrying down the stairs)?” and receives the following response: 

 
A1. Because neurons n1,…,nn are firing. 
 

This response is clearly irrelevant. What Cecilia wants is a response that makes 
apparent to her the reason Madeleine has chosen to write instead of coming 
downstairs, a response such as 

 
A2. Because she wants to tell Gabriel what Eleanor plans to do. 
 

Consider, by contrast, a context in which Madeleine’s seizures have not 
responded to drug treatment, and the only remaining course of action is 
lobectomy. Her doctors use a new minimally invasive technique for cortical 
mapping: Madeleine wears a cap-like apparatus during her daily activities 
which collects data about her brain states for later examination in conjunction 
with a video record of her activities. When doctors examine the data they 
discover an anomaly: the cortical regions that in most people are active as they 
engage in voluntary leg movements, such as hurrying down stairs, are active in 
Madeleine when she is engaged in voluntary hand movements such as writing. 
“Why is Madeleine writing (as opposed to hurrying down the stairs)?” 
researchers ask. In this context, the team is probably looking for an etiology of 
certain neural structures such as 

 
A3. Because during her development certain neural structures had to be “re-
wired” in certain ways to avoid the damaged sections of cortex. 
 

Whatever the details, they are certainly not looking for a response that reveals 
Madeleine’s reasons for writing. Consequently, the utterance, “Why is 
Madeleine writing (as opposed to hurrying down the stairs)?” seems out of 
place – the wrong way of expressing what is of interest. The performance of 
Madeleine’s action involves psychological, social, and environmental factors, 
but the researchers are not concerned with any of those. They are not really 

 
1 The idea is not new. Consider, for instance, Phaedo 98c-99b: Socrates’ complaint about 
Anaxagoras’s account is not that Anaxagoras gets the physiology of human action wrong, but 
that he assumes a physiological story is relevant to explaining why people act as they do. 
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concerned, then, with Madeleine’s action at all. In this case, a request for 
information has been made that apparently concerns Madeleine’s writing, but 
what it really concerns, the real explanandum is not her action, but the 
physiological mechanisms that enable it to occur. Describing the explanandum 
as an occurrence of ‘writing’ misrepresents what is really at issue. 

The basic idea here is that the natural sciences elucidate only one of the 
conditions that enable action to occur: muscular contractions, membrane 
depolarizations, and the like. They do not and cannot describe and explain 
actions themselves since the latter depend on other conditions besides. Reason-
seeking why-questions, on the other hand, concern psychological conditions. 
The latter are not natural scientific postulates governed by the conceptual rules 
of scientific discourse; they are postulates of vernacular psychology, and for 
that reason are beholden to the constitutive rules of psychological discourse, 
rules that govern the asking and answering of questions, that place constraints 
on what counts as a legitimate question or answer, and that in particular 
prescribe relevance relations which only other psychological statements can 
satisfy. 

I have just sketched an account of psychological explanation which 
distinguishes it from explanation in the natural sciences. Consider now a 
certain type of explanatory realism. It claims that causation is the ontological 
correlate of explanation in something analogous to the way properties are the 
ontological correlates of predicates. On this view, the relation of explanans to 
explanandum mirrors that of cause to effect. Different types of explanation 
correspond to different types of causation, and these differences are revealed in 
various relevance relations that might obtain between a statement and the 
contrast class of the why-question it purports to answer. Arguing for this type 
of explanatory realism is a difficult matter, and would take us beyond the scope 
of this paper. I plan to take it as a working assumption, therefore, in order to 
sketch a hylomorphic solution to the problem of mental causation. 

Van Fraassen’s account of explanation implies that there are many different 
types of explanation. Conjoined with explanatory realism this implies that there 
are also many different types of causes. As N.R. Hanson says in a passage 
quoted by van Fraassen: 

 
There are as many causes of x as there are explanations of x. Consider 
how the cause of death might have been set out by a physician as 
‘multiple haemorrhage’, by the barrister as ‘negligence on the part of 
the driver’, by a carriage-builder as ‘a defect in the brakeblock 
construction’, by a civic planner as ‘the presence of tall shrubbery at 
that turning’ (Ibid, 125). 
 

In each of these cases, understanding how something operates as a cause 
involves understanding how it contributes to an explanation of the effect. The 
prototype for this approach to causation is Aristotle’s four aitiai (194b16-
195a26) which Aristotle identified as those things appeals to which answer the 
question ‘Why?’ or ‘On account of what?’ (dia ti). This type of explanatory 
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realism implies that we can understand mental causation only by understanding 
psychological explanation. 

If psychological explanation is categorically different from natural 
scientific explanation, and explanation mirrors causation, then mental causation 
must be categorically different from physical causation. The foregoing 
considerations suggest, in other words, that there are at least two distinct types 
of causation, call them M-causation and P-causation, which are reflected in 
two distinct types of explanation, psychological and natural scientific. Standard 
approaches to the problem of mental causation have assumed there is only one 
type of causal relation. If there are multiple types of causal relations as I’ve 
suggested, however, the problem of mental causation must equivocate on the 
notion of a cause. Claims (1), (3), and (5) must be reinterpreted. 

According to HTM, then, the problem of mental causation equivocates on 
both the notion of a physical event and the notion of a cause. In statements (3) 
and (4) ‘physical’ is best understood in a narrow sense proper to the natural 
sciences; in statement (2), by contrast, it is best understood in a broader sense. 
When Madeleine is writing, there occurs something describable in natural 
scientific terms; what that something is, however, is not the action, but the 
operation of physiological mechanisms which are related to the action 
organically in empirically-specifiable ways, but which are nevertheless not 
identical to it. Likewise, the notion of causation is ambiguous: mental events 
cause actions, but not in the sense that physical events cause each other. Hence 
there can be no issue of mental and physical causes overdetermining a single 
effect. Physical causation pertains to membrane depolarizations, muscular 
contractions, and the like; mental causation pertains to thought and action. The 
apparent inconsistency among the five claims therefore dissolves. HTM is 
compatible with various, mutually consistent interpretations of (1) - (5):  

 
(1′) Mental events M-cause actions; 
(2b) Actions are B-physical events; 
(3a′) Every N-physical event that has a P-cause has an N-physical P-cause; 
(4′) Mental events are not N-physical events; 

      (5′) Actions do not have multiple P-causes, and they do not have both M-causes 
and distinct P-causes.  

 
According to the proposed solution, then, actions and mental events stand to 
each other in M-causal relations. They are type-distinct from N-physical events 
which stand to each other in P-causal relations. They are nevertheless 
dependent on N-physical events in the organic way described earlier – a type of 
dependence that qualifies actions and mental events as B-physical. Madeleine’s 
action has a mental cause, and although it has no N-physical causes, it and its 
mental cause are strongly dependent in certain ways on N-physical events that 
do have N-physical causes. Hence, the action has a mental cause, as per (1′); 
actions are B-physical events, as per (2b); every caused N-physical event has 
an N-physical cause, as per (3a′); mental events are not N-physical events, as 
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per (4′), and actions do not have overdetermining mental and physical causes, 
as per (5′). HTM can therefore resolve the original inconsistency. 

Before Descartes there were no mind-body problems of the sort now 
forming the stock in trade of philosophy of mind. One possible explanation for 
this is that pre-Cartesian philosophers working in the Aristotelian tradition had 
a different understanding of the mental-physical distinction and the nature of 
causation which was not liable to generating problems of a post-Cartesian sort. 
If so, it might be possible to recover and redeploy parts of that pre-Modern 
conceptual apparatus to resolve contemporary mind-body problems. I have 
argued that at least one such problem can be resolved in this way. 
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hat I want to discuss here is what I would like to call the 
dialectic of the confrontation between the two kinds of 
philosophy. While it may often appear as though we have here a 
fairly straightforward case of argumentation between different 
points of view, the cases I want to focus on are by no means of 

that sort. First of all, however, I have to take care of some terminological 
matters. In my discussion, I emphatically distinguish between realism as a 
philosophy and realism as a general attitude found both in common sense and 
science. This distinction gains special importance in my discussion here, 
because transcendental philosophy, while generally hostile to, and 
contemptuous of, realism in its philosophical form, can be, and often is, very 
tolerant and respectful toward realism as a general human attitude, particularly 
in its scientific form. It often specially announces that it has no intention of 
repudiating it.  

W 

It is well-known that Kant even called himself an empirical realist, a self-
designation which in his mind was perfectly at peace with the transcendental 
idealism he also professed. What he meant, I take it, is that it is an inherent 
feature of the latter to acknowledge the legitimacy of the realist attitude we 
find in science, but we have to realize that the latter does not represent a fully 
philosophical point of view. Only transcendental idealism can be said to be 
genuinely philosophical in nature. 

For another example, Husserl called himself a transcendental idealist, but 
he wrote nonetheless that genuine transcendental philosophy does not dissolve 
the world into fictions and merely subjective appearances, as if to say that our 
scientific thought is based on illusion. His philosophy, he wrote, would not 
dream of taking anything away from the world as we find it in actual 
experience. The objective truth of positive science, we read, remains 
untouched; the independent existence (das An-sich-sein) of the world is an 
undoubted fact. One might even go further and say that, in some of his 
phenomenological descriptions, Husserl actually defends realism against 
subjectivist views. For he shows quite convincingly that phenomenologically 
speaking it is plainly false to say that the mind is imprisoned within its own 
ideas or representations or that an external world can only be a matter of 
inference. Sense perception, according to his well-known formulation, is 
intrinsically an apprehension of a sensible, material, object “in person” or “in 
the flesh”. We should nonetheless carefully note that Husserl does not espouse 
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realism as a philosophical standpoint. For him it is an attitude to be recognized 
and acknowledged as such, but that does not mean that it is to be counted as 
philosophy in the full sense. The realism that is a matter of actual experience 
has to be interpreted, he tells us, but that is the business of transcendental 
philosophy. In other words, the realism inherent in pre-philosophical 
experience cannot be taken as embodying literal philosophical truth, but has to 
be corrected and replaced by a distinctly philosophical interpretation, which, 
according to Husserl, is that of transcendental idealism. In the first volume of 
his Ideas (§ 50), he declares that one does not lose anything as a result of the 
transcendental-phenomenological reduction or epoch, but gained the entirety of 
absolute being.  If one does want to speak of the loss of realism in the 
transcendental turn that is not to be counted as a real loss, since that realism 
would be no more than a mistaken interpretation due to an absence of 
philosophical reflection. 

Heidegger may also be cited in this connection.  He had, on the one hand, 
nothing but contempt for realism as a philosophy, but, on the other, he wrote 
passages that are wonderfully realist in tone. He explicitly endorses Husserl’s 
rejection of the idea that we are imprisoned in our own representations of the 
world. The important metaphor of an open space, introduced in his short 
treatise The Essence of Truth, is intended to suggest a matrix that brings 
together an independent entity and a human presentation of it in a kind of direct 
“realism’. 

He offers the example of a person speaking of a coin on a table nearby. If 
such talk is to be appropriate, fitting, or correct, he seems to want to say, there 
has to be a “ space” within which the coin and the speaker meet, as it were, 
without any obstruction coming between them. The coin on the table presents 
itself to us, and we see it lying just where it is. In short, Heidegger wants to 
say, in refutation of representationalism, that our experience unquestionably 
presents cases when we directly apprehend what we think or speak about. We 
cannot always be shut up within the enclosure of our Vorstellungen. 
Nonetheless, he condemns philosophical realism in very dismissive language. 
In his view, realism does not have any sense of genuinely philosophical 
problems, in particular, ontology. It does not even move within the domain of 
philosophy. 

Although I do not intend to discuss historical texts in detail, I should point 
out that I have primarily continental European philosophy in mind, namely 
Husserl, Heidegger, and Merleau-Ponty. I imply that all three are 
transcendental philosophers, but there are no doubt philosophers in my 
audience who would want to contest that. For a defence as well as detailed 
interpretation I should refer to a book I published as few years ago, entitled 
Phenomenological Epistemology (Oxford University Press, 2000).  No 
discussion of transcendental philosophy can of course fail to reckon with 
Immanuel Kant, the founder of the transcendental tradition. Calling them all 
transcendental philosophy, I should note, does not mean that one overlooks 
important differences, for example, that between Husserl and Heidegger. 
Transcendentalism in philosophy entails the rejection of philosophical realism, 
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but the transcendental context to which the philosopher withdraws after that 
rejection can be variously characterized. The former calls it absolute 
consciousness, but the latter strongly disagreed and designated it as being-in-
the-world. Heidegger’s well-known emphasis on ontology should not mislead 
us. As I have argued elsewhere, his is ontology within the bounds of a 
transcendental philosophy. According to his reading of the Critique of pure 
Reason, Kant’s transcendental method marks the most significant step forward 
in ontology since Plato and Aristotle. 

The distinction between realism as an attitude and as a philosophy has 
special importance in a discussion such as the one I am about to launch into.  
Particularly for the transcendental philosopher it is crucial, because for this 
philosopher the relation with realism is not an incidental matter. For 
transcendental philosophy defines itself by what Husserl called the 
transcendental turn, which requires a philosopher to turn away from the 
direction of inquiry characteristic of science and common sense and that means 
that he is to abandon  realism as a viable philosophy. The transcendental 
philosopher therefore has to make it clear that realism is not a philosophical 
option. What he rejects, it is important to emphasize, is realism as a 
philosophy, not realism as a pre-philosophical attitude. As far as the latter is 
concerned, he emphatically acknowledges its existence and, given the 
assumptions made, he will grant that it is also a justifiable attitude.  

The transcendental philosopher does not want to recommend the 
transcendental turn and the rejection of philosophical realism it entails for 
trivial reasons. As he would have it, the turn is made necessary by very serious 
problems which are frequently articulated by means of words such as 
“abstract”, “one-sided”, “dogmatic”, and “positive”. (I have mostly collected 
these terms from the above-mentioned authors, but nineteenth century idealists 
also used them regularly.) The specifically philosophical meaning any one of 
these terms is intended to carry is often difficult to discern. All are intended to 
indicate the serious problems which, it is alleged, have been ignored or 
overlooked by science and common science and , in particular, the 
philosophical realist.  It is then argued that they can only be addressed by 
performing the turn mentioned above.   

Since Kant, it has been stressed that one major problem to be addressed by 
the transcendental philosopher is that of Humean scepticism. The latter is to be 
refuted and the way to do that is to reject realism. Why? Because he interprets 
scepticism as based on a realist concept of being. According to this 
interpretation, a sceptic is one who holds that, if there were entities of which 
we could have knowledge, they would exist independently of the knowing 
mind. He does not himself believe there exist such entities, but according to his 
concept of them, if they did exist, they would exist in a realist manner. A 
rejection of realism would thus remove the basis for scepticism. Kant himself 
may serve as an example of a philosopher whose rejection of philosophical 
realism had much to do with a desire to get rid of scepticism. His thinking 
seems to have been that, if we get rid of the realist concept of being, we will 
have undermined and therefore defeated scepticism. Besides, he thought he 
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could very well get along without realism. According to his way of thing, there 
are objects all right, but they do not exist independently. 

What about the transcendental criticism expressed in the terms mentioned 
earlier? More particularly, what would the realist say from his distinctive point 
of view? What could he say? Would he feel addressed by the criticism they 
express? It seems to me that this question has to be answered in the negative. 
The criticism has no strength from his point of view. The philosophical realist 
will likely construe most of the terms in question in such a way that they refer 
to cognitive activities familiar enough, both to him and common sense and 
science. A performance such as abstraction, for example, is everywhere at 
work in our intellectual labours. Concepts are always in some ways abstract for 
the simple reason that they leave out of account individual details of what we 
apply them to. Otherwise conceptualization would be useless. “One-sidedness” 
is a term more difficult to consider. Whatever meaning it may have for the 
transcendental philosopher, we might perhaps say that one-sidedness is often 
unavoidable and at times perhaps useful, though it is well for us to be aware of 
it and to take account of it. To proceed now to the others, “dogmatic” have a 
negative connotation and it is generally agreed that it is not good to be 
dogmatic. Talking generally, we all know of cases where the words in question 
could be used to designate shortcomings and defects of one kind or another in 
our performance of cognitive activities. They sometimes call for corrections, 
but we know well enough how to do that and, in any event, they do not involve 
anything as drastic as a transcendental turn.  

What the critic himself means by them, however, is something rather 
different and far more complicated to deal with. He works with a different or 
new epistemology and metaphysics (or ontology). And his criticism of the 
realist finds its ground there. The criteria of knowledge he uses and the 
ontology he presupposes are different, as we know historically best from Hegel 
and his followers. From the transcendental point of view, it will be contended, 
something is “abstract” to the extent that a context or whole that is, in his view, 
required has been omitted or ignored. Concreteness can accordingly only be 
achieved by the restoration of that context. It might be contended that we are 
still fairly close to our common understanding of terms. The transcendentalist, 
however, wants to apply this kind of consideration to the so-called subject-
object dichotomy familiar from traditional epistemology. And this comes out 
importantly in his criticism of philosophical realism. Let us say in a general 
kind of way that we focus on an entity and make it the object of a statement, 
saying what properties belong to it or in what relations it stands to other 
entities, we presumably make a purely objective statement. A purely objective 
statement is made without consideration of the subjective context of belief that 
gives rise to it. If it is true, its object is what the statement said about it, 
altogether independently of the epistemic subject. One would be say that all of 
this is fairly traditional, straightforward and not controversial. 

But what is here then the point of the transcendental critic? What is wrong 
with what we seem to be doing when we make a statement intended to be 
objective?  Does he want to say that what the proposition or statement says is 
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false? Not at all, although that may be so on occasion. Truth or falsity of 
particular statements or propositions is not at all the transcendentalist’s direct 
concern. Does he mean to suggest that the statement is not based on enough 
evidence, that the speaker did not exercise enough care, or that he was hasty? Is 
there something that still needs to be done to make it concrete in the sense 
required? Once again, the answer is No. In short, according to all familiar and 
applicable standards of epistemic appraisal the person who made the statement  
has done all she could and should do. What is she to be criticized for? Curious 
as it may sound, the transcendental criticism applies to the form of her 
statement rather than its content. A statement of the form S is P is criticized as 
being abstract, because it is purely objective in form, which is to say, it simply 
purports to ascribe a property to an entity that exists independently of the 
speaker or knower. The attention of the person who utters the statement is 
focussed on the object the statement is about, but the transcendental 
philosopher holds that something essential has thus been disregarded, namely 
the relation to subjectivity.  

In a certain sense this is of course undeniably true. One could say that a 
person whose intention it is to state what is objectively true thereby abstracts 
from his or her own subjectivity. What this means would have to be further 
clarified, but it seems reasonable to say something like that. An intention to 
make an objective statement no doubt wants to say something that is true quite 
independently of the speaker. But why should that be a matter for criticism? 
We have to assume that the transcendental critic does not want to deny outright 
the legitimacy of objective statements. They are of course characteristic of 
common sense and science. But he will nevertheless abide by his criticism. The 
fact that such a statement leaves the subject out of regard is in his view a 
shortcoming, because he holds that an entity that has become the object of a 
cognitive subject is in actual fact always and essentially related to a subject. 
That is the heart and soul of his philosophical position and his rejection of 
realism. As noted, he will acknowledge the latter as a non-philosophical 
attitude, but refuse to grant it philosophical status. And he will add to his 
criticism of objective thought that by its very nature it is incapable of mending 
its own defects. And that is fundamentally why the critic insists that a 
philosopher has to make the transcendental turn, because that is the only way to 
get rid of this objectionable abstractness. 

The import of the rather unusual and less common term “one-sided” can be 
clarified by means of what I just said. Concentrating on an entity as an object is 
said to be one-sided, since the transcendentalist holds that the relation to a 
subject should also be taken into account. In objective thought, however, the 
subject is left out of consideration, at least to the extent that this is possible. 
Once the defect of one-sidedness has been repaired and subjectivity has entered 
the picture, the situation can be described as two-sided. Now each objective 
proposition is correlated with a subjective one. Clearly, all objective thought is 
in this sense one-sided from the point of view of the transcendental critic. The 
term “dogmatic” originated in Greek philosophy, but its modern use in 
philosophy is primarily due to Kant, who contrasted dogmatic thought with his 
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own transcendental philosophy, which he accordingly honoured with the term 
“critical”. In ordinary usage, being dogmatic suggests something like being 
more confident than one’s circumstances warrant. “Positive” is an adjective 
frequently applied, particularly in German philosophy, to the sciences in 
distinction from philosophy.  What it precisely connotes is usually not easy to 
say. I here take it to be roughly synonymous with the others I mentioned. 
“Naive” is  a term  widely used in ordinary language, generally on occasions 
when we want to speak about a point of view as inferior to our own. We then 
acknowledge it as a point of view, but we clearly do not espouse it ourselves. 
The term is obviously very useful to the transcendental philosopher when he 
wants to speak of realism as an inferior level of knowledge, that is to say, one 
that has not yet undergone a transcendental critique. I know at least one 
passage in Husserl where he uses all of the above terms, as far as I can tell, 
synonymously. Although the expression “naive realism” has been current for a 
long time, it should be clear that one who actually espouses realism as a 
philosophy would want to avoid using it.  

The general tenor of the expressed criticism, it seems to me, is that realism 
and objective thought generally are in need of contextualization. Things have 
to be put back into a context from which they have been removed. In Hegelian 
terms, there is a unitary whole, which he called the absolute that must be 
restored. As noted, the philosophical realist has difficulties understanding and 
appreciating the criticism expressed in these various terms. He is not aware of 
having taken things out of a context in the sense the critic implies. He is of 
course aware of instances of abstractions, such as that whereby a universal is 
said to be abstracted from the particulars that exemplify it, which underlies so 
much of our conceptualizations in science. Such abstraction results in a 
concept, which of course falls short of the concreteness of the individual or 
particular entities. That is to say, the realist fails to appreciate the criticism 
directed at him as indicating genuine problems. You can also put it this way: he 
awaits from the transcendentalist an argument to the effect that they are 
problems. Without that argument he is content to adhere to his own point of 
view, which is after all one shares common sense and science. He therefore 
also fails to see why his point of view should make way for the transcendental 
one, if it is to rank as a genuine philosophy. 

Let us look a bit more deeply into the point of the transcendental 
philosopher’s argument for contextualization. The specific form of 
contextualization we encountered above has to do with the so-called cognitive 
subject-object relation. According to the transcendental philosopher, the object 
is essentially related to the cognitive mind. The philosophical realist, on the 
other hand, holds that while an entity can indeed stand in a relation of object to 
a subject, an entity can very well exist without that relation. In traditional 
terminology, that relation is external to the being of that entity. Since the 
transcendentalist contends that the relation is internal, he views the realist as 
having taken the object out of its natural context and having consequently 
fallen victim to an abstraction that needs to be overcome, a task he has set for 
himself. Viewed as a genuinely philosophical position, it is one-sided and 
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naive, cognitively inferior to the transcendental position. But to push our 
investigation further, why should the cognitive relation of object to subject be 
internal rather than external? The answer we get suggests the so-called problem 
of knowledge. The knowability of an entity becomes a problem, if the exists 
outside the knower. But why should an external relation of a mind to an entity 
be considered an obstacle to the attainment of knowledge? 

According to Kant and Husserl, the distinctive problem that transcendental 
philosophy has set for itself is the problem of knowledge and they 
characterized the latter as the problem of scepticism, that is to say, Hume’s 
problem. Now scepticism constitutes a serious problem, when it becomes 
general or universal. It casts doubt on every claim to knowledge. What interests 
me here in particular is the fact that one of its basic convictions fairly directly 
implies the problem I mentioned a moment ago, namely the problem there is 
supposed to be about external relations. Now scepticism holds that, if we did 
have knowledge, it would be of entities existing independently of the mind. In 
other words, if such an entity were known by a mind, it would sustain an 
external relation to the latter. If that is so, the sceptic is here working with a 
clearly realist concept of being. And just as clearly, a very good way to defeat 
this scepticism is to reject realism and its concept of being and to argue that 
knowledge does not involve such a relation at all.  

I take it that this is what Kant and his followers argued. Because it 
promotes scepticism by providing it with a concept of being, philosophical 
realism must be rejected or, alternatively, downgraded to an inferior, i.e. pre-
philosophical, level of knowledge. According to this transcendental view, 
being an object is not a property accruing to an entity, if it stands in a certain 
relation to a mind, but a conceptual construct of the mind itself, as Kant put it, 
a category of pure reason. Being an object is internally related to the mind. The 
fact that realism would have it otherwise shows, so the transcendentalist thinks, 
that it is naive and that we have to leave it behind, if we are to attain a 
genuinely philosophical point of view. 

Since scepticism so understood it is a problem that besets all the sciences, it 
is clear that it cannot be dealt with by any one of them. For they all assume the 
possibility of knowledge and in fact claim to constitute actual knowledge of a 
specific domain of entities, but they cannot defend themselves against 
scepticism. Philosophical thought therefore has to become transcendental. In 
Husserl’s case I am here thinking in particular of the lectures he held in 1907, 
posthumously published under the title The Idea of Phenomenology. According 
to the transcendental way of thinking, the problems articulated by the above 
mentioned words are basically one problem, namely that of scepticism. 
Heidegger’s reading of the situation is not a different as it sounds. In his 
transcendental-philosophical view the objective thought characteristic of 
common sense and sense (in his language Vorhandenheit) is to be construed as 
objectification and conceptualization of being-in-the-world, rather than reason 
or consciousness. The ontological terminology might be deceiving, but it in 
fact presupposes a transcendental position on Heidegger’s part. For more 
detailed discussion I have to refer to an article of mine, entitled What 
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Happened to Epistemology? which appears in the most recent issue of The 
Review of Metaphysics. 

Let us now shift attention again to the point of view of the realist. What do 
things look like from there? What does she make of the supposed problem the 
transcendentalist raises? Is the externality of the relation of the knower to the 
known also a problem for the realist? I think it is fairly clear that external 
relations are essential to her position, because she holds that entities that are 
known by the mind have existence independently of it. But it is also clear that 
it does not present to her a problem in the sense that she considers it an 
obstacle to knowledge. A philosophical realist is certainly bound to believe that 
she knows there are mind-independent entities and that human beings have at 
least some knowledge of some of them.  It is of course possible to be wrong 
about them, but the so-called things-in-themselves are not, as Kant thought, in 
principle unknowable.  

Is she naive or dogmatic? Only from the point of view of transcendental 
philosophy. What about abstractness or one-sidedness? Let us grant that, in the 
terms of current phraseology, she often focuses on the object, rather than her 
own subjectivity.  What precisely is meant by this talk of turning to the object 
and away from the subject? Does the transcendental philosopher mean to say 
that the realist is a person who is unreflective and ignorant of the mind of the 
knower? I think that the history of philosophy clearly shows otherwise. We 
may very well assume that the philosophical realist has as much 
phenomenological knowledge of things mental as his opponent. Think of 
Thomas Reid. The realist philosopher knows about abstraction, 
conceptualization, and objectification as much as anybody. And she is aware 
that these mental performances are necessary for our knowledge of objects, a 
point very much emphasized by his opponent. She readily admits that concepts, 
for example, are indispensable for knowledge. We would not know something 
to be an F unless we possessed the concept of being an F. However, the realist 
holds that by way of the concepts we have and acquire we get to know entities 
with their properties and relations. 

This last point should be elaborated a bit further. According to the 
transcendentalist, the necessity of certain forms of conceptualization for our 
knowledge shows that the objects we claim to have knowledge of are not 
entities that also exist without being known, but, as Kant would have it, 
phenomenal objects. In that view, the object of knowledge, as we had occasion 
to note earlier, is a construct of the mind. The very notion of an object is a 
concept the mind brings with it to all cognitive situations. And this shows, we 
are told, that the concept of object is imposed upon the given, rather than found 
within it, a priori, not aposteriori. Kant would have it that the concepts of 
substance, causality, and reciprocity are fundamental in the sense that they 
make our experience of objects possible. They are imposed upon the given, I 
said, not found. What I want to say is that, according to this school of thought, 
they are ways of organizing or ordering data, but at the same time alien to 
them. They are not to be thought of as abstracted from particular entities that 
exemplify them in the traditional broadly Aristotelian sense of this term. 
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The philosophical realist, we saw, is perfectly knowledgeable about the 
phenomenology of cognition. She need not at all be blind to the necessity of 
the forms of conceptualization the transcendentalist makes so much of. Yet she 
does not draw the same conclusion.  

She does not conclude that we cannot know the things-in-themselves. To be 
sure, conceptualization and objectification are mental performances, but why 
should we think of them in such a negative way that they conceal  from us 
things as they are? The sceptic has of course led the way for the transcendental 
philosophy, but why should the realist likewise follow that path? The 
transcendentalist’s argument has no cogency for the realist, since it clearly begs 
the decisive question at issue. Alternatively stated, its basic premise is the 
legitimacy of the transcendental turn and the negative assessment of 
philosophical realism entailed by it.  

How shall we characterize the relation between the two? Each exists by 
virtue of denying the status of the other. The one rules out the possibility of the 
other. If there is such a thing as transcendental philosophy, there cannot be a 
distinct philosophy of a realist stripe. A realist philosophy does not tolerate a 
transcendental philosophy that calls it into question and would denigrate it to 
the status of a pre-philosophical attitude. Calling this attitude abstract or one-
sided or whatever does not demonstrate anything, although it does 
characterizes as a defect what can just as well be described more positively. 
One might say that what is at issue between them is the distinction between a 
problem and what is properly metaproblematic. Clearly, the transcendentalist 
sees problems where the realist does not. And the latter holds that she is 
perfectly within her rights not to raise the kinds of problems the 
transcendentalist makes so much of.  

It is difficult to see how the dispute between the two ways of thinking 
might be settled. The controversy seems to be dialectical, at least in some sense 
of the term. By that I mean that each point of view has its integrity according to 
its own definition.  Each has a range of presuppositions, which it does not 
consider problematic but makes free use of. Each also has a certain delineation 
of the problems it wants to consider. But doesn’t everything depends on one’s 
basic point of view, on what you accept as metaproblematic And what is 
metaproblematic is precisely what constitutes one’s point of view. The point of 
view I call transcendentalism wants to justify itself by arguing that in regard to 
knowledge it is a required move, because of the defects it alleges attach to 
philosophical realism. But the only strength the argument has lies in taking the 
transcendental point of view itself for granted. The realist, for his part, does not 
feel the strength of the argument, because he counters with a different 
metaphysics and epistemology.  
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or many philosophers, the no-miracle argument provides the 
most compelling defense of scientific realism. Realists argue that 
realism is vindicated if it can be shown that it constitutes the best 
explanation of the success of scientific theories, and especially 
our most successful current theories. Yet there is often no 

agreement concerning the criterion of success, which has multiple dimensions 
in scientific practice. Realist discussions equivocate between two different 
types of success: (1) predictive success (instrumental reliability, or novel 
prediction) and (2) explanatory success. On the one hand, some realists argue 
that positing the truth, or approximate truth, of successful theories is required 
to explain the fact that they succeed so well in correctly predicting ‘novel’ 
kinds of phenomena either (a) different from those they were designed to 
accommodate and/or (b) unknown at the point when the theories were first 
elaborated.1 Even among realists who give no special weight to ‘novel’ 
predictions, it is still the predictive, instrumental, or empirical success of 
theories that is taken to evoke the need for realist explanation.2  

F 

On the other hand, scientific realists typically hold that the best theories 
posses epistemic virtues such as simplicity, unification, consilience, intuitive 
plausibility, completeness, etc. that enable them to explain many of the 
observable phenomena they predict. Indeed the presence of these explanatory 
virtues in theories is a major component of what makes them better then rivals. 
Many realists hold, that ‘inference-to –the-best explanation’ is the central 
methodological standard through which theories are confirmed by their 
observational implications. Explanatory success is thus central to a theory’s 
confirmation.3 The importance of explanatory success raises two potential 
difficulties for realists: (1) Does the confirmation of scientific realism require 
that it provides the best explanation of theories’ explanatory success, or is the 
explanation of predictive success enough to confirm realism? And (2) Does the 
sort of explanation realists provide for predictive success work for explanatory 
                                                 
1 Psillos, S (1999) Scientific Realism: How Science Tracks Truth, Routledge: London and New 
York. (Hereafter SR) 105 – 108. 
2 Boyd, R (1981) “Scientific Realism and Naturalistic Epistemology”, PSA 1980 Vol. 2, East 
Lansing: Philosophy of Science Association, 612-662; Boyd, R. (1991) “The Current Status of 
Scientific Realism” in R. Boyd, P. Gasper and J.D. Trout (eds.), The Philosophy of Science, 
MIT Press: Cambridge, 195-222. 
3 SR, 171  
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success? I argue that plausible answers to these two questions motivate some 
significant revisions in the statement and defense of ‘inference-to-the-best 
explanation’ (or ‘explanationist’) scientific realism. 

In particular, I argue that in the case of our most successful current theories, 
their truth alone is not sufficient to explain their success (though their truth is 
an essential component of the explanation). A better realist explanation of 
success requires that we include current theories’ epistemic virtues and 
standards of success in the explanation.  

 
 

Is a Theory’s Explanatory Success Part of the Realists’ Explanandum?  
 
Scientific realists ought to be able to explain the explanatory success of a 
theory – the presence in a theory, not just of predictive power, but epistemic 
virtues like simplicity, consilience or unification that enable it to explain many 
observational phenomena. But why should this be the case? After all, such 
epistemic traits of a theory are often referred to as its ‘super-empirical virtues.’ 
As such, they are set against its empirical virtues – the quantity, accuracy, or 
novelty of its predictions. In this vein, the explanatory virtues of a theory can 
be seen as the embodiment of aesthetic or pragmatic interests, easily explained 
in psychological, historical, or sociological terms, not epistemic ones. The 
presence of such virtues in a theory would express the practical aims of its 
designer(s), and not bear on its epistemic status as scientific knowledge. This is 
how constructive empiricists, instrumentalists, and certain realists have 
regarded the super-empirical virtues. This point of view would justify realists’ 
focus on the explanation of a theory’s predictive success alone, in the argument 
for scientific realism.  

But the larger framework of scientific realism provides good reasons to 
embrace a notion of empirical success, which ties it to a theory’s explanatory 
virtues, and does not simply reduce it to predictive success. Consider the way 
realists seek to rebut one of the common arguments against realism: the 
argument from the under-determination of theory by evidence, or observation. 
To set the context, suppose we represent a scientific theory as a hypothetico-
deductive system and its empirical success as a function of its true 
observational implications or predictions. This classical model opens the way 
onto the classical instrumentalist refutation of realism – the under-
determination argument. Scientific theories that make contradictory claims 
about unobservable can imply all and only the same observational 
consequences. Given the possibility of observationally equivalent theories, 
both of which cannot be true, it is unreasonable to take a theory’s observational 
consequences as evidence that the theory is true.  

A powerful realist rejoinder takes the under-determination argument to 
show that observational equivalence is not evidential equivalence.1 The 
presence of explanatory virtues in one theory, and their absence in another 

 
1 SR 162-174  
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establishes that the former is the only one genuinely confirmed by its 
observable consequences, or at least, much better confirmed then the latter 
theory. The epistemic relation of confirmation cannot be reduced to the logical 
relation of a theory (with auxiliaries) to its observational implications. Rather, 
a theory gains confirmation from its observational consequences only if it 
provides the best explanation of these consequences. Thus in the realists’ 
rebuttal of the under-determination argument, a theory’s explanatory virtues 
possess fundamental epistemic importance bearing on its confirmation. For this 
reason, realists ought not to embrace any conception of empirical success that 
detaches it from the very explanatory success required by confirmation and the 
status of a theory as knowledge.  

Thus the presence of explanatory virtues in a theory will constitute 
important dimensions of its empirical success that scientific realists will want 
to explain.1 Additional considerations in the framework of scientific realism 
also support this conclusion. Scientific realists are naturalists who regard 
realism as a scientific hypothesis that ought to succeed on the same standard(s) 
operative generally in scientific inference itself. They identify that standard as 
inference-to-the-best explanation, and seek to justify realism by what it can 
explain, not primarily by what it can predict, or its ‘novel’ predictions (what 
are they?). Explanationist realists are committed to explanatory success as the 
key marker of theoretical knowledge in science, and thus need some (realist) 
explanation of it. Without this explanatory power, realism would lack the very 
completeness, intuitive plausibility and conslience required by good scientific 
theories, according to realists. After all, the constructive empiricist can explain 
the presence of explanatory virtues in a theory in pragmatic terms, as indicated 
above. Realists reject this account and so should have their own, for the sake 
for completeness, if nothing else. Beyond that, consilience and intuitive 
plausibility would justify the demand that realists account for all the 
dimensions of a theory’s success which realists identify. Is it just an accident or 
miracle that some theories with predictive power also posses simplicity, 
consilience, unification, etc.?  

 
 

Explaining the Success of our Best Current Theories 
 
So far I have argued that realists should be able to explain the explanatory 
success of scientific theories. This argument raises the question of whether the 
realist explanation of predictive success works plausibly for the explanation of 
theories’ explanatory success. I focus on realist explanations of the success of 
our best current theories, ones we take to be true. In these cases, does the realist 
explanation of predictive success plausibly extend to explanatory success? Let 
me begin by underscoring the intuitive plausibility of the realists’ explanation 

 
1 Critics of realism often assume that explanatory power is part of the success of theories that 
realists want to explain: Laudan, L. (1981), “A Confrontation of Convergent Realism” 
Philosophy of Science, 48: 19-49; Chang, H. (2003), “Preservative Realism and Its 
Discontents: Revisiting Caloric” Philosophy of Science, 40: 902-912. 
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of a current theory’s predictive success. If we need to explain why a theory like 
plate tectonics succeeds in predicting many different natural kinds of 
phenomena, the realist hypothesis that the theory is true provides a plausible 
causal explanation. It links the underlying causal mechanism posited by the 
theory to the production of the various phenomena it correctly predicts. The 
realist explanation is plausible even if we regard it as incomplete. It is 
incomplete because the explanation fails to include all the auxiliary 
assumptions and conditions that must obtain for the posited causal mechanism 
(e.g. continental drift) to bring about the phenomena successfully predicted by 
the theory.  

On the other hand, the same intuitive plausibility is not evident if we 
employ the realists’ hypothesis to explain a current theory’s explanatory 
success. In this case what needs explanation is why our best current theories 
succeed in meeting high standards of simplicity, unification, consilience, 
completeness, intuitive plausibility, and empirical adequacy. The realist answer 
– because the theories are true – doesn’t seem to explain why they are simple, 
unifying, consilient, plausible, etc. Even if any given current theory is true, 
how or why is the underlying unobservable mechanism or process it posits 
supposed to bring about a theory with just these explanatory virtues. The realist 
is left with the explanatory success of a theory as a miracle.  

But by modifying the terms of the realists’ explanation, we can get a more 
plausible statement of the realists’ argument. Why does a current theory 
succeed so well in producing simple, consilient, and unifying explanations of 
phenomena? Because the truth about nature, or better yet, nature itself, 
possesses the very unity, consilience, simplicity, harmony, etc. projected by the 
theory. When a current theory succeeds in realizing these virtues, the best 
explanation is that the underlying structure of nature exhibits the very 
simplicity, unity, symmetry, or beauty of the theory itself.  

This explanation of a current theory’s explanatory success is well-suited to 
the realist argument. Unlike instrumentalists and empiricists, realists do not 
regard the presence of explanatory virtues in a theory as a mere expression of 
aesthetic preferences or practical interests. On the other hand, some 
philosophers have regarded the unity and symmetry of nature as a 
metaphysical, methodological, or regulative principle of scientific inquiry, 
prior to the concrete results of empirical investigation. Scientific realists will 
not embrace this view. Rather once a current theory succeeds to a high degree 
in realizing demanding standards of simplicity, unification, consilience, etc., 
these standards can be reasonably regarded by scientific realists as well-
confirmed empirical hypotheses concerning the structure of nature itself. By 
this route, we arrive back on familiar realist terrain. It would be a miracle that 
our best current theories succeed so well in actualizing our highest standards of 
simplicity, consilience, unification, etc. were it not the case, or ‘true,’ that 
nature itself is simple, unified, symmetric, in the ways implied by these 
theories.  

My modest enrichment of the no-miracle argument provides the basis for a 
realist explanation of a current theory’s explanatory success. The realist can 
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explain a theory’s predictive success by the hypothesis that it is true, and 
explain its explanatory success by the additional hypothesis that the truth, or 
nature itself, has the very properties (simplicity, unity, etc.) embodied in the 
epistemic virtues that give the theory its explanatory power. In any case, I now 
argue that even with my modification, the truth alone cannot explain the 
explanatory success of scientific theories.  

Consider the realist’s standard of intuitive plausibility, on which 
background knowledge or the structure of other successful current theories, 
favors the explanatory power of one theory over another and excludes some 
theories altogether. To provide a good explanation of a theory’s intuitive 
plausibility, the realist will need a model rich enough to include the wider web 
of well-entrenched scientific beliefs and the logical, conceptual, or 
methodological relations between it and the theory whose plausibility is at 
issue. It is difficult to see how any independent feature of nature, or the truth of 
a theory, could by itself explain its intuitive plausibility, or greater plausibility 
than its rivals. Rather we explain a theory’s intuitive plausibility by showing 
how well its postulated ontology, mathematical structure, explanatory 
concepts, etc. accord with other well establishes theories. Indeed, the same 
considerations apply to the other explanatory virtues of theories. Let us 
imagine, contrary to fact that Newtonian mechanics is true, and we seek to 
provide a realist explanation of its success, in particular its spectacular success 
in achieving explanatory unification. Part of the realist explanation, as I argue 
above, is that nature itself (e.g. the very nature of celestial and terrestrial 
motion) possesses the unity ascribed to it by Newtonian mechanics. But part of 
the explanation requires that we show how and why the theory satisfies the 
realists’ standard of unification so much better than its predecessors and rivals 
in mechanics. Unification refers to the power of a theory to provide a single 
‘unifying’ explanation of very different kinds of phenomena that previously 
require distinct types of explanation. Before Newton, celestial and terrestrial 
bodies are understood to require essentially different sorts of explanation. 
Newton’s laws unified heaven and earth, presumably raising the standard of 
unification for physics and surpassing the explanatory unification of other 
theories at the time. These considerations form an essential part of the 
explanation of the success of Newtonian mechanics. The explanation remains a 
realist one just in case the truth of the theory, and the structure of nature it 
describes, also plays an essential role in the explanation. Empirical success is 
not just a relation between nature and a theory, but also between the theory and 
the epistemic virtues and standards (e.g. unification) which enable it to 
succeed, and to be embraced as a success, by its exponents and scientific 
realists.  

In other words, the success of a theory is not a brute datum, or value-neutral 
observation term. It is a value-laden term, relative to certain standards of 
theory-appraisal. Theories do not come equipped with ready-made instructions 
concerning how their success is to be evaluated. This holds true of predictive 
success (or novel predictions), as well as explanatory success. Typically in 
science, there is some discrepancy, or failure of fit, between a theory’s 
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predictions and the measured values of the observed phenomena. Standards of 
empirical adequacy, reliability and accuracy are required to determine whether 
or not the discrepancy is within the acceptable margin of error, and the 
predictions succeed or fail (confirm or disconfirm the theory). More generally, 
scientific theories typically exhibit a mixture of success and failure. If they 
perfectly realized all the realists’ predictive and explanatory virtues, inquiry 
would cease. Realists rightly stress inference to the ‘best’ explanation; but the 
best, most successful theory can only be identified by balancing successes and 
failures, and the different epistemic virtues at play in them. Newtonian 
mechanics did not explain everything for which Cartesians provided an 
account. Nonetheless, its great explanatory unification, consilience, and 
accuracy more then make up for this modest loss of explanatory power. The 
‘success’ of a theory is a result both of (i) the way the world is, and (ii) the way 
the theory fulfills our highest standard of explanatory and predictive success. 
The best explanation of a current theory’s success will refer both to (1) the 
truth of what the theory says about nature, and (2) the virtues of the theory that 
enable it to meet our highest standards of explanatory and predictive success. 
Presumably, part (2) of the explanation of a current theory’s success will also 
explain why scientists take the theory to be true, and use it as the basis of 
further research. Realists ought not embrace any explanation of a theory’s 
success which makes it a miracle that scientists just happen to believe and 
employ successful theories. Thus, an additional advantage of my version of 
scientific realism is that it can explain a third dimension of success in science: 
a theory’s success in gaining adherents.1  

There is another reason why the truth of a theory should not be taken as the 
complete explanation of its success. True theories are not always successful. 
To the best of our current knowledge, Wegener’s theory of continental drift is 
true when he first proposed it in the early decade of the 20th century.2 To be 
sure, Wegener’s theory could explain the wide variety of geological, 
paleoclimactic, and paleomagnetic phenomena it was designed to explain – for 
example, the shapes of the continents on both sides of the Atlantic, the 
existence of quite similar fossil fauna and flora on both sides of the Atlantic at 
the relevant places in each continent, evidence that the poles have moved, etc. 
Furthermore, the theory’s consilience and explanatory unification made it a 
better theory that its rivals.  

Nonetheless, if we treat the theory in its early form as an empirical success, 
it is hard to explain why a majority of earth scientists rejected it, until after 
1966-1967 when it was embraced by practically all of them. We could explain 

 
1 Some realists explicitly defend realism as the best explanation of the fact that scientists 
choose theories that are empirically successful. For a discussion of this strategy, see Barnes, 
E.C. (2002), “The Miraculous Choice Argument for Realism”, Philosophical Studies III 97-
120 
2 Laudan L. and Laudan R. (1996), “Dominance and the Disunity of Method Solving the 
Problems of Innovation and Consensus” in L. Laudan (ed.), Beyond Positivism and Relativism: 
Theories, Method and Evidence, Westview Press: Boulder and Oxford. I draw on the Laudans’ 
account of continental drift theory but not the epistemological message they take from it.  
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the theory’s lack of success with these earth scientists as a result of 
irrationality, or disciplinary bias within subfields, or professional rivalries. But 
none of these are good or self-sufficient explanations in this case. Rather, they 
rejected drift because the theory so far failed to make any novel predictions and 
explanations. It did not predict and explain any phenomena unknown and 
indeed antecedently improbable when drift theory is first elaborated. In 1966-
1967 drift theory is employed to make two novel and improbable predictions, 
both of which are then confirmed and explained by drift theory (magnetic 
reversals and transform faults). These discoveries make it possible for drift 
theory to realize higher standards of explanatory and predictive success and 
exhibit greater epistemic virtues than what obtains before. Furthermore, the 
theory’s attainment of this level of empirical success is causally linked to its 
practical success in gaining the acceptance of the community of earth 
scientists.  

The explanation of its eventual success needs to include an account of how 
the theory, background knowledge, empirical discoveries, and standards of 
empirical success developed together to the point at which the theory gained 
the powerful epistemic virtues which made it the undisputed best explanation 
in the field. The realist hypothesis that drift theory is true, that nature possesses 
the unity, consilience, simplicity, etc. attributed to it by drift theory, is also 
essential to explain why this theory alone is able to realize the highest 
standards of empirical success in earth science, given everything else known in 
the field. Scientific Realism is thus secure. But by enriching the realists’ 
explanation to include current theories’ epistemic virtues and standards of 
success, we get a much better explanation of their success than what we obtain 
from the hypothesis of truth, taken by itself. This result strengthens the case for 
scientific realism.  
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Morality without Metaphysics: Another 
Look at Hume’s Sentimentalism 

 
 

Brown Charlotte, Illinois Wesleyan University 
 
 

n her article, “The Reality of Moral Distinctions” Rachel Cohon 
takes David Hume to be a player in two debates about meta-ethics.1 
The first is whether Hume has a noncognitivist or a cognitvist 
account of moral judgment. According to Cohon, this debate 
concerns the semantic status of moral evaluations (C 2). Since 

cognitivists think that moral judgments have “cognitive content” they may be 
true or false. Non-cognitivists deny that there is any “cognitive content” in 
virtue of which moral judgments may be said to be true or false. 

I 
The second controversy concerns the metaphysics of moral properties—

whether or not Hume is a realist about “the properties of good or evil”. Realists 
claim that “moral properties…exist independently of human psychological 
reactions to the entities that bear these properties” (C 4). Anti-realists deny this. 
Cohon distinguishes two types of anti-realists: those who claim that moral 
properties are dependent on the psychological reactions of human beings and 
those who claim that moral properties don’t exist at all. 2   

On Cohon’s moral sensing interpretation of Hume’s theory of moral 
judgment, Hume is both a cognitivist and an anti-realist who thinks that moral 
properties depend upon the emotional responses of human beings. She argues 
that it is possible to be both a cognitivist and an anti-realist in this sense, and 
she maintains that there are good textual grounds for reading Hume this way. 
Cohon’s support for both theses relies crucially on various comparisons 
between moral perceptions and sensory perceptions.  

On the moral sensing view, there are two sorts of moral perceptions. 
Corresponding to them are two kinds of moral evaluations: moral impressions, 

                                                 
1 Rachel Cohon, “The Reality of Moral Distinctions” in Donald Ainslie, ed. Hume's Treatise: A 
Critical Guide (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), forthcoming. Further references to 
this article are abbreviated “C” followed by page number inserted parenthetically in text.  
2 Cohon argues that we should keep the two debates separate even though she thinks most 
people link them. “Today ethical non-cognitivism and anti-realism are always thought to go 
together” and it is natural to assume that cognitivism and realism go together (C 3).  But there 
is no logical connection between them. If we define moral realism as the view that moral 
judgments are capable of being true or false and moral realism as the denial of this, 
“cognitivism and anti-realism would straightforwardly contradict each other” (C 4). The upshot 
is that there would be no philosophical space for her moral sensing interpretation of Hume.  
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felt sentiments that are incapable of being true or false; and moral ideas, which 
may be believed and are capable of being true or false. Hume is a cognitivist 
only with respect to moral beliefs.  

On the moral sensing view, “our basic awareness of virtue and vice is by 
direct apprehension by feeling” (C 7). “We grasp good and evil directly, by 
experiencing the sentiments of approval and disapproval” (C 7). Cohon thinks 
Hume follows Francis Hutcheson “in understanding our capacity for moral 
sentiments to be a sense”(C 8). Hutcheson claimed that we possess a moral 
sense that disposes us to feel approbation or disapprobation when we 
contemplate people’s character traits. By a sense he means “any faculty of the 
mind that conveys new impressions into it” (C 8). Thus “we feel a person’s 
virtue or vice, an action’s merit or demerit, in something like the way we feel 
the warmth of the sun on a hot day or the redness of a ripe tomato” (C 8). Both 
my seeing the tomato as red and my evaluating a person’s character trait as 
virtuous are immediate and non-inferential.1  

Cohon next turns to Hume’s analysis of moral belief. On her reading, “we 
come to have moral ideas by (first) feeling the moral properties of persons, 
traits and actions, and then acquiring idea-copies of these impressions” (C 10). 
As with any other impression, moral impressions may be copied, and, once 
copied, they may become sufficiently enlivened to be believed. But in order to 
have moral ideas in the first place, it is necessary to experience the moral 
sentiments. A moral belief, Cohon says, “represents a person, trait or action as 
having a moral property” (C10). Since the imagination is free to separate ideas, 
including moral ideas, and combine them in innumerable ways, some complex 
moral ideas will be false. Her example of a false belief is that abject humility is 
a virtue. 

Cohon believes that Hume endorses what she calls an “agreement theory of 
truth.” On that theory, since ideas have representational content, they may be 
said to agree or disagree with something. In 3.1.1 Hume explicitly says that the 
agreement is between ideas and “the real relations of ideas, or to the real 
existence and matters of fact.” 2 Cohon maintains that in order for moral beliefs 
to be true, they “must agree with some reality,” but it can’t be a reality external 
to the mind (C 13). Hume also denies that moral ideas agree or disagree with 
matters of fact that we infer by reason. Cohon claims that there are, however, 
matters of fact with which “we are acquainted non-inferentially, for example, 
by sense impression.” Cohon thinks the agreement, then, is between ideas and 
some matter of fact that is “mind-dependent.” Just as we can have true ideas of 
such mind-dependent facts as the fact that “fire warms us pleasantly,” we can 

 
1 Cohon is aware that Hume takes the moral sentiments to be impressions of reflection. They 
are thus caused by an impression or more typically by an idea, whereas he doesn’t think that 
sensation are caused by some mental item. He is agnostic about how we come to have 
sensations. She also describes other ways in which the moral sentiments differ from our 
sensations.  
2 David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, edited by L.A. Selby-Bigge, revised by P.H. 
Nidditch (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978), 458. Further references to this work are abbreviated 
“T” followed by page number inserted parenthetically in text.  
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also have true moral ideas of the mind-dependent fact that “people feel 
approval” for a certain sort of trait (14). I don’t see how this fact could be 
normative, but I will not be focusing on this issue. 

So on the moral sensing view, Hume may hold that some moral beliefs are 
true, but only if he is an anti-realist who claims that moral properties are mind-
dependent. Turning to a defense of that thesis, Cohon begins by remarking that 
while she hasn’t said anything as yet about what Hume might think about the 
metaphysics of morals, it would be too quick to conclude that he is neutral with 
respect to the metaphysics of moral properties. He never says virtuousness or   
viciousness are fictions or fallacies, so we are not entitled to conclude that they 
do not exist or that we have no reason to believe in them (C18). Convinced that 
Hume is engaged in metaphysical investigations, Cohon maintains that he has 
“to commit himself to some claims about the nature of good and evil” (19).1  

Cohon claims that there is only one passage that supports her view that 
Hume is an anti-realist who believes that moral properties are mind-dependent. 
That passage is the one in 3.1.1 in which Hume compares moral perceptions 
with sensory perceptions. Hume asserts that moral properties like properties 
such as heat, cold, sounds are not “qualities in objects, but perceptions in the 
mind” (C 21). Cohon argues that one thing Hume can’t mean in saying that 
virtue and vice are “in the mind” is that when I feel disapproval for some other 
person’s bad action, I am vicious. It is not a property of mine. And it can’t be a 
property “in the action,” since Hume rules out that possibility. The only 
remaining option seems to be that it is a relational property where one term is a 
property of the action and the other is a human psychological reaction.2 Cohon 
reminds us that “relational properties can be of an action without being in the 
action” (C 21).   For example, “an action can have the property of “being done 
before dinner,” yet that property is not in the action (say, of murder)” (C 21).  

We need to be clear about what we mean in saying that something is 
“mind-independent” or “mind-dependent.” Hume clearly denies that there are 
mind-independent entities, facts or properties when these are conceived as 
existing over and above our perceptions. Hume’s rationalist opponent, Samuel 
Clarke, was the first in a long line to defend moral realism in this sense. On 
Clarke’s view, reason is able to grasp a mind-independent normative order that 
is ‘out there’. Hume, however, denies that we have access to anything but ideas 
and impressions, so he thinks that the sort of rationalism Clarke articulated 
isn’t merely false. It is incoherent. For Hume, it is incoherent to think that there 
is anything that goes beyond the bounds of sense.  

 
1 In fact, Cohon’s title for the section of her article in which she argues that Hume is an anti-
realist is entitled, “Metaphysical Commitments in Treatise 3.1.12” (C 18).  
2 Cohon realizes that many will find her use of the passage in which Hume compares moral and 
sensory qualities unhelpful, since what Hume has to say about the modern thesis concerning 
sensory qualities in 1.4.4. is subject to an “intense” interpretive controversy. To look for help 
in 1.4.4 about morality is looking for “light where there is great darkness”. She circumvents the 
interpretive controversy arguing that there are only three positions Hume could accept about 
the modern thesis and that all of them are compatible with her anti-realist interpretation of 
Hume. 
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Cohon may think there is some other way of understanding “mind-
independent” and “mind-dependent”. Perhaps she means that we may make a 
distinction within the world constructed of our perceptions between entities, 
facts or properties that are mind-independent and those that are mind-
dependent. For example, some Hume scholars have argued that on Hume’s 
view our complex idea of a body (which isn’t independent of our impressions) 
includes ideas of both primary and secondary qualities. Primary qualities are 
thought of as outside the mind, while secondary qualities are mind-dependent. 

Notice that on Cohon’s moral sensing interpretation, Hume’s sentimentalist 
account of morality is construed as primarily a matter of knowledge—how we 
know, grasp or become acquainted with moral properties. Thus she says that 
Book 3, Part I of the Treatise should be read as “an epistemology of value: how 
we become aware of moral properties” (C 6). The guiding question, according 
to her, is: “How do we become aware of, or discriminate between vice and 
virtue? How do we ‘discover” or “discern” their difference” (C 6)? On her 
reading, Hume’s answer is that our awareness of moral properties is by “direct 
apprehension by feeling”, that is, by directly experiencing the moral 
sentiments. Evaluating someone as virtuous is as immediate and non-inferential 
as feeling the warmth of the sun. Hume characterizes our capacity to 
“apprehend by feeling” as a sense. 

Cohon insists that, on Hume’s view, in order for moral ideas to be true or 
false they must agree or disagree with some “reality”. To this extent I think that 
the view that Cohon attributes to Hume is the same as that of the rationalists 
that Hume opposes. Let me explain. Samuel Clarke’s successor, Richard Price, 
thought of obligation as being itself a property of action—a kind of 
indefinable, non-natural property. Although Clarke’s realism isn’t as 
straightforward, it is clear that he maintains that there are normative facts or 
entities over and above our perceptions. He believes that each kind of thing has 
a nature or essence that we are able to grasp directly and immediately by means 
of reason alone. The different natures of things determine the eternal and 
necessary relations in which different things stand to one another, which in turn 
make certain actions fit or unfit to be done. For example, since God is infinitely 
superior to us, it is fitting that we should worship him.1 Clarke frequently 
compares moral truths with mathematical truths.2 Moral ideas are capable of 
being true or false precisely because they describe or refer to normative facts or 
entities. On his view, there may be true or false representations of the 
“normative” part of the world.  

Morality, on the rationalist picture, is conceived as being a matter of 
knowing, discovering or finding out about the special part of the world that 
contains normative facts or entities. The knowing, discovering and finding 
requires a “special” faculty: reason allows us to immediately and non-
inferentially intuit what is fit and unfit to be done. But, on Cohon’s 

 
1 Samuel Clarke, ‘A Discourse concerning the Unchangeable Obligations of Natural Religion, 
and the Truth and Certainty of Christian Revelation’, selections in D.D  Raphael, ed. British 
Moralists,  1650-1800 (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1991), vol. I, 192-193. 
2 Clarke, in Raphael, 201. 
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interpretation of Hume, morality is equally a matter of knowing, finding, or 
becoming acquainted with a moral “reality”. In her terms, it is a matter of being 
non-inferentially acquainted with facts that are mind-dependent rather than 
mind-independent; otherwise the views are the same. Just as the rationalist 
thinks that we grasp normative entities or facts by a special kind of rational 
intuition, Cohon thinks that, on Hume’s view, we become acquainted with the 
mind-dependent facts by means of a special faculty—a moral sense. The only 
difference between Clarke’s realism and Cohon’s anti-realist reading of Hume 
is that “facts” are no longer thought of as wholly “mind-independent”. They 
have been moved, so to speak, partly inside our minds since they are dependent 
on our experiencing approval and disapproval. But the question for both 
Clarke’s and Cohon’s Hume is “how do we know, find or become acquainted 
with a moral reality?”  

Although I agree that in 3.1.1 Hume sounds like he is asking the question 
“how do we know?”, when we turn to his presentation of sentimentalism in 
3.3.1, the question is no longer about how we know, discover or become 
acquainted with virtue and vice. The question, for him, is why we are moral 
creatures who evaluate people in terms of a set of common, impersonal 
sentiments. Hume answers this question by appealing to features of our 
psychological makeup that pressure us to form a set of common, impersonal 
sentiments.  

Hume mentions several reasons why we form a set of common sentiments, 
but for many of Hume’s readers, none of these explanations work.1 Although 
Hume’s explicit answers don’t work, there are resources within his theory to 
answer this question. Here I only provide the barest of sketches. Hume thinks 
there are two features of our psychological makeup that pressure us to form a 
set of common, impersonal sentiments, both of which spring from our 
sympathetic nature. Hume explains our capacity to feel approval and 
disapproval in terms of sympathy. Sympathy, on his view, enables us to have 
impersonal as opposed to self-interested sentiments about anyone, even 
impersonal sentiments about strangers on behalf of strangers. For example, if I 
see a bully beating up a vulnerable victim, I respond sympathetically to the 
victim’s pains, even though both the bully and victim are strangers. My 
sympathetic response causes me to hate the victim. In this case, I have 
impersonal sentiments about one stranger, the bully, on behalf of another 
stranger, the victim. In a similar way, if I see a benefactor giving aid and solace 
to a victim, my sympathetic nature causes me to love him, even if both are 
strangers.  

Hume explains sympathy in terms of the associative principles of 
resemblance, contiguity and causality. Although we have the capacity to 
respond sympathetically to anyone, from any place or time, our sentiments will 
vary with variations in the associative principles.  Our sentiments will vary the 

 
1 For the most complete discussion of this issue see Christine Korsgaard’s “The General Point 
of View: Love and Moral Approval in Hume’s Ethics”, Hume Studies, vol. XXV, 
April/November 1999. The solution I sketch in part follows Korsgaard’s reading. 
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more those with whom we sympathize resemble us in specific ways, live in the 
same place and time as we do or if they are our relatives. The more we 
resemble someone or are related by contiguity or causality, the stronger our 
sympathetic reactions (T 318).1  

Sympathy, however, also pressures us to form a set of common sentiments. 
On Hume’s account of sympathy, we literally catch the sentiments and even 
opinions of others—especially the sentiments and opinions of those with whom 
we regularly associate. This makes it likely that we will experience conflict or 
opposition. To use Hume’s own examples, people who are proud are most 
shocked with contempt, though they do not most readily assent to it; ‘tis 
because of the opposition betwixt the passion, which is natural to them, and 
that received by sympathy. A violent lover in like manner is very displeased 
when you blame and condemn his love; though ‘this evident that your 
opposition can have no influence, but by…his sympathy with you (T 324). 

The esteem the proud person naturally feels for himself clashes with the 
contempt he catches from other people by means of sympathy. The same thing 
happens with the violent lover. The love he naturally feels for his beloved 
clashes with the blame and contempt he catches from you.  

Hume thinks that, along with many other animals, we are by nature deeply 
social creatures. Not only do we have an “ardent desire of society”, we are also 
the most “fitted for it”. “A perfect solitude is perhaps the greatest punishment” 
(T 363). Since we live our lives in the company of one another and are also 
sympathetic, we will catch the sentiments and opinions of those with whom we 
regularly interact. Since there are bound to be variations in our sympathetic 
reactions, our natural feelings and those we inherit by means of sympathy are 
likely to be in opposition. You may hate the person I love or we may both love 
someone but in very different degrees. The experience of conflict and 
opposition pressures us to form a set of common, impersonal sentiments about 
people. Hume describes in some detail two ways in which we regulate 
sympathy and thus arrive at a “common” point of view from which we may 
survey people.2 But we are already in a position to see the outlines of Hume’s 
answer to the question of why we are moral creatures who evaluate one another 
in terms of a set of common sentiments. We are moral beings because of our 
psychological makeup, in particular, because of our nature as sympathetic and 
social creatures. 

My point is that at least by 3.3.1, sentimentalism, in Hume’s hands, is no 
longer an alternative view about how we know, find or become acquainted 
with moral properties, whether conceived as mind-independent or mind-
dependent. It is a view about why we are moral beings who assess one another 
in terms of a set of common sentiments. His answer to that question has 
nothing to do with metaphysics or how we know anything. 

 
1 For a fuller discussion of sympathy see my ”Hume Against Moral Rationalism and the 
General Point of View”, in A Companion to Hume, (Oxford: Blackwell, forthcoming). 
2 For a discussion of this see my “From Spectator to Agent: Hume’s Theory of Obligation” 
Hume Studies, May 1994.  
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Hume, however, distances himself from the question “how we know?” in 
stages. Since Hume rejects Clarke’s moral realism as incoherent, he transforms 
the debate between rationalism and sentimentalism into a debate about whether 
our ability to discover or make moral distinctions rests on impressions or ideas. 
He begins his attack on moral rationalism by reminding us that engaging in any 
type of mental activity—seeing, judging, thinking or loving—is to have some 
perception before the mind. Similarly, “to approve of one character, to 
condemn another, are only so many different perceptions” (T 456). The debate 
between rationalism and sentimentalism about the origin of moral concepts 
becomes the question of 

Whether ‘tis by means of our ideas or impressions we distinguish betwixt 
vice and virtue, and pronounce an action blameable or praise-worthy (T456)?  

Hume puts Clarke in the group that claims that moral concepts are based on 
certain abstract relations of ideas that we are able to intuit immediately by 
reason alone. He puts William Wollaston in the group that thinks that moral 
ideas give rise to false beliefs about matters of fact. Thus Hume’s first step is to 
restructure the debate with his rationalist opponents.  

Hume then argues against Clarke’s and Wollaston’s versions of rationalism. 
His question here can’t be whether there are mind-independent properties that 
exist over and above our perceptions. Rather his question is whether either of 
the two versions of rationalism is correct or whether sentimentalism is correct. 
Hume is following Hutcheson in the way he restructures the debate between 
rationalism and sentimentalism.1 In his Illustrations on the Moral Sense, 
Hutcheson is primarily concerned with the question of knowledge—how we 
are able to perceive the distinction between good and evil, and, like Hume, his 
primary targets are Clarke and Wollaston.2 He argues that reason by itself 
never gives rise to new ideas, since reason’s operations are confined to 
examining ideas originally given to us by our senses in order to discover the 
relations between them. By itself, reason can never produce the ideas of right 
or wrong.  

Hutcheson claims that, in addition to our other senses, we possess a moral 
sense. It is in virtue of the fact that we possess a moral sense that we are able to 
perceive the distinction between what is morally good and bad. But Hutcheson 
thinks that our capacity to feel approval in response to benevolence is 
“original”: it can’t be explained in terms of principles of human nature. God 
simply implanted the moral sense in us. For Hutcheson, what makes us moral 
creatures is our capacity to make moral distinctions. If we ask why we are 
moral creatures, his answer is simply that God made us that way.  

In the very next section, 3.1.2, Hume takes another step away from the 
conception of morality as a matter of knowledge. Although Hume’s title for 
3.1.2 is “Moral distinctions deriv’d from a moral sense” when he turns to the 

 
1 For a subtle analysis of how Hume departs from Hutcheson see Stephen Darwall’s “Hume 
and the Invention of Utilitarianism” in M.A. Stewart and John P. Wright, eds. Hume and 
Hume’s Connexion’s, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1994).  
2 Francis Hutcheson, "Illustrations on the Moral Sense", selections in D.D  Raphael, ed. British 
Moralists, 1650-1800, (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1991). 
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question about the causes of the sentiments of approval and disapproval, he 
sharply criticizes Hutcheson for claiming that we possess a moral sense which 
can’t be explained in terms of more fundamental principles of human nature. 
He says that it is “absurd to imagine, that in every particular instance, these 
sentiments are produc’d by an original quality and primary constitution” (T 
472). Hutcheson’s idea of an “original” moral sense is in conflict with Hume’s 
naturalistic aims. Both Hume’s explanation of why we are moral beings and his 
explanation of the origin of moral sentiments are naturalistic. 

On Hume’s view, what makes people’s characters traits good or bad are our 
reflective, second-order sentiments of approval and disapproval. He explains 
our capacity to feel approval and disapproval in term of sympathy, and 
explains sympathy in terms of the same associative principles that explain our 
ability to engage in causal reasoning. Sympathy is a deep-seated principle in 
us. Without sympathy, along with the associative principles that cause it, we 
would be unimaginably different from what we are. 

Not only is our capacity to morally assess one another in terms of a set of 
common sentiments natural, but Hume also thinks his explanation shows that it 
is inevitable that we have moral concepts. This is because the human mind 
works essentially in terms of the associative principles. As “gentle forces” 
there is a tendency for certain ideas or passions to follow one another. The 
association of ideas and passions is immediate and unreflective, something that 
happens to us. On Hume’s account, it is inevitable that we come to feel 
approval and disapproval and have moral ideas. 1 

When Hume asks the question about how we discover or make moral 
distinctions, we need to remember that the context is a polemical one. Once he 
thinks he has settled the debate in favor of sentimentalism, he replaces it with 
the question about why we are moral creatures who evaluate people in terms of 
a set of common impersonal sentiments. Not only does Hume reject 
Hutcheson’s answer to that question, but also in the course of explaining why 
we are moral beings, Hutcheson’s idea of a moral sense disappears from the 
Treatise. To borrow a saying from Wittgenstein, after settling the debate with 
the moral rationalists, Hume throws the ladder away. 

Cohon claims that the only passage that supports her thesis that Hume is an 
anti-realist who thinks that moral properties are mind-dependent is the passage 
in 3.1.1 in which Hume says that virtue and vice like colors, sounds and smells 
are “in the mind”. But this passage, I believe, has nothing to do with 
metaphysics. Before turning to my reading of the passage, we need to see why 
moral rationalists were driven to defend moral realism. 

Clarke defends moral realism in response to what he took to be Thomas 
Hobbes’ skeptical attack on morality. Hobbes had argued that there is no such 
thing as right or wrong in the state of nature prior to a social contract. Clarke 
takes that to mean that rightness is the result of a convention, and thus that it is 

 
1 Hume argues that such practices as justice and promises are “artificial”, but he makes it clear 
that they are not mere inventions. On his view, they are solutions to problems that we face and 
thus are inevitable as long as we have those problems. 
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a mere invention, something not real.1 Some years later, Mandeville went on to 
argue that morality is just that —a mere invention. Clever and power-hungry 
politicians created the ideas of virtue and vice, along with the desire to be 
virtuous, in order to subdue and control selfish human beings.  

The problem, as Clarke sees it, is that Hobbes’ explanation of the origin of 
moral ideas undermines our commitment to morality. For why should we do 
what is right —especially when doing so is difficult— if rightness is a mere 
invention? Clarke thought that the only way to respond to skeptical threats is to 
“prove and establish the eternal difference of good and evil” a task he would 
not have had to undertake had there not appeared certain men, as Mr. Hobbes, 
and … others, who have presumed … to assert that there is no such difference 
originally, necessarily and absolutely in the nature of things….2  

The only way to defend morality, Clarke thinks, is to ground it in the 
“nature” of things. Good and evil really do exist as part of the furniture of the 
universe.   

The rationalist, John Balguy, who also defends moral realism, brought a 
similar criticism against Hutcheson’s idea of an original moral sense.3 If the 
moral sense is something that God merely implanted in us, God could have 
constituted our moral sense differently, making us approve of malice and 
cruelty and then these acts would be right. Either actions are intrinsically right 
or rightness is arbitrary and so not real. Balguy concludes that rightness no 
more depends on a moral sense than on a social agreement. There must be 
something in actions absolutely right antecedent to affections and social 
contracts. Morality needs to be grounded in the nature of things, if it is to be 
real. 

There were thus two debates during the 18th century about the “reality of 
moral distinctions”. The first is the metaphysical debate about whether there 
are mind-independent moral entities, facts or properties existing over and 
above our perceptions. The second is the debate initiated by Hobbes, as his 
contemporaries read him and Mandeville about whether morality is a mere 
invention. Clarke quite purposefully links these two debates. While Hume 
rejects the first debate as incoherent, he joins in the second.  

Replacing the question of how we know with the question of why we are 
moral creatures gives Hume the advantage of being able to secure the “reality” 
of morality without any metaphysical commitments. As we saw, both Hume’s 
explanation of how the moral sentiments arise in us and his explanation of why 
we assess one another in terms of a set of common, impersonal sentiments 
appeal to our nature as sympathetic and social creatures. In the concluding 
section of the Treatise, Hume describes his account of morality as having an 

 
1 Hobbes also argued that moral laws spring from the will of a sovereign who has the power to 
impose sanctions on us. Clarke thinks this reduces obligation to being compelled. The 
sovereign lays down the law for us because he has the power to force us to obey. There isn’t 
really obligation, just compulsion. This seems to Clarke to be a reductive account of obligation.  
2 Clarke in Raphael, 194.  
3 John Balguy, ‘The Foundations of Moral Goodness’, selections in D.D  Raphael, ed. British 
Moralists, 1650-1800 (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1991), vol. I, 390-391.  
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advantage over Clarke’s and Hutcheson’s. He remarks that “all lovers of 
virtue” must be pleased to see the distinction between virtue and vice traced to 
such a noble source as sympathy. He thinks “it requires but very little 
knowledge of human affairs to perceive, that a sense of morals is a principle 
inherent in the soul” (T 619). He continues by saying that 

 
This sense must certainly acquire new force, when reflecting on itself, it 
approves of those principles, from which it is derived, and finds nothing 
but what is great and good in its rise and origin. Those who resolve the 
sense of morals into original instincts of the human mind, may defend 
the cause of virtue with sufficient authority (Hutcheson); but want the 
advantage, which those possess who account for that sense by an 
extensive sympathy with mankind (Hume) According to the latter 
system, not only virtue must be approved of, but also the sense of 
virtue: And not only that sense, but also the principles from whence it is 
derived. So nothing is presented on any side, but what is laudable and 
good (T 619). 
 

When we reflect on the origins of the moral sentiments and come to understand 
their basis in our sympathetic and social nature, we have no reason to want to 
reject our nature as moral creatures. We come to accept the moral sentiments 
along with the deep and fundamental principles of human nature in which it is 
rooted. Hume’s explanation of morality is one that sustains our commitment to 
it.  

In asking whether we have any reason to reject our nature as moral 
creatures, Hume aligns himself more with Shaftesbury than with Hutcheson. 
For Shaftesbury, the question is whether the moral life is the best life for an 
agent. He thinks not only that his account of virtue shows that we have no 
reason to want to be different, but also that that reason would survive 
skepticism about the external world.1  

Hume makes the same point about the “reality” of morality more locally in 
the 3.1.1 passage.  He wants to reassure us that even though virtue and vice are 
“in the mind”, morality will still matter to us.2 He goes on to say that the 
discovery that virtue and vice, like colors, sounds, and smells are “in the mind” 

 
1 Anthony Ashley Cooper, ‘Third Earl of Shaftesbury, An Inquiry Concerning Virtue or Merit’, 
selections in D.D  Raphael, ed. British Moralists, 1650-1800 (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing 
Company, 1991), vol. I, 187.  
2 There are other problems with Cohon’s use of this passage to support her thesis that Hume is 
an anti-realist. There is controversy about what Hume means to be endorsing in that passage. 
For example, Pall Ardal in his Passion and Value in Hume’s Treatise (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 1989) takes the comparison to be an ad hominem against John Locke. 
Blackburn in his article, “Hume on the Mezzanine Level”, Hume Studies, XIX, November 
1993 argues we shouldn’t put too much weight on the comparison. Stroud in his Hume 
(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1977) uses this passage to support a projectivist reading 
of Hume, so it doesn’t provide support for her reading as opposed to other non-realist 
possibilities.  
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doesn’t mean they aren’t “real” in a sense that is deleterious to “practice” or 
moral conduct. He continues by saying that 

 
Nothing can be more real, or concern us more, than our own sentiments 
of pleasure and uneasiness; and if these be favorable to virtue and, 
unfavorable to vice, no more can be requisite to the regulation of our 
conduct and behavior. (T 469)  
 

Hume provides the same reassurance in his essay, “The Sceptic” where he 
makes a similar comparison. He says that the fact that virtue and vice don’t lie 
in the mind “takes off no more from the reality of” them than from colors and 
sounds and that it shouldn’t “give any umbrage either to critics or moralists. 
“Though colours were allowed to lie only in the eye, would dyers or painters 
be less regarded or esteemed”.1 The fact that virtue and vice are “in the mind” 
doesn’t mean they somehow stop being “real”. Hume’s point in saying this is 
to reassure us that our commitment to morality won’t be undermined.  

I have argued that although Hume in 3.1.1 sounds like he thinks the primary 
question in moral philosophy is “how we know?” he moves away from that 
question bit by bit. The context in which Hume asks the question “how do we 
know?” is a polemical one. He thinks that the rationalist view that reason 
enables us to grasp mind-independent properties is incoherent, so he follows 
Hutcheson in reconfiguring the debate between rationalism and sentimentalist 
as a debate about whether we make moral distinctions by means of sentiments 
or ideas. But by 3.1.2 Hume is already distancing himself from Hutcheson. By 
3.3.1 he has moved toward a conception of morality in which the question is 
why we are moral beings who evaluate people in terms of a set of common 
sentiments. He answers that question by appealing to our nature as social and 
sympathetic creatures. In the conclusion to his Treatise, he asks whether we 
have any reason to regret our moral nature or the principles that explain why 
we are moral. Hume argues that when we reflect on the moral sentiments and 
come to understand their basis in our sympathetic and social nature, we 
approve. What sustains our commitment to morality, on Hume’s view, has 
nothing to do with metaphysics. As creatures able to reflect on our sympathetic 
and social nature and the principles giving rise to it, we sustain our 
commitment to morality.  

 
1 David Hume, Essays Moral and Political and Literary, Eugene E. Miller, ed. (Indianapolis: 
Liberty Classics, 1987), 166.  
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n general, it seems to me, people think it quite normal or natural to 
speak of the ethics of particular religions. The practitioners of 
particular religions frequently talk about the ethics of those 
religions, e.g., Christian ethics, or Buddhist ethics, or Jewish ethics, 
or Islamic ethics. I believe that usually people ask some kind of 

question like: What should I, as a good Christian, Buddhist, Jew, or Muslim, do 
in a particular set of circumstances? But it is not just practitioners who speak of 
religious ethics. Scholars have written numerous books on the ethics of 
individual religions, books that discuss particular ethical problems as well as 
books that attempt to describe some kind of ethical system for a particular 
religion.1 

I 
I have no problem with the fact that people use the language of religious 

ethics regularly, but it seems to me that such talk introduces into the larger 
discussion of morality a form of relativism. That is, if we can talk about 
Christian ethics, can we not then talk about Jewish ethics, or Buddhist ethics, 
or Islamic ethics? And, if we can talk about the ethics of particular religions, 
can we not then also talk about the ethics of other groups or organizations? If 
we talk about Islamic ethics, can we not then talk about the ethics of political 
liberals or conservatives, the ethics of fascists or neo-Nazis, the ethics of 
women or men or children, the ethics of one tribe or another tribe? 

The problem posed by the proliferation of different ethics is the old 
problem of cultural relativism, except that the cultures involved are determined 
by adherence to some religious, political, or social perspective, rather than 
determined by geographical boundaries. The problem, nevertheless, remains 
the same: If each of the ethics is “as good as”, or “as correct as”, or “as 
justified as” any of the other ethics, then we will not be able to say that what 
anyone else does is “really” wrong—it will be wrong only from the ethical 
perspective that we have adopted or the perspective of our religion or group. 

                                                 
1 See for example, Understanding Jewish Ethics, Richard Freund (The Edwin Mellen press, 
1990); Christian Ethics: An Introduction through History & Current Issues, by Denise Lardner 
Carmody and John Tully Carmody (Prentice Hall, 1993); Christian Ethics and Moral 
Philosophy, by George F. Thomas (Charles Scribner's Sons, 1955); Indian Ethics:  Classical 
Traditions and Contemporary Challenges, edited by Purushottama Bilimoria, et. al. (Ashgate 
Press, forthcoming), and Journal of Buddhist Ethics (http://jbe.la.psu.edu). 
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Given this kind of relativism, Christians cannot say that what Muslims do is 
wrong, and Muslims cannot say that what Christians do is wrong. Roman 
Catholics cannot say that what Protestants do is wrong, and vice versa. Indeed, 
once we have introduced relativism into our discussion of moral issues, we 
cannot say that what extremists do is wrong, whatever their political 
persuasion, or we cannot say that what one tribe does is wrong or that what a 
dictator does is wrong, and so on. This kind of relativism is seriously damaging 
just because it denies us the opportunity to say that something is wrong 
independently of the religious, political, social, or tribal organization to which 
an individual belongs. Anything goes, as long as you belong to the group that 
favors or accepts as morally permissible the “anything”. To put this another 
way, we cannot say that slavery, terrorism, torture, apartheid, or even genocide 
is wrong for those groups that have adopted slavery, terrorism, torture, 
apartheid, or genocide as ethical behavior. 

We might claim, of course, that ours is the true religion, political cause, or 
social arrangement, and so our ethics apply to everyone else, regardless of what 
they believe.  But this move seems merely to move the discussion from what 
ethics apply to all human beings to what religion (political view or social 
arrangement) applies to all human beings. That is, we now face the problem of 
what religion is the one true religion (or political view or social arrangement). 
The task of showing that there is one true religion or one true political 
perspective or one true social arrangement, seems to me to be a more difficult 
task than showing that there is “one true” ethics or one ethical scheme that 
applies to all human beings. This is especially true in the case of religion, 
where belief in one’s religion is often a matter of faith and not a matter of 
reason—the result being that you cannot “show” (i.e., give reasons for 
believing) that one religion is true and that others are false. 

In what follows, I want to examine several possible meanings for the phrase 
“the ethics of religion X” to see whether or not the phrase really does introduce 
cultural relativism into our discussion of moral issues and problems. Or, to put 
this another way, is there an interpretation of the phrase “the ethics of religion 
X” that allows the ethics of religion X to differ from the ethics of other 
religions, without introducing the problem of cultural relativism? 

My conclusion is that I have not yet found an interpretation of the phrase, 
“the ethics of religion X” that does not introduce cultural relativism into our 
discussion of moral issues and problems. Introducing the language of religious 
ethics into our discussion of morality introduces the very kind of relativism that 
prevents us from solving moral problems by appeal to some standard that rises 
above the ethics of particular religions and other groups. If we cannot appeal to 
ethical standards for all human beings, standards that make slavery, torture, 
terrorism, apartheid, and genocide wrong for everyone, we will live in a very 
dangerous world indeed, a world where “might makes right.” 

The first possibility is to say that “the ethics of religion X” means “the rules 
that members of religion X are to follow in living their lives”. These rules may 
be something as concrete as the Ten Commandments, or as abstract as “turn the 
other cheek” or “love thy neighbor as thyself”. These rules may be as concrete 
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as “blow up this bus with dynamite” or as general as “kill all infidels”. These 
rules may be as specific as “forgive Bob”, or as abstract as “love thy enemy”. 
In any of these cases, however, the interpretation of religious ethics remains the 
same, namely, “the rules that members of a particular religion are supposed to 
follow”.1 

Unfortunately, this first possibility does not seem to be very promising. If 
Christian ethics are the rules that Christians are supposed to follow (however 
those rules may be determined), then Islamic ethics will be the rules that 
Muslims are to follow and Buddhist ethics will be the rules that Buddhists are 
supposed to follow, and so on.2 While this interpretation does leave us with 
different rules for different religions, it does not seem to solve the problem of 
relativism. That is, if the rules of Christians conflict with the rules of Muslims 
or Jews or Buddhists, we have no way of deciding which of the rules we should 
follow. Since we are limited to the ethics of particular groups (religions), there 
is nothing over and above those ethics to which we can turn to resolve conflicts 
between the rules of one religion and the rules of another religion.  

Some people might argue that the rules of different religions are really quite 
similar. But, in some religions you are told to kill your enemies and those 
enemies might include people of other faiths.3 And in other religions you are 
told to convert people of other faiths (“all nations”) to your own.4 It is just this 
kind of conflict between religions that creates the problem for religious 
relativism—there is nothing to which we can appeal to show, for example, that 
killing members of other religions is wrong.  

A second possible interpretation is that “the ethics of religion X” are the 
rules that members of religion X are to follow over and above the moral rules 
that apply to everyone. Praying at particular times on five separate occasions 
each day may be a rule that prescribes behavior for Muslims. Eating fish (or 
not eating meat) on Friday may be a rule that prescribes behavior for Roman 
Catholics or, at least, it used to prescribe such behavior. Do not eat pork may 
be a rule for both Muslims and Jews. These rules are different for different 
religions, but they are not rules that apply to the members of other religions. If 

 
1 Ethics are frequently associated with rules, often when we want to avoid some form of 
consequentialist ethics. If consequences do not determine what is right or wrong, then what?  
And, a popular answer to this question is "rules of one sort or another". This is a particularly 
popular approach to professional ethics where the members of a particular profession construct 
a set of rules that must be followed by members of the profession in order for them to be acting 
ethically as members of the profession. Of course, even the principle of utility can be seen as a 
rule of moral conduct. 
2 Within any religion there may be disagreement regarding the ethics of that particular religion 
and there may even be disagreement regarding how one is to determine which rules are in fact 
"the rules" of a particular religion. 
3 A women's mantra to the Hindu Goddess, Kali, for example, tells Hindus to "give beauty, 
give glory, give victory, kill the enemies". 
http://www.maavaishnodevi.org/holy_arti_Mantras.asp 
4 In the book of Matthew (Chapter 28, verses 19 and 20), for example, Christians are 
encouraged to "Go ye therefore, and teach all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, 
and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost: Teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I have 
commanded you:...". 
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you are a Christian and you do not face Mecca to pray, you are not thought of 
as sinning. 

The kind of rule described above establishes different ethics for different 
religions (different rules), but these rules are over and above the ethical rules 
that apply to everyone, like telling the truth, or expressing kindness, or feeding 
the hungry, or refraining from killing others. There are a set of rules that apply 
to everyone (what we most commonly call ethics), but religions have added 
some rules for their members. The “extra” rules are for members only, and they 
do not apply to members of other religions. On this view, different religions 
have different rules, but since the rules are only for members of a specific 
religion, they do not come into conflict with the rules of other religions. This 
seems to accomplish both having different ethics (rules) for different religions, 
without introducing conflicts between the rules of one religion and the rules of 
other religions, thereby avoiding the problem of relativism. 

This possibility, unfortunately, does not seem to be as helpful as it might 
first appear. The question that we might ask is: Why call the rules of a religion 
that are over and above the rules of all human beings ethical rules at all? The 
rules of a religion that one must follow (over and above the moral rules that 
apply to all of us) seem more important to being a good member of your 
religion than to being a good human being. These rules seem to be more like 
the rules for belonging to a club or organization. It you belong to a country 
club, for example, then you must follow a dress code. If you belong to a civic 
organization, then you must attend a specific number of meetings each year. If 
you belong to a religion, then you must donate one tenth of your income to the 
religion, or refrain from eating pork, or refrain from sexual activity, and so on. 
If you do not follow the club rules, then you get expelled from the club or you 
are identified as “not a member in good standing” or you are perceived by 
others as not a good club member. In the same way, if you do not follow the 
rules of the religion you may be excommunicated or you may not be eligible 
for particular benefits or you may be identified by other member of the religion 
as “not a good member” of the religion. 

But, there is nothing in any of this that would make you a morally bad 
person. And this is why this possibility is not very helpful to us. Ethics is 
generally understood to mean rules that prescribe behavior and if we follow the 
rules we can consider ourselves to be good persons. But the fact that I, as a 
member of one religion, do not follow the rules of another religion, does not 
tell me anything about my status as a good human being. If I do not follow the 
rules of my own religion, I may not be a “good member” of my religion, but 
even here I may still see myself as a good person. The point of this is that some 
rules are really ethical rules and other rules have to do with our status in a 
religion or other group. When we say that the ethics of religion X are the rules 
of that religion, we mean that they are the rules of that religion related to being 
a good human being and not just any rule associated with the religion or being 
a good member of that religion. 

Further, when we talk about the rules of the country club or the civic 
organization, we realize that such rules can be changed—usually by a vote of 
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the members. So, if the dress code requires me to wear a tie, this code can 
change so that a tie is no longer required. If the civic organization requires me 
to attend fifty percent of the meetings, that requirement can be changed to forty 
percent or sixty percent. In religion, the rules over and above can change as 
well.  But when we think of moral rules, we do not think that “Thou Shalt Not 
Kill” can be changed by a vote of the membership —the human race. 

A third possible interpretation is that the foundation of religious ethics is 
different from the foundations of other ethics, even though the rules are the 
same for everyone. Let us assume that lying is wrong for everyone. “Tell the 
truth” is a basic ethical rule. But, the question here is what makes lying wrong? 
For religious ethics the reason we should not lie might be that God has 
commanded us to tell the truth or that a sacred text includes the prohibition 
against lying. For what might be called secular (non-religious) ethics, however, 
what makes lying wrong is that it violates the utilitarian principle of producing 
the greatest happiness of the greatest number or that it can be interpreted as an 
injustice. On this view there is a difference between religious ethics and other 
ethics (a difference in foundation or justification), but there is no relativism 
because the rules remain the same for everyone. 

This possibility is suggested by Albert Jonsen and Stephen Toulmin in the 
prologue to their book, The Abuse of Casuistry.1 Both Jonsen and Toulmin 
worked with the National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects of 
Biomedical and Behavioral Research.2 What they found was that individuals 
from very diverse backgrounds were able to arrive at similar conclusions about 
what the right thing to do is in particular circumstances, but, when these 
members of the Commission were asked to explain why they thought that some 
action was right or wrong, they gave very different answers. 

  
The Catholic members of the commission gave different reasons for 
agreeing from the Protestants, the Jewish members from the atheists, 
and so on. Even when, as a collective, the commission agreed about 
particular practical judgments, the individual commissioners justified 
their readiness to join in that consensus by appealing to different 
“general principles”.3 

 
What this suggests is the possibility that different ethics may give the same 
answers to our questions about which actions are right or wrong (no 
relativism), but give different answers to the question about why some action is 
right or wrong (different ethics). “The ethics of religion X” would be 

 
1 The Abuse of Casuistry, by Albert R. Jonsen and Stephen Toulmin (University of California 
Press, 1988). 
2 The National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects of Biomedical and 
Behavioral Research was established on July 12, 1974, under Title II of Public Law 93-348, the 
National Research Act, to develop guidelines which should be followed in biomedical and 
behavioral research involving human subjects and to make recommendations to the Secretary 
of the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare of the United States Government. 
3 Ibid., p.18. 
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interpreted as meaning “the reasons religion X gives for saying that an action is 
right or wrong” reasons that may differ from other ethics, even though 
everyone (religious or not) agrees that the action is right or wrong. 

Before we put too much stock in this possibility, however, there is an 
ambiguity that must be clarified. First, it might be the case that to do something 
right you must both act rightly and act for the right reason. Ethics on this view 
includes not just the rules of behavior, but also the reasons for following the 
rules. Given this interpretation of “ethics”, we do not have an interpretation of 
“the ethics of religion X” that prevents relativism from rearing its ugly head. 
The ethics of religion X will be different from the ethics of, for example, 
utilitarianism or even from the ethics of religion Y. But, since “ethics” includes 
both rules and justification, those who follow the ethics of religion Y will not 
be acting rightly according to the ethics of religion X and we will have no way 
of deciding between these competing claims about right action. 

The second possible description of ethics is that ethics includes only the 
reasons for acting or the justification for action and not the action itself. Ethics 
does not include both the justification and the rules, but only the justification. 
In this way there can be different ethics (different justifications) but no 
relativism, because the rules are the rules of everyone, whatever one’s religion 
or even if one has no religion. 

It is easy to see why religion X might accept the first explanation of ethics 
(as both rules and justification), but the first explanation leaves us with the 
predicament of relativism. It is more difficult, however, to understand why 
religion X would adopt the second explanation of ethics, where “ethics” refers 
to justification or foundation, but not to the rules themselves. If we adopt the 
second explanation, then everyone will have the same rules. This means that 
religion X cannot determine what is right or wrong. What is right or wrong will 
be determined by the larger community, a community that includes other 
religions and those who are not religious. This puts a significant limit on what 
religion X can say is right or wrong, because rightness and wrongness are 
determined by others. If, for example, the general consensus were that abortion 
is morally permissible in various circumstances, then religion X could not say 
that abortion was morally wrong. Indeed, religion X would have to find within 
its own theology (God’s commands or a sacred text, for example) some reason 
for saying that abortion is morally permissible. While the second explanation 
of ethics helps with the problem of relativism [the ethics of religion X (the 
justification of rules) differ from the ethics of others (others provide different 
justifications) but the same rules apply to everyone (no relativism)], it seems to 
me that religions would not find this solution acceptable because it denies 
religions the opportunity to set their own rules. On this view, the rules would 
exclude many of the things that members of religion X would want to see as 
right from being morally right and include any number of things that members 
of religion X would want to say are wrong. 

A fourth possibility, one strongly suggested to me by several colleagues in 
conversations on this topic, is to say that “the ethics of religion X” can be 
interpreted, not as rules, but as “the manner in which we come to understand 
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what is right or wrong”. That is, what is right or wrong (the rules) are the same 
for all human beings, but getting different people to see that some things are 
right and others wrong will require different strategies. If I am a member of 
one group, you will need to use the language of that group, the language with 
which I am familiar, in order for me to understand what actions are right or 
wrong. If I am a member of another group, you will have to shift languages in 
order to get me to understand what actions are right or wrong. 

If I am a Christian, for example, and I want to teach my children that lying 
is wrong, I must use the language of Christianity to teach them that lying is 
wrong.1 If I am a Buddhist, however, I must use the language of Buddhism to 
teach my children that lying is wrong. If I am a Christian and I use the 
language of Buddhism, my children will not understand what I am trying to 
teach them because they are not familiar with the language of Buddhism. The 
point is that different groups have different ways of talking about the moral 
rules that apply to all human beings. In this case “the ethics of religion X” 
means “the language of religion X” and ethics of different groups will be 
different from one another, but there will be no problem of relativism because 
the moral rules will be the same for every group. We may talk about the rules 
differently, depending upon the group to which we belong, but since the rules 
are the same for everyone, it is not possible to have rules for one group that 
conflict with the rules of another group. And, it is this conflict of rules that 
creates the problem of relativism. 

I think that this possible interpretation of “the ethics of religion X” is no 
more helpful to us than the previous interpretations. The issue here is whether 
or not we can use the term, “ethics” to refer to a language, rather than moral 
rules. If it can, then we encounter the following situation. English is an ethics. 
As is Polish. That is because they are languages we can use to describe and 
discuss moral rules. And surely the ethics of English speakers will be different 
from the ethics of Polish language users. The ethics of one group of language 
users is different from the ethics of different groups of language users—and 
there is no relativism, because the rules remain the same for everyone. But, it is 
a very big stretch to call languages ethics (as opposed to rules). If languages 
are ethics, then I am involved in an ethical discourse every time I use my 
language, even if I am only asking directions to the post office. This possibility 
works (explains how ethics can be different without introducing relativism) by 
straining the meaning of the word, “ethics,” and applying it to languages rather 
than rules of conduct. 

A fifth possibility is to say that “the ethics of religion X” refers to an 
entirely different approach to ethical deliberation than the approach commonly 
found in philosophical ethics. I have in mind here, roughly speaking, the idea 
that some people approach ethics by telling stories or using parables, rather 
than by constructing theories and arguments. On this view stories or parables 
will lead us more accurately to what is right or wrong than will any theory or 

 
1 The language of any religion might include the stories associated with that religion or it may 
include an examination of how religious leaders have lived. 
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line of argument. Also on this view, it is more important to recognize what is 
right or wrong than it is to prove that something is right or wrong using some 
form of deductive reasoning.1 

I actually do believe that stories and parables will lead us more accurately 
to what is right or wrong than moral theories and arguments. At least stories 
and parables will do as well as theory and argument in appropriate situations. 
When I discuss a real moral dilemma with my philosophical colleagues, they 
often use stories or metaphors to get me to see what is right or wrong. They 
seldom bring theories and arguments into the discussion.2 It may be that theory 
and argument encourage rebuttal rather than understanding and that a story 
does not call for a response. You either get the point of the story or you do not. 

Unfortunately, this approach, while an interesting statement about ethical 
deliberation, does not seem to resolve the difficulty of relativism. On the one 
hand, if the stories and parables of one group are different from the stories and 
parables of another (the rules remaining the same) we are back to the language 
problem of section IV. On the other hand, if stories and parables are better 
mechanisms for determining what is right or wrong than theory and argument, 
then this is true for all groups and not just “religion X”. Therefore, there is no 
difference between the ethics (taken here to mean “method”) of one group and 
another, so there would be no separate “ethics of religion X” different from the 
ethics of religion Y or any other group. 

At this point I believe that I can draw the meager conclusion that I have not 
yet found an explanation or interpretation of the phrase, “the ethics of religion 
X” where the ethics of religion X are different from the ethics of other religions 
or other groups, that does not introduce the problem of relativism into our 
discussion of moral problems and issues. Where the ethics of religion X are 
different from other ethics, the term “ethics” seems to refer to something that 
we would not ordinarily refer to as ethics. That is, ethics may be different from 
one group to another, but what we mean by “ethics” is 1) a special set of rules 
over and above the rules that apply to all human beings, 2) the justification of 
moral rules, rather than the rules themselves, 3) the language we use for 
explaining the rules, or 4) a different approach to understanding moral rules. In 
each of these cases we get different ethics and the same set of rules, only by 
identifying “ethics” with something other than the rules for conducting our 
lives. In the one case where “ethics” refers to the rules for living themselves we 
can have different ethics for different groups, but we also have no way of 
deciding which of these rules is better than others in cases of conflict —the 
problem of relativism. 

 
1 In his book, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, Bernard Williams draws a distinction 
between "morality" and "ethics" in which morality is the demonstration of some action as right 
or wrong and ethics is an effort to answer the larger question of how one should live. Morality 
is the province of philosophy, described as theory and argument. Ethics goes beyond what 
philosophy can do and includes a variety of methods, methods that might include stories and 
parables. See Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, by Bernard Williams (Harvard University 
Press, 1985). 
2 This shows an interesting side of moral deliberation. 
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Before giving up on the search for an explanation of religious ethics that does 
not introduce relativism, however, allow me to examine a special description of 
ethics provided by Terence Penelhum in his book Christian Ethics and Human 
Nature.1 Although Penelhum focuses upon the ethics of one particular religion, 
I want to consider the possibility that Christian ethics might be seen as the 
ethics that apply to everyone. Since Penelhum bases his understanding of ethics 
on “human nature” there may be something in his ethics that applies to 
everyone regardless of their religion or lack thereof. 

Penelhum begins by asking us to imagine a group of people making moral 
decisions. Some of them are Christians and others are not. He asks us if we will 
be able to tell which members of the group are Christians and which are not on 
the basis of their moral decisions (the rules that they would follow). He 
concludes that we will not be able to distinguish Christians from non-
Christians on the basis of their moral conclusions. He thinks, and I agree, that 
on some issues everyone in the group will agree about what is right or wrong. 
On other issues there will be disagreement, but the disagreement will be as 
likely between Christians as between Christians and non-Christians. If this is 
true, Penelhum asks, “Does not this show that the doctrinal beliefs that 
Christians have and that secular people reject do not make any real contribution 
to Christian ethics?”2 

What this means for our purposes is that the rules are the same for 
everyone, religious and non-religious alike, so there is no relativism. Or, where 
there is disagreement (relativism) it is not relativism introduced by the 
difference between Christian ethics and the ethics of non-Christians. But, now 
we must ask what it is about Christian ethics that makes Christian ethics 
different from non-Christian ethics. The answer that Penelhum gives is that 
Christian ethics “are the ethics that meet the situation of those who wish to be 
fit for citizenship in God’s Kingdom when it comes.3 At first glance this may 
appear to be the same problem that we encountered in section III (the rules are 
the same for everyone, but the reasons for following those rules are different 
from one group to another group). But, I think something different is at work 
here. 

Preparing for citizenship in God’s Kingdom may appear at first glance to be 
a justification for following the rules, but it seems to me that this preparation is 
actually another set of activities (or actions) that are required for acting rightly. 
Preparing for citizenship means becoming a particular kind of person, the kind 
of person who will otherwise act rightly. So there are two kinds of activities in 
ethics. One is following the rules. The other is acting in ways that prepare one 
to follow the rules. And it is this second order activity that has captured my 
attention. 

How does Penelhum describe human nature? Penelhum believes that 
human beings have a number of impulses that control our behaviour —

 
1 Christian Ethics and Human Nature, by Terence Penelhum (Trinity Press International, 
2000). 
2  Ibid., p. 9. 
3 Ibid., p. 11. 
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impulses that cause us both to act badly and to be unprepared for citizenship in 
God’s Kingdom. Our task, then, is to overcome these impulses and to replace 
them with love— “the desire to seek for the good of others without regard to 
their merits or to the benefits one might receive from them”.1 Acting from love 
requires faith. “The person who does not have faith cannot deal with the 
anxieties that our finitude inflicts upon us,” and therefore that person acts badly 
toward others.2 The person who does not have faith (the anxious person) is 
likely to give in to either despair or to fanaticism and in either case the person 
without faith will act badly. Much more can be said about Penelhum’s 
description of human nature and what is required to overcome it, but the brief 
description above should be enough to allow us to explore the idea that 
Christian ethics is for everyone. 

What is of interest to me is that Penelhum’s description seems to capture 
my own view of human nature. That is, I believe that we are controlled by 
various impulses. These impulses are the result of anxiety (I prefer the word, 
“fear”) and they cause us to act in ways that we think will eliminate or alleviate 
our basic fear—“the anxieties that our finitude inflicts upon us,” to use 
Penelhum’s phrase.3 When we are anxious or fearful, we cling “to wealth or 
respectability or correctness” but clinging to these things does not in the end 
eliminate our fear and it often causes us to harm others.4 So, the task of the 
person who wants to act rightly is not just to follow the rules, but to overcome 
the basic fear that all human beings experience. And, when we overcome that 
basic fear, we are able to live lives of love —to act rightly. 

At this point, I believe that Penelhum has captured a way of understanding 
human beings that many people can accept —whether they are Christians or 
not, whether they are religious or not. Human beings are controlled by what I 
will call corrupt impulses and the task of living is to overcome those impulses 
and to live without fear. When we live without fear, we are able to love others 
and to treat them well (or rightly). As long as we are fearful, we will not be 
able to treat others well —we will not be able to love. And, there is a reward 
for overcoming our corrupt impulses and that is that our own experience of 
living without fear (what I would call living with joy) is a much more 
satisfactory life for us, as well as for others.5 

What I see here is a description of Christian ethics that can be adopted by 
other religions as well. That is, Penelhum has articulated an account of human 
nature that seems right—“each of us is in the grip of an alien power that 
corrupts our desires and governs our conduct in the face of our inner 

 
1 Ibid., p. 13. 
2 Ibid., p. 14. 
3 Ibid., p. 14.  
4 Ibid., p. 12.  Acting correctly, according to the commonly acknowledged rules regardless of 
what the situation calls for, is an effort to avoid anxiety by presenting ourselves to the world as 
morally respectable persons. 
5 I agree with Penelhum here that we only experience joy when we have sought to eliminate 
fear and not by trying to find joy itself. Penelhum puts it this way: "To show this it is enough to 
point out that the rewards of the Kingdom only come to those who seek the Kingdom, not if 
you seek the rewards", Ibid., p. 17. 
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recognition of the good “1and an account of what we are to do about it that also 
seems right —salvation consists in a progressive change in human life from 
self-centeredness to reality-centeredness”.2 

 
It is, of course, important to remember that what are being assessed here 
are religions which all teach that the world of common sense and 
science is not all there is; that there is another reality beyond or within 
that world; that unless we come to a proper realization of that reality, 
and a proper relationship to it, we shall remain in a profoundly 
unsatisfactory spiritual condition that we cannot correct with our 
unaided human resources; and that the tradition offers a way of 
restoring that relationship.3 

 
All of this description seems acceptable to me as an understanding of many 
religious traditions and if you eliminate the phrase “we cannot correct with our 
unaided human resources,” I believe that you have a description that would be 
acceptable to many non-believers as well as believers. 

Have we found something here that can be identified as Christian ethics and 
that is at least acceptable to other religious traditions, and maybe even the non-
religious as well? Penelhum takes up this issue by considering three 
possibilities —exclusivism, inclusivism, and pluralism. In this discussion, we 
can see what answer Penelhum gives to the question of religious ethics and 
relativism. 

The exclusivist says that there is only one way to salvation and that way is 
the way prescribed by the religion of the exclusivist. Only members of the 
exclusivist’s religion can be saved. For the exclusivist, the basic approach to 
ethics —the path to salvation— differs from one religion to another and there 
is no way to say which approach is correct —relativism at the most basic level. 
The inclusivist says that members of other religions can be saved, but only 
because the religion of the inclusivist allows such salvation. Penelhum refers 
here to Karl Rahner’s famous claim that the saved from other religions are to 
be thought of as “anonymous Christians”.4 “Non-Christian believers can be 
saved, but it is Christ who saves them”.5 

We now come to pluralism. “The pluralist tells us that in spite of their 
contradictions in detail, each of the major world religions is a viable route to 
salvation”.6 And, I would argue, there are non-religious routes to salvation as 
well. Any path that leads human beings from self-centeredness to reality 
centeredness is a path that leads to salvation —changes us in a way that 
eliminates fear or anxiety and allows us to live a life of love. 

 
1 Ibid., p. 41. 
2 Ibid., p. 61. 
3 Ibid., p. 58. 
4 Ibid., p. 59.  Karl Rahner, "Christianity and Non-Christian Religions", in John Hick and Brian 
Hebblethwaite (eds), Christianity and Other Religions (2001.) 
5 Ibid., p. 59. 
6 Ibid., p. 59. 
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What I envision here is Penelhum’s description being one that can be adopted 
by people of various religions and those who are non-religious as well. That is, 
he has articulated an account of human nature that seems right about both our 
nature (corrupted impulses) and how to live well (eliminate fear or anxiety). 
Living without fear means living a reality centered life, one that allows us to 
love others. And, while the details differ from one religion to another, for the 
pluralist, the different paths lead to the same condition—a life without fear, a 
life of love. 

If I am correct about this, then the Christian ethics proposed by Penelhum 
are ethics that can be adopted by everyone and we will have both rules that are 
the same for everyone and the same task of salvation (becoming a reality 
centered person rather than a self-centered person), even though there are 
different paths to salvation. Since the paths are different we have “different” 
ethics, but we do not have relativism because the rules remain the same for 
everyone. The different routes to salvation do not require that one be better 
than another. They are not in competition. So we do not have the problem of 
having to decide which of them is best—the problem of relativism. If my 
explanation is correct, we have the same rules, but different paths to salvation 
(being the kind of person who can follow the rules) and the different paths give 
us different ethics, but without introducing relativism. 

Now we must ask if this explanation would be acceptable to Penelhum. 
Alas, the answer is that it would not be acceptable. Penelhum says of different 
religious traditions: “One cannot hold that all these traditions are equally viable 
paths to the same objective, for there is no common objective to which they all 
can be said to lead.”1 He means, I think, that salvation is more than just 
moving from a self-centered life to a reality-centered life. He means that there 
is only one reality-centered life that counts and that is the reality-centered life 
of the Christian (encompassed in Christian, but not other religion’s) theology. 
This means that we have to decide which of the paths to salvation is the correct 
one (since each religion has a really different path, as do some non-religions) 
and we have no way of deciding which path to take. In the end we have merely 
moved the problem of relativism from the actions of our daily lives back to the 
actions that change us from anxiety ridden to fearless beings. 

I must conclude, then, that I have not yet found a way to talk about 
religious ethics that does not introduce some kind of relativism into our 
discussion of ethics and moral problems. Since, according to Penelhum, 
different religions really do have different paths to salvation and only one of 
those paths is correct, we end up with different ethics, but without a way to 
decide which of them is correct. To solve this problem, it seems to me that we 
would need to show that there are indeed many paths to salvation and that any 
one of them is as good as any other. This would mean different ethics (different 
paths to salvation) but no relativism (no need to select just one path to 
salvation). This would require arguing that all paths to salvation are equally 

 
1 Ibid., p. 73. 
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good and that “salvation” means the same thing for all religions and for the 
non-religious as well. But this is a task for another time. 
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ecounting a difficult situation in which an abused woman 
considers returning to her marriage after her husband tried to 
choke her to death, bell hooks tells of how she gave the woman 
a copy of Lenore Walker’s The Battered Woman, hoping that 
reading the book would “give her the courage to confront the 

reality of her situation” (hooks 1989, 88). Realizing that the abused woman’s 
self-esteem was greatly attacked, that she had lost a sense of her own worth 
and value, hooks was troubled with the worry of how this woman could 
recover the ability to move beyond her sense that she should just forget the 
incident, remain silent, and return to her marriage. Without confronting her 
situation, this woman does not seem able to take the first steps to restoring her 
autonomy.  

R 
What might individuals who face the threat of personal violence do to 

increase their autonomy? Does developing autonomy require courage, as hooks 
suggests? Traditional theories of autonomy have a difficult time answering 
these questions due to their view that autonomy is an all or nothing affair: one 
acts either autonomously or nonautonomously according to whether or not the 
will is free. In contrast, a feminist theory of autonomy aims to account for the 
development of autonomy relative to context, ability, and circumstance. 
Autonomy on such accounts is thus a matter of degree. Understanding 
autonomy in terms of its development allows for practical recommendations, 
guides in the aim of increasing autonomy. In this paper I promote a practical 
method of developing autonomy by way of examining key elements of the 
capacity to act autonomously. While cultivating courage might promote 
autonomy, the dangers of resisting or countering some forces can be so severe 
that the risk of personal harm undercuts one’s capacity to act autonomously. 
This paper plans to show that it is better to develop autonomy under threat of 
personal violence by learning self-defence.  
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The Body as Site of Autonomy 
 
Feminist autonomy theorists account for the embodied nature of autonomy by 
acknowledging the body as a site for suffering constraints on autonomy.1 
Oppressive social norms and ideals most notably restrict autonomy through 
bodily imposed limits to free agency. For instance, traditional Western 
socialization expects women to be passive and non-confrontational, small and 
delicate. Women’s physical positioning and movement is expected to take up 
as little space as possible, resulting in cramped postures and mincing steps. In 
effect, women are to participate in diminishing or erasing their physical 
presence, making no demands on the surrounding environment, issuing no 
complaint in their allocated physical roles. This fits into “a network of 
behaviors through which we constantly announce to others our membership in 
a lower caste and our unwillingness and/or inability to defend our bodily or 
moral integrity. It is degrading and a pattern of degradation” (Frye 1983, 16).  

Persons living in accordance with such oppressive ideals suffer from 
diminished autonomy but not a complete lack of autonomy. One may have 
pockets of one’s life in which one exercises autonomy, while having other 
areas in which one lacks autonomy. Diana Meyers (1987, 1989, 2004) explains 
that autonomy is the product of certain sorts of skills. The skills generating 
autonomy are coordinated skills of introspection, imagination, reasoning, and 
volition. Autonomy competency is the ability to exercise such skills in 
formation and exercise of choices within the context of one’s life plans. As a 
competency, autonomy is compromised if the skills needed for autonomy are 
undermined, as they may be in certain areas of one’s life. To possess autonomy 
over one’s life as a whole, one requires two sorts of overarching skills: one 
must “be ready to resist the unwarranted demands of other individuals along 
with conformist societal pressures, and... be resolved to carry out their own 
plans” (Meyers 1987, 627).  

In what follows I focus on these two core autonomy competencies, the 
capacity to resist untoward demands of the self and the resolution to carry out 
one’s plans. If one must exercise autonomy competencies to exercise 
autonomy, and if autonomy requires resistance and resolution, then one must 
be competent to exercise the capacities of resistance and resolution. Just these 
competencies are undermined in the case of women’s socialization in passivity. 
Women who unreflectively endorse traditional Western feminine ideals are 
thereby limited in their capacity for autonomy. Ideals of passivity and 
compliance are reflected in the body, so there is a sense in which these ideals 
are encoded in the body. We can thus speak of such limits to autonomy as 
bodily encoded limits to autonomy. 

Cases of physical abuse illustrate bodily limits to autonomy that are 
reflected in a compromised ability to resist threats to the self, or to resolve to 

 
1 In claiming that the body is a site of autonomy, I do not mean to imply a conception of bodily 
autonomy, in which the body is the object of one’s autonomous willing, of one’s ability to 
decide what happens to and with her body. 
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act in one’s own best interest in light of perceived harms for doing so. The key 
defining feature of oppression is that, in virtue of belonging to a particular 
group, one faces systematic limitations, barriers, and harms (Frye 1983). 
Women worldwide live under threat of personal violence.1 This is oppressive 
because the threat of personal violence imposes limits to autonomy, throws 
barriers in the way of women’s self-determination, and is intrinsically harmful.   
These limitations and restrictions undermine the two core autonomy 
competencies of resolution and resistance because of the threat of harm 
attached to exercising those competencies. Resolving to act on one’s own 
choices is limited for women, who cannot, for example, walk where they 
would like at night without worrying about personal safety. So, too, women are 
aware of the dangers of resisting others’ demands, for women have seen that 
doing so easily results in coercive or punitive responses. Resistance and 
resolution are further undermined in the case of those socialized in traditional 
feminine passivity.  
  
Courage 
 
Recall bell hooks’ hope that giving a battered woman Walker’s book would 
help her gain a sense of courage, enabling her to leave her abusive relationship. 
Is courage what is needed to develop the above two core autonomy 
competencies under threat of personal violence?  

Courageous persons possess the sort of judgement and motivation enabling 
them to resolutely act on their commitments, thus these persons appear ready to 
resist counter forces, at least if the level of risk does not demand otherwise. But 
some people possess minimal courage, or possess it only sporadically. Those 
who are frequently uncertain about what to do, when to act, how to do it, and 
so forth, because of fear of perceived dangers or threats, would not appear to 
possess courage. Perhaps too, those who are certain as to what do to, but who 
balk at acting or make excuses are also not courageous. In any case, we can see 
that lacking courage undermines resistance to countervailing concerns because, 
by its very nature, lacking courage entails giving in to pressures against 
oneself. So, perhaps courage is required for resolve and resistance. If so, then 
those in need of developing autonomy might do well to build up some courage. 
But here a conceptual difficulty arises. 

Courage, as it is commonly understood, is either an emotion or a 
dispositional character trait. If courage is an emotion, a passion experienced in 
the body, then it appears that those lacking it have no hope of producing 
courage when it is needed most or, perhaps, at any time at all.2 This is because, 

 
1 The United Nations Secretary-General, Boutros Boutros-Ghali, noted at the Fourth World 
Conference on Women in Beijing in September 1995 that violence against women is a 
universal problem that must be universally condemned. The number of women experiencing 
violence continues to grow. See the United Nations report on violence against women: 
<http://www.un.org/rights/dpi1772e.htm>. 
2 I do not mean to suggest that all emotions are passions of the body. Emotion theory offers 
several different accounts of the nature of emotion, with recent accounts favouring a hybrid 
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as Hume suggests, one cannot will a passion into existence.1 If courage is a 
dispositional or character trait, and one happens to lack that habitual motive, 
then another difficulty appears. It is a notorious problem of virtue ethics to 
explain how persons can come to possess virtues they currently lack.2 What 
then, besides trying to develop courage, can one do in the aim of furthering 
one’s capacities for resolve and resistance? This question is especially pressing 
for members of oppressed groups, for such persons routinely face obstacles and 
threats to autonomous action; it is precisely these sorts of persons who need 
most of all to be ready to resolve to act in spite of hegemonic forces or to 
outright resist them. The dangers of resisting or countering oppressive forces 
can be severe, and the risk is more keenly evident to some persons more than 
others. The amount of risk alone may be enough for some to avoid counter-
responses or resistance to oppressive practices. And for those who do respond, 
if they do not sufficiently consider the risk they may place themselves in 
significant danger, such that which might appear courageous is in fact rash.3  

The ability to act on one’s values and beliefs, to act on that which one 
considers morally or politically important, or even important to one’s own 
identity, is in no small way a function of one’s confidence that one can take a 
stand without the threat of personal violence. We have seen and will continue 
to see women and other oppressed groups join forces in taking stands against 
oppressive practices, social, legal, or political. Support of communities sharing 
ideals and values can be integral to taking a stand for oneself in a very concrete 
way. There is safety in numbers, so long as persons are respected and not 
jailed, harassed, or attacked for their protests as members of those groups. But 
if part of a targeted group, or if isolated from support or otherwise alone, 
persons should still have the ability to exercise autonomy without fear of 
damaging reprisal. One route to developing one’s ability to exercise autonomy 
under threat of personal violence is to undertake self-defence training. That 
self-defence training is a key source of the resolution to act and motivation to 
resist obstacles or threats to one’s autonomous action, or so I hope to show. 

 

 
account of emotion as a feeling in the body plus a certain belief or belief set attached to those 
feelings. I discuss elsewhere how emotions, as understood on the hybrid account, might be 
cultivated within certain communities -- but here I do not see the development of emotion as 
simple a matter as mere willing those emotions into existence. See Burrow (2005). 
1 In the Treatise, Hume explains that the will is not a mysterious power of the mind. So if we 
were to will to have a certain passion we would have to rely on either the influence of passions 
or reason. Reason can never oppose the passions, so reason alone can never change what 
passions we experience (412-416). Thus reason alone can never bring about any new emotion. 
If the passions could bring about new passions then, if we could will into existence the right 
sort of passion, we might then have the passion we want. But here we face the problem that it 
is impossible to bring about a passion because reason alone tells us that is the passion we want. 
2 I offer some insight as to what Hume has to say about this problem in “Reflections of Pride 
and Shame: Hume on Character Revision” in Philosophical Counselling and the Unconscious. 
(Brent Robbins, ed., forthcoming). 
3 Aristotle remarks in the Nicomachean Ethics, and I think correctly, that courageousness often 
tends too easily towards its extreme, rashness, but infrequently towards its deficiency (Book 2, 8). 
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Self-Defence 
 
Self-defence training promotes autonomy through developing two positive self-
regarding attitudes, self-trust and self-esteem.1 Trudy Govier’s (1993) account 
of trust captures the idea that a sense of one’s own basic competence and worth 
is central to self-trust: it is a matter of self-trust whether or not “one can depend 
on oneself to carry through decisions and act on one’s values in difficult 
situations” (107). Self-trust is trust in one’s own resources to respond to 
challenges, to respond appropriately and with good judgement. On Govier’s 
account, self-trust is demonstrated negatively, revealed by insecurity and self-
doubt that one does not trust oneself to do or refrain from doing certain actions 
(106). We can add to this that self-trust is also revealed by confidence in what 
one can do, as illustrated in self-defence training.   

Learning to defend oneself requires the execution of repeated physical 
exercises that develop techniques such as blocks, strikes, or evasion 
maneouvers. Students of self-defence repeatedly practice such physical 
techniques in the aim of perfecting them to produce the most efficient, 
appropriate, and immediate responses to common attacks. These physical 
techniques are not well motivated out of fear, anger, hatred, or other similar 
emotions. Rather, such techniques are best performed with a tranquil and clear 
mind that is capable of calmly and quickly assessing an incoming physical 
attack and responding to it. The motivational responses one acquires through 
self-defence training often translates into areas of life outside of the training 
hall. Simply possessing the calmness and alertness of mind developed through 
self-defence training can indicate to potential attackers that they do not have 
the usual sort of target; this may in itself prevent an assault. Indeed, much of 
self-defence training aims to produce skills allowing one to avoid or prevent 
assaults before they occur.2 

As one develops confidence in one’s ability to respond to threats against 
one’s bodily integrity, one develops self-trust -- in this case, trust in one’s 
ability to protect the self from harm. This self-trust is developed through the 
process of training to defend oneself and subsequent testing and retesting of 
that ability. One then trusts that in actual threatening situations, one will have 
the same sorts of responses one has in the training hall. Self-trust here is 
revealed in degrees, varying more or less according to the situations with 
which one is faced. Confronted with situations most obviously threatening to 
oneself, one has a heightened awareness of one’s trust in one’s ability to 
protect oneself (or lack thereof). Because both physiological and psychological 
elements of the body come together in self-defence training, the trust one does 
develop is self-trust in its widest possible sense: one trusts that one’s 
emotional, attitudinal and physical responses will come together to enable one 
to defend oneself if required.  

 
1 I say more about this in “Bodily Limits to Autonomy: Emotion, Attitude, and Self-Defence” 
in Agency and Embodiment, (Susan Sherwin, Susan Campbell, and Letitia Meynell, eds., 
forthcoming). 
2 See for example, Khaleghl Quinn, Everyday Self-Defense (London: Harper Collins, 1993). 
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Experiencing another’s’ anger or agitation may be enough to silence those who 
fear further repercussions. The ability to remain strong in the face of adversity 
and to calmly maintain one’s position is a result of one’s self-trust to respond 
well to such challenges. While this ability may flourish effortlessly for some 
people, deliberate training may be needed for others. Training in self-defence 
generates a reservoir of confidence upon which one may draw in case of threat 
of harm to the self. Persons attuned to a heightened threat of physical harm 
because of their membership in an oppressed group perceive a heightened need 
for the wherewithal to withstand or avoid a physical assault on the self. This is 
so familiar as to appear self-evident to such persons, who are aware of the 
frequency with which others’ intimidating or threatening postures, words, or 
actions may turn into physical assaults on the self.1 Even if faced with verbal 
threats or anger that one does not fear will turn into physical attacks, 
confidence in one’s own worth can prove itself an important source of 
resistance and resolution. Much regretted compromise or alteration of one’s 
values, beliefs, or principles results as a response to the perceived possibility of 
harms to the self if one were to resist or counter another’s attitudes, opinions, 
or expectations.2  

Trusting one’s ability to avoid or prevent harms to oneself with skill and 
good judgement requires self-esteem. Self-trust requires basic self-acceptance, 
a non-comparative, internally held view that one is fundamentally a worthy and 
adequate person (Govier 1993, 113). The autonomous person has such basic 
self-esteem and so is capable of questioning those around her, supporting or 
resisting their demands as she sees fit. This ability is missing if one does not 
believe one’s competencies and judgements are sound or effective: such cases 
reveal a lack of basic self-esteem. Possessing basic self-esteem entails that one 
regards oneself as having intrinsic worth. It is the mark of autonomous persons 
that they regard themselves as not only able to respond to the various 
expectations others may have of themselves, but worthy of so responding 
(Benson 1994, 662).  

The practical value of self-defence extends beyond its immediate usefulness 
as a skill of protection from personal violence because of the self-trust and self-

 
1 Research on violence indicates that these perceptions seem to be accurate: for example, most 
physical attacks on women are preceded by psychological violence, including threatening or 
assaulting words, gestures, or actions. See “Assessing Violence Against Women: A Statistical 
Profile” (2002: Federal-Provincial-Territorial Ministers Responsible for the Status of Women. 
Accessed Oct. 10, 2004: <http://www.swcfc.gc.ca/pubs/0662331664/ 200212_0662331664 _e. 
pdf>); and “Violence Against Women with Disabilities” (2005: Overview Paper  Government 
of Canada National Clearinghouse on Family Violence. Accessed February 24 2005). 
<http://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/ncfv-nivf/familyviolence/pdfs/2005femdisabl_e.pdf>). 
2 Or as a response to perceived potential harms to those close to oneself. Here matters become 
more complicated, for one might be driven to compromise one’s autonomy for the sake of 
another’s well-being; but if that is chosen in full light of the deleterious effects on the self, it 
may count as an autonomous action. Not all autonomous action need be directed towards one’s 
own rational self-interest, contra traditional accounts of autonomy. Discerning whether 
compromise is appropriate or inappropriate, whether it indicates diminished autonomy, or 
simply the exercise of autonomy, are matters for another paper.  

http://www.swcfc.gc.ca/pubs/0662331664/%20200212_0662331664%20_e.%20pdf
http://www.swcfc.gc.ca/pubs/0662331664/%20200212_0662331664%20_e.%20pdf
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esteem cultivated during self-defence training. Oppressed persons need most of 
all to nourish and develop the motivation to withstand, avoid, or overcome 
subordinating forces working against the flourishing of autonomy. This need is 
most pressing for members of groups living under the threat of personal 
violence. For these persons, self-defence training provides a practical 
opportunity to gain or regain control over one’s life in a full and meaningful 
sense. Self-defence training is a significant source of the resolution to act to 
defend oneself and of the motivation to resist threats to the self. Training in 
self-defence thus encourages members of oppressed groups to claim their 
rightful physical space and defend it as deemed reasonable. For those who have 
lost a sense of their own worth or value, like the abused woman whom bell 
hooks encounters, self-defence training may prove itself a good route to 
developing autonomy where the aim of cultivating courage may fail.  
 
 
Setting Limits to Developing Autonomy 
 
In response to the above view I will consider three different sorts of objections 
one might raise. First, one might consider it a problem to hold that self-defence 
promotes autonomy, for the main reason that acts of self-defence are 
exemplary models of nonautonomous action, right alongside involuntary knee-
jerk reactions. A key part of self-defence training is developing the ability to 
respond quickly and spontaneously to certain sorts of attacks. But spontaneity 
need not deny autonomy. Acts that are autonomously chosen but spontaneously 
enacted are still autonomous, it would seem. Here the criterion for autonomy is 
relevant. Autonomy on the traditional view holds that autonomous action 
proceeds from autonomous willing. If the willing cannot so clearly be attached 
to the action then there is room for doubting whether or not the action is truly 
proceeding from that willing and hence, whether or not that action is truly 
autonomous. Spontaneous actions may preclude deliberate willing, so there is 
room to doubt whether or not the action is autonomous. Autonomy on a 
procedural view holds that autonomy proceeds to a matter of degree, with 
autonomy possessed relative to the degree of competency in skills of 
autonomy. The procedural view offers less reason to think that spontaneity 
undermines autonomy. So long as actions reflect a sufficient degree of 
autonomy competency, it would seem to be irrelevant how quickly one’s 
actions proceed from one’s motives.  

Now, one might point out that on the latter view of autonomy, some 
autonomy skills seem to rule out the possibility of autonomous action 
occurring spontaneously. A procedural account of autonomy may consider an 
ongoing process of self-reflection essential to the degree of autonomy one 
possesses (Barclay 2000). In that case, spontaneity seems to undermine 
autonomy because it rules out that time for critical reflection. However, I doubt 
that a procedural account would demand that before each action is to be 
considered autonomous that one must pause to critically reflect upon that 
action. Rather, I consider the requirement of critical reflection to play out at a 
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much more general level. So, for instance, has one autonomously chosen to 
engage in self-defence training? The degree to which one can say that choice is 
autonomous relies upon discerning the sorts of skills called into play in making 
that decision. On a view like that of Diana Meyers, those skills will include 
reasoning, imagination, reflection, and so forth. If the choice to undertake self-
defence training is fairly autonomous, then it does not seem unreasonable to 
think that the kinds of actions constituting self-defence training are similarly 
autonomous. Such actions may be less autonomous than those proceedings 
from long critical reflection, but that is entirely consistent with the procedural 
view. 

Second, in pressing for the centrality of resolve and resistance on an 
account of autonomy, I might seem to be promoting an individualist conception 
of autonomy harmful to moral progress. That is, promoting these two 
autonomy competencies might suggest an ideal of protecting and defending the 
self without any assistance from other persons or groups. Don’t we have police 
forces, concerned citizens, caring friends and relatives, and other such avenues 
of public protection available to us? While not exactly vigilante justice, some 
may consider my view one of vigilante autonomy, in encouraging autonomy to 
be developed in solo rather than in conjunction with important relational ties to 
the community. So then, acting in self-defence might appear to devalue 
community resources, lend disorder to society or undermine a society’s faith in 
its protective social services. Moral progress in a society ideally proceeds 
where social institutions minimize coercion and violence; this is what human 
rights doctrine aims to support, for instance (Moody Adams 2005, 260). If it 
were to erode community ties and promote individual violence, then self-
defence training would seem to undermine moral progress. As it stands, 
however, the evidence weighs against that view because public systems of 
protection do not protect individuals from harms such as sexual harassment, 
sexual assaults, muggings, killings, or even threatening words, behaviours or 
postures. While society progresses morally in developing resources eliminating 
such violence, a society failing to protect its members from violence has thin 
ground upon which to claim self-defence training undermines its moral 
progress.  

Persons belonging to groups routinely threatened with personal violence 
usually recognize a constant need to be prepared to withstand or avoid personal 
harm. These persons often engage in evasive actions as part of a daily routine, 
including but not limited to: strategically parking cars or planning walking and 
bus routes, arranging companions for travelling, attending to type and style of 
clothing and shoes, or purchasing security alarms or systems, guns, pepper 
spray, whistles, or guard-dogs. All of these preparations aim to protect against 
the possibility of assault on the self.1 For the less privileged, concerns with 
such preparations are so familiar as to be understood as the backdrop against 

 
1  There is a sense in which these actions constitute preparations in self-defence, but they differ 
from the idea of self-defence I discuss here for the reason that they do not require the 
development of a coordinated set of skills. 
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which daily life is played out. Given that sort of life, a concept of vigilante 
autonomy may be a positive thing. It holds that one has the self-respect to be 
committed to and responsible for one’s autonomy even in the face of 
oppressive forces.   

Third, and in a related vein, vigilante autonomy might seem to undermine 
interpersonal trust in society. Without a conception of whom one is becoming 
or remaining, or without the self-respect to accept and endorse that conception, 
one lacks the sort of self-esteem essential to protecting and developing 
autonomous agency. None of this occurs solitarily. Our sense of being valuable 
is itself an interpretive product of our experiences among others in virtue of 
which we develop just that self-understanding upon which self-respect turns 
(Dillon 1997, 245). A feminist view of autonomy holds that the autonomous 
self is a “second person”, one who has acquired the essential arts of 
personhood from someone else. Tightly tied to this idea is the relational view 
of the self, that the self is in some sense the product of an interconnected web 
of relationships. It might seem that vigilante autonomy aims to reject just that 
interconnection, for it focuses on the need to take a stand for oneself, to protect 
and defend one’s own commitments if confronted with oppressive forces or 
specific threats of harm. Rather than reject wholly the interpersonal nature of 
the self, vigilante autonomy provides an avenue for recognizing that 
individuals should also be able to place certain limits on those relationships. 
While we are inextricably linked to others, it should not mean that we must 
accept each sort of relationship we have been thrown into. Deeply embedded 
into self-understandings are messages about persons’ worth as coded into 
social practices, institutions and structures. Messages which undermine self-
worth may be realized as self-imposed limits to one’s capacity for agency. 
Raised in socio-political environments of social oppression, persons may 
become lesser beings in ways just as they have been defined and expected to be 
(Dillon 1997, 246). In these sorts of cases, autonomy is restricted if meaningful 
choices are unreflectively restricted: more obviously because certain 
restrictions accompany certain kinds of oppressive climates and less obviously 
if one’s own self-conception and self-confidence constrains one’s autonomy in 
concert with an oppressive environment. 

Thus, we have a need to draw some limits on our interdependence with 
others. If Annette Baier is right, interpersonal trust extends beyond simply 
trusting others to leave us alone to the view that we entrust strangers with 
something like “care” of our valued autonomy (1986, 238). But such trust only 
seems available for the privileged. So, unfortunately, we cannot always trust 
others to come to our rescue if needed ─especially if we belong to groups 
oppressed by the threat of personal violence. And yet for any person 
experiencing oppression or multiple systems of oppression, blanketly 
distrusting all strangers would seem to indicate a lack of judgement, an 
unwillingness to discern when and where trust might be appropriate. This is not 
to deny that in the case of those we don’t know at all, or know only 
superficially, we might do well to judiciously reserve trust. We can set aside an 
outline of the parameters of interpersonal trust for another time; but I think that 
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if one wishes to provide exemplars of persons of good trust-judgement, most 
likely oppressed persons will be the best source. Navigating one’s daily life 
through pockets of resistance, with regular uncertainties about others’ good 
─or will─ ill, persons of oppressed groups generally take great care to cultivate 
steady criteria guiding their decisions in whom to trust and whom not to trust. 
Since it is appropriate to have degrees of interpersonal trust, valuing one’s 
autonomy must take into account the degree to which we do, or do not, entrust 
others to value our autonomy.  

While self-defence training is, I think, one good method of developing self-
trust and self-esteem, a defensive attitude is not. Secure in one’s own 
worthiness, one can respond to one’s failures, flaws, and setbacks, while being 
prepared to act constructively, able to resist others’ denigrating responses to 
oneself (Dillon, 2004). Resistance must be well-placed, not a knee-jerk 
reaction of the defensive. Persons who are defensive are quick to mistrust or 
doubt others. Their own perceived shortcomings readily surface to awareness, 
as do thoughts of others’ disappointment or disapproval in themselves. To 
counteract the subsequent flush of shame, the feeling of unworthiness or the 
self-talk of self-denigration, the defensive pounce on others’ views of 
themselves as untrustworthy, as dubitable or misguided. Thus, a defensive 
attitude is often accompanied by an attack on others’ intentions, beliefs, or 
judgements. Self-defence training, on the other hand, implicitly develops the 
attitude that which one is defending is worth defending. Thus, attitudes 
cultivated through self-defence training seem unlikely to coincide with a 
defensive attitude. 
  
 
Conclusion 
 
The aim of this paper has been to show that self-defence training fosters 
autonomy through promoting its two essential components, resiliency and 
resolution. Resolving to maintain one’s life, one’s physical or sexual integrity, 
or one’s identity are key examples of what one might resolve to protect and 
maintain. Resistance in some cases might call for whatever it takes to prevent 
harms the self. Developing the capacity to appropriately respond to non-
physical threats to the self is promoted through the self-trust and self-esteem 
cultivated through self-defence training: both work together to overcome limits 
to autonomy in an oppressive society. Training in self-defence encourages 
members of oppressed groups to claim their rightful physical space and defend 
it as deemed reasonable. So, for instance, physical training of the body through 
self-defence might free women from bodily encoded ideals of femininity 
limiting autonomy through restricting posture, movement, or reactions. For 
those who have lost a sense of their own worth or value, like the abused 
woman whom bell hooks encounters, self-defence training may prove itself a 
good route to developing autonomy where the aim of cultivating courage may 
fail. While self-defence training is not the only route to the development of 
resolve and resistance, its practical value as a source of strength to protect and 



Courage, Self-Trust and Self-Defence 
 
 

 245

defend the self against threats of personal violence has much to recommend it 
as a means of developing autonomy. 
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lasdair MacIntyre gives a plausible account of virtues 
appropriate to typical First World individuals in his 
Dependant Rational Animals.  A shortcoming of that work is 
the fact that the account is rife with contingencies, a matter 
stemming —it seems— from his concentration on individual 

human beings or prototypical individuals, especially as found in the First 
World in our era.  But earlier (and somewhat contrastingly) in After Virtue, 
MacIntyre had stressed the aspect of necessity in morality—such as the 
necessity to be virtuous if one is to flourish. This paper takes seriously the 
aspect of necessity in morality; it attempts to sketch a more rigorous (and 
alternate) account of the kinds of virtues universally necessary to the 
continuation of humanity by staring with an ontology of large units instead of 
with MacIntyre’s Aristotelian individual human substances, albeit ones which 
are “political animals.” The large units at stake here are, first, the continued 
existence of the human species as such, and second and derivatively, all 
societies which are relatively self-sustaining over generations. After 
recognizing certain features of such units, one could move on to explorations 
of virtues in particular human individuals. The task at hand here, however, is to 
explore the universal moral necessities at stake in keeping the human species 
(and any proper large subsets thereof, such as societies) in existence.  

A

This exploration begins from the point of view of “social reproduction” 
which means, in gist, that humanity continues to exist (and likewise, societies, 
when they do continue to exist over historical time) not by zoological 
reproduction eo ipso but by replicating (with appropriate changes) social, 
cultural, intellectual, technological and moral qualities in its membership from 
generation to generation. By exploring these necessities for existence and 
highlighting the moral ones, an outline of a catalogue of kinds of virtues 
required by humanity will be generated, together with the lawfulness of just 
that catalogue. The advantage over MacIntyre’s approach is that many of the 
contingencies built into his method of approach are eliminated and the account 
of the virtues required is transformable from “plausible” to “demonstrated”. 
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The Issue of Social Reproduction  
 
The contemporary world seems confused concerning the kind of basic features 
—let us call these the lawful order— specifically operative and determinative 
of the ongoing living existence (or potential extinction) of the human species. 
Many tend to think we live by the laws of zoology, just as do the apes. Some 
think this is an error, but many of these people have little to offer in terms of a 
systemic account. However, recently in philosophy there have been renewed 
efforts (as in Feminism and Post Modernism) to bring to the fore 
considerations of the importance of historical and cultural features of our lives, 
but without relating them to the question of the preconditions or laws of the 
very existence of our race. (Indeed, the Post Modernists are suspicious of any 
overarching narrative as would be at stake in the project made an issue here.) 
The general result is that neither philosophical circles nor the culture generally 
is seriously considering the question. For many, including many working 
intellectuals in the areas of recognized practical work such as political and 
economic policy, not only human existence but civilized existence seems to be 
something operating on automatic pilot or to be simply a “given” which needs 
no explanation. Thus “the myth of the given” still operates in an important 
area, even if not in refined epistemological circles. 

However, there is a small tradition which has rejected all of the afore-
mentioned orientations or lack of orientations to the issue of the generic 
causalities of our existence. (At the moment by “our” existence I mean the 
presently six billions of us now living in the quantities and qualities in which 
we do--and this includes most of us having some access to electricity, hundreds 
of millions of us having access to healthy diets, and the demographics of so 
many people living in big cities). The background which helps problematize 
this is that in the distant past there were only hundreds of thousands of human 
beings living in caves as hunter-gatherers in a totally rural setting. This 
referenced small tradition addresses the matter of the causal explanation of 
how we have come to live as we now do given that our distant ancestors lived 
in much fewer numbers and in significantly different modes—modes less 
powerful vis-à-vis nature. It also addresses the question of how we might have 
descendants in the distant future who could live even better lives.   

This tradition can be labeled the tradition of Social Reproduction.1 The 
term “social” in the nomenclature is meant to signal at once a sharp difference 
from simple zoological reproduction. Rather, it recognizes that human beings 
are not subject to nothing but the laws of physics or the laws of biology, but are 
lawfully–essentially–historical, cultural, cognitive beings. And according to it 
we have determining powers not found in mammals or any lower orders of 
existence. These include the powers of rational creativity, of understanding 
realities (including, notably, the reality of laws), and of the virtues.  

 
1 Perhaps Karl Marx is the one who both first sketched this somewhat more fully than others 
and is best known for having done so. But he was anticipated in this tradition by Benjamin 
Franklin and his circles.    
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There is no deny that physical, chemical, and zoological features have 
importance in our existence. But it is here hypothesized that higher powers are 
primary over these lower powers in successful continuation of the human kind.  
Virtues are taken to be among these very high powers.  

Concerning the hierarchization of various powers, consider the matters of 
chemistry and zoology in an organism. If sodium and potassium are in a non-
organic environment such as water, they are said to obey the laws of entropy 
and tend to diffuse through the water evenly. However, if they are in the 
environment of a healthy living cell at rest, then anti-entropic (i.e., living 
lawful forces) are dominant; the sodium and potassium in the tissue tend 
toward a differential imbalance instead of a homogeneous state. The inorganic 
elements are present but the organic (tissue and cell) has priority and alters the 
processes of the merely inorganic chemical one.  Entropy is supplanted by anti-
entropy.  

Likewise the morphology of human life is taken in this essay to be a 
multiply-connected manifold of different and hierarchized kinds of powers in 
which the apparently uniquely higher human powers are determinative in 
“healthy” situations.   

In what follows I shall, first, give a slightly more extensive treatment of 
social reproduction in my own version. Then I shall show how it is pertinent to 
a theory of virtues and finally I will give a partial catalogue of the virtues 
necessary for successful social reproduction.  
 
 
A Theory of Social Reproduction  
 
We human beings do not reproduce ourselves simply by adding sperm to ova 
as fish do, nor do we “drop neonates” as though we were simply mammals, as 
was already mentioned. We reproduce ourselves socially–with talents, mental 
acuities, customs and other “spiritual-cultural” qualities achieved, sometimes 
with great effort, over not only mere time but–because we alter deliberatively 
and without termination the tools and techniques we require–the temporal 
feature is specifically historical. Even in the matter of elementary nutrition, we 
do not gather what is already present in nature as, basically, the lions and 
pandas and beasts generally do. We have tended, as far back as we have been 
able to study, to eat meat and grain cooked, not just as we may happen to find 
it–if it is ever a matter of “finding”. And how long ago we might have been 
merely such primitive hunter-gatherers is being pushed back in time as science 
advances. We humans did sophisticated astronomical observations even from 
inside the Arctic Circle–including fairly accurate complex mathematical 
computations of the Great Cycle of the precession of the equinox and other 
matters–at least 8,000 years ago.1 Yet when enquiring about causalities in 

 
1 See the works of Bal Gangadhar Tilak, The Orion and Artic Home in the Vedas or 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bal_Gangadhar_Tilak. This has received some very recent indirect 
support via V.V. Pitulko and P.A. Nikolsky, “The Yana RHS Site: Humans in the Arctic before 
the Last Glacial Millennium”, Science 2, January 2004, v. 303 no. 5654, pp. 52-56.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bal_Gangadhar_Tilak
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human living it is not a matter of finding some putative “first moment” of the 
first human being since we are exploring the morphology of a species of life. 
One of our tasks in this matter is to recognize our universal form of life a kind 
of process different from other orders of life: we have lived in notably different 
kinds of ways––in notably different forms of societies with different abilities 
(which now include not only flying but also space travel)––without becoming a 
different species. We are a kind of life which incorporates significantly 
different kinds of life under a unity of a single species. It seems appropriate, 
therefore, that in our investigations we always have to begin in medias res. We 
must look not only backward at what there was which changed but also 
forward to what resulted (or, from the present, to what can result). This entails 
that we look—albeit too often without lingering attention--between the quasi-
settled forms of our past and possible future lives to the changing as such. That 
is, crucial to our sophisticated self-understanding is the recognition of the fact 
that we humans as a race seem to have to engage in deliberative self-change 
(from one form of life to a different one). Why this is the case, why there 
cannot be a utopia––a permanent resting spot––and what importance this has to 
the virtues is best done, it seems, with the help of the rubric of Social 
Reproduction.  

For a few details concerning Social Reproduction let us begin with a model 
which, pedagogically, is the most easily grasped. Let it be called the dynamic 
of Simple Social Reproduction. This would be a process in which a society 
reproduces over time its membership in the same numbers and with the same 
average quality of persons and the same kinds of skills; that is, the quantity and 
quality of people is simply reproduced.  And since skills in operation are just 
the human side of what are called —misleadingly enough— natural resources, 
the kinds of natural resources would have to remain the same.  For example, 
the skill in providing oneself with a club and in wielding it determines that 
tapirs or other slow-moving animals are food resources. Likewise archery 
talents necessarily go together with bows and arrows as a technology which 
provides antelope and other-fast-moving animals to be a food resource.  For yet 
another example, more advanced rocket science and moral commitment of 
populations would provide lunar minerals as resources.    

But this model of Simple Social Reproduction is merely a pedagogical 
fiction, for we are dealing here with the physical world. And in so far as a 
physical system is fixed and closed, it is subject to the law of entropy.  And 
Simple Social Reproduction is precisely by hypothesis a fixed and closed 
system.  Such a system annihilates itself.   

Let us look at the issue as one of physical economy. Consider a society in 
which coal mining would be the energy source for the entire industrialized 
economy.  And let the mining part stand as a paradigm example of entropic 
attrition undercutting any hopes of maintaining simple social reproduction.  

Start at any time one likes.  If we were to assume that any one specified 
day’s production is sufficient for the economy that day, the same production 
will not be sufficient the next day or any day thereafter. One has to move the 
equipment further or deeper from its home base and transport the mined 
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mineral farther from the new mine head or depth of mine to its point of use —
all of which take additional energy. If we extracted coal by digging out a hole 
in the earth of 1000 cubic meters yesterday using a coal-powered steam shovel 
which itself consumed, say, 10 cubic meters of coal, then 10 cubic meters 
devoted to the steam shovel today will not be able to extract another 1000 
cubic meters today if the bucket has to go down ten meters deeper to 
accomplish this or the whole apparatus moved ten meters further on. The 
energy which sufficed to do the work (in the sense of physics) of digging down 
10 meters (and across ten meters square) will not suffice to dig out (from 
deeper in the hole or from another location) 1000 cubic meters. Since ten cubic 
feet of coal in the steam shovel will accomplish less work (in the sense of 
physics) today than yesterday, more than 10 cubic meters of coal will be 
required to extract 1000 meters. But if only 1000 meters are again extracted, 
then less than the 990 needed by the rest of the economy will be available, 
given the additional consumption of the tool. Obviously, what happens 
physically at the coal mine also happens in the rest of the apparatus in the rest 
of society. And thus there is a kind of double attrition factor.  So we find that 
this way is the way really of Negative Social Reproduction.   

What is more, eventually the mine will be so deep that new kinds of 
problems such as ventilation for shaft mining or water accumulation for strip 
mining will make the minerals at that site unavailable using the technology 
which was sufficient until that time.  

And finally, if we extrapolate into the future, eventually all the minerals 
will be depleted, or, in the case of so-called renewable resources (such as even 
hydrocarbons may be according to some), our extraction rate will be greater 
than the repletion rate and the resource will be exhausted for all practical 
purposes. Every specific such resource is, after all, finite. In fact since resource 
is a functional matter ––it identifies a relationship between human beings and 
aspects of the cosmos–– every fixed quality-cum-quantity of human society has 
resources which will eventually be depleted. We are even told that our present 
sun will not be useful to us in fewer than two billion years.  

There are two immediate inferences from this discussion. First, Simple 
Social Reproduction is not a basic existence (survival) process of the human 
race. It must degenerate into Negative Social Reproduction. This means a 
smaller or worse population and, to follow the lawfulness of these possibilities, 
each one by itself leads to the other. A population of lower qualities has a 
lower “carrying capacity” and thus leads to a still smaller population; a smaller 
and smaller population does not have the quantity of workforce to maintain the 
previously-existing quality of human life. Second, to answer the question of 
why we did not go extinct tens of thousands of years ago, we must recognize 
that it is because over all––despite the fact that many cultures and a goodly 
number of civilizations have gone extinct ––we have engaged in Positive 
Social Reproduction.  

It is worthwhile to look at two kinds of Positive Social Reproduction. The 
first is one which is merely a quantitative increase in the social unit: there are 
more people of the same average quality working with the same kinds of tools 



An Anthology of Philosophical Studies 
 
 

 252 

and thus defining for themselves the same resources. Let this be called 
Extended Social Reproduction. Obviously this also is not the basic kind of 
process which ensures the continued existence of the human kind.  It can be a 
middle-term viable response to the problem of our physical existence But 
clearly more miners employing more steam shovels exhaust their resource at a 
faster rate than few ones, even if the exhaustion point is a couple of centuries in 
the future.   

To explain how it is that we human beings are still in existence today in the 
manner in which we are, explanatory appeal must be made to Expanded Social 
Reproduction, which centers on human ingenuity, human creativity. In 
Expanded Social Reproduction the population creates new tools and with them 
new kinds of work and even new divisions of labor, and ––of course–– new 
kinds of resources. It is human creativity which “opens up” what would have 
otherwise been the closed system of fixed kinds of living and fixed kinds of 
resources. Put in the context of physical economy, this means that 
technological progress is ontologically fundamental in any viable socio-
economy––including macro-changes in divisions of labor and social relations 
(also sometimes called social revolutions).  

But one should not try to conceive of Expanded Social Reproduction ––of 
progress–– as though it were a mere matter of technique in some, perhaps, 
Heideggerian sense or sense in which it is assumed that this process has 
nothing to do with morality. Rational creativity (and its physical efficacy) 
requires serious effort, requires zeal. Truth be told, it involves many virtues. In 
fact, it is time now to begin to focus on the virtues; after all that is the main 
topic which is here simply relying on the matter of physical economy as its 
prolegomenon.  
 
 
The Virtues as Such 
 
Let virtues here be defined as those developable high powers of the human soul 
which are requisite to maintain and to enhance embodied humanness. This is 
understood to pertain both in the small case (a single person) and on a large 
scale (a society, a civilization, the human race).  

As “developable” the powers which virtues are here understood to be has 
an analogy to muscular power:  there are various degrees of a virtue. It is not a 
matter of being completely virtuous or not virtuous absolutely, of being “spot 
on” some supposed mean, which is the essence of every virtue. There are 
degrees of moral strength.  Like muscular strength, the strength of a virtue and 
of all the virtues can wax and can wane. A person (at any given time) can be 
more or less courageous, for example, than at another phase in that person’s 
life. A person can also be more or less courageous than another person.  And so 
can a population as a whole society. Also like muscular strength, a weak 
degree of virtue seems to be something we are born with but also something 
which needs to be strengthened for the sake of the soundness of that person’s 
life. And still again, like muscular strength, a person in a very weak state of 
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virtue can have her or his strength increase on the initiative of other good 
parents of an infant or child (for one kind of example) or physical therapists 
(for the other). But on both sides of this analogy a high degree of power 
requires much self-initiative.  

And on the aspect of virtues actually existing in degrees, one can think, in 
broad terms, of a weak degree of virtue as maintaining for a while the level of 
good or value which had already been achieved. A middling degree of virtue is 
to be thought, then, as extending the good in some modest degree, or time, or 
range of persons; it effects a slight enhancement of value. A high degree of 
virtue elevates value to a new and higher level or “plateau” than that which had 
previously prevailed. Similarly, there are degrees of vices (weaknesses). This is 
still, of course, weakness concerning effecting humanness. A slight degree of 
vice lets the previously-prevailing degree of good slips (relatively slowly) to a 
lesser degree. A middling viciousness is one in which the person or persons 
“actively” drag it down.  An intense viciousness abandons any orientation to 
the good and rather embraces inhumanity as its orienting point of reference. 
Hitler is thought by many to have been a powerful person, but this is a mistake. 
He thought he was building a realm which would stand for a thousand years.  
But the essence of a fascist society is to be self-cannibalizing. (Dachau was just 
a pre-vision of what would have happened to the entire Nazi world had it not 
been terminated by foreign military forces.) Hitler was more like the child 
whose project is to pile ten blocks one upon the other and keeps failing. 
Finally, with a gleam in its eye the child piles up seven blocks and then 
smashes them all down, claiming success.  Vice is essential to dehumanization 
also in its falsifications.  

Virtues are “powers,” according to this account, both because they are 
efficacious (variously) against and also with multiple other kinds of powers (or 
forces or motives). Some of these other powers are zoological and these 
sometimes have to be countered, sometimes altered, sometimes sublated by the 
(higher) human moral powers in order to preserve humanity.  Some of these 
other powers are the forces of physics (as was touched upon above). And in 
analogy with forces of physics (which are, alternatively, understood as natural 
laws: weak force, strong force, gravitational force are understood to be 
different lawful powers), virtues are here called powers (or forces; and perhaps 
some Leibnitzian could expound the account in terms of vis of a human 
entelechy) also because they involve necessity. This involves the necessity 
referenced first at the very beginning of this paper and further suggested in the 
section on Social Reproduction. The prime necessity is that there must be a 
certain (i.e., historically variable) degree of virtue among the humans simply to 
continue the human race. The laws of human nature (embedded in nature more 
broadly) are as inviolable, as necessary to us as are the laws of any other kind 
in the (evolving) universe as a whole.  

Here follows a partial catalogue of virtues accompanied by a brief account 
of each in accordance with this present theory. 
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Justice 
 
Justice, especially distributive justice, is probably the most communicative 
example to begin with, given this long preamble. The classical definition holds 
that justice is the disposition to give to each his or her due. I see no reason to 
make much change in the nominal formulation. But the Aristotelian tradition, 
especially, tends to treat this “giving” to be a giving to others what they are 
due. In contrast I propose that oneself not be excluded from the understanding.  
Let us, therefore, take justice to be the power to supply and to accept that 
which is necessary to maintain or affect a harmonious order in oneself, in 
another, in the group at large. The supplying of what is required can be seen 
(partially truthfully) as a burden. Although it is reciprocally the case that what 
is received has been supplied by some other. To offer too much and to accept 
too much of goods or burdens ––“too much” here understood as debilitating to 
oneself or others–– is, ceteris paribus, to engage in an injustice. Once again the 
nominal formulation is not far from the classical one of the proper distribution 
of goods and burdens.   

There are many influences, incentives, and motives (“movers”) which serve 
as functions which would get us to a bad (human-life-harming or -enervating) 
or even a catastrophic outcome, were it not for the power of justice in the 
individual or individuals which cause a more or less desirable result. Some of 
these incentives seem (at least) to come from “outside” while some seem to 
come from within a person. An example of the former might be one in which a 
person is the victim of much-recurring injustice and comes him or herself to 
behave frequently in an unjust way, and even rationalizes those responses. An 
example of the latter (forces coming from within) might be the case of a fear 
cathexed to “not having enough” money or things and then one strives to keep 
or take or receive inappropriate goods in inappropriate quantities. But (in the 
circumstances envisioned) when any such incentives are neutralized or 
overpowered, it is immediately the power called justice which effects the good 
outcome.  

Let us attend now to distributive justice on a somewhat large scale: on the 
scale of a whole socio-economy, and let us begin to employ insights from 
Social Reproduction.  

Consider the following chart of distribution of tools to persons engaging in 
different tasks or job categories. Let us suppose, if need be, that some evil 
genius of a tyrant were responsible. For what follows is highly exaggerated to 
make the point about the potentially catastrophic consequences of mal-
distribution of goods. (Although in some parts of the world cocaine is 
distributed to pupils more potently and more often than the quantity, quality, 
and currency of books.)  
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Work\Tool IronOre Coal Drill School Milk Putty Cocaine 
Iron Miner     X   
Farmer  X       
Electrician  X      
Pupil       X 
Plumber    X    
Tailor      X  
Apple picker   X     

 
If this is allowed to stand, clearly the society collapses with the attendant loss 
of human life. A fierce degree of injustice results in a pathological and rapid 
loss of specifically human powers and specifically human beings. Lesser 
degrees of injustice effect lesser pathologies. From this heuristic model one can 
see that inadequate quantities of goods or of burdens (such as working hours or 
conditions) can be as bad as poor distribution of kinds of goods to “kinds” of 
people, of people located in certain roles in social space.   

Alternatively, one might be tempted to think it just to set up a system of 
distribution in which everyone always gets the same distribution according to 
detailed conclusions arrived at during some initial period of rational 
deliberation. But this would be to think and act more in accordance with 
notions of Simple Social Reproduction than in accordance with the reality of 
specifically human nature.   

Additionally, as argued earlier, human viability requires what would seem 
to be a “surplus” from the premise of Simple Social Reproduction. This could 
seem to some to be exploitative or otherwise improper. But in fact, for the 
medium term the society as a whole must produce and consume more and 
engage in Extended Social Reproduction, at the minimum. But when one starts 
trying to work out the details of how to do this in any specific historical period, 
it probably frequently happens that justice requires both changed and unequal 
distributions. And, indeed, these detailed considerations in just distributions 
may properly (i.e., to accord with justice) shift over time, sometimes even over 
the span of a single lifetime. These changes themselves can give rise to 
resentments, disappointments and other motives that would work against 
justice.  

To give a clear summary of part of the facts of distributive justice: there is 
no eternally-correct detailed formula of just productions, consumptions, 
distributions; although there may be generic formulations. Equality is a 
candidate in our age for a putatively perpetually-correct concept of justice. But 
this nominee must presuppose much (such as capitalism or at least a highly 
monetized society) if it is to avoid the designation of being a stupid one. The 
potential stupidity here is patent as soon as one considers the first detail of 
entailed content: every adult gets exactly the same quantity and quality of tool 
with which to work. And further: there would be equal distribution of 
particular kinds of goods and burdens to infants and adults alike. Or ––to take 
such egalitarians more charitably–– there would be equal distribution to each 



An Anthology of Philosophical Studies 
 
 

 256 

over a lifetime, even when merely two such lifetimes might span more than a 
century and a half and all the changes that can involve. It seems that “from 
each according to his means to contribute to social reproduction and to each 
according to his needs in doing so” comes closer than most formulations. 
Perhaps closer still would be that distribution in society and in individuals of 
what contributes to harmonious growth and development. But when we look 
for an instantiation of justice in a particular social or personality form it must 
be admitted that there is no utopia and there is no perfect-for-all-times 
applicable scheme of justice. The set of actually-applicable criteria of just 
distributions consists (over human history) in multiple items ––as does the 
unjust set. This becomes readily apparent when one would try to come up with 
a social plan which would be an inference from some particular scheme of 
justice. Would it be a Greek polis or European feudalism or non-rapacious 
capitalism? If none of these what would and could one construct, say, 50,000 
years ago (or even in id-eighteen century) which would be remarkably just? 

These remarks pertain once again to the fact that even Extended Social 
Reproduction is not perpetually viable. Expanded Social Reproduction calls for 
even more momentous kinds of changes, and with them potentially more 
difficult problems which would require both a greater degree of justice to 
handle correctly and a different schema. Let it be emphasized that this paper 
treats each virtue only generically. But by way of illustrating of what I mean 
about changes in theory and in corresponding practice let this brief remark 
suffice. It probably was just in feudalism to affirm theoretically and in practice 
some tithing and likewise in capitalism (despite those who go off half-cocked 
after a quick reading of only the first volume of Capital) that some profit even 
in banking, despite feudal objections is just.  

Turning now to so-called retributive justice, the matter seems to be no 
different at a deep or generic level than that of distributive justice. And lest we 
start our thoughts too tied to our most common practices on the topic–harming 
our enemies–let us recall Plato’s challenge: it seems to be an error to harm 
one’s neighbors. This is true not only in the case in which we are mistaken in 
various possible ways concerning who is our real enemy and who is not. It also 
obtains for those who actually are evil-doers.  

Probably most would grant this at some theoretical level but object on the 
level of detail. Even those retributivists in, for example, a Kantian or Hegel 
tradition might argue for paining, killing, or otherwise disenfranchising 
someone on the grounds that this is benefiting the individual in the very biggest 
picture. But this is dubious and is certainly incorrect in most of such practices. 
Others would argue that in this moment in history we have (at least sometimes) 
no available alternatives to harming people: our psychiatry isn’t advanced 
enough to cure sociopaths, our material resources are too skimpy to actually 
rehabilitate most criminals, and so forth. (In some cases, it seems this may even 
be true.) However, even in the cases in which all and only evil-doers are 
harmed, that is a manifestation of some degree of lack–perhaps of quite various 
kinds–on our parts. And the harm may not only be to those who are convicted.  
For the lives of the people who come to be guards in penitentiaries, for the 
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people living next door to freed but harmed convicts, perhaps for the next door 
neighbors of the guards who have spent their work hours in a demoralizing 
environment, for the taxpayers who pay the price for recidivism, life could be 
better. (And so could it, at least theoretically, for the perpetrator.)  

To give (and receive) to each according to her or his due –whether 
distributively or retributively– is to give (and receive) that which makes better 
people.  

Let this not stand, as so many claims often do, as an edifying claim. Here 
let us appeal to evidence from the consideration of Diminishing Returns or 
entropy. Over historical time at least, we need more people with greater 
average level of human skills and powers.  

Concerning distributive justice: a modern industrial society cannot exist if 
most of the human beings are too slothful to learn to read or otherwise (perhaps 
by grave injustice by a few) wind up being illiterate.  It is a matter of justice in 
the large that we do not waste minds while trying to save, say, tax money 
elsewhere. Making as many people as possible literate in a modern economy 
today is a demand of justice.  

Concerning retributive justice: it is likewise unjust waste people (even 
those who have been really our domestic enemies) even when this waste 
consists in simply incarcerating them in penitentiaries without additional 
practices of positively harming inmates, as is so often our current practice, if it 
be actually possible to avoid this.  It seems impossible for us at this moment to 
do any better concerning sociopaths than to incarcerate them (without adding 
to their defects) because we cannot do anything better, all people considered. 
Similar considerations apply to killing people. Perhaps older and relatively 
poorer kinds of societies could do no better than killing many enemies of the 
people. This last kind of consideration is perhaps clearer in just wars from the 
point of view of the side which is truly justified in engaging in killing enemies:  
the outcome would have been much worse and the carnage and waste much 
greater had we not engaged in the behavior we did and do engage in. But 
concerning simple domestic criminals the First World has become more 
powerful than have to resort to capital punishment.  

One last thought on the virtue of justice. I also propose (as did Plato) that 
justice is at stake when there is an issue distributing and organizing and 
developing “parts” or aspects of oneself.  Examples of these involve devotions 
of energy and time to the many different projects we have to engage in. It is 
possible to get this wrong to some degree or other, with a consequence of, as 
contemporary parlance puts it, being “out of balance”. This out-of-balance 
condition can be mild and short-lived, but it requires justice or more justice 
(usually self-applied). Perhaps worse kinds of cases include those wherein we 
devote time and energy to pursuing a pleasure or a sleek body to the total 
neglect of a special socially- and personally-useful higher dimension of 
ourselves, such as a talent at a certain skill or strengthening our character. But 
even when this is not our particular failure and we are in fact on a project 
committed to developing a skill or virtue we can get it wrong in various 
degrees and manners. We can, for example, neglect one weak virtue for the 
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sake of making ever-more robust a stronger virtue of ours. This at least relative 
weakness in a virtue runs the risk of the disintegration at some future time of 
the entire strength of character. Or the single-minded, perhaps even obsessive, 
pursuit of developing one specific talent could result in the production of 
oneself as a “nerd,” as the English slang designates the outcome in which the 
talent is undone in the bigger picture by one’s weakness at other appropriate 
characteristics and skills. 
 
 
Wisdom  
 
We come now to the topic of wisdom. The closer a viable society is to being in 
a condition of Simple Social Reproduction, the less intelligence is required to 
keep it that way in the short term Perhaps in such circumstances it takes no 
special intervention of wisdom —except, of course, eventually to abandon 
Extended for Expanded Social Reproduction. Wisdom is a power necessary to 
identify when and how the move must be made. But just as Expanded Social 
Reproduction subsumes all less powerful social dynamics (at least in the sense 
that any society with ongoing viability must have a tendency at least toward 
that, even if it not at the time actually executed), wisdom subsumes probably 
all truly moral actions, including minor ones. Just as there are no algorithms for 
determining when and how to participate in attempting a revolution in a 
scientific paradigm or in a social revolution, similarly there are no complete set 
of rules for applying even ready-at-hand moral rules in every particular 
situation, as MacIntyre has reminded us. People who try to live in a quasi-
mechanical manner similar to the Good Soldier Schweik (i.e., without good 
judgment) create a mess of affairs. 

However, Wisdom has been a virtue which may rank among the seemingly 
most ineffable in nature.  Perhaps this is not surprising because at its more 
powerful levels —where it could manifest itself most clearly— it is about the 
replacement of one mode of understanding with another mode or, more 
robustly, one mode of living with another. It is not only that there is no 
algorithm for this as well as more frequent events. Focusing on what had 
temporarily worked does not suffice to make any strongly moral change. Nor is 
the complete object of focus the salutary potentially succeeding arrangement, 
assuming one has come up with it in thought. It is also a matter of the means of 
getting to the new and better from the old.  It is thus strictly true to say that 
there is no rich, concrete detail to understand, there is nothing which the 
faculty of Understanding (dianoia) can get a grasp upon and to deal with. What 
is at stake is a matter of some transinvariant “between” and partly 
determinative of relatively fixed axiomatic (thought and other intelligent) 
processes. It is that which makes the issue so elusive.   

But for here and now I must be content with the suggestion that wisdom is 
the developed and abiding power to discern our true good as such, and in 
particular circumstances, and to choose the right means of achieving it. A tiny 
degree of wisdom is the power to identify (as the mildly foolish person does 
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not) a simple situation one is in as a moral one. Such a modestly wise person 
does not discount a business situation as amoral simply because it is a matter of 
business. A minor degree of wisdom is the power to apply correctly (generally, 
at least) considerations previously developed and already on hand. 

A moderate degree of Wisdom is the power to apply at-hand rules in a 
novel but successful way. An example of this might be Portia’s maintaining the 
law of contract in Venice and applying it, in a sense, exactly by ruling that 
Shylock was entitled to his pound of flesh (as literally contracted and as he 
demanded) but not to a drop of blood, which was not covered by the contract. 

Expanded Social Reproduction requires wisdom on a large scale in many 
nooks and crannies. Were it possible to know by fortunetelling or some time-
traveling machine or even deduction that working to creatively formulate some 
as-yet-unknown universal principle or scientific paradigm or social model or 
career would succeed within 100 days of vastly improving matters, high 
degrees of wisdom might not ever be a necessity. But reality is not like this.  
Consider first the theorist, and let us take for our example the theoretical 
scientist. On the present account there is not only no socially just utopia, there 
is as well no knowledge utopia where we shall have complete and final 
knowledge and where we can rest forever from intellectual work. There are 
always discoveries to be made, new hypotheses to be framed and tested, new 
paradigms to be adopted. It is a matter of wisdom for the scientist to resolve 
when the process of extrapolating from previous findings within a paradigm is 
an underutilization of her or his talents, work that bears too little fruit. It is 
likewise a question of knowing when it is premature —and in that fashion 
unfruitful and wasteful— to try something radically new in other fields. The 
case is the same, except in the details, for the applied scientist and engineer, as 
well as for the statesman and even workers in less prestigious fields. Indeed, 
concerning the latter, one fairly common form of modern folly is for a person 
to choose (in those cases where it is a matter of choice) a job or career not on 
the basis of its intrinsic and extrinsic value to self and others but rather on the 
basis of merely extrinsic value (such as salary) and to conform one’s life to the 
demands of some form of that goal. 

A literary example of a deep degree of folly is Hamlet’s failure to venture 
into territory as yet un-experienced (in order to save Denmark). Instead his 
folly and his cowardice combine to have him rationalize that it is a high degree 
of consciousness that makes cowards of us all and keeps us from venturing into 
uncharted regions. It was the viciousness of that man which had him falsify the 
moral issue and allow the presumptively catastrophic defeat which followed. 
(Although neither Hamlet not his adulterous uncle were about to provide any 
saving alternative.) 

Another example of folly is Bentham’s utilitarian calculus. One can add 
and subtract linearly, but one cannot by such means even estimate truly 
creative changes. What is more, even those whose interests are “at stake” 
cannot be so calculated and in practice are recognized arbitrarily. This is so 
even on the simple ground that we cannot count all sentient beings for all 
future time. And because the whole cannot be calculated, arbitrary limits are 
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set—even if the arbitrariness is set by custom. (Here one might consult the 
recent custom that the interests of stockholders are the only interests to be 
consulted in a corporation’s policies with the older custom based on the insight 
that limited liability companies could be made and in exchange for the 
privileges of such an “artificial person” it would serve the common good in a 
special way.) Even more to the point is that discipline known as economics. It 
is Benthamite in ontology, epistemology, and moral indifferentism (to use 
Kant’s term). For that discipline technological innovation is an exogenous 
factor. Thus anything to do with expanded social reproduction which, as 
argued earlier is crucial to our survival is not part of economic science. What 
folly! The dismissal of technological innovation as alien to the science is 
coherent with its satisfaction that linear mathematics (its method to calculate 
utilities and net marginal utilities and to do cost-benefit analyses) is 
satisfactory in the scientific study of any economy universally. A very few 
economists take any notice of making innovations in the goods of the 
economy. Fewer still spend any time on rectifying this postulate and its 
attendant methodology. (In point of fact, the mathematics to handle revolutions 
seems not to exist, although the work of Riemann and Cantor might provide 
clues to those properly qualified.) But it is not as though a difference discipline 
(Physical Political Economy, by name) didn’t make technological innovation 
ontologically primary and make “guestmates” about it in concrete 
circumstances and even institutionalize a bank —a national bank— to treat the 
issue.  

We can readily identify the folly of those committed to economics since we 
see similar follies in our own special fields. One inducement to it was 
identified long ago by Friedrich Schiller in his condemnation of 
Brohtgelernten.  For them, it is just a relatively easy way to put bread on the 
table, all things considered.  For others, it is a matter of quasi-mindlessly 
joining and remaining in an already-institutionalized practice. For those who 
reflect deeply on the discipline after having been in it for a while, there are 
matters of possible excommunication from the institution with its attendant 
ridicule and uncertainties concerning one’s future.  And so on. All of these are 
motives which must be countered by wisdom if value is to be maintained, 
much less enhanced.  
 
 
Courage   
 
Consider a third virtue, courage. Courage, in some ways, seems to be the most 
basic virtue. It is basic in the sense that it seems to be that which counters 
operations of an older part of our “back brain” or of our merely zoological 
endocrine system. One can say that is the human power deployable against the 
beast-like instinct of “fight-or-flight”. Sometimes the life-preserving or life-
enhancing thing to do is neither to run or lash out but to hold one’s ground 
(literally, or more often, figuratively speaking). In any case, perhaps fight-or-
flight is a survival device for beasts; depending on the brain configuration 
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(perhaps) and the intensity of the felt threat the animal will “automatically” (so 
to speak) or instinctually attack the object of perceived threat or try to remove 
itself from it. Some standard accounts of courage take it to be the opposite of 
fear, which would seem to make it some sort of confidence. But that is not 
accurate enough, as I shall suggest shortly. Aristotle does a little better when he 
likens it to be proper balance between too much fear and too much confidence, 
despite the fact that Plato had already warned us in the Phaedo that morality is 
not at core a matter of exchanging sensations or emotive states. Certainly, too 
little attention is paid by philosophers to the aspect of anger in these relevant 
situations, including anger as a kind of subjective displacement for fear. The 
military seem to do better than the philosophers here. Not only do they 
recognize flight as cowardice but also what they call “flight-forward” in which 
the soldier inappropriately charges toward the opponent. The military tends to 
classify most such defects as cowardice, although blind rage (so important in 
suicidal terrorist campaigns) is also acknowledged as a motive or part of a 
complex of motives.   

By contrast, I take courage to be that developed power of persons which, 
when it is the moving force, is the locus of our transcending mere endocrine 
and associated processes summarized under the zoologists’ heading of the 
fight-or-flight instinct. It is the power to maintain or enhance already-achieved 
values even when there is a perceived threat to one’s comfort (socio-economic, 
psychological, and physical) or even to one’s life.  Its usual opposing motive 
force is fear; but the proper name of the vice related to courage is cowardice.  

One example of cowardice is the already-mentioned Brotgelehrte who 
wastes her or his time and energy in fruitless studies because the learned one is 
running away from the perceived danger of doing otherwise. Another example, 
one rampant again in our time, are citizens of a nation who are afraid to face 
dire facts facing the nation and the saving actions required of them; they 
usually deny the threatening reality which is available to be observed and to be 
changed. Still another example would be the angry public complaints by 
military officers against their nearest (but hardly ultimately or primarily 
responsible) official instead the commander in chief or whomever is the author 
of a disvaluable strategy or war. It is probably clear enough that this failure 
could cause the collapse of the society with the improper historical or military 
strategy. But the former, citizens or other populations of a society who are 
deficient in courage to fact crucial socio-historical facts have perhaps doomed 
at least as many people across the epochs. Ancient Athens (and Greece with it) 
was not destroyed (except in the form of the coup de grace administered by the 
Romans in 123) from without but from within, especially by adapting to or 
even adopting Sophistry as its prevailing mode of thinking. And Socrates 
evinced great courage (despite Aristotle’s misgivings about acknowledging 
courage in a civic context) in his work against the cowardice of his fellow 
citizens. 
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Love (Charity) 
 
Martin Luther King, jr. once described love as “a willingness to go to any 
length to restore community”.1 Plato’s Diotima, shifting the discussion of love 
from a desire which is basically pathos to an action, says that love is “of 
engendering in The Beautiful.2 After briefly mentioning begetting children as 
an example she lingers on the engendering of well-ordered communities and 
households.3 It is consistent with these insights that I shall try to make my 
contribution.   

I suggest that love be understood as the power to produce (or maintain) new 
and more valuable manies-in-ones. Some examples would be these. Love (not 
eroticism) is what makes a good marriage, in which two people (by combined 
acts of love, of course) constitute themselves one couple such that the result is 
better than were each to remain single. Eroticism can bring a child into the 
world. But it is love which adds the child (or children) to the already-existing 
many-in-one such that the addition to the household is more valuable still: the 
children are nurtured in both in body and virtue and the parents enhance their 
own human powers in order to accomplish this. On the issue of marriage as 
such, love, when it is strong enough, overcomes various other influences which 
tend to undermine the value which the marriage is. Some of these are, of 
course, erotic temptations relating to other persons. But it also overcomes sloth 
which might degenerate into indifference and the tendency of the marriage to 
dissolve. Similarly, too, in the issue of child rearing: distractions concerning 
various matters would otherwise undermine the effort required for parenting 
were it not for sufficient love. And such love is needed, of course, to overcome 
inordinate self-concern.   

On a much larger scale, the scale of a nation, Diotima’s and King’s 
positions seem to be more or less correct. Real statesmanship (in contrast to 
most mere ordinary political operations) is either building or repairing or 
maintaining a society which is more valuable than the available alternatives.  In 
this action, love negates the temptations to which significant role-influence 
(such as owning a corporation or being president of a nation) is especially 
subject too. Among the less obvious, perhaps, is the temptation to withdraw 
ones efforts to prevent a social slide toward a lower degree of value or even 
into disintegration. Indeed, here as in family formation, love seems to be the 
crucially at odds with sloth; it seems to be the power to muster which is most 
directly opposed to the tendency to fail to fulfill our moral responsibilities well.  

And even in many ordinary workplaces it is usually love which is 
operational when the worker (be she or he a machinist or teacher or researcher) 
strives to provide the world with a performance which is better than the boss or 

 
1 Martin Luther King, jr., “An Experiment in Love”, Jubilee, (September, 1958).  
2 Plato, Symposium 206e. In these passages dunamis appears often in its various nominal and 
verbal forms.  
3 This takes is supposed to be the result of the fact that love in the soul begets all the virtues.  
The present essay has previously drawn near to the issue of the unity of the virtues and was not 
explored. The same here. Such would be a topic for another time.  
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co-workers or the institutional directors pushes the worker toward. To be sure 
some ideologues insist (even sometimes to the point of appealing to some 
unidentified fact) that people work hard for some vulgar egotistic utility. But 
such ideologies always tend in the end to appeal to some occult quality or 
feature in their explanations. But even when this is not so —when people work 
for the money or the honor or purely for the desire to know— this seems not to 
work well. We do have warnings about this in our myths of Faust and the Mad 
Scientist. We also have the less insightful warning that there are three ways to 
do things: “the right way, the wrong way, and the boss’ way”. Sustained good 
work despite “the boss” or other opposing influences is most often and best 
done for love, for the sake of contributing to the general welfare, or at least the 
part of it upon which one has efficacy. This happens regularly in family 
formation not only when parents strive to be in close contact with their children 
in order to parent well but also when they make the switch and for a general 
good allow their children to be independent adults who also will probably 
engage in family formation. In fact, such “letting go” is part of good, loving 
parenting. It is also the case when, say a trade union founder who had helped 
make a good union withdraws his or her energies from that organization if it 
has been “stolen” from him and perverted; love would then have him devote 
his or her efforts to another project for a group good ––one, for example, in 
which the person founds a new institution which achieves goods in a new locus 
or of a new kind.  
 
 
Conclusion  
 
The preceding account has been an offering of an outline of an account of the 
virtues which provides evidence on behalf of the overall account of what virtue 
as such is and the nature of some of the virtues. It has approached this from 
considerations of social reproduction. It is maintained that the evidence is 
much better than the mere plausibility or “intuitions” most usually appealed to 
(such as Aristotle’s “we say that”) and it succeeds where Aquinas has a gap in 
his moral theory between natural law and the virtues. As part of the project 
many of the virtues had to be reinterpreted and differ from some more familiar 
accounts. There remains work to be done on further details of the virtues 
catalogue, on the unity of the virtues and other ontological aspects of the topic.   



An Anthology of Philosophical Studies 
 
 

 264 



A Human System Approach to Environmental Ethics 
 
 

 265

C H A P T E R   T W E N T Y 
 
 

A Human System Approach to 
Environmental Ethics 

 
 

Choi Moon-Ki, Seowon University 
& 

Dixon Harold Mark, Ohio Northern University 
 

 
t is undeniable that there are serious global imbalances in the 
interactions between the natural environment and human socio-
economic systems. As these problems have become more and more 
intractable ecosystems have become ever more unstable. As a 
consequence environmental ethics has become and more serious 

concern in both the academic and socio-political arenas.  
The general aim in environmental ethics is to determine the limits to human 

beings’ moral considerations and obligations. The main questions in this 
endeavor are: “Do we have moral obligations to future generations?”, “Do we 
have moral obligations to other living beings besides human beings?”, “If 
there are moral obligations to other living beings, are these to individuals, to 
groups or to entire species?” and “Do we have moral obligations to non-living 
entities such as ecosystems?” 1 

I 

Through the specific answers to these questions it is possible to isolate and 
categorize the main approaches to environmental ethics. Jane Zembaty 
classifies these approaches as anthropocentrism, sentientism, biocentrism and 
ecocentrism.2 Peter Singer distinguishes between anthropocentric ethics, 
animal-centric ethics, biocentric ethics and ecological whole ethics.3 Ervin 
Laszlo distinguishes the instrumental value approach and the intrinsic value 
approach, and within the latter distinguishes between the emotion-centric, the 
biocentric and the holistic integrative approaches.4 

Other than the more holistic ecological approaches, in all these 
classifications the principal difference between the various environmental 
ethical theories turns on the value theoretic distinction between instrumental 
                                                 
1 Manuel Velasquez & Cynthia Rostankowski (eds.), Ethics: Theory and Practice.  
(Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1999), pp. 446-447. 
2 Jane S. Zembaty, ‘Preface to Chapter 11: The Environment’, in Thomas A. Mappes & Jane S. 
Zembaty (eds.), Social Ethics: Morality and Social Policy, 4th Edition,  (New York: McGraw-
Hill, 1992), p. 476. 
3 Peter Singer (ed.), A Companion to Ethics  (Cambridge: Basil Blackwell, 1991), pp. 284-293. 
4Erwin Laszlo, Introduction to Systems Philosophy: Toward a New Paradigm of Contemporary 
Thought (New York: Harper & Torchbooks, 1972.) 
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and intrinsic values. The problem is that this focus on value distinctions 
becomes problematic when one attempts to treat the complex relations and 
interactions within and between ecosystems in a systematic manner. To be able 
to recognize and resolve global environmental problems then requires a more 
comprehensive perspective. The fundamental realization here is that what 
determines moral duties are relationships rather than some particular, and 
perhaps capricious, value assignment. 

The aim in this paper is to describe in broad outline this more 
comprehensive perspective –a ‘human systems approach’– to environmental 
ethics as an alternative to current approaches. The ideas here represent an 
initial expedition rather than a final conceptual model. As such the main aim is 
to consider what it is that a human systems approach to environmental ethics 
requires and implies.  

A human systems approach has its theoretical and methodological 
foundations in general systems theory. General systems theory uses the basic 
concept ‘system’ as a means to integrate concepts, principles and 
methodologies within numerous academic disciplines. Thus a human systems 
approach incorporates multi-level perspectives and methodologies into a 
system-centered perspective on environmental problems and environmental 
ethics. This provides valuable insights into how to implement practical 
environmental strategies as well as formulate long-term environmental 
policies. 

 
 

A Human Systems Approach to Environmental Ethics 
 

In this section our aims are (1) to describe a general human systems model, (2) 
illustrate this model’s use in environmental crisis analysis and (3) explore the 
implications that this model has in environmental ethics.   The expectation is 
that this model and its application to environmental crisis analysis and 
environmental ethics will provide the means to bridge the current division 
between anthropocentric and non-anthropocentric ethics, with their focus on 
the instrumental-intrinsic value distinction, and thus to integrate the best 
elements within each approach into a more comprehensive and systematic 
environmental ethics. 
 
A Human Systems Model 

 
Systems science comprises research strategies that utilize concepts, principles 
and methodologies across numerous academic disciplines in order to 
investigate and describe complex natural phenomena. It is the concept ‘system’ 
that provides the bridge between these various disciplines. As biologist and 
systems philosopher Ludwig von Betalanffy characterizes them, systems 
consist in interrelated elements that interact within a particular environment.  
The power in this concept lies in the realization that there exist models, 
principles and laws that are applicable to general systems and their subclasses.   
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Thus despite the specific components, connections, or interactions that 
characterize particular systems, it is possible to generalize across systems – to 
develop a general system theory.1  

Our aim then is to describe a human systems approach to environmental 
ethics. The basic idea is that since human systems are systems, it is possible to 
generalize across them so as to isolate and describe their general structural and 
functional characteristics. Through this process it also ought to be possible to 
determine the connections between human systems and the natural 
environment and what implications these connections might have on 
environmental ethics. 

In general it is possible to isolate within human cultures a triadic 
organizational structure that comprises a local natural environment, a social 
environment and a spiritual (or cognitive) environment. Erich Jantsch uses the 
phrase ‘human system’ to denote the more comprehensive system that 
comprises these diverse environments. The concept ‘environment’ here has 
obvious and close connections to the concept ‘system’. To be precise, these 
environments can be seen as subsystems within the human system –subsystems 
that themselves encompass numerous even smaller systems. The natural 
environment encompasses the immediate natural landscape and its various 
geographical, climatological, geophysical structures and processes within 
which human beings live and interact. The social environment includes all the 
social institutions and structures within which human beings live and interact. 
These include families and communities as well as technological, political and 
economic institutions and processes. The spiritual environment encompasses 
the individual’s and groups’ knowledge, expectations, interests, moral 
standards, philosophies, religious convictions, and communication systems. As 
Jantsch describes them communication systems encompass communities’ 
common values and mores.2 

F. Kile articulates a similar division. Kile writes that societies are collective 
bodies whose individual members act within natural, structural and persuasive 
environments.3 The natural environment is the immediate physical 
environment– the sun, moon, stars, water, and land and so on. The structural 
environment comprises families, communities, governments, corporations, 
churches, unions and all the other social, political and economic institutions. 
The persuasive environment represents the more ideational components, i.e., 
religious, political, social and philosophical ideologies and worldviews.  
 

 
1 Ludwig von Betalanffy, General System Theory: Foundations, Development, Applications  
(New York: George Braziller, Inc.), p. 32-38. 
2 Erich Jantsch, Design for Evolution: Self-Organization and Planning in the Life of Human 
Systems  (New York: George Braziller, 1975), pp. 50-75. 
3 F. Kile, “Values as Social Bonds” in Richard F. Ericson (ed.), Avoiding Social Catastrophe 
and Maximizing Social Opportunities: The General Systems Challenge, The Proceedings of the 
22nd Annual Meeting of the ISGSR (Washington D.C., 1979), pp. 246-247. 
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A Human Systems Approach to Environmental Crisis Analysis 
 

Given this general human systems perspective, we shall suggest that the current 
crises in natural systems, i.e., the non-human natural environment, are due to 
imbalances in the interactions between the subsystems within the 
comprehensive human system. These imbalances include those between human 
beings and the subsystems (or components within the subsystems), as well as 
between the subsystems themselves. We can represent the human systems 
model for environmental crisis analysis as follows (see Figure 1): 

As this model suggests there are close connections between environmental 
crises and interactions between natural systems, social systems and spiritual 
systems. To be precise, environmental crises arise through imbalances in the 
interactions between these systems, i.e., through imbalances between natural 
systems and social systems, natural systems and spiritual systems and spiritual 
systems and social systems. 

Actions within social systems that precipitate environmental crises include 
unsustainable economic growth and consumption, non-democratic institutions 
and decision processes and the misuse and abuse of technologies. Moreover 
while social systems continue to become more and more complex, rational 
regulations on their structure, organization or management are rare. 

Within spiritual systems it is possible to isolate even more problematic 
causes that relate to ideas and perspectives about the natural environment.  
Perhaps the most serious among these are the attitudes that there is a 
fundamental ontological separation between human beings and other non-
human beings and entities, that human beings can exploit nature without 
restriction or repercussion, that natural resources are endless, that the means to 
solve technological problems is to develop more technologies, that commercial 
products are more important than the human beings who produce and use them, 
and that we have no obligations to future generations1 (or at least that we can 
discount this obligation when it conflicts with our present desires). The obvious 
anthropocentrism that motivates and drives these attitudes serves to separate 
human beings and the natural environment and then gives preferential weight 
to human interests over the environment. The end results are moral theories 
and systems that are one-sided and human-centered. 

The actions within natural systems that contribute to environmental crises 
are numerous. Problematic behaviors include environment stress due to 
overuse, natural resource depletion and non-sustainable development. Under 
normal conditions ecosystems exist in a dynamic stable state. This means that 
over time ecosystems will respond to changes so as to maintain this 
equilibrium. Actions that threaten the ecosystem’s equilibrium or homeostasis, 
threaten the ecosystem’s existence. 

What human beings fail to realize and appreciate is that within a complex 
system, such as the human system, it is impossible to contain actions within 

 
1 William T. Blackstone, “Ethics and Ecology” in William T. Blackstone (ed.), Philosophy and 
Environmental Crisis  (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 1974), pp. 16-17. 
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specific subsystems. In all complex system the interdependence between the 
subsystems means that an action with one subsystem will have consequences 
throughout the entire system. Thus attitudes and actions in the social and 
spiritual systems will have repercussions in the natural system. As imbalances 
in the interactions between these systems increase over time, the stress on the 
natural system will reach a critical point past which the natural system, and 
then the social system it underlies, will become unstable. 
 

 
Spiritual Systems 

[ideas, knowledge, values, 
beliefs, attitudes] 

• Distinction between 
human beings and nature 

• Anthropocentric views on 
animals and nature 

• Anthropocentric views on 
values and morals. 

Natural Systems 
[living beings, non-living 

beings, the land] 

• Stress due to over use 
• Interruption to dynamic 

steady-state 
• Non-sustainable use and 

development 

Social Systems 
[technologies, economics, 

politics] 

• Misuse or abuse of 
technologies 

• Unsustainable growth and 
consumption 

• Non-democratic decision 
processes 

Human 
beings 

Unbalanced 
interactions 

Unbalanced 
interactions 

Unbalanced 
interactions 

 
Figure 1. A Human Systems Model for Environmental Crisis Analysis 
 
A Human Systems Approach to Environmental Ethics 
 
Figure 2 illustrates a human systems approach to environmental ethics. In order 
to preserve the natural system’s dynamic steady-state and functional health, it 
is essential to restore and maintain the balance in the interactions between the 
human system’s component systems. The most effective means to restore the 
balance is to design, or re-design, the component systems – in particular the 
social and spiritual systems. 

In ‘systems design’ we attempt to determine the attitudes, knowledge, 
institutions and other components what would be essential in order to 
reconstruct the relations between human beings and the natural environment so 
that the entire human system is stable. As such systems design is a creative 
process that focuses on the future. What systems design requires then is that we 
isolate the specific ideas, attitudes, behaviors or institutions that are 
problematic and then correct those attitudes. These corrections can be through 
changes in social and economic policies, institutional changes and 
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reorganization, and changes in legal statutes. It is the change in education 
though that will realize the most dramatic transformations in the relations 
between human beings and the natural environment. 

What drives systems design is the desire to create or realize a future in 
which our expectations about ourselves, our societies and our environment are 
in balance. To do this systems design understands that problematic situations 
and behaviors arise within and are due to the interconnections, interdependence 
and interactions between the human system’s subsystems. It relies upon a 
holistic perspective that emphasizes the synthesis between the interactions 
between a system’s components.1 

With social systems the objective is to design (or redesign) the 
technological, political and economic processes and institutions so that there is 
a balance both within social systems and between social, natural and spiritual 
systems. As a means to change or improve systems, systems design is 
invaluable in the struggle to resolve environmental crises. In order to resolve 
the tension between environmental conservation and economic development, 
e.g., it is essential to determine at what level further natural resource depletion 
will start to destabilize the natural environment and then design the appropriate 
legal, economic and administrative institutions to prevent the environment’s 
complete destruction. An indispensable element in effective systems design 
will be basic democratic decision processes.2 The one essential requirement 
though will be a paradigm shift within the spiritual system. Without a 
fundamental change in attitude to drive changes in personal attitudes and 
behavior, institutional changes alone will have little permanent significance. 

 The most important strategic tools to facilitate this paradigm shift –which 
requires us to abandon anthropocentrism and to embrace a more systems 
conscious perspective– will be systems education and environmental ethics 
education. 

This is not to suggest that anthropocentrism is without merit or foundation, 
but rather that without qualifications or restraints it becomes, in its most 
extreme versions, indefensible and dangerous.  Thus the human systems model 
attempts to combine anthropocentrism’s most valuable ideas with the most 
important insights in the non-anthropocentric strategies, in particular 
biocentrism and ecocentrism. 

The anthropocentric approach to environmental issues places principal 
interest on human social systems and their maintenance, while non-
anthropocentric approaches have tendencies to focus on natural systems and 
their maintenance. A fundamental insight that motivates general systems 
science is the realization that within a complex system there will be a structural 
and functional interdependence between the subsystems. To maintain the 
system’s equilibrium requires that the interactions between the subsystems 

 
1 Bela H. Banathy, Designing Social Systems in a Changing World  (New York: Plenum Press, 
1996), pp. 33, 45-47. 
2 C.A. Hooker, “Responsibility, Ethics and Nature”, in David E. Cooper & Joy A. Palmer 
(eds.), The Environment Question: Ethics and Global Issues (New York: Routledge, 1992), p. 
163. 
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maintain their structural and functional interrelations. Within human systems it 
is uncontroversial that, over time, social systems depend upon natural systems 
to maintain their equilibrium or homeostasis. Thus when social systems 
overexploit natural systems to the level where the natural systems become 
unstable, social systems themselves become unstable. There are then direct 
connections between environmental problems and social problems.1  Moreover 
since particular social systems are adaptations to specific environmental 
conditions, the connections between social systems and natural systems are 
systematic.  

The problem is that without a more systemic perspective to act as a 
restraint, the anthropocentric and non-anthropocentric strategies have an 
inclination to focus on their incompatibilities.  Thus anthropocentrism and non-
anthropocentrism can be too one-dimensional in their focus. Moreover neither 
have the requisite methodological tools to formulate a viable environmental 
ethics on their own. The anthropocentric approach, e.g., places exclusive value 
on human interests and welfare. Some non-anthropocentric approaches, in 
particular those that draw upon eastern religions and philosophies, advocate 
asceticism or complete non-intervention in nature. Neither approach is 
unproblematic. Anthropocentric approaches are unjustifiable in their 
exclusiveness, while the non-anthropocentric approaches are too unrealistic, 
since it would be impossible to have over six billion human beings return to a 
pre-industrial revolution pastoral or rustic lifestyle. Thus neither the 
anthropocentric or non-anthropocentric approaches are adequate to cope in a 
realistic manner with the current complex environmental problems. The human 
systems approach in contrast attempts to change and improve modern social 
and spiritual systems in a more realistic and practical manner. In short the 
human systems approach tries to merge these antagonistic approaches into a 
more harmonious environmental ethics. 
 

 
1 Consider, e.g., the connection between pollution and medical problems. These problems place 
a greater demand on medical resources, which in turn places a greater financial demand on 
societies. The connections are not difficult to see. 
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Objectives for a Harmonious Environmental Ethics 
 

When the human systems approach combines the core ideas in 
anthropocentrism and non-anthropocentrism the result is a focus on sustainable 
development. The main objectives in a human systems approach to 
environmental ethics then are to redesign the current subsystems to encourage 
sustainable behaviors and lifestyles. Their effective and permanent redesign 
however depends upon some fundamental changes in spiritual or ideational 
systems. Thus the shift to an ecological paradigm, i.e. a paradigm whose 
principal focus is on the ecosystem, is the most important objective in spiritual 
systems. Essential to this shift to the ecological paradigm will be changes in 
education; in particular it will require more intensive and extensive education 
about general systems and environmental ethics. 

 
Objectives within Social Systems 

 
First, it is essential to recognize that most environmental problems are due to 
scientific and technological abuses. As tools, science and its resultant 
technologies have lead to ever greater human need satisfaction, and thus 
survival. Thus human beings have been able to escape Thomas Malthus’ 
prediction in An Essay on the Principle of Population (1798) that unrestrained 
human population growth would surpass food production and thus result in 
mass starvation and disaster. 

Through modern technologies human beings have to able to increase food 
production. Such dramatic increases come at a price though, since these 
technologies also necessitate dramatic increases in our water, wood and 
mineral resource use. The problem, as the historical record indicates all too 
well, is that human beings often fail to recognize the differences between 
valuable and dangerous technologies until it is too late. Science is the 
proverbial double-edged sword. Consider, e.g., chlorinated hydrocarbon 
(CHC). Once thought to be an ideal chemical, it also is a principal cause in 
ozone disruption and depletion. What we need are ‘humanized technologies’ 
that can solve technological problems, that are economic and that also sustain 
human and environmental values. E.F. Schumacher calls these ‘proper 
technologies’ or ‘technologies with a human face’. The deep ecologists and 
bioregionalists call them ‘appropriate technologies’. 

Current macro-technologies are too capital intensive and place too much 
demand on non-renewable natural resources. What we need are small-scale 
technologies that build on sound ecological principles, are appropriate to the 
problem and can provide the basic needs – food, shelter, clothes and healthcare 
– within local communities. The basic idea here has much in common with 
bioregionalism and its focus on small communities and geographical regions. 

Even though technological advances often have unpredictable (and 
undesirable) consequences, we still have been unable to establish 
comprehensive social controls on their development and use. This has led some 
to argue against further research and development into new technologies 
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altogether. The problem here is not that there is an intrinsic connection 
between technological advance and environmental crises, but rather that our 
social systems do not attempt to develop technologies that are compatible with 
our natural systems, or even our spiritual systems. In most cases what drives 
technological advances is the desire to produce ever more effective and 
economic means to exploit natural systems. Thus it is imperative to redesign 
current technologies and develop more appropriate new technologies. 

Second, besides changes to our technologies, we also need to redesign 
elements within our economic institutions and systems. On the human systems 
approach, the unrestrained growth in GNPs, interest rates, inflation, 
urbanization and social institutions has made social systems unstable and 
inflexible. This in turn places more and more pressure on natural systems. The 
aim then is to reorganize and restructure current economic systems. The 
greatest challenge here is to explore the means to realize sustainable 
developmental practices.  It is sustainable development alone that is able to 
guarantee that ours as well as future generations have similar economic, social 
and political opportunities, and at the same time avoids the threat to the natural 
systems that makes development possible in the first place. Sustainable 
development is impossible however until there is a balance between economic 
policies, industrial processes, technological innovation, natural resource use 
and population. It is sustainable development then that underlies possible 
future human advances.1 In order to achieve sustainable development, all 
advances must be within parameters that maintain the balance between natural 
environments and social and economic systems. 

To realize sustainable development then economic systems must 
acknowledge and act in accordance with an ecological, i.e., systems, 
perspective. On this perspective economic systems are organic systems that 
consist in human beings and social institutions that are in constant interaction 
with the ecosystems that our lives depend upon. As with other organic systems, 
economic systems are viable when the changes it undergoes are sustainable and 
so allow the systems to remain in a dynamic steady-state. In order to achieve 
and maintain a viable economic system then it is essential to have ecological 
systems as well as other social subsystems that are flexible enough to adapt to 
changes in the natural environment. 

Third, we have to give explicit consideration to environmental problems on 
the political level. We must develop mechanisms to control, among other 
problems, rapid increases in populations, the unrestrained growth and 
consumption in the world’s largest economies and unequal resource and 
income distribution. The resources that comprise natural systems –water, air, 
land, minerals, flora and fauna– are exploited at random and under the 
assumption that, as public goods, everyone can use them without consideration 
or compensation. We must also overcome the attitude that economic growth’s 

 
1 Joy A. Palmer, “Toward a Sustainable Future” in David E. Cooper & Joy A. Palmer (eds.), 
The Environment Question: Ethics and Global Issues, (New York: Routledge, 1992), pp. 182-
184. 
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undesirable consequences, such as pollution and soil depletion, are mere 
externalities and inevitable. We must control and balance economic interest 
and environmental cost. Most environmental problems arise because there are 
inadequate institutional control mechanisms and no real systematic 
coordination policies. To deal with these problems future policies must 
encourage new institutions and legal systems, must reinforce administrative 
organizations, must offer economic incentives and must advance international 
agreements and cooperation. 

Though essential, changes to social systems alone are inadequate to 
guarantee sustainable development and a resolution to environmental 
problems. Sustainable behavior and practices require the recognition that the 
earth’s future has value and that we thus have obligations to ensure that there is 
a future. It also requires the acknowledgement that non-human entities as well 
as human ones deserve our respect and concern, and the willingness to accept 
our collective responsibilities and to engage in greater cooperation. The values 
that underlie these requirements that societies must adopt in order to realize 
sustainable developmental practices include a focus on long- term rather than 
short-term plans, the need to conserve resources and thus to minimize waste in 
production, distribution and consumption, and the need to have a more 
harmonious relation to the natural environment. Balance and harmonious 
interaction are essential values here. To be sustainable in response to external 
changes systems must be able to maintain essential process with a certain 
normal range. Thus in order to have sustainable societies, systems must be able 
to control and adapt to external disturbances so as to maintain, an internal and 
external, harmonious state. We must also become more eco-literate so that we 
can understand the principles that underlie the human system’s structure and 
organization, and use this knowledge to create sustainable human systems. 
 
Objectives within Spiritual Systems 

 
The principal objectives within spiritual systems are the shift to more 
ecocentric paradigm and to create the educational programs to encourage and 
sustain this paradigm.  It seems obvious that in order for our social systems to 
co-exist with natural systems there must be a change in our ideas, values and 
attitudes. Physicist Fritjof Capra generalizes Thomas Kuhn’s ‘scientific 
paradigm’ into a ‘social paradigm’ in order to explain rapid cultural change. 
The social paradigm represents those attitudes, values, and practices that 
members within particular societies share.1 The need to encourage more 
ecological awareness then requires fundamental changes in societies’ social 
paradigms. 

The current reductive, mechanistic worldview that drives science aims to 
maximize human wealth and welfare and so depends upon a particular 

 
1 Fritjof Capra, The Web of Life: A New Scientific Understanding of Living Systems, New 
York: Anchor Books, 1997). 
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economic paradigm.1 What is ironic though is that the focus on quantitative 
scientific value here overwhelms all concerns about qualitative human values.  
Thus individuals are more apt to compete rather than to cooperate with each 
other in their struggle to acquire and use non-renewable natural resources. 

It is essential then that there be a shift from the mechanistic-reductionist-
atomistic paradigm to an organic-holistic-ecological paradigm.  Because the 
ecological paradigm presupposes a systems perspective, we can subsume it 
under or with the ‘systems paradigm’. The critical idea here is that as a system 
develops, certain characteristics emerge through its components’ structural 
organization and interactions that it is impossible to reduce to or isolate in the 
components’ own characteristics. The systems paradigm then emphasizes 
wholes over parts, holism over reductionism. The systems paradigm also 
emphasizes contextual models, i.e., in order to understand a particular 
component one needs to consider the context or environment in which that 
component exists and acts.  System models then are environmental models.  
Thus in systems models nature is seen as a complex system between whose 
components there exists a fundamental interdependence. 

J. Robertson, S.L. Hart and H. Henderson argue that Baconian-Cartesian 
dualism is a fundamental cornerstone in the reductionist worldview that has led 
to the current environmental crises, thus it is essential to abandon the 
reductionist paradigm and adopt a new environment-conscious social 
paradigm. Capra and Henderson refer to this as the ‘solar age’ paradigm, while 
Robertson christens it ‘SHE’ (the sane, humane, ecological paradigm). This 
new paradigm calls upon human beings to integrate the broader environment’s 
physical, biological and cultural components. It represents a holist approach 
that attempts to synthesize ideas across numerous disciplines.2 While the older 
paradigm was built upon anthropocentric values, the new paradigm 
presupposes more ecocentric values, i.e., it recognizes that in addition to 
human beings other living entities also have unique value. All living beings are 
members in larger ecological communities, communities whose components 
are bound in mutual interdependence. 

At its most extreme this organic worldview recognizes the earth a being a 
living ecological organism, a complex holistic system.  This global perspective 
encourages individuals to recognize their positions as parts within the greater 
whole that is the earth. This perspective attempts to integrate design and 
behavior. In particular it promotes new behavior patterns – patterns that 
encourage us to converse non-renewable natural resources and to optimize their 
use. Such a global perspective also forces us to consider human value within a 
context that includes the past, present and future. It emphasizes a harmonious 
integration between ideas and behavior that supports spiritual development and 

 
1 Edward Goldsmith, The Way: An Ecological World-View, (Athens: University of Georgia 
Press), pp. xi-xii. 
2 P.E. O’Sullivan, “Environmental Science and Environmental Philosophy: Part 2 – 
Environmental Science and the Coming Social Paradigm”, in J. Rose (ed.), Environmental 
Concepts, Policies, and Strategies.  (Philadelphia: Gordon and Breach Science Publishers, 
1991), pp. 77-78. 
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ecological balance, rather than an exclusive emphasis on material acquisition 
and consumption.1 

The paradigm shift in spiritual systems can be, indeed must be, facilitated 
through education.  Environmental ethics education in particular is a means to 
inculcate a new value system – a system that requires harmonious co-existence 
between human beings and nature. Environmental ethics education considers 
more than sustainable lifestyles and practical development; it also considers 
various values and virtues as well as their ethical implications. The ultimate 
success or failure to formulate policies that will create a sustainable future 
depends upon our knowledge about the role that human behavior has on natural 
systems. 

Education that will result a sound ecological decisions and lifestyles 
requires us to recognize the fact that the world is not subject to people, but 
rather that people are subject to the world. It urges individuals to live in a 
harmonious relationship with the environment rather than to pursue, without 
thought or concern, material acquisition and consumption.   

 
 

Conclusion 
 

Most recent discussions in environmental ethics tend to focus on such 
questions as: ‘Do animals, plants and other natural entities have intrinsic 
value?’, or ‘What would our responsibilities or obligations be to other non-
human entities that did have intrinsic value? But such abstract questions have 
little value in the struggle to cope with complex and multi-level environmental 
problems. In contrast the human systems approach to environmental problems 
presents theoretical and methodological tools that can overcome the 
weaknesses in more value-focused approaches. 

Human beings interact with numerous systems, and through these 
interactions develop relations to entities within these systems. In order to 
understand human existence then we need to isolate, map and explore all these 
complex interactions and relationships. The human systems approach classifies 
the overall human environment into three basic systems (which themselves 
encompasses numerous subsystems):  the natural system, the social system and 
the spiritual system. Moreover this approach proposes a conceptual model 
through which it is possible to understand these systems and their interrelations 
within the overall human environment. It provides the means to analyze 
environmental problems which arise in the geo-sphere, bio-sphere, techno-
sphere and socio-sphere and to achieve their optimal resolution. 

In general environmental crises are traceable to imbalances in the 
interactions between the systems that comprise the human system. The main 
causes within social systems are scientific and technological abuses, to 
unrestrained economic growth and consumption and to non-democratic 

 
1 Daniel N. Pagano, “Ecoarchaeology: Ethics, Human Systems Design and Action in the 21st 
Century”, in Proceedings of the 38th Meeting of the ISSS on New Systems Thinking and Action 
for a New Century, 1995, pp.40-41. 
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institutions, policies and decision processes. Within spiritual systems the main 
causes are traditional anthropocentric ideas, values and attitudes that see the 
natural environmental as little more that resources to pursue human ends. Due 
to these causes natural systems have lost, or are about to lose, their dynamic 
equilibrium or homeostasis and so edge closer to destruction and chaos. 

The most important aim in the human systems approach is to preserve a 
balance in the interactions between the systems that comprise the human 
system. In order to maintain natural systems’ equilibrium and functional health, 
we need to design more appropriate technological, economic and social 
principles and policies. Furthermore, within spiritual systems we need to 
discard the mechanical, reductionist paradigm and shift to an ecological and or 
systems paradigm. We need to encourage a more sustainable environmental 
ethics and systems education. 

The historical evidence seems incontrovertible; in general the 
anthropocentric approach has led to serious stresses on human well-being and 
social systems as well as to the failure to preserve the natural environment. 
Neither the anthropocentric approach nor even the current non-anthropocentric 
approaches focus on the need to balance the interactions between social, 
spiritual and natural systems. While the anthropocentric approach causes and 
aggravates environmental crises, the non-anthropocentric approaches often 
advocate practices or lifestyles that are unrealistic in modern societies. Neither 
then is able to ground a viable or desirable environmental ethics. The human 
systems approach in contrast does focus on a balance in the interactions 
between social, spiritual and natural systems. Thus the human systems 
approach promises to provide the foundation on which to build a viable and 
harmonious environmental ethics. 
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Murphy W. Daniel, Saint Anselm College 
 

 
egel is arguably the most important founding father of post-
Kantian philosophical conceptions of divine immanence, and 
it is difficult for philosophers of religion and God to work 
effectively without a reasonable understanding of Hegel and 
his importance. Yet did the brilliant and deeply ironical 

Kierkegaard, whose complex position on Hegel is unique in philosophical 
history, truly understand Hegel’s philosophy of God in the first place? 
Commentators of many stripes have issued forth on this topic since the 
nineteenth century, often with uneven and conflicting results. Kierkegaard 
scholars, notably among them Niels Thulstrup, Gregor Malantschuk, and most 
recently, Jon Stewart, have all dealt with Hegel’s influence on Kierkegaard, but 
typically do not consider the mature Hegel’s philosophy of God in enough 
detail to characterize properly the relation between the two thinkers. On the 
other hand, Hegelians’ approaches to Kierkegaard also usually bear 
shortcomings. Consider for example Walter Jaeschke’s assessment in his 
landmark work on Hegel, entitled Reason in Religion. Jaeschke, one of the 
most accomplished of contemporary scholars on Hegel’s philosophy of religion 
and God, is very pessimistic about the extent to which scholarship on Hegel 
and Kierkegaard can relate these two thinkers, and strongly suggests that 
attempting to put Hegel and Kierkegaard into extended, serious dialogue with 
each other would ultimately be unproductive.1  

H 

The main task of this paper is to begin to readdress the relation between 
Hegel and Kierkegaard by outlining how to understand the relation between 
Hegel’s immanentist conception of God and Kierkegaard’s existentialist 

                                                 
1 Jaeschke remarks, “it must be borne in mind, when we pay closer attention to his 
[Kierkegaard’s] reception and criticism of the speculative philosophy of religion, that his 
approach does not merely shy away from any explicit (even if critical) assessment of the 
fundamental problems of the philosophy of religion, but is so confrontational in its tendency 
that any productive discussion of the fundamental questions that have been left open by this 
approach becomes difficult, if not impossible, even subsequently”. Walter Jaeschke, Reason in 
Religion: The Foundations of Hegel’s Philosophy of Religion. Translated by J. Michael 
Stewart and Peter C. Hodgson.  Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990, p. 399. 
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conception of God. To be sure, the relation between Hegel and Kierkegaard is 
highly complex, and the discussion of this relation offers many possible points 
of entry, all with their corresponding themes. In the larger picture, what is at 
stake is a fair and sufficiently philosophic consideration of both the system-
building aspirations of speculative idealism and theistic existentialism, a 
consideration which ultimately would also have to include an evaluation of 
these two key nineteenth century conceptions of God on contemporary 
philosophy. While the scope of this paper cannot provide the larger picture in 
detail, out of the completion of my main task I will draw a rather ambitious 
conclusion, admittedly more on the scale of the larger picture than less so. This 
conclusion is that Kierkegaard’s existentialist conception of God would not 
have ‘existed’ if not for the presence of Hegel in the background. 

In order to complete its main task and to prepare for this conclusion, the 
paper is structured in the following way. Its first main part examines the basic 
structure of Hegel’s philosophy of God, its second part examines 
Kierkegaard’s existentialist conception, mainly through his important early 
text, Fear and Trembling, and its part third offers concluding remarks. 
 
 
Hegel’s Philosophy of God 
 
Hegel’s immanentist philosophy of God observes how the divine presents itself 
finitely in the world, i.e. insofar as God appears in the world in the ways we 
normally call ‘religious’. To be sure, Hegel’s philosophy of God also promises 
finally to show in what sense religious spirit in life can be seen as infinite and 
infinitely free (the beginning of the philosophic explication of religious spirit 
as infinitely free in life really starts with Hegel’s treatment of the cultus). The 
astonishingly ambitious range and depth of Hegel’s explication of religion 
unfold numerous complexities, problems, and themes. But in any case, 
according to Hegel philosophy cannot agree with the claim that the finite forms 
of religion attest to God transcendent to nature, or experience, or reason, and 
also cannot agree with the claim that infinitely free spirit transcends experience 
and reason. While religious belief and the different religious confessions 
themselves of course make these claims, philosophic knowledge dooms itself 
to contradiction, and thus ultimately to failure, if it accepts that spirits 
transcends nature, experience and reason. Hegel’s reasoning on this point is 
essentially straightforward: how can philosophy justify its claim to truly know 
or explain spirit if it also holds that spirit transcends experience and reason?  

Over the last two centuries, Hegel’s immanentist philosophy of God has 
generated numerous lines of interpretation in both theology and philosophy.  
Though it is impossible to summarize all of these interpretations here, one of 
the more visible and persistent lines of interpretations is the one which depicts 
Hegel as being a primarily theistic thinker, in the sense of being a kind of 
modern pantheist. To be sure, Hegelians can indeed find many solid reasons to 
reject the pantheist interpretation. However, in addition to these sectarian 
reasons it is clear that this generic characterization – in addition to it being 
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simply too ‘generic’ to be of serious value - is close kin to the generically 
polemical characterization of Hegel as an ‘obscurantist’, and soon to follow 
this is the unfair demonization and dismissal of Hegel.   

Another equally widespread and resilient interpretation depicts Hegel as a 
philosopher whose conception of spirit (Geist) sees spirit as so secularized that 
we have no choice but to conclude that he is essentially an atheist thinker. This 
interpretation is also deeply flawed, and usually in one of either of the 
following two ways. Either it judges Hegel himself to be an atheist (an 
ultimately unjustifiable hypothesis), and perilously founded on this personal 
judgment, then judges his quite substantial philosophy of God to be a rational 
yet ‘atheist’ presentation of God for modernity.  Or, this interpretation weights 
so heavily the secularized forms of spirit, such as those of objective ethical life 
(Sittlichkeit), that it downplays too much Hegel’s career-long interest in the 
problem of God, especially in his mature works and lectures. 

Another general line of interpretation is what we can call the Christian 
theological interpretation. The one constant which has persisted throughout this 
very broadly defined interpretation is that it aims to reconcile Hegel’s thought 
on God with Christianity. Its ultimate goal is at least the following: to 
characterize Hegel’s thought on God as ‘consistent’ with Christianity so as to 
portray him as a new, unique defender of Christianity for modernity. This 
interpretation is also fundamentally mistaken. For as we examine Hegel’s work 
from the 1807 Phenomenology of Spirit (PhS) through the 1820s lectures on 
the philosophy of religion, it becomes quite evident that Hegel rejected the 
conception of the transcendence of God as a concept sufficient for fully 
rational – i.e., philosophical – thinking.  In addition, throughout his authorship 
Hegel never argued for the immortality of the personal soul, or for any kind of 
personal afterlife in a heaven of eternal salvation.  If it cannot be shown that 
Hegel’s writings and lectures explicitly defend these essential doctrines of 
Christianity, then how can it be possible to defend Hegel as any kind of 
Christian theologian? 

Moving away from these three interpretations, let us then consider that 
Hegel never intended his own thought to amount to a theologically-oriented 
defense of Christianity in the first place, but instead, intended it to form a 
philosophy of God which held the Christian religion in very high regard. 

The philosophy of God was the central aspect of Hegel’s philosophy of 
religion, which itself was a very high-ranking subdivision of what he called his 
philosophy of spirit (Geist). The systemic character of Hegel’s entire 
philosophy extends to his philosophy of religion. As with all parts of his 
philosophy, Hegel thinks that building a systemic philosophy of religion and 
God is centrally significant for overcoming all thinkable forms of skepticism 
over the essential concepts and meaning of religion and God. Hegel thinks that 
if he achieve this systematicity, which both understands skepticism and as well 
overcomes (aufheben) this skepticism, he will have also generated a positive, 
coherent, philosophical conception of God with a strong claim to being true 
knowledge of God. 
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The key presentations of Hegel’s systemic conception of God are found in his 
1820s Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion (LPR). These presentations 
presuppose the definition of God as spirit immanent within the world, but as 
not transcendent.  For again, Hegel thinks that to hold to God as transcendent – 
either as premise or conclusion - would ultimately result in contradiction, and 
thus not in true knowledge. Hegel’s systemic presentations in the LPR are 
analyses of the essential phenomena of religious experience on the subjective 
level and also on the level of the objective doctrines, representations, and 
institutions of religion. Or to put this more generally, Hegel’s presentations are 
analyses of the manifestation of spirit in all its essential forms as specifically 
religious spirit. 

The most important parts of the three principal presentations of the LPR 
(1821, 1824, and 18271) are the Introduction and Part I of each of these three 
versions.  Comprising the beginning of each of these versions, the Introduction 
and Part I together form what we can call Hegel’s ‘theoretical’ conception of 
God.  Each of the three theoretical conceptions attempts to build the systemic 
conception of religious spirit according to Hegel’s core conception of the 
principles of universality (Allgemeinheit), particularity (Besonderheit), and 
singularity or individuality (both ‘singularity’ and ‘individuality’ can be used 
to translate Einzelnheit). To illustrate briefly how Hegel’s systemic 
presentation of religious spirit employs these three speculative-logical 
principles, it is useful to consider how he sees the arisal and development of 
the concept of God within the human subject.  

In the first place, Hegel asks the following: how should philosophy describe 
the concept of God as immediately present to subjective thinking – the concept 
of ‘God’ as such, without qualitative determinations?  His answer is that this is 
the thinking of God as an abstract universal. Secondly, there are the thinking 
subject’s qualitative determinations of the concept of God, a vast multiplicity 
of which the thinking subject is capable of generating. These determinations of 
course are the expressions of distinct feelings and representations about God, 
and also are capable of manifesting different kinds and levels of subjective 
belief in God, ranging from the most fervent faith to outright atheism. In the 
activity of generating this multiplicity of differentiated, determinations of the 
concept of God, the subject is mediating the concept of God to herself; 
according to Hegel, she is making concrete particularizations of her concept of 
God.  

 
1 In examining these series, I am following the now-standard critical edition of Walter 
Jaeschke, and as well the English version edited by Peter Hodgson (see bibliography for further 
information).  Hegel wrote a manuscript for the 1821 series, and there are transcripts of the 
1824 and 1827 series. I agree with Jaeschke’s assessment of these three principal series as 
comprising the development of Hegel’s mature views on the philosophy of religion.  
  In fact, there are two other lectures series also connected with the philosophy of religion. One 
of these is Hegel’s 1829 lecture series (for which there is also a manuscript) on the arguments 
for the existence of God. There are also scant transcript remains of the 1831 lectures on 
philosophy of religion, including excerpts of the series transcribed by David Strauss. Both of 
these series are insignificant for the purposes of this paper.  
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Thirdly, insofar as the subject finds her own thoughts and feelings on God 
affirmed by her fellow subjects, in a kind of intermediation of the concept of 
God among subjects, it is possible for the subject to find herself existing within 
a distinct, substantial religious community, or cultus. Hegel claims this is the 
singularizing or individuating moment of religious life. At this more developed 
level of experience, the subject is a religious subject in the full-fledged 
meaning of the term. Hegel thinks that spirit becomes specifically, decisively, 
and substantially religious spirit in its active self-formation as a distinct, 
observable, cultic community. 

The concept of the cultus culminates the theoretical conception, and also 
serves as the foundational concept of Hegel’s narrative of the essential 
practical way in which religious spirit is truly observable as religious spirit in 
life. This narrative is contained in Parts II and III of each of the three principal 
versions of the LPR. In Part II (entitled “Determinate Religion”) Hegel 
attempts to examine what he considers to be the essential features of the most 
significant of non-Christian religions. These range from his characterizations of 
African and eastern religions through ancient Greek religion, Judaism, and 
Roman religion.  In other words, in Part II what Hegel is doing is re-initiating 
his systemic dialectic of religious experience, moving forward with an analysis 
of history’s many different forms of religious cultus. He thinks that any given 
religious cultus has an internal, subjectively spiritual life which it freely, 
naturally expresses and defines in terms of its representations, doctrines, 
institutions, ways of worship, and ethical norms and behavior.  

Hegel’s speculative-logical dialectic continues in Part III (“The 
Consummate Religion”), which is the third and final part of the LPR. In fact, 
Part III focuses on just one form of religious cultus; it serves as the mature 
Hegel’s analysis of Christianity. Hegel considers Christianity to be the 
‘highest-ranking’ of world religions for many reasons. The single most 
important reason is that more so than any other religion, Christianity’s essential 
representations and doctrines comprehend that the essence of religion is spirit 
which knows itself as spirit. In this sense, Christianity knows more profoundly 
than any other religion – yet less profoundly only than philosophy itself - what 
is universal about religion. In the 1827 version of Part III, Hegel first points out 
the Christian mystery of the trinity as the Christian religious representation 
which displays its comprehension of the concept of God as universal. Part III 
continues with a philosophical narrative of how other features, doctrines and 
characteristics of Christianity (for example, the fall of mankind and Christ) 
display its self-particularization of its own sense of religious spirit, and closes 
with a completing description of how Christianity shows how it finally gathers 
together its many features to singularize its own essence in-and-for-itself as the 
Christian community. 

To be sure, there are many more details we could give of Parts II and III. 
But over and above any of these details, what is currently of most crucial 
importance to us is how Hegel saw it possible for Parts II and III to be justified 
philosophic presentations of knowledge of religion in the first place. Recall that 
the concept of the cultus culminates the theoretical conception, and thereby 
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also serves as the foundational concept through which philosophy can specify 
religious spirit truly as religious spirit in life (and not merely as spirit which is 
subjective conviction, or as spirit which is essentially artistic). Hegel thought 
that the analyses of the specific forms of religious cultus in Parts II and III 
would only be able to be considered as truly justified, philosophic analyses if 
the general concept of the cultus had already been sufficiently argued for and 
presented in Part I. Or to put the same point in other terms: without a sufficient 
argument for and articulation of the self-singularization of the concept of God 
as the cultus in general in Part I, Part I would close with an insufficiently 
defined concept of God.  Having only this defectively defined concept of God 
to work from, Hegel thinks that philosophy would have insufficient 
justification for continuing its narrative in Parts II and III. From this poor 
foundation, the final result would be a bad philosophy of religion, which in 
Hegel’s eyes is tantamount to being no philosophy of religion in any strict 
sense. 

Put in this light, it clearly seems that much is at stake here in Part I of the 
LPR.  But does my summary here already ascribe too much the significance of 
the closing of Part I and its dependence on the universal-particular-singular 
organization of Hegel’s speculative dialectic of the concept of God? While I 
admit that this might seem to be the case, the surest and most bountiful 
evidence supporting my presentation is the very presence themselves of the 
three separate principle series in the 1820s. 

Let us first consider the 1821 and 1824 versions of Part I.  In each of these 
versions, Hegel’s development of the theoretical conception of God in fact 
becomes highly problematic at the point at which it is trying to provide the 
demonstration of the necessity of the concept of God (hereafter, the ‘necessity 
demonstration’), which Hegel also calls the necessity of the ‘religious 
standpoint’. In both these versions of the necessity demonstration, Hegel wants 
to show that subjective thinking of the concept of God has its most true 
expression in life insofar as this thinking singularizes itself in life specifically 
as the intersubjective cultus. The problem with the 1821 version is that Hegel 
mulls the essential singularization of the concept of God in experience not only 
as the cultus and its Sittlichkeit, but also as inwardly-defined faith and as art.1  
He simply does not settle on what the essential singularization of the concept 
of God is; he does not settle on how consciousness of God essentially 
singularizes itself in and for itself in experience as specifically religious 
consciousness. But of course, this basis – a distinct concept of just what God is 
- is precisely what is necessary as a justified conceptual basis for its 
examination of the history of the world’s religions in Parts II and III. Hegel 
does go ahead and complete Parts II and III of the 1821 LPR.  But looking back 
at Part I of the 1821 version in 1824, Hegel decides that Part I of the 1821 
version is decidedly unclear about its own conceptual basis. He understands 

 
1 This closing of the 1821 Concept, especially insofar as it conceives of religion in terms of art, 
is directly influenced by § 456 - § 464 of the Heidelberg Enc, with the more distant source 
being the end of the PhS on religion. However, neither the Enc nor the PhS  help to solve the 
problem of just what the essence of religion is. 
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that the theoretical conception of the 1821 version is fatally flawed, and thus 
that there never really was a solid foundation for the remaining two parts of the 
lecture series in the first place. 

So it is back to the drawing board in 1824.1 This time the necessity 
demonstration has a somewhat different result, driving Hegel to the discussion 
of how the very arisal and definition of self-conscious subjective spirit 
necessarily implies that subjective spirit also has at least an abstract 
apprehension of absolute truth. But according to Hegel’s dialectical 
explication, the subjective apprehension of absolute truth cannot but unfold the 
further conclusion for subjectivity that the absolute truth ‘contains’ 
subjectivity. While this is a conclusion which clearly seems to be consistent 
with Hegel’s immanentist conception of God, Hegel also acknowledges that his 
explanation and conclusion is often considered as a kind of ‘intuitionist’ 
explanation of God. Further examination of this section of the LPR shows that 
this 1824 explanation in fact could be considered as degrading into an 
intuitionist explanation (which Hegel could never accept as a truly 
philosophical explanation), and not as a truly systematic philosophic 
explanation of God he is attempting to build.  But to this point in the theoretical 
conception of 1824, Hegel has clearly insisted that the truly philosophic 
explanation of God is different from, and higher as a form of knowledge of 
God than, all other subjective experiences and accounts of God, including 
intuitionist accounts. As we assess the 1824 theoretical conception in general, 
we cannot but conclude that in the strict sense, this conception cannot 
legitimate itself as a conception which is any more sufficient than the 
intuitionist explications which Hegel is otherwise so eager to debunk. 
Therefore, the 1824 theoretical conception, though differently flawed than the 
1821 version, is also fatally flawed, and in the strict sense this has to be seen as 
catastrophic for the remainder of the 1824 LPR.  

It is clear that Hegel himself came to this same conclusion regarding the 
1824 LPR in general, for he moves beyond it to make one more attempt in 
1827. The entire 1827 version of the LPR is normally considered to be the 
definitive version by Hegel scholars. There are several reasons for this, and 
while we cannot present all of these reasons here, it is useful to summarize the 
key improvement Hegel makes in the theoretical conception. Let us first recall 
that in the 1821 and 1824 versions the necessity demonstration arose directly 
before Hegel’s articulation of how the concept of God singularizes itself in 
practical, ethical form as the cultus. This crucial placement of this 
demonstration, together with the deeply significant flaws each version of the 
demonstration bore, resulted in both early versions of the theoretical 
conception being fatally defective and having the aforementioned 
consequences for the remainder of the series. Yet in the 1827 version, Hegel 
first provides a more simplified account of the ‘necessity’ of the concept of 

 
1 From the philological evidence contained in the LPR, it seems that Hegel himself was acutely 
aware of the fundamental flaws of these two early versions, and so composed the 1824 version 
as an attempt to correct the 1821 version, and the 1827 version as both a correction of the 
earlier two versions and as the definitive presentation.  
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God. His basic claim is that when the subject comes to the conviction that God 
exists, what she is doing is singularizing for herself the idea of God as the 
mediating ‘relation’ that ultimately assures the ‘necessity’ of the truth of the 
rational relations that she generates throughout the range of her cognitive 
processes. Or in other words, subjective conviction singularizes the concept of 
God as reason itself. From this point in Part I, Hegel then moves on to examine 
the concept of necessity in higher theological reflection. This is contained in 
the classical arguments for the existence of God, culminating in the ontological 
argument.1 According to Hegel, the ontological argument presents, in highly 
condensed form, history’s most rational form of abstract thinking on the 
meaning of religious spirit - save for philosophic rationality, of course. The 
genius of the ontological argument is that it presents an a priori syllogistic 
demonstration of the unity of the thinking of God and the being of God. 
Furthermore, philosophy sees this abstract accomplishment of religious 
consciousness as a brilliant, unique, and sufficiently abstract and objective 
understanding of the unity of the essence of spirit (thinking) with itself in life. 
According to Hegel, the truth of this kind of self-singularization of religious 
consciousness is not to be named as a further concept which is solely 
theoretical, but in a concept which is essentially practical: the cultus. And thus 
it becomes clear from the standpoint of Hegel’s speculative-dialectical style of 
argumentation in the 1827 theoretical conception, in arriving at the concept of 
the cultus, has made its way to the establishment of this concept via a much 
more internally coherent line of explanation than the earlier two versions. This 
justifies the continuation of the LPR in Parts II and III as a truly rational 
presentation of God. The system, it seems, finally has a chance to work. 

In overview, what Hegel really always wanted to present in the theoretical 
conception – and what he finally does succeed in presenting in the theoretical 
conception of 1827 - is the human experience of God in general according to 
the three speculative-logical principles of universality, particularity, and 
singularity. This would provide the core of the systemic articulation of the 
experiences of God that life presents to and for itself, and with this, philosophy 
would have sufficiently prepared itself to lay grasp to the truth of religious 
experience in the concrete forms of religious cultus in history. A coherent and 
complete articulation across the entire 1827 LPR would in Hegel’s eyes 
amount to at least one possible, complete, philosophic articulation of God that 
both captures the truth of God and overcomes skeptical attack, and in the 
completed 1827 version he thinks he has succeeded in this task. According to 
Hegel, this is what philosophy can hope to accomplish when it turns its 
attention to God and religion. 

 
1 This also means that Hegel’s discussion of the ontological argument increases in importance.  
Reading the 1821 and 1824 versions a bit more closely, one will find that Hegel discusses the 
ontological argument as the prelude to his discussion of Christianity in Part III. Due to his 
improvement in his handling of the topic of the necessity of the concept of God, the 1827 
version demands that he shifts it to Part I, which means that the ontological argument plays a 
central role in how philosophy presents the theoretical concept of God, which applies to all 
forms of religion, and no longer is seen as playing a significant role only in Christianity. 
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Hegel, Kierkegaard, and God 
 
Kierkegaard discusses Hegel, Hegel’s position on God, and Hegelianism 
throughout many of his writings. For the purposes of the focus and scope of 
this paper, I think it is most efficient to discuss the relation between Hegel and 
Kierkegaard first through Kierkegaard’s important early work on what it means 
to be religious, entitled Fear and Trembling (FT). Kierkegaard wrote FT under 
his pseudonym Johannes de silentio, and to be sure, many different aspects of 
FT define its depth and richness. But for us, the single most important aspect of 
the text is its specific examination of Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice Isaac 
in Genesis 22 in order to illuminate the issue of what it means actually to be 
religious.   

Abraham is a righteous man.  His crisis is that he must either do what God 
personally commands him, which is to sacrifice his son Isaac, or defy this 
command. To obey the command of God is to perform the ethically horrible 
act, and to defy this command is to act in a way which would be consistent 
with the ethical norms to which Kierkegaard assumes Abraham is accustomed. 
Implicit throughout FT is Kierkegaard’s acknowledgement that when reason is 
faced with such a crisis, it can be clever enough to find arguments which favor 
of doing the will of God.  He also knows that reason is capable of devising an 
equally clever and convincing number of arguments which favor defying the 
command by God to sacrifice Isaac; arguments whose force is that they support 
an ethically normative prohibition (do not kill your children!). Seeing 
Abraham’s crisis in terms of these two competing lines of reasoning allows us 
to make better sense of why Kierkegaard names the profound crisis of 
Abraham as the “paradox”.1 Furthermore, according to Kierkegaard, there is no 
‘third’ line of reasoning at Abraham’s disposal which would allow him to 
mediate and overcome the paradox he faces. Kierkegaard realizes very well the 
urgency to use reason to dissolve the paradox, and is much too much of a 
skilled dialectician himself to say simply that reason ’vanishes’ from Abraham 
as he comes face to face with the crisis. No, Kierkegaard sees Abraham’s crisis 
as flush with a deep irony: reason does manifest itself with a terribly 
overbearing presence at the moment of the crisis, but still does not dissolve and 
overcome the horrible paradox to guide Abraham’s decision. Instead, it instead 
produces too much of itself as it thrusts before Abraham the two lines of 
reasoning. Reason has both overcome itself and reproduced itself in absurdly 
disproportionate fashion, rendering itself utterly incapable of guiding Abraham. 
To put the same point in still other terms, we could say that human reason has 
overcome itself only to see that the God for which it reaches is still infinitely 
out of reach. So then what is left for Abraham? Even as it is impossible on 
Kierkegaard’s view for Abraham to mediate the paradox dialectically and still 
maintain his deep faith in the way that the Old Testament transmits it to us, it is 
still the case that Abraham still does relate to paradox. He relates to it through 

 
1 See especially Fear and Trembling, 52-53, 54 – 55. 
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the only action left to him – a profoundly intense, inwardly-directed, subjective 
leap of faith in the will of God. 

Having so far summarized the core of Kierkegaard’s existential treatment 
of God in FT, how does it relate to Hegel’s approach?  In fact, a quotation from 
the beginning of “Problema I” in FT makes distinct and significant reference to 
Hegel and is helpful for opening up this relation. Kierkegaard writes: 
 

Every time the single individual, after having entered the universal, 
feels and impulse to assert himself as the single individual, he is in a 
spiritual trial [Anfægtelse], from which he can work himself only by 
repentantly surrendering as the single individual in the universal.  If this 
is the highest that can be said of man and his existence, then the ethical 
is of the same nature as person’s eternal salvation, which is his τέλος 
forevermore and at all times, since it would be a contradiction for this to 
be capable of being surrendered (that is, teleologically suspended), 
because as soon as this is suspended it is relinquished, whereas that 
which is suspended is not relinquished but is preserved in the higher, 
which is its τέλος. 
If this is the case, then Hegel is right in “The Good and Conscience” 
where he qualifies man only as the individual and considers this 
qualification as a “moral form of evil” (see especially his The 
Philosophy of Right), which must be annulled [ophævet] in the teleology 
of the moral in such a way that the single individual who remains in that 
stage either sins or is immersed in spiritual trial.  But Hegel is wrong in 
speaking about faith; he is wrong in not protesting loudly and clearly 
against Abraham’s enjoying honor and glory as a father of faith when he 
ought to be sent back to a lower court and shown up as a murderer.1 

 
Kierkegaard is correct in noting that in Hegel’s authorship, including his 
Elements of the Philosophy of Right (EPR), Hegel often refers to the human 
subject as the ‘individual’ (Individuum).2 Let us also be charitable to 

 
1 Søren Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling, ed. and transl. by Howard Hong and Edna Hong.  
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983, p. 54-55. Kierkegaard expresses essentially the 
same point later at the beginning of Problema III.  There he writes: “If there is no hiddenness 
rooted in the fact that the single individual is higher than the universal, and then Abraham’s 
conduct cannot be defended, for he disregarded the intermediary ethical agents. But if there is 
such hiddenness, then we face the paradox, which cannot be mediated, since it is based 
precisely on this: the single individual as the single individual is higher than the universal, 
whereas the universal is in fact mediation” (FT, 82). In this quotation, the “hiddenness” to 
which Kierkegaard makes reference is the pure inwardness of Abraham as a subject.  
2 Kierkegaard is studying at least the section of EPR entitled “The Good and Conscience”, pp. 
157 – 184 (§ 129 - § 141).  Also, he is likely studying pp. 185 – 196 (§ 142 - § 153). Both of 
these stretches of text lie in: G.W.F. Hegel.  Elements of the Philosophy of Right translated by 
H.B. Nisbet and edited by Allen Wood.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991. The 
German edition is: G.W.F. Hegel.  Grundlinien der Philosophie des Rechts, edited by Johannes 
Hoffmeister. Felix Meiner Verlag, 1955, pp. 116 – 141 (same paragraphs) and 142 – 148 (same 
paragraphs). 
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Kierkegaard and generally agree that for Hegel, what is universal throughout 
concrete ethical life (Sittlichkeit) is to be considered the truth of ethical life, 
leading Kierkegaard to equate what he sees as the Hegelian conception of the 
truly ‘ethical’ with the ‘universal’. Given these definitions, it is relatively easy 
to make sense of the quotation; insofar as Abraham defies the universal-ethical 
in order to commit to sacrificing Isaac, he suspends the significance of the 
universal-ethical. Or in other words, assessing the situation in Hegelian terms 
means judging Abraham’s subjective defiance to be a murderous, evil act, and 
only in postponing the Hegelian judgment do we find space to consider more 
closely Abraham as being in the throes of spiritual trial. Indeed, Kierkegaard 
does somewhat smarmily (or wittily, depending on one’s biases) indicate that 
Hegel is ‘wrong’ about faith, due to the fact that EPR certainly does 
acknowledge that in the ethical life of a social-political community, the private 
character of religion is capable of commanding the commitments and actions 
of an individual in ways that might be at odds with the ethical requirements of 
the community. Hegel’s basic solution to this problem, articulated over the 
course of the EPR, is one with which we are still familiar today: the truly 
modern, liberal, social-political community finds a way to manage these 
differences so as to integrate better individual religious freedom with the 
universal-ethical. But strictly speaking, Hegel should condemn Abraham for 
raising himself and his private religious interests as a singular individual above 
the universal-ethical – or so Kierkegaard announces. 

Of course, over the course of his authorship Kierkegaard does develop 
further his response to the question of how the subject is to be religious. This 
later re-emerges in his Concluding Unscientific Postscript (CUP), which is 
generally recognized to be Kierkegaard’s single greatest work.  CUP concerns 
itself with the question of how it is possible to become religious as a Christian. 
Now of course, the subject matter of Abraham and the Old Testament in FT is 
different from Kierkegaard’s central question in CUP. However, there is still 
an essential continuity between FT and Kierkegaard’s investigation in CUP of 
what it means to become a Christian. For becoming a Christian centrally 
involves an existential leap of faith of an intensity which can be described as 
‘Abrahamic’, and also is fundamentally paradoxical in nature.1   

In CUP, Kierkegaard treats the paradoxical character of the task of 
becoming a Christian in many ways.  One of the most important is that the 
Christian individual must respond to the paradoxical character of the 
incarnation (God is both the eternal and the temporal).2 A second, vitally 
important and equally paradoxical characterization of the task of becoming a 
Christian is that the individual subject must also acknowledge that the truth of 
her relation to God lies in her subjectivity, but that the finitude of her 
subjective existence puts the infinite eternality of God infinitely beyond the 
reach of any individual subject.3 Certainly, the Christian leap of faith is 

 
1 Søren Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientific Postscript, ed. and transl. by David F. Swenson 
and Walter Lowrie, Princeton University Press: Princeton, 1941, p. 96. 
2 CUP, pp. 194 – 195. 
3 See especially Book Two, Part Two, Chapter II (169 – 224) of CUP. 
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teleologically directed by the individual Christian’s interest in her own eternal 
happiness (salvation), and is also defined through existential pathos.1 
According to Kierkegaard, this existential pathos is essentially defined as 
inward suffering2, which he thinks at the same time is uplifting for the 
religious individual. But not to forget is that what marks such inward-dwelling 
suffering as profoundly existential in the religious sense is that it is driven by 
the fundamentally paradoxical character of man’s relation to God and the 
impossibility to mediate this relation through dialectic and still retain what is 
truly religious about the relation. 

Even in this simplified summary of the trajectory of Kierkegaard’s thinking 
from FT through CUP, we can see what I think are at least two fundamental 
aspects of Kierkegaard’s existentialist approach to God. First, we see that 
Kierkegaard insists that human reason is fated to push itself to the absolute 
paradox over the question of God, thus twisting itself into a kind of absurdity, 
and rendering rational dialectic unable to explain God. God is beyond the reach 
of philosophical truth, especially in its Hegelian conception, and in this sense 
Kierkegaard’s existentialist approach re-secures the Christian conception of 
God as transcendent to reason.3 Secondly, his existential approach to God 
includes the idea of a leap of faith permeated with subjective pathos, initially 
and more specifically defined as religious suffering.4 

While none of the content of these last few paragraphs is especially new for 
Kierkegaardians (and doubtless, many Kierkegaard scholars could add more), 
the question which should normally interest both Kierkegaardians and 
Hegelians, but is difficult for both groups of scholars to answer, is the 
following: how exactly can Kierkegaard go about convincing us that his 
existentialist approach to God is ultimately more insightful – more true to the 
absolute truth of God –than Hegel’s systemic, immanentist approach?   

Neither this question itself nor forming a solid reply is simple.  Let us 
simply begin with philological evidence. What is most important to note is that 
Kierkegaard obviously did not have at his disposal the critical edition of 
Hegel’s mature philosophy of religion as presented in LPR. This makes 
somewhat more understandable his selection of the EPR as a source for 
illustrating what he thinks is the core of Hegel’s mature position on what it 
means to be religious. But then the first problem emerges: in the LPR, 
‘singular’, ‘individual’ and their cognates (Einzelnheit) serve their most crucial 
function as part of Hegel’s speculative-logical method of explication, as we 

 
1 CUP, 384.  
2 CUP, 389.  See also CUP, 386 – 399. 
3 Clearly, God for Kierkegaard is not immanent spirit in the Hegelian sense, which from 
Hegel’s perspective only needs a philosophic (Hegelian) explanation in order to be presented 
as the truth of God. 
4 Can Kierkegaard himself make the Abrahamic leap of faith? Woven throughout FT, 
Kierkegaard’s voice of Johannes de silentio claims that he can try to understand Abraham as he 
faces the absolute paradox, but also insists that he cannot fully understand Abraham, and 
cannot make the Abrahamic leap of faith (See FT, 119 – 120).  Can any human being make the 
Abrahamic leap of faith? FT closes with Johannes de silentio’s uncertainty over the answer to 
this question (See FT, 122). 
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have summarized above. In the LPR, the much less important role of ‘singular’, 
‘individual’ and their cognates is to serve as synonyms for ‘single human 
subject’ or ‘individual person’ (clearly, this is unlike the case in EPR, in which 
Hegel uses Individuum to refer to the individual ‘person’). Again, in the LPR 
Hegel thought the speculative-logical method of explication to be useful for the 
purpose of acquiring true knowledge of God insofar as human thinking can do 
this without making the contradictory postulation that God essentially 
transcends reason. Obviously, Hegel’s philosophic claim to have been able to 
provide one consistent and coherent rational explanation both of all the 
essential concepts of God and the extent of their formation and presence in the 
history of concrete religions is quite ambitious. However, insofar as we hold 
that the role of philosophy is to develop as consistent and coherent picture of 
truth and knowledge as possible, it is difficult to fault Hegel for his ambition.  

There is also a second problem.  Kierkegaard’s construal and application of 
the terminology of the EPR, as displayed in the quotation, reveals his 
presumption that Hegel’s conception of cultus is primarily significant as a 
community of ethical life, and not of religious life. To be sure, from the earliest 
editions of Hegel’s lectures on philosophy of religion through the 
contemporary critical edition, Hegel scholars have argued as to how to interpret 
the cultus (to which Hegel does attribute features of Sittlichkeit), with 
enormous implications for how to interpret both Hegel’s philosophy of ethical 
life and philosophy of religion. But in all versions of Hegel’s Encyclopedia of 
the Philosophical Sciences, he identifies religion (together with art and 
philosophy) as part of the sphere of absolute spirit, and so as something more 
than merely equivalent to Sittlichkeit, which is part of the sphere of objective 
spirit. 

Kierkegaard’s construal and application of the content and terminology of 
the EPR –we could call it a misapplication– is essentially repeated in CUP.  As 
we consider this misapplication, it ultimately is not difficult to see that this 
misapplication more easily allows Kierkegaard to generate descriptions like 
“repentantly surrendering as the single individual in the universal”, 
descriptions which have always been effective tools for demonizing Hegel 
(even if this was not Kierkegaard’s original intention), especially within the 
broader philosophical community. Of course, we cannot here treat the history 
of either unwarranted demonizations of Hegel, or the equally irresponsible 
canonizations of Hegel. But so far as our discussion goes, we could propose 
that the fair assessment of the relation between Hegel and Kierkegaard on God 
is that the two thinkers are at cross-purposes –meaning, their ways of 
philosophically handling the question of God are too disparate for there to be a 
significant relation between them at all. The implication is that there can be no 
serious comparative assessment of the two thinkers, at least so far as the 
question of God is concerned.1 

 
1 Jon Stewart, in his Kierkegaard’s Relations to Hegel Reconsidered, concludes that on the 
issue of religious faith Hegel and Kierkegaard are “talking about two different things” (Jon 
Stewart, Kierkegaard’s Relations to Hegel Reconsidered, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
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Can we accept this conclusion? In any case, it seems rather extreme, due to the 
extent of Kierkegaard’s commentary on Hegel and Hegelianism in many of his 
early and middle period works, from The Concept of Irony (CI) through FT and 
CUP. Scholarly investigation into the issue has produced mixed results. Gregor 
Malantschuk claimed that while Kierkegaard learned much from Hegel, he 
generally struck a critical and largely negative stance toward Hegel.1 On the 
other hand, Niels Thulstrup, perhaps a more noted voice on how to interpret the 
relationship between Hegel and Kierkegaard, claimed that “Hegel and 
Kierkegaard have in the main nothing in common as thinkers, neither as 
regards object, purpose, or method, nor as regards what each considered to be 
indisputable principles.”2 Jon Stewart has recently performed a quite similar 
task to that of Thulstrup in distinguishing Kierkegaard’s direct commentary on 
Hegel from Kierkegaard’s critique of Danish Hegelianism, and as concluded 
that Kierkegaard had a more complex relation to Hegel than normally 
considered.  According to Stewart, Hegel had a clear and positive influence on 
Kierkegaard in Kierkegaard’s early period, was used by Kierkegaard 
polemically as a pawn against another target, Danish Hegelianism, during 
Kierkegaard’s middle period, and had little to no significant influence on the 
last period of Kierkegaard’s authorship. Yet as none of these fine 
commentators devote nearly as much attention to the critical investigation of 
Hegel’s mature philosophy of religion as they do to the critical investigation of 
Kierkegaard and his existentialist conception of God, they are less helpful on 
the issue of how to build a serious comparative assessment of Hegel and 
Kierkegaard on the question of God. 

We might take another route, and decide that Hegel’s general influence on 
Kierkegaard was neither positive, negative, nor simply void (which would be 
untenable), but was present primarily as an ironical influence. We could also 
grant that Kierkegaard’s ironical stance toward Hegel was the primary factor 
shaping both his own existential conception of God and Hegel’s conception. 
There are doubtless many variations on this interpretation, but in any case, our 
adopting this interpretation would be tantamount to committing to a 
fundamentally Kierkegaardian position of interpretation. For not only from CI, 
but from Kierkegaard’s authorship in general, we can see that it would be far 
more likely for Kierkegaard than for Hegel to accept irony as the principle 
category of philosophic interpretation than either truth or knowledge. To take 
up this interpretative position would thus seem unfairly to bias the 
interpretation in favor of Kierkegaard. 
 

 
Press, 2003, p. 639).  Clearly, the implication I have developed here accords with Stewart’s 
claim, but in this does not mean that the implication does not have to be considered further.    
1 Gregor Malantschuk, Kierkegaard’s Thought,  edited and translated by Howard V. Hong and 
Edna H. Hong,  Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1971, p. 58. 65 – 66 (book originally 
published in Danish in 1968). 
2 Niels Thulstrup, Kierkegaard’s Relation to Hegel, translated by George L. Stengren, 
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980, p. 12 (book originally published in Danish in 
1967). 
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Concluding Remarks 
 
Let us begin to resolve these difficulties, and approach the conclusion of this 
paper, by returning to our question of how Kierkegaard could convince us that 
his existentialist approach to God is ultimately more insightful –more true to 
the absolute truth of God– than Hegel’s systemic, immanentist approach. I 
answer that he cannot. To be sure, from a stylistic perspective Kierkegaard is 
rightfully famous for being astonishingly skilled at describing certain features 
of the subjectivity of religious experience. But the combined force of this skill 
plus the effects of the misapplication described above (again, while it is 
possible that Kierkegaard never intended these effects, he nonetheless must be 
seen as highly influential in their persistence over the course of the last two 
centuries) still cannot conceal the alarming simplicity of the choice 
Kierkegaard gives us. We can either reduce religious experience to Abrahamic 
subjectivism1, or relate it in intersubjective fashion (within ethical life), and 
thus destroy it within the mere ‘universal’. And while in all likelihood none of 
us can be truly religious like Abraham, Kierkegaard also thinks all of us 
actually destroy the core meaning of religion if we try to be religious in the 
most significant other sense, the Hegelian sense.   

Of course, there is much more to say here, but let me close by saying a few 
more words about how Kierkegaard may have considered Hegel, after 
Kierkegaard had waded through, studied, and critiqued both Danish 
Hegelianism and the works of Hegel that he did have at his disposal. It will 
always be extremely difficult, and perhaps even impossible, to determine if 
Kierkegaard cast Hegel’s project of finding one coherent way to the truth of 
God as a kind of great, foreboding horizon – the perfect foil - against which 
Kierkegaard’s existentialism would appear as more than a mere subjectivism. 
Without question, a thinker, stylist and writer of the order of Kierkegaard 
would have been able to accomplish this. But studying Hegel’s LPR, we find 
that Hegel himself thought that his systemic explanation of the human 
experience of God was one possible, coherent way to explain the truth of God.  
If one doubted this way, Hegel would simply say, “Fine – but now you find a 
way to explain the truth of God.” For Hegel, philosophy is about finding and 
presenting truth and knowledge, and I again ask if it is not true that even 
philosophers of the post-modern twenty-first century retain some sincere 
affinity not only for the search for truth, but for the acquisition and presentation 
of truth. This is not at all to say that Hegel’s way is the only way to discovering 
the truth of God. I am very much agreement with Stewart that research into the 
relationship between Hegel and Kierkegaard must be renewed, and that the 
fruits are very important for re-assessing both the course of nineteenth century 
continental philosophy and the influence of nineteenth century on post-modern 
and contemporary philosophy. This could very well lead to a quite radical 

 
1 As already mentioned in note 14, Kierkegaard is not at all certain as to whether the 
Abrahamic leap is possible for anyone other than Abraham himself.  
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reunderstanding of the course of the development of philosophy over the last 
two centuries, so the stakes are high indeed.1 

Ultimately, I do not think it possible that Kierkegaard’s theistic 
existentialism would have come into existence if not for Hegel’s one grand, 
and probably too ambitious, attempt to explain the truth of God, and if not for 
Kierkegaard’s (mis)understanding of it. But is there any way to explain the 
truth of God after Kierkegaard’s existentialism? Can we accept it if there is 
not? Perhaps we have to decide this first, and then continue with our search to 
decide who is ultimately more true to the truth, Hegel or Kierkegaard. And 
perhaps the truth is somewhere in between. 
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“I seek in the perceived world nuclei of meaning which are in-visible, 
but which simply are not invisible in the sense of the absolute 

negation… but in the sense of the other dimensionality, as depth 
hollows itself out behind height and breadth, as time hollows itself 

out behind space.” 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible 

 
ue to his early work in the analysis of perception as well as his 
later attention to the work of Cézanne, Maurice Merleau-
Ponty is often regarded primarily as a philosopher of painting. 
Indeed, it is through attention to the problem of depth in 
painting that Merleau-Ponty’s late work begins to sketch the 
outline of his final ontological project. And yet this project 

will lead him into realms increasingly difficult to articulate – beyond the realm 
of visual perception and beyond even the realm of language – toward the 
attempted recovery of philosophy as “auscultation.” Thus, in a working note 
from his final manuscript, The Visible and the Invisible, Merleau-Ponty calls 
for “an elucidation of philosophical expression itself… as the expression of 
what is before expression and sustains it from behind.”1 But of what could 
such an expression cons

D
ist?  

                                                

It is a question that, perhaps, receives no explicit answer in Merleau-
Ponty’s published writings. Let us, nevertheless, follow the pathway of this 
question, “listening”2 for the un-thought that unfolds between the lines of 
Merleau-Ponty’s later work, for, as he writes, we cannot “define a 
philosopher’s thought solely in terms of what he had achieved.” Rather, we 

 
1 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible, edited by Claude Lefort and translated 
by Alphonso Lingis (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1968), 167; henceforth cited as 
VI. Emphasis is Merleau-Ponty’s own.  
2 In approaching Husserl’s late thought – notably before the completed publication of that 
thought – Merleau-Ponty nevertheless asks, “Why not start listening to the texts right now?” 
Thus Merleau-Ponty listens for the creative possibilities of a philosopher’s thought – the poetic 
potential of even a “fragmentary” thought as a source for new thinking. Maurice Merleau-
Ponty, Husserl at the Limits of Phenomenology, edited by Leonard Lawlor with Bettina Bergo 
(Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2002), 6; henceforth cited as HP. 
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must “take account of what until the very end his thought was trying to think.” 
(HP, 5) 

 
Depth in Cézanne 
 
Because it is seeking depth, writes Merleau-Ponty, Cézanne’s style of painting 
gives “a feeling of mutation within the relations of man and Being.”1 (EM, 
179) Thus painting presents, for Merleau-Ponty, a possible field for the 
interrogation of this new relation to Being. He writes, “The enigma [of depth] 
consists in the fact that I see things, each one in its place, precisely because 
they eclipse one another, and that they are rivals before my sight precisely 
because each one is in its own place. Their exteriority is known in their 
envelopment and their mutual dependence in their autonomy.” (EM, 180)  

This notion of depth demands philosophical attention because of its 
“enigmatic” quality of uniting, in one sole gesture, otherwise contradictory 
elements: exteriority and envelopment, dependence and autonomy. As 
precisely a relationship between contradictory (or “incompossible”) elements, 
depth comes to be perceived not in itself but only through the presentation of 
these elements. That is to say, depth – despite our ability to describe its 
presence clearly among the situated objects on a painted canvas – does not 
show itself in the same way as a thing to be seen: it shows itself only through 
the relationship between things. Moreover, it shows itself to the extent that the 
things themselves are obscured from view (that is to say, “because they eclipse 
one another”); it shows itself as the other side – the unpresentable side – of the 
things. And so, through depth, the painting “renders present to us what is 
absent”. (EM, 171) 

Thus, as a dimension shown through absence, depth can be conceived 
neither solely as a positive idea nor solely as a physical perception; it 
constitutes, rather, a divergence – a “negativity that comes to the world” (VI, 
250). In a working note of The Visible and the Invisible entitled “The Invisible, 
the negative, vertical Being” Merleau-Ponty writes that there is “a certain 
relation between the visible and the invisible, where the invisible is not only 
non-visible (what has been or will be seen and is not seen, or what is seen by 
an other than me, not by me), but where its absence counts in the world (it is 
‘behind’ the visible, imminent or eminent visibility, it is Urpräsentiert 
precisely as Nichturpräsentierbar, as another dimension) where the lacuna that 
marks its place is one of the points of passage of the ‘world.’ It is this negative 
that makes possible the vertical world, the union of the incompossibles” (VI, 
227-28). It is in this sense that depth attains a philosophical value, for it 
discloses “this negative” that is capable of holding together “incompossible” 
elements, namely the visible and invisible sides of objects upon a painted 
canvas. But as soon as one recognizes depth as a dimension where “what has 
been or will be seen” maintains a measure of potency (that is to say, “counts in 

 
1 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “Eye and Mind,” translated by Carleton Dallery, in The Primacy of 
Perception (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1964), 178; henceforth cited as EM. 



The Audible Geometry of Cézanne: Merleau-Ponty’s Musical Philosophy 
 
 

 301

                                                

the world”), this dimension of depth must be thought not only with respect to 
the space upon a canvas; it must be thought with respect to time as well. 

“I believe Cézanne was seeking depth all of his life – all of his life” 
Merleau-Ponty reiterates with wonder. The challenge embraced by a painter 
like Cézanne, according to Merleau-Ponty, was not simply to make present the 
impression of a “third” dimension upon the two-dimensional surface of a 
canvas: for such had been attained by generations of painters – but at a price. 
The dimension of depth achieved by the classical painters was rooted within 
the art of perspective – rooted within the notion of painting from the point of 
view of a “zero point of Being” (VI, 113). In other words, the classical painters 
attempted to immobilize a single moment of the visual field; as they attempted 
to paint one perspective, they attempted to paint one truth. However, according 
to Merleau-Ponty, Cézanne abandoned this technique of the perspectivis 
artificialis and, moreover, abandoned its attendant philosophical system (i.e., 
Cartesian thought). “This is the reason,” writes Merleau-Ponty, “for his 
difficulties and for the distortions one finds in his pictures between 1870 and 
1890.”1 Indeed, the challenge faced by a painter like Cézanne was to portray 
the simultaneity of multiple, “partial views” as one sole expression – without 
synthesis, for a synthesis would preference one partial view over another so 
that the multiplicity of views would conflate to one, single view. Cézanne 
pursued a more difficult expression: he maintained “incompossible” views, 
painting from several different perspectives within the scope of a single canvas. 
Thus he seemed to paint not a single moment immobilized within the painting; 
in refusing to paint from an immobile point of view, he refused to immobilize 
temporality. According to Merleau-Ponty, “It is Cézanne’s genius that when 
the over-all composition of the picture is seen globally, perspectival distortions 
are no longer visible in their own right but rather contribute, as they do in 
natural vision, to the impression of an emerging order, of an object in the act of 
appearing, organizing itself before our eyes” (CD, 14). Cézanne achieves this 
sense of temporality through his painting not by means of precisely outlining 
the object (i.e., which would reveal the fixity of a single point of view), but by 
means of following “the swelling of the object in modulated colors… [and 
indicating] several outlines in blue.” (CD, 15) a richness of color that discloses 
the depth of the object – both a spatial and temporal depth. Thus Cézanne’s 
paintings disclose both the spatial and temporal depth of the object through his 
fidelity to what Merleau-Ponty characterizes as “the vibration of appearances.” 
 
 
Platonic Thinking by Means of Mythos 
 
It is precisely this “vibration” that we must interrogate. For the disclosure of 
temporality through the spatial realm –as a depth-relationship of 

 
1 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “Cézanne’s Doubt,” in Sense and Non-Sense, translated by Hubert 
L. Dreyfus and Patricia Allen Dreyfus (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1964), 12-
13; henceforth cited as CD. 
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“incompossibles” (i.e., the visible and the invisible sides of objects; present and 
absent points of view)– benefits from a reconsideration of the Platonic solids 
that Cézanne claims to govern his works. Indeed, Plato himself provides a clue 
with regard to the way that we might begin to understand these 
“incompossibles”; for, in the Timaeus, he describes his speech regarding the 
origin of the universe not as a consistent account (ομολογουμενους λογους), 
but as a myth (μυθος).1 How, then, is thinking by means of mythos to be 
distinguished from thinking by means of logos? The classicist Jean-Pierre 
Vernant provides an analysis, writing that myth “brings into play shifts, slides, 
tensions, and oscillations between the very terms that are distinguished or 
opposed in its categorical framework; it is as if, while being mutually 
exclusive, these terms at the same time in some way imply one another. Thus 
myth brings into operation a form of logic that we may describe, in contrast to 
the logic of non-contradiction of the philosophers, as logic of the ambiguous, 
the equivocal, a logic of polarity… not the binary logic of yes or no but a logic 
different from that of the logos.”2 Thus it is mythos, not logos, which offers a 
means of grasping the totality of incompossibles; the “logic” of mythos, 
entirely “unfamiliar with the principle of non-contradiction,” (MS, 228) 
sustains an opening – a divergence – between the visible and the invisible 
(which is to say, between fixity and movement; past and present) without 
necessitating a synthesis of the two.  

As it is a style of thinking placed at this very divergence, mythos is also 
“insensible to causal sequence” (MS, 228) for this divergence constitutes the 
institution of time itself; thus mythos discloses a “pre-logical” field where past, 
present, and future as such are distinguishable but not mutually exclusive. 
Indeed, this field maintains a thick present that contains also its own absence: 
the past and the future.  

If mythos, as Vernant claims, expresses a “form of logic” in opposition to 
“our own conceptual systems” (MS, 223) –that is to say, in opposition to logos 
– then precisely how might mythos express this form? For the Greeks, the 
expression of mythos was achieved not through philosophical prose but through 
the art known as mousike –that which encompassed any art of the Muses: 
poetry, song, dance, storytelling, etc. And so it is within the context of mousike 
that we may understand mytho s–as a thinking that both unites and sustains the 
autonomy of incompossibles– in contrast to the linear discourse characteristic 
of philosophy. For logos, Vernant writes, “is no longer simply speech but has 
come to imply demonstrative rationality” so that it becomes linked with a type 
of thought that commands “explicit expression” (MS, 205-206), giving rise to a 
notion of ideality as fixed, definitive, and intemporal. Mythos, in contrast, 
proceeds through a circuitous, rather than linear, route. It thus discloses a 
“form of logic” springing from the creative depths of time itself –a language 

 
1 Plato, “Timaeus,” translated by Donald J. Zeyl, in Complete Works, edited by John M. 
Cooper (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1997), 29; henceforth cited as T. 
2 Jean-Pierre Vernant, Myth and Society in Ancient Greece, translated by Janet Lloyd (New 
York: Zone Books, 1990), 260; henceforth cited as MS. 
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that, by means of “its metrical form, its rhythm, its consonances, its musicality” 
(MS, 206) does not attempt to grasp but rather to circumscribe thought, “in the 
manner of an incantation” (MS, 206) –that is to say, in the manner of a song. 

And so it is precisely to the musical aspects of mousike that Plato turns 
when delivering his mythos of creation. For to understand the totality of 
“incompossibles,” there must be a relation between the contraries. Plato writes 
that in constructing the universe from the elements of fire and earth. “There has 
to be some bond between the two that unites them. Now the best bond is one 
that really and truly makes a unity of itself together with the things bonded by 
it, and this in the nature of things is best accomplished by proportion.” (T, 32) 
Thus in looking toward contrary elements, proportion (ratio) proves to 
encompass the totality. But this ratio is, for Plato, not associated with the linear 
reason of logos; as mentioned above, Plato explicitly refers to his account as a 
mythos. This is because the ratio of which he speaks is to be found within 
mousike: as the ratios of musical sound, as a “symphony of proportion.” (T, 32) 
For in his account of the composition of the universe, the proportions described 
correlate to the proportions of the Greek musical scale: what we might today 
refer to as the octave, perfect fifth, perfect fourth, whole step and half step.1 

These musical proportions, in the Timaeus, form not only the basis for 
conceiving of matter but also for conceiving of time. For the ratio, set into 
motion, manifests itself as astronomy. Plato describes the process as taking the 
proportions from the musical scale, folding them into three dimensions and 
thence setting them into motion. These proportions therefore form the orbits of 
the planets, sun and moon; as such, they disclose time itself. “For before the 
heavens came to be, there were no days or nights, no months or years. But 
now, at the same time as he framed the heavens, he devised their coming to be. 
These all are parts of time” (T, 38). This dimension of time is further divided 
by Plato into two types: he specifies that “the outer movement should be the 
movement of the Same, while the inner one should be that of the Different” (T, 
36). That is to say, the movement of the Different corresponds to the planets, 
sun and moon (all of which maintain independent orbits), while the movement 
of the Same corresponds to the unchanging realm of the stars. So we see that, 
for Plato, the musical proportions in fact apply to two distinctive notions of 
time: the time that is ephemeral (Different), and the time that is eternal (Same). 
Thus it is that the ratio discloses a “form of logic” that encompasses two 
“incompossibles”; this “form of logic” itself, clearly characterized by Plato as a 
mythos, inhabits a realm on the very fold between linear time (as demonstrated 
by the passage of days and years) and circular time (as demonstrated by the 
rotations of the “heavenly bodies”). Musical expression discloses itself as a 
relation expressed in sound between the ephemeral and the eternal.  
 

 
1 The passage is as follows: “These connections produced intervals of 3/2, 4/3, and 9/8 within 
the previous intervals. He then proceeded to fill all the 4/3 intervals with the 9/8 interval, 
leaving a small portion over every time. The terms of this interval of the portion left over made 
a numerical ration of 256/243. And so it was that the mixture, from which he had cut off these 
portions, was eventually completely used up.” (T, 35) 
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Mythos and Time: Searching for the “Beginning” 
 
And so it is with this sense of mythos –as a thinking that both unites and 
sustains the autonomy of “incompossibles – that Merleau-Ponty, in some of his 
last written statements, searches for a “mythical time”. It would be a time that 
does not operate according to the conventions of a linear series; rather, it would 
reveal a depth of time where “the serial time, that of ‘acts’ and decisions, is 
overcome” (VI, 168). Merleau-Ponty imagines this mythical time as a coiling 
up of the past and future into the present, where the “past and present are 
Ineinander, each enveloping-enveloped” (VI, 268). This mythical time would 
disclose a realm where the past lay not beyond the boundary of the present 
(i.e., beside the present) but stood as one sole gesture with the present – as the 
obverse or “unseen” side of the present, and therefore as a dimension of the 
depth of the present. Thus there is, as Merleau-Ponty writes, a vertical world 
“which is, extended into the past, existential eternity, savage mind” – a world 
of origins (VI, 175). As an overcoming of the exclusivity of past and present, 
then, mythical time would constitute a realm where “certain events ‘in the 
beginning’ maintain a continued efficacity” (VI, 24) insofar as this “beginning” 
would maintain its productive possibility beneath (i.e., as vertical-dimension) 
or behind (i.e., as depth-dimension) the present in a relationship of 
simultaneity. Indeed, Merleau-Ponty writes that depth is “pre-eminently the 
dimension of the simultaneous” (VI, 219).  

However, it must be underlined that when Merleau-Ponty writes of 
mythical time “where certain events ‘in the beginning’ maintain a continued 
efficacity” (VI, 24), carefully he calls our attention to this phrase: “in the 
beginning.” For this beginning, insofar as it inhabits a dimension of depth, 
shows itself as a negativity. The very simultaneity disclosed through the 
intertwining of this beginning and the thickness of the present ensures that 
mythical time “designates a presence that is richer than what is visible of it”. 
(HP, 27) That is to say, a presence that is “rich” because it consists not only in 
“what is visible of it” – the present itself – but also consists in a dimension of 
the non-visible: the past. Therefore, this beginning comes to be known not by 
means of a positive fixedness, but rather as the negative of the present – 
negative in the sense of the other side of a sculptural relief. It is in this sense 
that Merleau-Ponty writes that he seeks “nuclei of meaning which are in-
visible, but which simply are not invisible in the sense of the absolute negation 
(or of the absolute positivity of the ‘intelligible world’), but in the sense of the 
other dimensionality, as depth hollows itself out behind height and breadth, as 
time hollows itself out behind space” (VI, 236). 

Because this beginning comes to be known not as a positive but as a 
negative – as the other side of dimensionality – the “object” of logical 
investigation retreats in the measure that it is approached. Such is the character 
of this “prereflexive Being” (N, 41) that to employ intellectual reflection (as 
logos) is to miss it entirely. If indeed, according to Merleau-Ponty, to think this 
negativity does not consist in the possession of “some ideas,” but rather 
consists in “the circumscription of an unthought,” (HP, 14) then philosophy 
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must employ a dynamic language “which thereby would be close to poetry” (N, 
45) – a language “where what counts is no longer the manifest meaning of each 
word and of each image, but the lateral relations, the kinships that are 
implicated in their transfers and their exchanges” (VI, 125). Indeed, when 
Merleau-Ponty searches, in The Visible and the Invisible, for a language of 
philosophy that might serve “as the expression of what is before expression 
and sustains it from behind” (VI, 167), one could say that he searches for a 
language of the mythos: music that “reveals articulation before the 
articulation.”1 Moreover, it is music, as Merleau-Ponty writes, that discloses 
the opening of a mythical realm which is “accessible beyond the contradiction, 
without resistance and without ‘grasps of position’” (NC, 64). 

It is not surprising, therefore, that Merleau-Ponty, in L’ontologie 
cartésienne et l’ontologie d’aujourd’hui, explores “simultaneity” as “cohesion 
which is not indistinction, which is [cohesion] of incompossibles, which is 
encroachment, absence” (NC, 199) within a work of Paul Claudel entitled, The 
Eye Listens. The later writings of Merleau-Ponty listen for this depth-
dimension – listen for the “inarticulate cry… which seemed to be the voice of 
the light” (EM, 182). Even the painter listens, as Merleau-Ponty notes, quoting 
André Marchand: “‘In a forest, I have felt many times over that it was not I 
who looked at the forest. Some days I felt that the trees were looking at me, 
were speaking to me… I was there, listening…’” (EM, 167). Thus it is 
ultimately by means of philosophy as “auscultation” (VI, 128) that Merleau-
Ponty articulates his final ontological project. 
 
 
The Musical Idea of Proust 
 
In the final completed chapter of The Visible and the Invisible, the “third” 
dimension – the openness unto being as il y a –is explored by Merleau-Ponty 
by means of the “sensible idea” (VI, 151) in the first volume of Proust’s 
Remembrance of Things Past. Indeed, Merleau-Ponty writes, “No one has gone 
further than Proust in fixing the relations between the visible and the invisible, 
in describing an idea that is not the contrary of the sensible, that is its lining 
and its depth” (VI, 149). This “sensible idea” (i.e., the depth of the sensible) of 
Proust undergoes interrogation from Merleau-Ponty primarily as the “musical 
idea” – as that which Swann discovers through the “petite phrase” of Vinteuil’s 
sonata. Proust writes that Swann “regarded musical motifs as actual ideas, of 
another world, of another order, ideas veiled in shadow, unknown, 
impenetrable to the human mind, but none the less perfectly distinct from one 
another”.2 As “ideas veiled in shadow,” they are not to be regarded, 
nevertheless, as intelligible ideas that have simply not yet achieved clarity: for 

 
1 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Notes de Cours 1958-1959 et 1960-1961, edited by Stéphanie 
Ménasé (Paris: Gallimard, 1996), 65; henceforth cited as NC. All translations for the Notes de 
Cours are my own. 
2 Marcel Proust, Remembrance of Things Past, trans. C.K. Scott Moncrieff and Terence 
Kilmartin (New York: Vintage Books, 1982), I: 379. 
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they are “none the less perfectly distinct”. Rather, they are, as Proust writes, 
ideas “of another order,” inhabiting neither the realm of pure ideality nor that 
of pure sensibility, but a kind of depth-dimension between the two. Like the 
notion of depth in painting, the “carnal texture” of musical ideas “presents to us 
what is absent” (VI, 150), the musical idea constitutes the “other side” or 
“depth” of the audible sounds. For Merleau-Ponty writes that sensible ideas 
cannot be located within the sensible field (i.e., within Swann’s “petite phrase” 
itself); they haunt an ungraspable hollow “behind the sounds or between them” 
(VI, 151). Thus, also very much like the beginning of mythical time which 
stands behind or beneath the present in a relationship of simultaneity, the 
musical idea cannot be grasped through an intellectual possession. As “a 
certain absence, a negativity that is not nothing” (VI, 151), the musical idea 
brings to expression “the circumscription of an unthought” (HP, 14) through 
the very language of mythos – that magical “incantation” (MS, 206). Indeed, 
Merleau-Ponty writes, “We do not possess the musical or sensible ideas, 
precisely because they are negativity or absence circumscribed; they possess 
us.” (VI, 151) Indeed, one could say that Vinteuil’s sonata maintains its 
fascination for Swann in the degree to which he fails to grasp its essence and 
that the petite phrase possesses Swann in a manner similar to the melody 
which “sings in us much more than we sing it.” For, Merleau-Ponty writes, “it 
goes down the throat of the singer, as Proust says” (N, 173).  

And so it is that this peculiar musical idea cannot be regarded as a product 
instituted through the sovereignty of consciousness: “it is a new type of being, 
a being by porosity, pregnancy, or generality” (VI, 149). The musical idea, 
then, bears within itself a kind of fecund productivity – a passivity that “cries 
out” as an activity – as the “voice of the light” (EM, 182). Therefore, in 
contrast to a product that reaches a definitive end, Merleau-Ponty writes that, 
“The ‘little phrase,’ the notion of the light, are not exhausted by their 
manifestations, any more is an ‘idea of the intelligence’” (VI, 150). However, 
though they are not themselves products, they come to be known only through 
the products themselves: “they could not be given to us as ideas except in a 
carnal experience” (VI, 150). That is to say, musical ideas are apparent only 
through their sensible expression; and yet, as continuous, latent possibility, 
they are nevertheless irreducible to the sensible. As ideas, then (a point which 
Merleau-Ponty emphasizes), they exceed their sensible presentation– as 
Proust’s shadow– as the obverse side of the sensible. Thus the musical idea, 
Merleau-Ponty writes, is “not an absolute invisible, which would have nothing 
to do with the visible. Rather, it is the invisible of this world, that which 
inhabits this world, sustains it, and renders it visible, its own and interior 
possibility, the Being of this being” (VI, 151). While Merleau-Ponty clearly 
underlines the productive character of the musical idea, what we must further 
understand, however, is that the musical idea, as the bearer of a productivity, 
unfolds not only as a conceptual space (e.g., “a certain hollow”: “between” or 
“behind” the sounds), but also as a depth of time – mythical time. 
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Music and Time: Listening “Beyond the Contradiction” 
 
For, regarding this musical idea of Proust, Merleau-Ponty further emphasizes 
that, “each time we want to get at it immediately, or lay hands on it, or 
circumscribe it, or see it unveiled, we do in fact feel that the attempt is 
misconceived, that it retreats in the measure that we approach. The 
explicitation does not give us the idea itself; it is but a second version of it, a 
more manageable derivative” (VI, 149). This “second version” of the musical 
idea demonstrates the peculiar temporality that is characteristic of the musical 
idea, in accordance with its peculiarly close relationship with the sensible (i.e., 
as an idea behind, but never removed from, the sensible world). For as soon as 
active reflection attempts to raise the musical idea into a “positivity” (VI, 149) 
(that is to say, as soon as reflection attempts to de-temporalize the musical 
idea), its essence slips away, leaving Swann with only “certain equivalents, 
substituted (for his mind’s convenience) for the mysterious entity”.1 The 
temporal quality of the musical idea itself ensures the impossibility, for Swann, 
of discerning a fixed essence; for it is “an ideality which has need of time” 
(HP, 19) – it inhabits that very “third dimension between the series of events 
and intemporal sense, the third dimension of depth history or the genesis of 
ideality” (HP, 6).  

And so, because the musical idea is born of the generative dimension 
between the eternal and the ephemeral, the slipping-away of its essence does 
not constitute a failure. Throughout Swann’s love affair with Odette, it offers, 
rather, a possibility to initiate, and re-initiate, new encounters with Vinteuil’s 
sonata, so that each such encounter circumscribes an open field of latent 
meaning; it does not offer possession of an intemporal essence. Indeed, 
Merleau-Ponty writes that this encounter with musical ideas is an “initiation to 
a world, to a small eternity, to a dimension which is by now inalienable – 
Universality through singularity” (NC, 196). Thus, the musical idea consists 
precisely in what can be re-initiated; it achieves universality – its status as an 
idea – by means of repeated initiation within the sensible realm. Merleau-Ponty 
writes, “The universal is not above, it is beneath (Claudel), it is not before, but 
behind us”.2 (VI, 218) That is to say, the universal is to be discerned not as a 

 
1 Marcel Proust, Remembrance of Things Past, trans. C.K. Scott Moncrieff and Terence 
Kilmartin (New York: Vintage Books, 1982), I: 380. 
2 The full context of this quotation yields a better understanding of the importance that music, 
in particular, plays for Merleau-Ponty in the thinking of this universality. In a working note 
dated November 1959, he begins, not surprisingly, with a discourse upon the notions of light 
and color in painting, but then seizes upon music as the preeminent disclosure of his thinking. 
“It is precisely within its particularity as yellow and through it that the yellow becomes a 
universe or an element – That a color can become a level, a fact become a category (exactly as 
in music: describe a note as particular, i.e. in the field of another tone – and “the same” note 
that has become that within whose key a music is written) = the veritable movement toward the 
universal. The universal is not above, it is beneath (Claudel), it is not before, but behind us – 
atonal music = the equivalent of the philosophy of Being in indivision. Like paintings without 
identifiable things, without the skin of things, but giving their flesh… All this implies the Being 
in indivision. This universality of the sensible = Urpräsentation of what is not Urpräsentierbar 
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high-altitude realm which “would have nothing to do with the visible” (VI, 
151), but as an openness unto the visible world; not as an intemporal “before,” 
but as a depth of temporal simultaneity. And so the "small eternity" disclosed 
through the musical idea reveals a dimension of mythical time – an “‘abyss of 
the past,’ which always remains present and outlasts everything that once has 
become” (NP, 146). It is in this sense, therefore, that Merleau-Ponty writes that 
the “consciousness of music is of ‘always’” (NC, 65) – that is to say, the 
consciousness of music is of the Ineinander of the past and present. 

For Merleau-Ponty writes that “the melody gives us a particular 
consciousness of time. We think naturally that the past secretes the future 
ahead of it. But this notion of time is refuted by the melody. At the moment 
when the melody begins, the last note is there, in its own manner. In a melody, 
a reciprocal influence between the first and the last note takes place, and we 
have to say that the first note is possible only because of the last, and vice 
versa” (N, 174).  

This “reciprocal influence” discloses a vertical depth that is described by 
Merleau-Ponty as the “dimensionality of the present” (HP, 45): dimensionality 
because the reciprocity of first and last note in the musical idea initiates the 
circumscription of depth. Thus ontological significance is assigned to the 
melody, for this reciprocity does not disclose a reversibility that would be 
without depth: the melody never achieves a complete return through 
coincidence. Indeed, it is the principle of non-coincidence between the 
originating productivity and the re-initiation which, on the one hand, explains 
Swann’s failure to grasp the musical idea through intellectual means, since this 
ideality never completely rejoins itself (i.e., something “always remains”); yet, 
on the other hand, it is also the non-coincidence which, by means of divergence 
as a basin of continual pregnancy, gives rise to re-generation. And so each re-
initiation does not consist of a mere echo of the beginning: an element of the 
potency of the originating productivity is retained within the process of re-
production, and in fact the primeval nature comes to be known only by means 
of its participation in the sensible world. Precisely because there is divergence 
and non-coincidence – precisely because something “always remains” 
throughout the process of re-initiation – does the past “maintain a continued 
efficacity” (VI, 24): as “the indestructible, the barbaric Principle” (VI, 267) 
.That is to say, because the re-initiation cannot exactly coincide with the 
original idea (as its own temporality necessarily demonstrates), it does not 
function as an imitation of the original; rather, the re-initiation is re-productive 
in the sense that it is in itself again productive: “pregnant,” with the “power to 
break forth.” (VI, 208) Thus, that which we have never known – the 
unpresentable, primeval nature – comes to presence. For the musical idea, 
“beyond the contradiction, without resistance and without ‘grasps of position,’” 
(NC, 64) takes hold of us within the divergence itself, disclosing the sonorous 
depth of mythical time. 

 
= the sensible hollowed out in the being without restriction, that Being which is between my 
perspective and that of the other, my past and my present.” (VI, 218-219) 
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his paper explores the role of love for history and historical 
knowledge in both the Christian and the Dionysian sense in 
Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900). This aim is in a crucial manner 
related with a further task of this paper, namely the succinct 
formulation of the role of love in the relationship between the 

sexes which is according to Nietzsche one of deadly hatred. Nietzsche refers 
and reverts frequently to Circe in discussing these issues. Nietzsche uses the 
word ‘Circe’ at least twenty-five times according to the CD-ROM with the title 
Nietzsche: Werke which was published by deGruyter in 1994. (This online 
version of the Kritische Studienausgabe of Nietzsche’s writings in 15 volumes 
covers all of his works and is based entirely on the Colli/Montinari edition 
which, unlike earlier text editions of Nietzsche, was prepared throughout 
according to the highest scientific standards.) 

T 

One prejudice against Nietzsche I would like to dissolve from the outset is 
the unjustified accusation of Nietzsche that he hates humanity. Nietzsche is 
despite of his bent to stand alone and for himself not a despising man; on the 
contrary, he wants to teach us a new kind of love towards others which 
fundamentally differs from the Christian love (of the neighbour). Nietzsche’s 
successful development of an alternative notion of love is intimately linked 
with the fact that, in Nietzsche, morality becomes art. Further, the free spirit 
and the overman in Nietzsche favour what we might call ‘tough love’ because 
these two configurations of the Nietzschean self have, as Nietzsche puts it in 
Beyond Good and Evil, ‘that depth of benevolence which is capable of severity 
and hardness’1. In Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Nietzsche also emphasises that ‘all 
creators are hard, all great love is over and above its pity’2 for in Nietzsche’s 
view, men, like other experiences, need to be properly digested in order not to 
cause indigestion and, consequently, genuine misanthropy. Indeed, Nietzsche 
takes enjoyment and lust in man when he observes man’s psychology and 
contributes to his naturalisation and subsequent transformation into something 
higher than man.3 Given that, Nietzsche criticises Christendom in a starkly 

                                                 
1 BGE 7,238, p. 167. 
2 Z IV,7, p. 378/‘alle Schaffenden sind hart, alle grosse Liebe ist über ihrem Mitleiden’ (330-1) 
3 see GS III,167, p. 200. 
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negative manner for not taking pleasure in man and for not contributing 
towards the enhancement of man.1  

Circe/gr. ‘Kirke’ is generally understood as the seductress per se. In book 
ten of Homer’s Odyssey (c.750-700 a.d.) on which the philhellenist Nietzsche 
(implicitly) draws in his writings we are told that Odysseus has to eat a herb 
which Hermes, the messenger of the gods, gives to him in order not to be 
seduced by the bewitching beautiful chant of the Circean sorceress. This 
antidote puts Odysseus who loves and affirms his body and is also a man of 
‘subtle’2 and ‘wide-ranging spirit’3 into a position to resist the attraction of the 
female bewitchment. However, the seductive woman Circe and goddess of 
speech turns Odysseus’s companions into animals since they are neither 
warned of her men-poisoning hospitality nor able to resist on their own to fall 
under her charm once they were on her island. Henceforth, the treacherous 
Circe is surrounded by a herd of ‘fat and full-grown swine[s]’4. Each swine has 
kept its human mind, that is, Circe transplanted or transposed each of the 
human minds into a swine’s body. In the Homeric epic this metamorphoses of 
men into hybrid monsters of men and sows is worded thus: ‘and now the men 
had the form of swine-the snout and grunt and bristles; only their minds were 
left unchanged’5. That is actually not quite true because Circe made these 
creatures at the intersection of man and animal utterly forget their own country 
in order to prevent them from wanting to leave her island and to go home. This 
manipulative intervention amounts to a small but consequential alteration of 
the direction of their will and, thus, of the content of their mind.6  

In the letter from 13 May 1877 to his friend Malwida von Meysenbug, 
which Nietzsche calls the ‘third report of Odysseus’/‘Dritter Bericht des 
Odysseus’7 Nietzsche identifies himself explicitly with Odysseus and his 
erratic journey from Troy back to the rocky island Ithaca. Nietzsche likes the 
adventurer Odysseus and his courage, wit, physical prowess, valour and 
heroism. In fragment 199 of Daybreak, Nietzsche connects Odysseus with the 
adjective ‘dextrous’8. In section 344 of The Gay Science, Nietzsche actually 
employs the Greek word for ‘dextrous’, namely ‘polytropoi’9/πολυτροποι’10, 
which Homer uses in the opening lines of the Odyssey in order to introduce his 
heroic protagonist Odysseus. ‘Polytropoi’ also denotes ‘multiple skilled’ and 
‘much travelled’ which means by implication and by connotation to be 
experienced in the joys and sufferings of earthly life.11  

 
1 N 9, p.301; 6(400) (fall 1880).  
2 Homer 1980, p. 229. 
3 Homer 1980, p. 1. 
4 Homer 1980, p. 123. 
5 Homer 1980, p. 119. 
6 Homer 1980, p. 118. 
7 KSB 5,615, p. 235 (13 May 1877). 
8 D III,199, p. 119/‘vielgewandte’ (173). 
9 GS V,344, p. 282. 
10 KSA GS, p. 576. 
11 For further explanation of the meaning of ‘polytropoi’ see GS V,344, fn. 9, p. 282. 
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In section 808 of the posthumously edited collection of notes with the title The 
Will to Power, Nietzsche equates Circe with the ecstatic love (which also 
encompasses seduction and sexual lust) which Nietzsche is advocating 
throughout his works. I cite the whole fragment because it seems to me to be a 
key passage to an adequate understanding of Nietzsche’s central philosophical 
aims and their intimate connection with the figure of Circe: ‘do you desire the 
most astonishing proof of how far the transfiguring power of intoxication can 
go?. “Love” is this proof: that which is called love in all languages and silences 
of the world. In this case, intoxication has done with reality to such a degree 
that in the consciousness of the lover the cause of it is extinguished and 
something else seems to have taken its place. a vibration and glittering of all 
the magic mirrors of Circe. Here it makes no difference whether one is man or 
animal; even less whether one has spirit, goodness, integrity. If one is subtle, 
one is fooled subtly; if one is coarse, one is fooled coarsely; but love, and even 
the love of God, the saintly love of “redeemed souls”, remains the same in its 
roots: a fever that has good reason to transfigure itself, an intoxication that does 
well to lie about itself. And in any case, one lies well when one loves, about 
oneself and to oneself: one seems to oneself transfigured, stronger, richer, and 
more perfect, one is more perfect. Here we discover art as an organic function: 
we discover it in the most angelic instinct, “love”; we discover it as the greatest 
stimulus of life-art thus sublimely expedient even when it lies. But we should 
do wrong if we stopped with its power to lie: it does more than merely 
imagine; it even transposes values. And it is not only that it transposes the 
feeling of values: the lover is more valuable, is stronger. In animals this 
condition produces new weapons, pigments, colors, and forms; above all, new 
movements, new rhythms, new love calls and seductions. It is no different with 
man. His whole economy is richer than before, more powerful, more complete 
than in those who do not love. The lover becomes a squanderer: he is rich 
enough for it. Now he dares, becomes an adventurer, becomes an ass in 
magnanimity and innocence; he believes in God again, he believes in virtue, 
because he believes in love; and on the other hand, this happy idiot grows 
wings and new capabilities, and even the door of art is opened to him. If we 
subtracted all traces of this intestinal fever from lyricism in sound and word, 
what would be left of lyrical poetry and music?. L’art pour l’art perhaps: the 
virtuoso croaking of shivering frogs, despairing in their swamp. All the rest 
was created by love’1. In sum, love, the great creator, assists us to see the 
world differently and to become transmuted in the flesh according to these new 
valuations. In Daybreak, a book from his middle period, Nietzsche claims too 
that love has the potential to generate ‘a new transfiguration’2/‘eine neue 
Transfiguration’3 of man and the world. In Nietzsche’s theory of science, all 
creating is communicating. In view of that, Nietzsche argues that the knower, 

 
1 WP 808, p. 426-7 (spring 1888). 
2 D I,8, p. 10. 
3 KSA D, p. 21. 
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the creator and the lover are one.1 Thereby Nietzsche identifies the creator with 
the knower, the communicator with the artist and the simplifier with the lover.2 
Nietzsche argues that love transgresses the morality of custom and socially 
conform comportment for ‘love brings the high and concealed characteristics 
of the lover into the light-what is rare and exceptional in him’3. In Beyond 
Good and Evil, Nietzsche, therefore, insists that ‘whatever is done from love 
always occurs beyond good and evil’4.  

In philosophy, feelings and passions were traditionally regarded as mere 
distractions from and disturbances to rational thought (or in Nietzsche’s 
terminology to that which he calls pure ‘conceptual web-spinning’5). Lou 
Salomé who has been an intellectual co-worker and friend of Nietzsche in his 
middle period correctly states in her early study on Nietzsche which was 
published in 1894 that one of Nietzsche’s philosophical achievements is that he 
theorises ‘the power of feelings’6 within philosophy. The free spirit is, as 
Nietzsche also says in The Gay Science, ‘an artist in love’7 who makes his 
ennobled intoxication, his ‘passion and fantasies’8, serviceable for knowledge 
which, in his view, would be nihilistic without these artistic interventions. In 
the early unpublished text with the title ‘On the Pathos of Truth’ (1872), 
Nietzsche reasons that ‘art is more powerful than knowledge, because it desires 
life, whereas knowledge attains as its final goal only annihilation’9. The free 
spirits, who are begetters and falsifiers when using the ruse of loving 
beautification, are also experimenters and ‘laughers’ and ‘dancers’. In sum, 
they are seducers to life who master to perfection ‘the art of this-worldly 
comfort’10. Given that, Nietzsche understands the best joke in a forever 
ambiguous world as ‘that which stands in place of a weighty, not altogether 
harmless thought, at once a cautionary gesture of the finger and a flashing of 
the eyes’11.  

In section 317 of The Gay Science, Nietzsche presents his philosophy as a 
philosophy of ‘pathos and passion’12 which incites ‘to live dangerously’13. In 
Nietzsche, ‘pathos’ is associated with mood for he refers with ‘pathos’ to 
‘emotional intensity’. In Nietzschean ‘gay science’, we only find ‘love as 

 
1 ‘Alles Schaffen ist Mittheilen. / Der Erkennende der Schaffende der Liebende sind Eins’.  
   (N 10, p.115; 4(23) (winter 1882-3)). 
2 ‘Der Schöpfer (Erkennende), der Mittheiler (der Künstler), der Vereinfacher (der Liebende)’   

(N 10, p.114; 4(20) (winter 1882-3)).  
3 BGE 4,163, p. 91. 
4 BGE 4,153, p. 90/‘Was aus Liebe gethan wird, geschieht immer jenseits von Gut und Böse.’ 
(99). 
5 TI 9,23, p. 528. 
6 Salomé 1894, p. 81/‘die Macht des Gefühls’ (162). 
7 GS II,57, p. 121. 
8 GS II,57, p. 121. 
9 PAT, p. 66. 
10 BT P7, p. 26. 
11 H II,2,177,p. 352.  
12 GS IV,317, p. 252. 
13 GS IV,283, p. 228. 
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passion’1; a fervent corporeal love which has such strong effects that it can 
replace tragic and ugly reality with semblance and a beautiful surface. In order 
to make life bearable in the godless world, Nietzsche accords cheerfulness and 
love the highest importance. Consequently, Nietzsche’s ‘gay science’ rests on 
the ‘passion to know’2 ‘die Leidenschaft der Erkenntniss’3. The free spirit 
‘creates truth’4rather than discovers truth, that is, he is weaving illusions. In 
the book The Gay Science, Nietzsche stresses that all existence is ‘essentially 
actively engaged in interpretation’5 ‘alles Dasein [ist] essentiell ein 
auslegendes Dasein’6. Furthermore, the free spirit wills the illusion of his self-
crafted illusions. In The Antichrist, Nietzsche comments that ‘love is the state 
in which man sees things most decidedly as they are not. The power of illusion 
is at its peak here, as is the power to sweeten and transfigure’7. This also 
explains why in Daybreak, Nietzsche reasons that ‘a historian has to do, not 
with what actually happened, but only with events supposed to have happened: 
for only the latter have produced an effect’8. In light of this insight, Nietzsche 
suggests to conceive history as ‘a continual generation and pregnancy of 
phantoms over the impenetrable mist of unfathomable reality’9. In a note, he 
remarks that self-love is a characteristic of pregnancy.10 With other words, we 
construct history out of transposed instinctual energies.  

In Nietzsche, the unstoppable creative frenzy of the lover who is blind to 
reality is intimately linked with the Dionyisian. We find evidence for this thesis 
in Twilight of the Idols where Nietzsche states that in the Dionysian state ‘the 
whole affective system is excited and enhanced: so that it discharges all its 
means of expression at once and drives forth simultaneously the power of 
representation, imitation, transfiguration, transformation, and every kind of 
mimicking and acting. The essential feature here remains the ease of 
metamorphosis [...] [The Dionysian type] possesses the instinct of 
understanding and guessing in the highest degree, just as he commands the art 
of communication in the highest degree. He enters into any skin, into any 
affect: he constantly transforms himself.’11 Further, in his stylised 
autobiography Ecce Homo, Nietzsche confesses to being a ‘disciple of the 
philosopher Dionysus’12. In The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche depicts Homer—

 
1 BGE 9,260, p. 208. 
2 GS III,123, p. 178. 
3 KSA GS, p. 479. Indeed, in Nietzsche’s philosophy the passion of knowledge sees itself as the 
purpose of existence. (N 9, p.467; 11(69) (spring-fall 1881)). 
4 EH Z6, p. 304.   
5 GS V,374, p. 336. 
6 KSA GS, p. 626. 
7 A 23, p. p. 591-2. 
8 D IV,307, p. 156. 
9 D IV,307, p. 156. 
10 ‘Liebe zu sich selber ist ein Merkmal der Schwangerschaft’ (N 10, p.395; 12(1) 146 
(summer 1883)). 
11 TI 9,10, p. 519-20. 
12 EH P2, p. 217. 
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to whom Nietzsche feels very close as the paragon of ‘the naïve artist’1 who is 
able to fully beautify the dark Dionysian aspects of existence. In addition to 
that, in Twilight of the Idols, Nietzsche stresses that ‘it is only in the Dionysian 
mysteries, in the psychology of the Dionysian state, that the basic fact of the 
Hellenic instinct finds expression its “will to life”. What was it that the Hellene 
guaranteed himself by means of these mysteries? Eternal life, the eternal return 
of life; the future promised and hallowed in the past; the triumphant Yes to life 
beyond all death and change; true life as the over-all continuation of life 
through procreation, through the mysteries of sexuality. For the Greeks the 
sexual symbol was therefore the venerable symbol par excellence, the real 
profundity in the whole of ancient piety. Every single element in the act of 
procreation, of pregnancy, and of birth aroused the highest and most solemn 
feelings. In the doctrine of the mysteries, pain is pronounced holy: the pangs of 
the woman giving birth hallow all pain; all becoming and growing all that 
guarantees a future involves pain. That there may be eternal joy of creating, 
that the will to life may eternally affirm itself, the agony of the woman giving 
birth must also be there eternally’2. The figure of Zarathustra in Thus Spoke 
Zarathustra has such a superabundant and magnanimous self of the lover. This 
empowers Zarathustra to promise: ‘I love man [...] I bring men a gift’3. 
Zarathustra’s gift is, of course, the overman and an enhanced future which 
requires as a precondition the love for future generations rather than the love 
for the decadent man of modernity of the present. Nietzsche fundamentally 
doubts the Christian connection of love with altruism. That is why in Beyond 
Good and Evil, Nietzsche emphatically insists that ‘the “disinterested” action is 
an exceedingly interesting and interested action’4.  

In Human, All Too Human, Nietzsche maintains that the basic characteristic 
of love is that ‘love desires’5/‘die Liebe begehrt’6. This means that man gives 
desire a goal. Nietzsche argues that to have the negation of life as a goal means 
to court disaster because in this case Circe’s sorcery has the power to rob men 
of will, courage, manhood and finally life itself. Now the question becomes 
what target Nietzsche proposes for desire instead of self-destruction. The 
response Nietzsche gives to this question is that to ‘desire to incorporate 
everything’7 is an insurmountable and most basic desire of the naturalised self. 
Further, Nietzsche tells us that passion wants its own prolongation.8 Nietzsche 
asks rhetorically: ‘could the full happiness of love, which resides in 
unconditional trust, ever have been experienced by anyone who was not 
profoundly mistrustful, evil and embittered?’9 for Nietzsche believes that 

 
1 BT 3, p. 44. 
2 TI 10,4, p. 561-2. 
3 Z P2, p. 123/‘Ich liebe die Menschen [...] Ich bringe den Menschen ein Geschenk’ (13). 
4 BGE 7,220, p. 148/‘die “uninteressirte” Handlung [ist] eine sehr interessante und interessirte 
Handlung’ (155). 
5 HH I,9,603, p. 192. 
6 KSA HH, p. 343. 
7 WP 657, p. 347 (1886-1887). 
8 HH I,9,606, p. 192. 
9 D IV,216, p. 135. 
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absolute affirmation of existence and love of fate is only possible after one has 
seen, felt, recognised and overcome the ugliness and meaninglessness of 
existence. In Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Nietzsche admits that ‘we love life [...] 
because we are used to loving. There is always some madness in love. But 
there is also always some reason in madness’1. The element of madness in love 
I take to be the desire to incorporate refined or transformed pain alongside of 
sublimated pleasure, beauty and health. And the element of reason in madness I 
identify as the insight that only in this way of accepting the necessity of the 
dimension of amorous follies existence becomes bearable, liveable, fertile and 
creative. This resonates partially with Plato’s ‘philosophic eroticism’1 which 
Plato depicts in Diotima’s speech in the dialogue Symposium. To my mind, one 
of greatest merits of Nietzsche is that he re-associates love and eroticism. His 
reunion of the cerebral and the physical dimensions of desire and pleasure 
show, for instance, in the overman who has lust to dance/‘Lust zu tanzen’2. Let 
us not forget, for Nietzsche, thinking is dancing too! In fact, dancing is 
Nietzsche’s ontology: all that exists dances, the dance is the proof of truth.3  

In Ecce Homo, Nietzsche criticises in a fiercely negative mode that 
traditional ‘philosophers and old women [...] mendaciously invented a “soul”, a 
“spirit” to ruin the body’4. Nietzsche locates the source of the hatred against 
the body and sensuality in the Christian life-negating values. That is why, 
Nietzsche writes that ‘it was Christianity, with its ressentiment against life at 
the bottom of its heart, which first made something unclean of sexuality: it 
threw filth on the origin, on the presupposition of our life’5. Nietzsche observes 
that ‘in all pessimistic religions the act of procreation is felt as being bad in 
itself’6. Whereas Nietzsche depicts the overman as the unreserved amorous 
celebrator of life, Nietzsche sums up the Christian God as ‘the enemy of life’7 
who is, in fact, poor in love. Nietzsche states laconically that the ungenerous 
and possessive Christian god ‘becomes terrible when one does not love him in 
return’8. Nietzsche dismantles the Christian saint as ‘the ideal eunuch’9, 
because, for Nietzsche, life without sexuality is unthinkable. In a note from his 
middle period, Nietzsche remarks that the love of god to man is the dissipation 
of a thought of asexually living men.10 In Human, All Too Human, Nietzsche 
remarks on viewing certain antique sacrificial implements such as artificial 
oversized penises and vaginas which were used in pagan cults: ‘how many 
sensations have been lost us can be seen, for example, in the union of the 
farcical, even the obscene, with the religious feeling: our sense of the 

 
1 Z I,7, p. 153. 
1   TI 9,23, p. 528.  
2   N 10, p. 65; 3(1,98) (summer-fall 1882).  
3   N 10, p. 65; 3(1,98) (summer-fall 1882).  
4   EH 4,7, p. 332.  
5   TI 10,4, p. 562, see EH 4,7, p. 332.  
6   HH I,3,141, p. 76.  
7   TI 5,4, p. 490.  
8   CW 2, p. 159.  
9   TI 5,4, p. 490.  
10  N 9, p.298; 6(394) (fall 1880).  



An Anthology of Philosophical Studies 
 
 

 316 

                                                

possibility of the combination dwindles, we comprehend that it existed only 
historically, in the festivals of Demeter and Dionysus’11 and so on.  

Following the example of the ancient religious rites in putting the sublime 
side by side with the ridiculous, Nietzsche wants to prepare our spirit with his 
writings to be able again to imagine the divine converging with sensuality, 
sexual love and the augmentation of joy in and gratitude for earthly life. 
Salomé comments in her Nietzsche book ‘Nietzsche was to become the 
harbinger of teachings that could only be endured by way of a love that 
outweighs life and would only be effective at the point where the thought of 
man soars up to a deification of life’1. In The Gay Science, Nietzsche 
recommends to the free spirits to strife for Homeric happiness which results 
from having invented his own Gods for himself.2  

Nietzsche notes in regards to the instincts of morality: maternal love 
gradually turning into love in general. Sexual love likewise. I recognize 
transferences everywhere.3 Nietzsche is convinced that ‘the degree and kind of 
a man’s sexuality reach up (sic!) into the ultimate pinnacle of his spirit’4. With 
other words, for Nietzsche, elevated or ‘sublimated sexuality’5 of the male 
higher human beings generates culture. Nietzsche intends to seduce us to 
unconditional affirmation and love of our fate in its entirety by way of inciting 
us to want to develop the desire to experience everything once more and 
eternal times.6 Yet we will only be strong enough to want and to will the 
eternal return unreservedly by way of cultivating deliberately and with care 
‘the growth of an abundance of subtle pleasures and joys’7. The overman 
laughs at what is phrased in Thus Spoke Zarathustra ‘tragic seriousness’8 but 
he accords the highest value to a paradoxical seriousness which is cheerful.  

In Twilight of the Idols, Nietzsche claims that ‘the spiritualization of 
sensuality is called love’9. In order to sublimate passions which are, for 
Nietzsche, the source of life, a response to the question ‘how can one 
spiritualize, beautify, deify a craving?’10 must be given. Nietzsche points out 
that the church opposes knowledge and science in order to defend and 
immunise faith in the absolute truth of religious doctrines against rational 
doubts and critical interrogations.11 And Nietzsche reasons that this opposition 
hinders the church too to think of a more sophisticated approach towards the 
passion than their necessarily unsuccessful negation and destruction.12 

 
11  HH I,3,112, p. 65. 
1 Salomé 1894, p. 130. 
2 GS IV,302, p. 242. 
3 N 7, p.489; 19(223) (summer 1872-beginning 1873)). 
4 BGE 4,75, p. 81. 
5 HH II,1,95, p. 233. 
6 N 9 p.520; 11(197) (spring-fall 1881). 
7 GS I,12, p. 86. 
8 Z I,7, p. 153. 
9 TI 5,3, p. 488/‘die Vergeistigung der Sinnlichkeit heisst Liebe’ (84). 
10 TI 5,1, p. 486.   
11 see A 23, p. p. 590-1, see CW 3, p. 161. 
12 see TI 5,1, p. 487-8. 
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Nietzsche also questions the Christian’s attitude to war, for instance, in his 
statement in Twilight of the Idols that ‘one has renounced the great life when 
one renounces war’1. Rather, Nietzsche favours ‘the spiritualization of 
hostility’2, namely by way of insisting on the value of enemies for the growth 
of one’s own powers insofar enemies force us to learn to overcome severe 
resistances. Given Nietzsche’s belief in the value of refined dissonances, 
Nietzsche is convinced that ‘contradictions actually seduce to existence’3 by 
means of their stimulating effect.  

In Nietzsche, not only individual and cultural sublimation revolves around 
the axis of the powerful Circe but it is also she who figures as the goddess of 
dread. In section 229 of Beyond Good and Evil, Nietzsche addresses the 
problem of ‘Circe “cruelty”’4 /‘Circe “Grausamkeit”’5. The fact that man was 
and is at bottom a ‘“savage cruel beast”’6, is the reason why Nietzsche claims 
that most cultural achievements inclusively metaphysics emerged out of 
refined cruelty. He writes that ‘almost everything we call “higher culture” is 
based on the spiritualization of cruelty, on its becoming more profound’7. An 
example which Nietzsche adduces is ‘the Christian in the ecstasies of the 
cross’8 who enjoys its admixture of cruelty. In regards to the origin of cruelty 
itself, Nietzsche maintains that cruelty is a sensuality which has shifted and 
became more spiritual.9 In knowing, the spirit which seeks unceasingly 
superficiality if it is left to its own devices is forced by cruelty to be deep and 
thorough. Nietzsche has famously phrased this self-violation of the spirit as: ‘in 
all desire to know there is a drop of cruelty’10. In other words, even the 
overman who has greatly succeeded in liberating himself from the ascetic ideal 
has still a touch of the self-mutilating ascetic in him. As seeker after knowledge 
the overman ‘acts as an artist and transfigurer of cruelty’11 and, hence, he is 
still in the grip of ‘Circe “cruelty”’. In The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche 
mentions the ‘“witches’ brew”’ by which Nietzsche means the barbarian side 
of the Dionysian, namely, ‘that horrible mixture of sensuality and cruelty’12. 
Interestingly, Homer refers to Circe as witch. More precisely, Hermes, the 
messenger of the Olympian gods, names her blend of brutal and erotic skills of 
transgressing manipulation of humans ‘her witch’s arts’13.  

In Ecce Homo, Nietzsche demands that music be ‘cheerful and profound 
like an afternoon in October. That it be individual, frolicsome, tender, a sweet 

 
1 TI 5,3, p. 489. 
2 TI 5,3, p. 488. 
3 NW 7,2, p. 674. 
4 BGE 7, 229, p. 158-9, see D I,30, p. 22-3. 
5 KSA BGE, p. 166. 
6 BGE 7, 229, p. 158. 
7 BGE 7, 229, p. 158. 
8 BGE 7, 229, p. 159. 
9 N 10, p. 64; 3(1,95) (summer-fall 1882). 
10 BGE 7,229, p. 159. 
11 BGE 7,229, p. 159. 
12 BT 2, p. 39. 
13 Homer 1980, p. 120. 
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small woman full of beastliness and charm’1. However in contrast to that, 
according to the first ‘Postscript’ to The Case of Wagner, music can be a 
dangerous Circe too which is fundamentally hostile to the life of the spirit and 
the search for knowledge. Nietzsche notes there that Wagner ‘flatters every 
nihilistic (Buddhistic) instinct and disguises it in music; he flatters everything 
Christian, every religious expression of decadence. Open your ears: everything 
that ever grew on the soil of impoverished life, all of the counterfeiting of 
transcendence and beyond, has found its most sublime advocate in Wagner’s 
art—not by means of formulas: Wagner is too shrewd for formulas—but by 
means of a persuasion of sensuousness which in turn makes the spirit weary 
and worn-out. ‘Music as Circe’1. Nietzsche criticises Wagner for associating 
cunningly the beautiful with the sick and the obscure. The ‘Indian Circe’ in 
Nietzsche stands for the Wagnerian musical seduction to nihilism as well.2 
This shows that Circe in Nietzsche is not only life and sexuality but she is also 
its utter opposite: ‘the nothing’/‘das Nichts’3

Once Circe morality breathes on and enchants the Nietzschean philosophers 
of the future, they become pig-men who betray their epistemological modesty 
and their intellectual conscience.4 Nietzsche extricates himself successfully 
from the charms of Circe morality because he is suspicious in regards to the 
origin and value of morality which stresses universality.5 Nietzsche, thus, tries 
to take the power away from ‘the Circe of humanity, morality’6/‘die Circe der 
Menschheit, die Moral’7 which teaches men life-negating de-sensualization 
and decarnalization.8 In opposition to the philosophers of the past, the higher 
man is an immoralist/‘Immoralist’ and an ‘Antichristian[...]’9 who attempts to 
think without drawing directly or indirectly on the hypocritical Christian 
morality and, thus, avoids, what Nietzsche terms, the criminal Christian 
‘slander of the world’10. Nietzsche is convinced that ‘Christian morality [...][is] 
the most malignant form of the will to lie, the real Circe of humanity—that 
which corrupted humani 11

In conclusion of having looked at the various fundamental powers which 
Circe exerts in history, I argue that it is crucial to understand and acknowledge 
that, in Nietzsche, the whole higher culture rests on and develops out of the 
permanent co-presence and interaction of war and love, of agon and the 
amatory. I now explain what I mean by this thesis: in the early unpublished text 
with the title ‘Philosophy in the Tragic Age of the Greeks’ (1873), Nietzsche 

 
1 EH II,7, p. 251. 
1   CW PS1, p. 183.  
2   CW 4, p. 164.  
3   KSA CW, p. 20.  
4   N 12, p.165; 2(203) (fall 1885-fall 1886).  
5   N 12, p.166; 2(203) (fall 1885-fall 1886).  
6   EH III,5, p. 266, see D P3, p. 2, see EH 4,6, p. 331. 
7   KSA EH, p. 305. 
8   see, for instance, BGE 7,229, p. 159.  
9   TI 5,3, p. 488.  
10  EH 4,6, p. 331, see EH 4,7, p. 332. 
11  EH 4,6, p. 331.  
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notes that Aphrodite, the goddess of love and sensuality, effects the 
approximation and the attraction of the opposite and diverging forces of the 
male and the female.1 My argument is that Nietzsche takes this his 
understanding of the human male-female relationship as a model for all 
relationships. With other words, Nietzsche extrapolates his comprehension of 
the relationship of the sexes as ‘erotic contest’2 to the relationship of all 
contradictories. Nietzsche comments that ‘desire effects that the contradictory 
and mutually repellent elements come close to each other: the result is coming-
to-be corr’3. In sum, the basic function of love in Nietzsche is to bridge the 
antagonisms out of which the self and the world is made up of and to keep the 
tension between the poles of opposites sufficiently stable so that men have the 
possibility to live an earthly life in bloom and creativity. This means that in 
Nietzsche, existence is made possible by establishing and preserving the 
extremely fragile balance between antagonistic and lustfully desiring and 
loving impulses (or what he calls the ‘sexual interest’4) which is highly prone 
to destabilisation or total collapse. Given there is unbalance due to the 
dominance of drives of hate and war, the self starts to dissolve and the world 
begins to become infertile and starts to fall apart. But if the love drive 
outweighs the hate drive, differences begin gradually to disappear and 
uniformity and sameness commence to suffocate life for, as Nietzsche remarks 
in Human, All Too Human, ‘love [...] recognizes no power, nothing that 
separates, contrasts, ranks above and below’5. 

In The Gay Science, Nietzsche expresses this precarious existential 
situation of the permanent ‘sexual contest’6 and its processes of cultural 
sublimation with the words: the free spirit is ‘practiced in maintaining himself 
on insubstantial ropes and possibilities and dancing even near abysses’7. Key 
support for my view, I found in the second part of the opening sentence of 
Nietzsche’s first book The Birth of Tragedy (1872), at which Nietzsche wrote 
at the same time as at the aforementioned text ‘Philosophy in the Tragic Age of 
the Greeks’: ‘the continuous development of art is bound up with the 
Apollinian and Dionysian duality—just as procreation depends on the duality 
of the sexes, involving perpetual struggle with only periodically intervening 
reconciliations corr.’8. Nietzsche associates here (I would even claim: equates) 
the Apollinian with femininity and the Dionysian with masculinity. In my 
reading, Apollo is not only woman but also beauty and the surface and 
Dionysos is not only man but also the sublime and depth. Yet the most 

 
1 PTAG, p. 73-4 (unfortunately, Cowan translated this section imprecisely and distorted  
correction is that opposites do not ‘unite’ but they  come close(er) to each other through love), 
KSA PTAG 9, p. 839. 
2 TI 9,23, p. 528. 
3 PTAG, p. 73-4/‘Eine Begierde führt die sich widerstreitenden und sich hassenden Elemente 

zusammen: das Resultat ist ein Werden’ (839).  
4 TI 9,23, p. 529. 
5 HH I,9,603, p. 192. 
6 TI 9,23, p. 529. 
7 GS V,347, p. 290. 
8 BT 1, p. 33. 



An Anthology of Philosophical Studies 
 
 

 320 

                                                

convincing evidence for my argument is in The Case of Wagner (1888). In this 
book from the end phase of his creative life, Nietzsche alludes to love’s 
essence as a ‘tragic joke’ and he defines love as ‘war in its means and at 
bottom the deadly hatred of the sexes’1. 
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Philosophy and Its Vicissitudes: 
A Psychiatric Approach to Philosophical 

Historiography 
 
 

De Vleminck Jens, Catholic University Leuven 
 
 

‘I often have long conversations all by myself, and I am so clever that 
sometimes I don’t understand a single word of what I am saying.’ 

‘Then you should certainly lecture on philosophy’, 
said the dragonfly […]. 

(Wilde 1997, 359) 
 

M 
any authors have pointed out that an adequate understanding 
of philosophical historiography requires a good 
understanding of the relation between the personalities of 
philosophers and their particular philosophies. It must be 
acknowledged that, for most philosophers, philosophy is – 

to a large extent – a matter of self-expression. To quote Klossowski: “Neither 
Descartes, nor Spinoza, nor Kant, nor Hegel would have been able to construct 
their systems if, by some chance, they had renounced a teachable coherence in 
order to speak of existence from their own lived experience. […] Nietzsche 
maintains that they have only complied with a secret concern to express the 
movements of their own moods: ‘they claim it is a question of “the truth” – 
when at bottom it is only a question of themselves […]’. What did Spinoza or 
Kant do? Nothing but interpret their dominant impulse” (Klossowski 2005, 3). 
In Beyond Good and Evil Nietzsche summarizes “what every great philosophy 
so far has been: namely, the personal confession of its author and a kind of 
involuntary and unconscious memoir” (Nietzsche 1886, 13). So, although 
philosophers tend to motivate their specific philosophical style and vocabulary 
by emphasizing its appropriateness for the objects that are studied, it is equally 
reasonable to assume that their philosophical apparatus is also in line with their 
specific personalities. Hence, one could argue that there is a complex 
interaction between philosophical content, philosophical personality, and 
philosophical style. In other words, philosophical rationality not only seems to 
be restricted by the philosophical subjects and by the structure of human 
reason, but also by the personality or temperament that make use of the 
thinking process in order to express itself. In this sense, we must understand 
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William James when he asserts that “[t]he history of philosophy is to a great 
extent that of a certain clash of human temperaments” (James 1907, 11).  

The aim of this contribution is to show how taking a closer look at the 
psycho-biography of these philosophical ‘temperaments’ puts the ‘historico-
philosophical’ understanding of philosophy’s vicissitudes in a new perspective. 
The reason why my approach is a psychiatric one will be the subject of the first 
part of my paper. 

 
 

Philosophy and the Irrational 
 
Philosophy has long been considered as a way out of madness. Especially the 
Greeks seemed to have promoted philosophy as a therapeutic instrument 
against the inner conflicts of the human psyche (Nussbaum 1994). But also 
later in history, several great philosophers, such as Spinoza and Hegel, thought 
that the way to wisdom, they discovered, was at the same time the via regalis 
to happiness (De Dijn 1996). Obviously, one can discern also another current 
in the history of ideas. This current sees striking resemblances between 
philosophy and insanity. Sometimes, the resemblances go so far that 
philosophy is equated with a mental disorder. Of course, this equation is 
usually part of an attack on someone’s philosophy, but it certainly does not 
have to be that way. Plato, for instance, spoke of philosophy as a ‘creative 
illness’, and many thinkers after him held on to the idea that in order to be a 
genius one has to be a little bit mad (Becker 1978). In other words, one could 
attempt to show that the irrational sources of philosophy shaped philosophical 
rationality. This does not imply that philosophical rationality as such is being 
questioned. It only assumes that philosophical rationality is limited because of 
its ‘unreasonable’ origin. On the one hand, such an approach stresses the 
influence of idiosyncratic attitudes, values, and intra-psychic conflicts on 
philosophical thinking. But on the other hand, it does not mean that this 
thinking is necessarily unreliable. In fact, the irrational origin of philosophical 
thinking does not need to have any negative repercussions at all. It might even 
be a precondition for the discovery and invention of lots of valuable insights 
and arguments. 

It goes without saying that psychiatric theories must be taken into account 
when researching the irrational sources of human behavior and thinking. 
Mental disorders are not only intuitively interpreted as sheer irrationality, but 
they are also intimately connected with the individual’s personality.  Hence, 
when philosophy can be linked convincingly to a particular psychopathology, 
one can argue that irrationality is at the kernel of the philosophical enterprise. 
Of course, it would be more than absurd to state that every philosopher is a 
psychiatric patient. But it is less absurd to claim (1) that a significant number 
of philosophers are dealing with problems similar to the problems faced by a 
specific psychiatric population, or (2) that the philosopher gives evidence of a 
few traits that are characteristic of a specific mental disorder. After all, more or 
less similar claims have been made (and corroborated) with regard to the link 
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between autism and engineering (Baron-Cohen et al. 1997) and between 
temporal lobe epilepsy and religiosity (Dewhurst & Beard 1970).  

Sigmund Freud was one of the first to claim that so-called ‘normal’ 
phenomena should be analyzed with the help of psychiatric categories and 
concept. In the New Introductory Lectures on Psycho-Analysis, he used the 
metaphor of the crystal to clarify this point: “[W]e are familiar with the notion 
that pathology, by making things larger and coarser, can draw our attention to 
normal conditions which would otherwise have escaped us. Where it points to 
a breach or a rent, there may normally be an articulation present. If we throw a 
crystal to the floor, it breaks; but not into haphazard pieces. It comes apart 
along its lines of cleavage into fragments whose boundaries, though they were 
invisible, were predetermined by the crystal’s structure. Mental patients are 
split and broken structures of the same kind. […] They have turned away from 
external reality, but for that very reason they know more about internal, 
psychical reality and can reveal a number of things to us that would otherwise 
be inaccessible to us”. (Freud 1933, 58-59) 

But which pathology can reveal to us ‘otherwise inaccessible truths’ about 
philosophy? In On Narcissism: An Introduction (1914) Freud suggested a 
relation between philosophy and paranoia. Still, he did not believe that 
philosophers were identical to psychiatric patients diagnosed with paranoid 
schizophrenia. In fact, philosophy was only a very mild - perhaps ‘sublimated’ 
- form of paranoia. However, Freud’s suggestion is only one example of an 
analogon for philosophy. 

Historically, philosophical movements and even philosophy as a whole 
have been associated with quite a number of mental disorders. Hume, for 
instance, said that ‘false’ philosophy leads to either melancholia or delirium 
(Livingston 1998), Lacan called the ethics of Kant and the Kantians sadistic 
(Bencivenga 1996), and Aristotle and Blaise Pascal were sometimes thought to 
have been epileptics (Simon 1978, Lombroso 1891). As a matter of fact, these 
‘diagnoses’ are usually nothing more than insults, which do not reflect a 
thorough knowledge of psychiatry and/or philosophy. More recently, however, 
several psychiatrists have tried to determine the incidence of various mental 
disorders in famous philosophers and other so-called ‘great men and women’. 
Felix Post’s research, for instance, was based on an analysis of published 
biographies. This enabled him to diagnose Schopenhauer as an anti-social 
personality, while Nietzsche suffered from an ‘organic’ psychosis and August 
Comte from bipolar disorder (Post 1994). This variety of psychopathologies, 
linked to philosophers and – indirectly – to their philosophy, suggests that there 
is no absolute one-on-one relationship between philosophy and a specific 
psychopathology – to say the least. 

Some might argue that this given implies that the search for a 
psychopathological equivalent of philosophy must be given up. But that is 
without taking into account the interesting hypothesis suggested by the 
Hungarian psychiatrist Lipót Szondi (1893-1986). In his Schicksalsanalyse 
(1937) Szondi suggests that the nature of philosophy, both as a discipline and a 
as way of thinking, goes back to a certain aspect of ‘normal’ mental 
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functioning that can only be seen in its pure, pathological form in the 
psychiatric taxon ‘catatonia’. According to Szondi, philosophy is as a 
‘sublimated’ manifestation of the catatonic disposition or ‘nature’ of the mind. 
In other words, clinical catatonia and philosophy are different expressions of 
the same roots. As far as I know, Szondi is the first one – and as far as I know 
the only one – to have characterized philosophy as a catatonic activity. 

In order to understand Szondi’s conjecture we must explain what 
‘catatonia’ is. Secondly, we will give some anecdotal evidence to reveal the 
pathogenetic roots of the catatonic character of philosophical personalities. At 
the same time, we will argue that these character traits give shape to their 
specific way of philosophical thinking. Subsequently, we will work out the 
idea that the (history of the) philosophical discipline has a catatonic character. 
 
 
A Catatonic Mind 
 
The syndrome of catatonia as such was first described by German psychiatrist 
Ludwig Kahlbaum. In Die Katatonie oder das Spannungsirresein (1874), 
Kahlbaum described catatonia as an ‘insanity of tension’, referring to the 
patient’s abnormal muscular and mental tension, and emphasizing the 
connection between somatic and mental symptoms. More precisely, this 
insanity of tension can be defined as a malignant symptom complex. It is 
characterized by symptoms indicating a total self-enclosure, such as psychotic 
negativism, catalepsy (inordinate maintenance of spontaneous or induced 
postures), mutism, stereotypes including verbigeration (repetitive verbal 
utterances), and psychomotor symptoms (Kahlbaum 1874)1.  
 
Mutism and Stupor 
  
Catatonia is characterized by strong affective and bizarre behavioral anomalies. 
Some of the most central and pregnant symptoms are mutism (verbal 
unresponsiveness, not always associated with immobility) and stupor (there is 
no reaction to the environment). Each of them seems to suggest a sort of 
stonewalling and can be interpreted as the result of an intrinsic need to 
maintain a certain state of separateness and to ascertain the integrity of the 
individual (Deri 1949). This tendency for seclusion and lack of contact with the 

 
1 Kahlbaum also described the successive stages of the disease process. According to him, the 
illness runs a characteristic cyclic, alternating course presenting sequentially melancholy 
(‘melancholia attonita’), mania, stupor, and confusion, which terminates in a stage of complete 
dementia. Withal Kahlbaum stressed the strong association of catatonia with affective illness. 
A few years later, however, Kraepelin incorporated catatonia only in his concept of dementia 
praecox (Kraepelin 1919). The metamorphosis of the concept ‘catatonia’ was completed by 
Bleuler, who encouraged its restriction to a subtype of schizophrenia. This idea has dominated 
psychiatric thought to the present day. In fact, the Kraepelinean concept of catatonia formed 
the basis for its classification in all DSM and ICD editions. In DSM-IV, catatonia still 
represents a subtype of schizophrenic psychoses (American Psychiatric Association 1994), as it 
is the case in ICD-10 (World Health Organisation 1991).  
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environment, informs us about the rigidity of the inner personality structure, 
which is reflected in the philosopher’s ‘autarchic’ way of being and thinking 
(Herzberg 1929). Philosophical thinking indeed sharply contrasts with other 
modes of scientific thinking since it can be seen as a direct emanation of the 
impulse for knowledge, which is self-sufficient and having no direct means 
outside itself. Even the history of practical philosophy, going from Socrates, 
Epicurus and the Stoics (Kalas 2001) to Spinoza (Scharfstein & Ostow 1952; 
Scharfstein 1956) and Schopenhauer (Hitschmann 1913), shows how one can 
conceive of a catatonic impediment of action. When we see how many 
philosophers are not the least ambitious or successful in familial, professional, 
social and political life, we fully understand the Pythagorean saying that 
‘philosophers are lookers-on in the game of life’. The catatonic remoteness of 
life reveals a sort of ascetic trend in philosophers, which makes them, 
according to Schopenhauer, a sort of ‘natural monks’ (Schopenhauer, cited in 
Herzberg 1929, 87). This unsocial, retiring nature of the philosopher can also 
be seen in his inclination to stay in places that are sequestered, such as reading 
rooms, archives and private libraries. In there, they can devote themselves 
behind closed doors to philosophical ‘activity’ (Szondi 1965). 
 
Internalization and Non-Communication 
 
The catatonic patient seems to disconnect himself from the outer world by 
internalising it within the own ego, all together with every need that brings a 
connection with an ‘outside’. Throughout this assimilation, the individual 
seems to reach a sort of stoic self-sufficiency. It is as if the catatonic contains 
the universe and thus, so to speak, he is the world (Wittgenstein 1960, 117-
119). His narcissistic self-involvement makes him ignorant of any extern 
object, besides his own subjective world. This can be linked with Bleuler’s 
characterisation of philosophical thinking as ‘autistic’ (Bleuler 1960, 39). 
Except from the fact that this philosophical solipsism becomes very clear in the 
thinking of Kant, Fichte, and Schopenhauer, it is known how philosophers 
formulate their thoughts about the same (or similar) topics in totally different 
conceptual languages. Together with the use of their self-enclosed referential 
frames and their having a divergent intellectual position, it becomes clear how 
one often can speak of a philosophical ‘confusion of tongues’, and how 
philosophers can be seen as Leibnizean monads. 
 
Compassionate Stranger 
 
Although the catatonic may be regarded as the prototype of those who close a 
sort of defensive wall around their egos, this doesn’t mean that he is totally 
detached from the outer world. The catatonic rigidity that relates to the lack of 
contact with the environment needs to be nuanced, although patients in a 
catatonic stupor indeed seem unaware of the happenings around them (Fink & 
Taylor 2003, 22). However, like the philosopher, they are in fact deeply 
concerned with the universal happenings, experiencing them within the 
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boundaries of their own selves (Arieti 1955). Marcel indeed describes how 
anyone who strives to adopt a philosophical attitude always remains a stranger, 
not participating in life like normal people do, but neither living as a total 
eremite (Marcel 1978, 123). According to Husserl, the philosopher is someone 
who ‘jumps’ into the phenomenological reduction, and by doing so becomes an 
‘unbeteiligter Zuschauer’: he observes the world without participating in it 
(Bernet 1994). 
 
Posturing 
 
In catatonic individuals, one can also discern a tendency to conservatism. This 
may be analogous to the philosopher’s resistance to change his ideas, his 
imperviousness to criticism and a certain drive to convince the others of his 
position. In this sense it becomes clear why we can literally say that 
philosophers are ‘position-takers’ (Barlett 1989). Such ‘position taking’ is 
perhaps the most striking feature of catatonia, the so-called ‘posturing’ 
(catalepsy). Patients show a specific and often bizarre position of (parts of) 
their body, with complete akinesia in which they remain for hours, days, 
weeks, and - in earlier times - even years (Northoff 2002). A famous example 
of a philosopher who was said to suffer from these catatonic symptoms was – 
as we will see - Socrates. His catatonic calibre is seen in the several accounts of 
his ‘fits of abstraction’. These can be understood as ‘brown studies’, which are 
states of complete unresponsiveness lasting for days, months or years, as with 
Nietzsche in his later days (Köhler 2002).  

The catatonic introversion of Socrates appears to have been a sort of 
turning inwards. This kind of retiring is also reflected in his philosophical 
ideas. In the history of philosophy, it was indeed Socrates who made a 
beginning with the misappraisal of the outside world. The philosophical 
individual becomes asocial and is in search for inner consolation. This 
tendency of depreciation of reality is also seen in Plato’s World of the Ideas 
(Von Winterstein 1913, 177). 
 
Ambitendency and Ambivalence 
 
Catatonic patients often exhibit that they are ‘stuck’ in an indecisive, hesitant 
movement that seems to originate in the simultaneous existence of 
contradicting impulses of the will, which complicates their decision-making. 
This characteristic appears to have an analogon on an emotional level that is 
called ‘ambivalence’ and is described as the simultaneous appearance of 
conflicting emotions (Northoff 2002, 557). The presence of this indecisiveness 
and dissension is also characteristic for the essence of philosophical thinking. 
In philosophy there is no possession of truth but there is an everlasting desire 
for truth. Socrates was right when in the Symposium he said that philosophy is 
something that is caught between two irreconcilable realms, a perpetual 
striving that draws its life from tension (Plato 2001). This is also what 
Nietzsche suggests when he praises Lessing for having dared to announce that 
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he cared more for the search for the truth than for the truth itself (Nietzsche 
1995). The fact that philosophy is a discipline that is never completely decisive 
and brings all other possible answers into account, can further be illustrated by 
Parmenides’ two pathways, Hume’s fork and Buridanus’ donkey. The theme of 
finding a way to eventually make a decision is found in Ocham’s razor. A 
corresponding theme that has always been a central topic in philosophy is the 
doubt, going from Descartes methodic doubt to the doubt as existential 
condition in Sartre and Camus. 

All this goes to show that philosophers and catatonic patients have a lot in 
common what their way of being and thinking is concerned – to say the least. 
However, a pure enumeration of resemblances leaves the most important 
questions unanswered. First of all, is the average philosopher really more (sub-
clinically) catatonic than people doing totally different things in life? This is a 
difficult question to answer, if only because of the apparent diversity of 
philosophers and philosophies. It still remains in the dark how they can be 
traced back to a common catatonic nature. In other words, what makes all of 
them the authors of the history of Western philosophy, but also: what is the 
nature of the link between philosophy and catatonia?  

Given the extreme diversity of philosophical sub-disciplines and schools, 
some might argue that, implies that the search for a psychopathological 
equivalent of philosophy must be given up. Indeed, with some imagination and 
benevolence, one can also discern autistic, obsessive-compulsive, and paranoid 
traits in the standard image of ‘the philosopher’ and of ‘philosophy’. Yet, this 
criticism is far from dramatic, for catatonia is a nosologically heterogeneous 
syndrome. It occurs in almost every kind of mental disorder including affective 
disorders, schizophrenic psychoses, and organic mental disorders (Fink & 
Taylor 2003). In other words, catatonic traits can be expected to appear in 
combination with features of other disorders. Still, however caution should be 
exercised when enumerating philosophers’ catatonic traits, there seems to be 
another fruitful way to indicate the catatonic character of the philosophical 
enterprise. This solution consists of pointing out how the problematic nature of 
one particular philosophical personality sheds a light on his philosophy and 
vice versa. The choice for this particular philosopher must be based on his 
influence on a large part of the philosophical tradition. If his philosophy can be 
seen as a guiding stereotype to later philosophies, chances are that his character 
and temperament had an analogous importance. It is beyond question that 
Socrates’ philosophy was a guiding stereotype for the philosophical tradition 
(Vlastos 1991). Does this also go for his personality?  
 
 
Socrates on the Couch 
 
Alcibiades’ eulogy of Socrates includes a bizarre extract, describing an event 
that occurred during the expedition against Potidaea: 

“He was studying a problem one morning, and he stood there thinking 
about it, not making any progress, but not giving up either – just standing there 
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trying to find the answer. By midday people were beginning to take notice, and 
remark to one another in some surprise that Socrates had been standing there 
thinking since dawn. Finally, […] some of the Ionians brought out their 
mattresses […], and slept in the open, keeping an eye on him to see if he’d 
stand there all night. And sure enough he did stand there, until dawn broke and 
the sun rose. Then he said a prayer to the sun and left”. (Symposium 220c-d) 

Bertrand Russell reads this event as a manifestation of a “cataleptic trance” 
(Russell 1971, 107), a diagnosis that most contemporary psychiatrists would 
probably agree with. Such cataleptic crises are seen as one of the most 
remarkable features of catatonia. Of course, although the resemblance between 
Socrates’ trance and the catatonic symptomatology is striking, one could argue 
that it lacks satisfactory evidential value. Socrates shares a few traits with the 
catatonic patient, but is this really enough to diagnose him as being catatonic? 
Fink and Taylor would answer this question in the affirmative. In their 
authoritative monograph on catatonia, they declare themselves adherents of the 
so-called ‘duck principle’ as a fundamental tenet of diagnosis: “If it looks, 
walks and quacks like a duck, it is a duck. The tenet is applicable to the taxon 
of catatonia. If a patient exhibits catatonic features, it is best to consider the 
patient as having catatonia” (Fink & Taylor 2003, 71). Yet, although this ‘duck 
principle’ may be clinically useful, it runs the risk of becoming merely an 
unsophisticated description of someone’s thinking and behavior in psychiatric 
terms. After all, Fink and Taylor’s diagnostic principle implies no theoretical 
claims and it avoids possible hypotheses concerning aetiology and prognosis. 
Moreover, an over-enthusiastic application of the duck principle might result in 
the kind of ‘labeling’ anti-psychiatry warned against in the 1970s (Szasz 1972).  

A more theoretically grounded alternative for the duck principle is therefore 
needed. Without such an alternative, one can always object that the similarities 
between Socrates and the catatonic patient are merely superficial. In other 
words, Socrates can be called (sub-clinically) catatonic only to the extent that 
the determining factors of his ‘trance’ are similar or even identical to the 
factors causing catatonia. But what are these factors? At present, little is known 
about the specific aetiology of catatonia. Yet, recent ethologic approaches of 
catatonia seem promising. Kahlbaum pointed out how cataleptic reactions –to a 
certain degree – resemble the so-called Todstellreflex, which is a defensive 
reaction that belongs to the behavioral repertoire of many reptiles, birds, and 
mammals. The likeness was all the stronger, because catatonic patients, 
undergoing a crisis, also gave evidence of very anxious facial expressions. 
Recently, Moskowitz presented a convincing analysis of catatonia as an 
evolved, but inadequate reaction to frightening experiences (Moskowitz 2004). 

Animal catalepsy or ‘tonic immobility’ provides a good alternative for the 
‘fight and flight’ strategies applied in the case of great threat. This alternative is 
particularly efficient (1) when the other two strategies are not useful and (2) 
when the predator’s attention is drawn by movement (and not, e.g., odor). 
Given the fact that people today are only seldom confronted with those kinds 
of threat, it cannot be surprising that severe cataleptic reactions are almost 
never observed in ‘normal’ individuals, although some rape victims have 
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reported freezing during the rape. This, of course, raises the question why these 
reactions do occur in a psychiatric population. The most obvious answer seems 
to be that these people are confronted all too frequently with almost inevitable 
doom and foreboding: they suffer inescapable fears they cannot fight against. 
Their ‘tonic immobility’ is activated as an ultimate means of defense. Aural 
hallucinations, for instance, may cause this sort of reaction. The imminent 
danger that catatonics react to is not a real danger, but sufficiently resembles 
the sort of danger to which catatonic immobility is an adequate answer. As a 
result, catatonia can be interpreted as a perversion of our animal instincts by a 
disordered human brain. 

What does this analysis tell us about Socrates? First of all, it is interesting 
to see that Socrates’ trance took place during a military expedition. Such an 
expedition obviously confronts an individual with all sorts of threats, which are 
generally absent in normal life. Under such circumstances, cataleptic reactions 
might be quite natural or even ‘adaptive’. Yet, there is another interesting 
element. Russell remarks how “this sort of thing, in a lesser degree, was a 
common occurrence with Socrates” (Russell 1971, 108). At the beginning of 
the Symposium, Apollodorus indeed tells us how Socrates has retreated into a 
porch, unwilling to move. To Agathon and a few others who wanted Socrates 
to get in, Appolodorus replies: “No, no, leave him alone. That is something of a 
habit with him. Sometimes he moves off and stands stock still wherever he 
happens to be. He will come at once, I suspect. So do not try to budge him, but 
leave him alone.” (Symposium 175b). The fact that this strange ‘habit’ isn’t 
mentioned anywhere else in the Dialogues makes it difficult to make sense of 
it. Nevertheless, there might be enough reason to assume that Socrates was 
confronted with life-threatening situations more than anyone else. But these 
situations must be seen as ‘intra-psychic situations’. 

It is well known Socrates was preoccupied with the problem of mortality. In 
the Phaedo, philosophy is explicitly characterized as ‘learning to die’ or as a 
‘preparation for death’. In other words, Socrates’ philosophizing stands in the 
light of death and, correspondingly, it originates in the constant confrontation 
with death. No doubt, this confrontation is threatening. All those who are 
totally ‘unmoved’ by the vivid thought of their own death are so only because 
they are literally ‘scared stiff’. Reading the passage about the task of learning 
to die in the Phaedo, one cannot escape the impression that this training indeed 
implies a very catatonic activity:  

“And did we not define this purification earlier as being the division, so far 
as was possible, of the soul from the flesh; and then the habit of collecting 
itself together from all parts of the body, so that it lives to the maximum of its 
power alone and in itself, both now and in the life to come, unbound from the 
body as from chains?” (Phaedo 67c-d) Of course, it is clear that the problem of 
mortality cannot be solved by a catatonic reaction. But it could be said that the 
problem of mortality sufficiently looks like natural problems that do disappear 
by this reaction. In other words, Socrates’ cataleptic trances could be 
interpreted as if they are natural reactions, which are perverted by an existential 
(or metaphysical) problem. This is not as uncommon as it may seem. After all, 
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the anthropologist Vieira claims that the development of some forms of human 
catatonia can be understood as caused by “une menace ontologique: [l’] 
existence même et sa destinée sont vécues comme menaçantes” (Vieira 1972, 
689) 1. 

Before further examining the philosophical consequences of Socrates’ 
catatonia, we have to explore how Socratic catatonia could have affected an 
important part of the philosophical tradition in such a profound way. Although 
Socrates was part of this tradition, it is an understatement to say that Socrates 
changed the course of philosophy radically and lastingly. For a long time, 
‘philosophy’ was a synonym for ‘Socratic thinking’. Socrates’ ability to 
formulate the urgent dilemmas of his times was open ended enough to express 
and interpret dilemmas in later ages. No one can ignore the influence and the 
role of Socrates in the history of philosophy, the ideal of Socrates in such later 
thinkers as Montaigne, Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, and the questions he has 
provoked over the past two and a half millennia (Ahbel-Rappe & Kamtekar 
2006). Of course, this does not mean that all post-Socratic philosophy can be 
interpreted as a weak epigonism or a footnote to the philosophy of Socrates (or 
to his interpreter Plato). But, it does imply that philosophy’s themes and style 
were influenced by the themes and style Socrates had ‘chosen’. 

In general, it can be expected that one’s personality becomes influenced by 
the philosophical topic one is researching. So, it is plausible that the existential 
questions that were put on the philosophical agenda by Socrates had a great 
influence on the character of the people who were preoccupied with similar 
questions. To put it otherwise: someone who is continuously engaged in the 
subject of death will, after a while, be more prone to exhibiting catatonic 
reactions and tics than histrionic ones. On the other hand, it is also possible that 
a particular person’s way of thinking, in casu Socrates’, especially attracts 
people with an analogous personality structure, e.g. because that sort of 
thinking comforts them, or simply because they can understand it more easily.  

After all, Socratic thinking goes back to a catatonic world of experience, 
which is a world more appealing to catatonics than to others. All things 
considered, there seems to be a complex, dialectic interaction between the 
philosophical (catatonic) personality and the philosophical content, which are 
reinforcing each other. So, an individual is attracted by a particular 
philosophical theme, because it fits his/her personality, and, in turn, that 
philosophical thought enhances the person’s catatonic disposition.  

This argument in mind, it seems safe to claim that Socrates’ catatonic 
tendency might have had an impact on many philosophers’ characters and, 
consequently, on their philosophy. Of course, this thesis does not rule out that 
many other personalities and personality traits have influenced the 

 
1 The ethology based hypothesis of the link between ‘philosophical catatonia’ and existential 
problems suggests that metaphysicians, e.g., are more catatonic than philosophers of science, 
e.g. The latter are normally less preoccupied with existential questions, while the first ones 
experience existence itself as threatening. Moreover, his hypothesis also explains how come 
philosophical catatonia is less dangerous than schizophrenic catatonia. The threatening 
experience in the latter no doubt is much more acute and more physical. 
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philosophical enterprise. For example, there is more to Socrates’ personality 
than catatonia: he was seen by his contemporaries (Aristophanes, Xenophon, 
e.g.) as a habitual liar, an enthusiastic educator, a somewhat other-wordly but 
nonetheless cunning sophist (Newell 1999), an idealist and a pious 
conservative (Hulse 1995). However a list of Socrates catatonic traits does not 
establish a solid proof, it does give us an indication of the influence Socrates’ 
catatonic personality may have had on the philosophical tradition. 

So, when it is said that the philosopher is like the catatonic. This ‘like’ 
means that a substantial number of philosophers share more traits with the 
psychiatric subpopulation of catatonics than with any other psychiatric 
subpopulation. Now, what are the implications of this finding for the 
psychology of philosophy and, above all, for philosophical historiography?  
 
 
A Psychiatric Approach to Philosophical Historiography 
 
First and foremost, our claim is psychologically relevant. It shows why – or at 
least: it predicts that - certain personalities, e.g. catatonic personalities, have 
certain interests, for instance in philosophy, and make certain choices, for 
instance to study philosophy. Our emphasis on metaphysical problems as the 
catalyst of catatonic reactions adds to this conjecture that the personality can 
also be the effect of certain philosophical preoccupations. A metaphysician, not 
being catatonic in his pre-metaphysic period, will probably become sub-
clinically catatonic by being constantly confronted with metaphysics. But what 
is exactly the philosophical relevance of our claim? 

The practical implications of our claim do not seem to be of any interest for 
most philosophers. Psychology and psychotherapy are far too worldly for these 
‘introverted thinkers’ (Jung 1921). Nevertheless, until the end of the nineteenth 
century, psychology was just a branch of philosophy. Of course, the kind of 
psychology practiced by philosophers such as Descartes, Hume, Spinoza, 
Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, differs from current neuropsychology and 
experimental psychology. On the other hand, their psychological treatises have 
a lot in common with the kind of ‘personality research’ we have conducted. In 
fact, Nietzsche’s critique of Socratic (or Apollonian) philosophy and of 
Christianity was largely based on such a psychological analysis or insight into 
human character. According to Nietzsche, for instance, the neglect of the 
senses and the idolatry of absolutes in Western philosophy were little more 
than the manifestations of weak personalities and the resentment 
accompanying this weakness (Nietzsche 1977, Dannhauser 1974). In general, 
Nietzsche seemed less interested in what other philosophers thought than in 
why they needed to think it (Deleuze 1983). Or, at least, he thought that the 
content of their philosophy could only be understood from a psychological or 
‘typological’ perspective (Kaufmann 1974), for in Nietzsche’s work ‘truth’ is 
inherently connected to the will (Zupancic 2003). 

Nietzsche’s enterprise implies a strong connection between typology and 
critique. And indeed, an ‘argumentum ad hominem’ is not always a 
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philosophical fallacy. However, the connection between typology and critique 
is far from necessary. Socrates’ catatonic-like personality may indeed have 
caused his epistemological dismissal of the senses. But that does not mean that 
his epistemological claims are worthless or even wrong. In fact, it might 
require a catatonic personality to see the world - or any other object of 
philosophy - as it is. In other words, the specific personality of a philosopher 
may harbor both limits and possibilities for philosophy. Since the qualification 
of a characteristic as either a limit or a possibility is often a subjective matter, 
we only describe (some of) the characteristics of philosophy that can be 
derived from its grounds in catatonic personalities. These characteristics find 
their origin in a catatonic brain.  
  
Philosophical Content 
 
One’s personality is often reflected in - or even identical to - the choices one 
makes. In this sense, philosophers and their ideas can be seen as intimately 
interwoven: philosophical ideas seem to be qualified at every point by the 
personal needs and idiosyncratic emotions of their authors (Scharfstein 1980). 
As a consequence, the catatonic personality of the philosopher will probably 
also determine the objects he chooses to think about. The obsession with 
solipsism in philosophy, for instance, may seem strange to anyone believing in 
common sense. However, Descartes’ problem of the bridge, Leibniz’s 
monadology, Wittgenstein’s solipsistic mysticism in the Tractatus, and even 
Putnam’s brains in a vat, are perfectly understandable, given the underlying 
catatonic personality of most philosophers. For in a certain sense, most 
philosophers are like brains in a vat. In this respect, one can also understand 
that only with Merleau-Ponty –after more than two decades of philosophizing 
intensively- was the closeness of the ‘philosophical subject’ counteracted in 
favor of a real ‘openness’ to the Other. Philosophy was waiting for this insight 
to come, not because it required a genius to think it. But it seems to have taken 
so long because all important philosophers who were thinking about it were 
stuck in their catatonic personality.  
 
Philosophical Style 
 
The whole of philosophy is not equally catatonic. Some philosophical branches 
and schools will attract individuals with marked catatonic personalities, 
whereas other branches and schools require a more tempered catatonia. 
Metaphysics, for instance, seem particularly suitable for catatonic-like 
individuals, since these are ‘natural monks’ with an inclination towards 
internalization and a concern with the whole universe - all indispensable 
qualities if one wants to discover what underlies everything. On the other hand, 
catatonic personalities can also reshape the branches they end up in. The 
strange, and often hermetical vocabulary of philosophers, who shine their light 
over scientific matters, is often remarkable, as is the philosopher’s need to 
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defend a position or to make a point (‘position takers’), even if he lacks the 
necessary knowledge to do so (Sokal & Bricmont 1998). 
 
 
History of Philosophy 
 
One can wonder whether this catatonic personality structure of the philosopher 
mortgages the progress of philosophy as a discipline. If catatonic individuals 
make philosophy, it is quite understandable that philosophy did not become a 
constructive, progressive and vertical discipline (Barlett 1989, 300). That 
philosophy is seen as ill-regarded, can be illustrated in the history of 
philosophy with Hume and Kant. They both thought it was a scandal that 
philosophy had not progressed as Newtonian physics had done. However, they 
forgot that a discipline can progress only when every practitioner of it assents 
to the same general views – a condition to which the more personally seeing 
philosophical mind could never agree (Corish 1992, 18). The fact that 
philosophy through the ages constantly has dealt with the same universal 
problems and questions can thus be seen as a surface phenomenon of the fact 
that catatonic individuals pursue it. Great minds like Russell seem to like to 
tackle classic problems and to work out the solution by themselves (Monk 
1997). They lack contact with their colleagues and with past thinkers, and this 
‘autistic’ or ‘autarchic’ tendency can explain the fact that there has never been 
a substantial accumulation of knowledge in philosophy. On the other hand, it is 
equally possible that this absence of accumulation is not so much the effect of 
the philosopher’s catatonic personality, but rather the motive for catatonic 
personalities to philosophize. 

Similar reasons make the ‘history of ideas’ in philosophy a very difficult or 
risky enterprise. In other disciplines, intellectual influences are quite 
straightforward. In philosophy, however, these influences usually look more 
like fruitful misunderstandings, rooted in catatonic non-communication, the 
extremely subjective terminology of the influencing thinker, and the catatonic 
tendency of the influenced thinker to assimilate everything that comes from 
outside. The history of philosophy reveals a tradition of stories where the 
authority of tradition is refused. This catatonic refusal to recognize the 
legitimacy of tradition illustrates how ‘the philosophical tradition is a tradition 
of de-traditionalization’ (Critchley 1995, 18) and, thus, to a certain degree is an 
emanation of catatonic thinking. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
In this paper, I have argued that philosophical historiography can better be 
understood when taking into account the catatonic kernel of the philosophical 
enterprise (and this in all its aspects). The life of philosophy, the memory that 
ensures its identity and its continued existence as something that is lived, 
consists in the novel repetition of certain basic narratives that are an emanation 
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of the philosophers’ catatonic personality structure. “[M]ein wahres 
menschliches Dasein [ist] mein philosophisches Dasein”, Marx wrote at the 
end of his Pariser Manuscripte (Marx 1982, 412). It is indeed one of the 
paradoxes of philosophical activity that the question of its definition is part of 
the activity itself. In turn, this activity immediately refers to the psychic 
preconditions that make it possible anyway. 

In line with Nietzsche, I have developed the idea that the figure of Socrates 
can be seen as a guiding stereotype for the developments in Western 
philosophy. The thesis that philosophy is a modus of catatonic thinking seems 
to have a lot of critical potential, but it doesn’t need to mean that philosophy 
can be reduced to a thoroughly sick activity. This reservation is appropriate, 
not only because of the possible profit of the catatonic perspective, but also 
because the philosophers’ catatonia must be seen as a sublimated form of this 
disorder1. 
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ittgenstein often compares the practice of philosophy to the 
practice of medicine, to a form of therapy, a method of 
healing. If we are to take seriously Wittgenstein’s 
comparison of the practice of philosophy to the practice of 
medicine, then we must try to locate in his philosophical 
method the basic tripartite procedure employed in the 

practice of medicine: (1) isolating the symptoms of a disease, (2) diagnosing it, 
and (3) prescribing a treatment. This paper will involve an exploration of 
Wittgenstein’s philosophical method by focusing on (1) and (2). Accordingly, I 
will address the following questions and defend the stated answers: (a) 
Symptoms: What, for Wittgenstein, are the symptoms that are in need of 
philosophical therapy? Proposed answer: Conceptual tensions. (b) Diagnosis: 
How, for Wittgenstein, are the symptoms generated? Proposed answer: From 
the urge to generalize. 

W 

  
 
Symptoms 
 
Wittgenstein wrote: ‘Working in philosophy … is really more a working on 
oneself. On one’s own interpretation. On one’s own way of seeing things’ [CV 
p. 16]. One gets a feel for the truth of this by reading his philosophical 
writings. Not only are we drawn into a world of bizarre philosophical 
deliberations, but also, as Wittgenstein often describes it, a world of ‘personal 
struggle’. Many commentators would agree.  For example, Stanley Cavell 
writes:  

 
The Investigations exhibits, as purely as any work in philosophy I 
know, a philosophizing as a spiritual struggle, specifically a struggle 
within the contrary depths of oneself which in the modern world will 
present themselves as touches of madness.1 
 

                                                 
1 Stanley Cavell, This New Yet Unapproachable America: Lectures After Emerson and 
Wittgenstein, Albuquerque, N.M.: Living Batch Press, 1989, p. 37 



An Anthology of Philosophical Studies 
 
 

 340 

                                                

and Rudolf Carnap: 
 

When [Wittgenstein] started to formulate his view on some specific 
philosophical problem, we often felt the internal struggle that occurred 
in him at that very moment, a struggle by which he tried to penetrate 
from darkness to light …1 
 

In what sense, for Wittgenstein, is work in philosophy ‘work on oneself’, and 
in what sense do his philosophical works exhibit an ‘internal’ or ‘spiritual 
struggle’? It is important to address these questions if we wish to get clear on 
what, for Wittgenstein, is in need of philosophical therapy. 

In attempting to answer them, I have found it helpful to make use of a well 
known expression coined by Sartre.  In ordinary discourse, we sometimes say 
of a person that he shows signs of ‘bad faith’.  According to Sartre, ‘bad faith’ 
is ‘a lie to oneself’, which we must distinguish from ‘lying in general’.  The 
latter implies that the liar is ‘actually in complete possession of the truth which 
he is hiding’, ‘affirms’ the truth within himself.2 Lying to oneself (‘bad faith’), 
on the other hand, though it shares with lying in general the idea that the liar is 
presenting as truth an untruth, differs from lying in general in that it is from 
oneself that the liar is hiding the truth. The deceiver, in this case, is the 
deceived.  Bad faith thus results in a paradoxical duality of consciousness, an 
inner turmoil: the liar knows the truth, yet refuses to accept it, to act on it as a 
truth. 

Though Sartre supposes that ‘lying to oneself’ involves knowing the truth, I 
think there is another way one can ‘lie to oneself’, in certain circumstances, 
that does not involve knowing the truth, and that is: to be ignorant of the truth 
yet fail to seek it. To interpret or see things as they are bequeathed to us by 
tradition when we are puzzled by those interpretations, troubled by them, 
perhaps even tormented by them, without an effort to understand why they 
trouble or torment us, is, in some sense, I would add, also to be in a state of 
‘bad faith’.  Both this and the state of ‘bad faith’ Sartre speaks of involve an 
inner turmoil or unrest, and a failure to act in a way that aims at alleviating or 
dissolving that unrest.   

Of course, it is not a failure to deal with any kind of problem generating 
internal tensions that, I would maintain, generates a state of ‘bad faith’.  Some 
problems might not have a rational explanation (e.g., Why did he behave that 
way?), so that efforts to resolve them must necessarily fail. Explanations do 
come to an end somewhere, and not always where we want them to.  
Fortunately, though, not everything that perplexes us is this way.  For the most  

 
 
 

 
1 From Rudolf Carnap’s autobiography, reprinted in K. T. Fann (ed), Ludwig Wittgenstein: The 
Man and his Philosophy, Harvester Press, 1967. 
2 Being and Nothingness, Washington Square Press, 1956, p. 87 
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part, where there’s a will, there’s a way a means of rescuing ourselves from 
deception, prejudice and superstition; of enlightening ourselves.  

At least, this is how Wittgenstein felt about many of the problems of 
philosophy. He too, though he did not employ these terms, had what I think can 
aptly be described as a good faith/bad faith distinction with regard to how we 
deal with what he took to be pseudo-philosophical problems. Wittgenstein felt 
that many of the problems of philosophy arise from a natural impulse or 
tendency to misconstrue the way language works, and thus are only pseudo-
problems, conceptual muddles, that would fall like a ‘house of cards’ [PI §118] 
once their real nature is disclosed. Good faith, we can say, involves looking 
carefully into the ‘workings of language’ [PI §109], to get to the source of the 
pseudo-problems; bad faith a failure to do so.  For only by ‘clarifying the use 
of our language’ [PG p. 115], Wittgenstein felt, can the philosopher remove 
particular misunderstandings that generate the pseudo-problems that ‘hold him 
captive’ [PI §115], like the fly in the bottle [PI §309]. The fly, having landed in 
a trap, is in grave danger. So too, Wittgenstein felt, is the philosopher when he 
fails to rescue himself from the snares of language (his prison).   

I do not think it would be an exaggeration to say that for Wittgenstein, 
pseudo-philosophical problems can arise wherever ordinary language 
(common parlance) exists: they hover about (though they may go 
unrecognized) in virtually all disciplines that borrow expressions from ordinary 
language. And in this sense, his method of doing philosophy, which he likened 
to a form of therapy, has a wide range of patients. The practitioner of any 
discipline whose discourse overlaps with ordinary language can fall prey to the 
snares of language. Philosophy (that is, the practice of philosophy as 
Wittgenstein envisioned it) only appeared, for Wittgenstein, to be of no use to 
the ‘non-philosopher’, because of the traditional default of practitioners of 
various disciplines to deal with (by means of eradicating) certain kinds of 
problems – specifically, for Wittgenstein, problems springing from 
overstretched analogies in our language (more on the nature of these problems 
later). As he says of the mathematician: 

 
If a philosopher draws the attention of a mathematician to a distinction, 
or to a misleading mode of expression, the mathematician always says 
‘Sure, we know all that, it isn’t really very interesting’. He doesn’t 
realize that when he is troubled by philosophical questions it is because 
of those very unclarities that he passed over earlier with a shrug of the 
shoulders. [MS 219, 10] 
 

A mathematician is bound to be horrified by my mathematical comments, since 
he has always been trained to avoid indulging in thoughts and doubts of the 
kind I develop.  He has learned to regard them as something contemptible and, 
to use an analogy from psychoanalysis, he has acquired revulsion from them as 
infantile.  That is to say, I trot out all the problems that a child learning 
arithmetic, etc., finds difficult, the problems that education represses without 



An Anthology of Philosophical Studies 
 
 

 342 

                                                

solving.  I say to those repressed doubts: you are quite correct, go on asking, 
demand clarification! [PG pp. 381-382] 

 It is this dismissive way of pushing off a problem about a misleading mode 
of expression, suppressing a conceptual tension, or failing to resolve it, that 
gives rise to the ‘deep disquietudes’ Wittgenstein speaks of:   

The problems arising through a misinterpretation of our forms of 
language have the character of depth. They are deep disquietudes; [PI 
§112] 
A simile that has been absorbed into the forms of our language produces 
a false appearance, and this disquiets us.  ‘But this isn’t how it is!’ – we 
say.  ‘Yet this is how it has to be!’ [PI §112]  
 

And it is these ‘deep disquietudes’ [§112]1, repressed doubts or puzzlements, 
that I am assimilating to a state of ‘bad faith’, for they too trigger a duality of 
consciousness (‘This isn’t how it is!... Yet this is how it has to be!’ [§112]), a 
kind of schizophrenic disorder that is in need of therapy, only here the source 
of the conflict is language, as opposed to, as in the existential tradition, a denial 
of responsibility for our actions, or, as in the psychoanalytic tradition, a 
repression of painful childhood emotions.  

Sartre maintains that though we are free beings, we are also quite ‘unaware’ 
of our freedom. This obliviousness results not from ignorance or oversight, but 
from the fact that we try to conceal our freedom from ourselves. But these 
efforts at self-deception, Sartre contends, are bound to fail, because human 
beings can try to conceal their freedom only to the extent that they recognize it. 
The attempt thus succeeds only in producing a paradoxical duality of 
consciousness / state of ‘bad faith’, since consciousness thinks of itself as a 
‘thing’ (an entity which is not responsible for its behavior), yet at the same 
time gives recognition to its freedom (and hence responsibility).   

Philosophers have also, Wittgenstein would say, generated clever tactics for 
concealing the real nature of pseudo-philosophical problems from themselves, 
treating them instead as genuine problems of profound difficulty: ‘Numerous 
traditions have treated this as a “serious” problem’, ‘Many philosophical 
theories have grown around it’, ‘It has occupied the minds of some of our 
greatest thinkers’, etc.   

But efforts to solve pseudo-problems also give rise to the ‘deep 
disquietudes’ Wittgenstein speaks of. Once we recognize this, we are in a 
position to identify the symptoms, the nature of the kinds of conflict that 
Wittgenstein saw as in need of philosophical therapy. Just as an individual 
might go to a psychoanalyst or psychologist to bring some rest to conflicting 
emotions he might have toward an individual, so too, Wittgenstein felt – and, I 
would hasten to add, recognized this better than any other philosopher of his 
time that we (and the philosopher in particular) can have conflicting attitudes / 
feelings over our understanding and use of expressions of our language (‘This 

 
1 Also described by Wittgenstein as a ‘mental uneasiness’ or ‘intellectual discomfort’ in Moore 
[1955, p. 27]. 
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isn’t how it is! …. Yet this is how it has to be!’), and this too is in need of 
therapy, generating, as it does, internal (conceptual) tensions –the ‘deep 
disquietudes’ Wittgenstein speaks of. This is why work in philosophy involves 
‘work on the self’: it involves repairing a fractured self.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Though these tensions might not be as intense as conflicting emotions toward 
human beings can be, they do exist, and in some cases they are very intense. 
(Consider, for example, problems concerning the ‘existence’ and ‘goodness’ of 
God, which can be a perpetual source of internal unrest for some theists.) By 
likening his philosophical method to the treatment of a disease, Wittgenstein 
was noticing the need for a ‘science’ to treat the kind of ailment that afflicts the 
philosopher (and non-philosopher as well1): conceptual neurosis. When we are 
suffering from conceptual tensions we have a bit of hidden or repressed 
nonsense in our minds, and the only way to cure it is to bring it out into the 
open ─to make it explicit nonsense. Wittgenstein saw his philosophical method 
as a therapeutic instrument for bringing conceptual tensions to the surface and 
dissolving them, just as Freud saw his psychoanalytic method as a therapeutic 
instrument for bringing conflicting emotions toward an individual to the 
surface and dissolving or at least alleviating them. In this respect, 
Wittgenstein’s method is like psychotherapy. Like Freud, Wittgenstein’s goal 
was psychological health: uniting a divided self.  

How conceptual tensions arise, and correlatively how, for Wittgenstein, 
pseudo-philosophical problems are generated, is a question I will turn to in the 
next section.   
  

 
1 It is possible not only for the philosopher, but for the mathematician, the journalist, the 
scientist, the psychologist, the practitioner of virtually any discipline, to generate conceptual 
tensions, like those generated by the philosopher, and land himself in a muddle.  
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Diagnosis 
 
Throughout his life, Wittgenstein was preoccupied with investigating the 
‘limits of language’.  For Wittgenstein,   

 
The results of philosophy are the uncovering of one or another piece of 
plain nonsense and of bumps that the understanding has got by running 
its head up against the limits of language.  [PI §119]  
 

A. Janik and S. Toulmin remark that the ancient dictum ‘Know yourself; Know 
your limits’ translated for Wittgenstein into ‘Know the limits of language’.1 
For Wittgenstein, one could obey the Socratic injunction ‘Know yourself’ only 
if he came to understand the scope and limits of his own understanding; and 
this meant, first and foremost, recognizing the precise scope and limits of 
language, which is the prime instrument of human understanding.2 

But what is meant by the ‘limits of language’, a knowledge of which is 
integral to self-understanding, and, for Wittgenstein, to the practice of 
philosophy? By the ‘limits of language’, Wittgenstein meant, first and 
foremost, the limits of our language; that is, the language we actually use to 
communicate. Though our language is ‘in order’ as it is (i.e., connected to our 
ways of acting in the real contexts of our lives), it is, for Wittgenstein, the 
source of pseudo-philosophical problems. These problems arise in a number of 
ways, but I take the following to be central:  
 

1. Conflating senses of words in different ‘regions of language’, and  
2. Conflating grammatical functions of sentences in different ‘regions of 

language’.  
 

These tendencies to misconstrue how language works, which Wittgenstein saw 
as root causes of philosophical ‘sin’, can be traced in turn to the same 
fundamental urge, which is, not surprisingly, a root cause of moral sin more 
generally: the urge to generalize.  It is this urge that we can identify as the root 
source of the symptoms that Wittgenstein saw as in need of philosophical 
therapy.  Pictorially, we have: 

Urge to generalize 
                     

conflating senses               conflating grammatical 
of words                      functions of sentences 

                      
primary sources of 

pseudo-philosophical problems 
 

 
1 Wittgenstein’s Vienna, Simon and Schuster, 1973, p. 224  
2 ibid p. 224  
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I will defend this interpretation of how pseudo-philosophical problems are 
generated in the final two sections.  
 
Conflating Senses of Words 
 
One way the philosopher generates (pseudo) philosophical problems, 
Wittgenstein recognized, is by conflating the senses of words as they are used 
in different ‘practices’ or ‘language-games’. For example, conflating the sense 
of a word as it is used within the discourse/conceptual framework of science, 
math, religion, art, psychology, politics, etc. with how it is used outside the 
discourse – for example, with how it is used in ordinary language. It’s quite 
natural to do this, since much of the terminology in these various fields is 
borrowed from ordinary language. For example, both within the discourse of 
mathematics and that of ordinary language we find the words: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Each of these words has a technical definition (specific to the discourse of 
mathematics), which (though resembling in some ways) differs in important 
respects from its ordinary language meaning. For example, in ordinary 
language, the word ‘infinite’ is rarely used to denote a quantity greater than 
every finite quantity (as it is in mathematics). Rather, the word ‘infinite’ is 
treated as if it were the designation of a huge number. We say, e.g., ‘What are 
you waiting for?  Don’t you see there is an infinite amount of work to be 
done?!’ meaning a huge amount.  

The fact that many expressions in a given discourse (‘language-game’) 
have a use both within and outside the discourse, in ordinary language, makes 
it tempting for someone who has not mastered the discourse, and, in some 
cases, even for someone who has, to conflate the meaning of words within that 
discourse with their meaning in ordinary language. This can then lead them to 
falsely interpret statements in the discourse embedding those words. False 
interpretations give rise to conceptual tensions (‘This isn’t how it is!… Yet this 
is how it has to be!’): these are the symptoms/signs that something has been 
falsely interpreted. The unwary philosopher, seduced by the false interpretation  
(‘This is how it has to be!’), is then led ‘willy nilly’ to erect what  Wittgenstein 
 
 



An Anthology of Philosophical Studies 
 
 

 346 

                                                

would call pseudo-philosophical problems (since they are based on false 
interpretations).   

When we do philosophy we are like savages, primitive people, who hear 
the expressions of civilized men, put a false interpretation on them, and then 
draw the queerest conclusions from it. [PI §194] 

He then seeks to resolve these pseudo-problems in the wrong sorts of ways: 
constructing what Wittgenstein would call pseudo-theories (thereby erecting a 
new home for the false interpretation). Schematically, we have1:  
 

Conflating senses of words 
⇓ 

False interpretation   → Conceptual tensions 
⇓ 

Pseudo-problems 
⇓ 

Pseudo-theories 
 

Wittgenstein emphasized that the puzzling questions that led the philosopher to 
construct the pseudo-theory are not in need of solution, but of dissolution: the 
philosopher needs to draw his attention to the false interpretations that led him 
to posit the pseudo-questions in the first place, and recognize that the words 
embedded in the sentence(s) he falsely interpreted do not mean what he took 
them to mean. To see this, the philosopher needs to examine how the (falsely 
interpreted) sentences function within the discourse/‘language-game’ that 
embeds them -- their natural surrounding / original home2 -- where they do 
their work, not outside the discourse that embeds them, where they remain idle 
(‘on holiday’). By doing so, the philosopher unties the knots in his 
understanding that give rise to the pseudo-problems, and the problems 
disappear.  

Here is an example to illustrate. Consider the meaning we attach to the 
notion of ‘existence’ in ordinary language. We think of an object of which we 
predicate existence (e.g. a chair or table) as spacio-temporally bounded. The 
ordinary use of this term can tempt one to falsely interpret statements within 
the discourse of mathematics involving the term, such as ‘The set of natural 
numbers exists’, ‘The set of real numbers exists’, as claims about a completed 
totality, a finished product. This interpretation of the infinite can then lead to 

 
1 I follow Paul Horwich [2005] and Baker and Hacker [1993] in referring to the problems 
generated by conflating senses of words in this way as ‘pseudo-problems’, and attempts to 
solve them as ‘pseudo-theories’.  Both offer a helpful discussion of how various fallacies – 
including overstretching analogies in our language – leads for Wittgenstein to the generation of 
pseudo-problems. 
2 The idea of bringing words home suggests mental economy, but also ‘being at home with 
oneself’, as Richard Gilmore [1999 p. 146] puts it; of restoring a self that has been fractured by 
language.     
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paradoxical results, such as those found in set theory, which the philosopher or 
logician has attempted to resolve by constructing what Wittgenstein took to be 
pseudo-theories − for example, revising the language of mathematics so as to 
remove all references to the infinite, and attempting to prove the consistency of 
the resulting theory. Wittgenstein noticed that there wasn’t a need for such 
theories, for once it is recognized that the notion of a ‘completed infinite 
totality’ makes no sense, the paradoxes that prompted their construction would 
disappear. This is why he writes: 
 

It is the business of philosophy, not to resolve a contradiction by means 
of a mathematical or logico-mathematical discovery, but to make it 
possible for us to get a clear view of the state of mathematics that 
troubles us: the state of affairs before the contradiction is resolved.  
(And this does not mean that one is sidestepping a difficulty). [PI §125]   

 
Conflating Grammatical Functions of Sentences 
 
Another way pseudo-philosophical problems are generated, Wittgenstein 
recognized, correlated with that just discussed, is by conflating grammatical 
functions of sentences in different ‘regions of language’ -- functions as diverse 
as describing facts, commending, commanding, expressing feelings and 
emotions, influencing attitudes, etc. Superficial similarities in the syntactic 
form of sentences (e.g. the subject/predicate form) conceal differences in the 
role and function of those sentences. This can seduce the philosopher, once 
again, into raising pseudo-problems, which he seeks to resolve in the wrong 
sorts of ways (constructing pseudo-theories). Thus, by a fallacious train of 
reasoning, which spans from overstretching (over-exploiting) grammatical 
analogies to raising pseudo-problems to formulating pseudo-theories, the 
philosopher lands himself in a muddle.  

Here is an example to illustrate. We say, within the discourse of 
mathematics, that ‘Numbers exist’. This sentence bears a resemblance to 
sentences in ordinary language, like ‘Tables exist’. Conflating the functions of 
these sentences can lead the philosopher to falsely interpret the term ‘number’ 
to refer to an object, and the sentence ‘Numbers exist’ to function as a 
descriptive statement. This in turn can lead him to raise ‘problems’ that have an 
air of puzzlement - what Wittgenstein would call pseudo-problems (indeed, 
‘problems’ that he thought lack sense1) - like: What is the nature of these 
objects? Where are they located? How can we know anything about them? etc. 
He then attempts to resolve these ‘problems’ by constructing what Wittgenstein 
took to be pseudo-theories, since they address pseudo-problems.  

One such mythological theory, for Wittgenstein, is Platonism. According to 
this theory, numerals are names of numbers, which are abstract objects. These 

 
1 This is why he says a philosophical problem has the form: ‘I don’t know my way about’. [PI 
§123] See also Moore 1955 p. 27: ‘[According to Wittgenstein, we are led] by instinct to ask 
certain questions, though we don’t even understand what these questions mean’. 



An Anthology of Philosophical Studies 
 
 

 348 

objects are immaterial, not located, causally impotent. A ‘third world’, eternal, 
neither spatial nor temporal, is said to house them. Platonism accounts for our 
knowledge of abstract objects by positing a faculty of intuition, which puts us 
in contact with them. This faculty is supposed to be like sense perception, but 
also in some mysterious way different from it.   

Wittgenstein emphasized that the puzzling questions that led the 
philosopher to create this pseudo-theory are not in need of solution, but of 
dissolution: the philosopher needs to draw his attention to the false 
interpretation that led him to posit the pseudo-questions in the first place, and 
recognize that numerals do not pick out objects in the world in the way that 
names of physical objects do. To recognize this, the philosopher needs to 
examine the role and function of the sentence ‘Numbers exist’ within the 
discourse of mathematics, where it does its work, not outside the discourse, 
where it remains idle. By doing so, the philosopher unties the knots in his 
understanding that gave rise to the pseudo-problems, and the problems 
disappear.  

What we have overlooked, what we have forgotten, for Wittgenstein, is 
often what is right before us: how language actually functions. It is to this 
world (for Wittgenstein both the source of and final court of appeal for 
philosophical disputes) that Wittgenstein was constantly drawing our attention. 
It is perhaps in this respect more than any other – in recognizing the elementary 
sources of confusion that lie at the root of many of our seemingly most 
‘profound’ philosophical problems − that his work was revolutionary; and 
therein, I think, lays his most valuable contribution to philosophy.  
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he question was once posed to Mahatma Gandhi, "What do you 
think of Western civilization?"  He is said to have replied, "I 
think it would be a good idea." What makes this witty is the 
play on the word 'civilization'. I argue that Samuel Huntington 
plays on the same word in his much-acclaimed thesis about the 

"clash of civilizations," but he does it covertly in order to mislead, rather than 
to enlighten or amuse. I shall analyze the logic of his argument, showing how 
he uses equivocation and other fallacies to promote a neoconservative agenda. 
Huntington's now famous theory was first presented in "The Clash of 
Civilizations?" in Foreign Affairs (1993),1 which, he quotes the editors as 
saying, "stirred up more discussion in three years than any other article they 
had published since the 1940s." It was expanded into a book entitled The Clash 
of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order (1996), which was translated 
into thirty-three languages.2  Given the influence and philosophical relevance 
of the theory, it is surprising that it has received so little attention from 
philosophers. Richard Rorty, Richard Bernstein, Angela Davis, and Gianni 
Vattimo, for example, give brief mention to the "clash of civilizations," and 
Seyla Benhabib includes insightful comments in a long footnote, but for a full 
analysis we must turn to the brilliant critiques of literary scholars Edward Said 
and Louis Menand.3 This essay is the first attempt of which I am aware to 
examine the theory of the "clash of civilizations" from a logical and 
philosophical point of view.  

T

In his 1993 article, Huntington claimed to have identified a new phase of 
world politics unnoticed in previous analyses of the post-Cold War era. He 
offered a "new paradigm" under which the global division of First, Second, and 
Third Worlds is no longer relevant, and it is "more meaningful" to group 
countries in terms of their "culture and civilization."4 The paradigm is simple: 
                                                 
1 Samuel P. Huntington, "The Clash of Civilizations?", Foreign Affairs (Summer 1993), 22-49. 
2 Samuel P. Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order (New 
York: Simon and Schuster, 1996), p. 13.  
3 Edward Said, "The Clash of Definitions", Reflections on Exile (Cambridge, MA: Harvard, 
2000); Louis  Menand, "Patriot Games", The New Yorker, May 17, 2004. 
4 Samuel P. Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations? The Debate (New York: Council on 
Foreign Affairs, 1996), p. 2.   
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"The clash of civilizations will dominate global politics. The fault lines 
between civilizations will be the battle lines of the future".1 Huntington defines 
civilizations as "the highest cultural grouping of peoples and the broadest level 
of cultural identity people have short of that which distinguishes humans from 
other species," and he says that civilizations share both "common objective 
elements," such as language, history, religion, customs, and institutions, and 
"subjective self-identification".2 This definition seems uncontroversial until 
Huntington applies it to carving up the world into cultural groups, identifying 
"seven or eight" major civilizations, "Western, Confucian, Japanese, Islamic, 
Hindu, Slavic-Orthodox, Latin American and possibly African civilization."3 
His peculiar division, which includes some religions and some geographical 
areas, has been challenged for identifying too many civilizations (why not 
include Latin America and Russia with the West?)4 and also for identifying too 
few (why not treat European countries as separate civilizations rather than 
lumping them all together with the U.S., Canada, and Australia?)5 

Huntington goes on to say that differences among civilizations are "basic" 
and "fundamental", and over the centuries these differences "have generated 
the most prolonged and the most violent conflicts". The purpose of the "clash 
of civilizations" thesis is to provide an explanation of global conflict in the 
post-Cold War era, but if the criteria for differentiating civilizations are so 
unclear that we are not sure what counts as a civilization or how many there 
are, the definition boils down to "a large cultural group with basic differences 
from other large cultural groups which are likely to lead to conflict". Thus it 
appears that the new paradigm amounts to the claim that conflict is caused by 
"conflict-causing factors", and the much-acclaimed and controversial theory of 
the "clash of civilizations" is not an empirical, falsifiable claim, but a tautology 
that is true by definition. This vacuous explanation is reminiscent of the 
circular reasoning of the learned doctors in Moliere's Le Malade Imaginaire 
who say that opium causes sleep because it possesses the "dormitive virtue" 
whose nature it is to stupefy the senses. Seyla Benhabib puts the point 
succinctly: 
 

We seem to have a claim of the kind, Identity conflict is caused by 
civilizational differences.  But this is tautological, since identities in turn 
are defined by the civilizations and cultures to which one belongs. The 
concept of cultural/civilizational identity is an explanans as well as an 
explanandum.6  

 
1 Ibid. p. 1. 
2 Ibid. p. 3. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Jeanne J. Kirkpatrick, "The Modernizing Imperative", The Clash of Civilizations? The Debate   
(op.cit.), pp. 50-51. 
5 Gilbert Achcar, The Clash of Barbarisms: September 11 and the Making of the New World 
Disorder (New York: Monthly Review Press, 2002), p. 116, n.18. 
6 Seyla Benhabib, The Claims of Culture (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002), p. 188. 
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Several different views of civilization occur in Huntington's work, as I go on to 
show, but his first definition is like Hegel's description of Schelling's Absolute 
as the "dark night in which all cows are black", a thesis so general that it 
includes everything and illuminates nothing.   

It is puzzling that a tautology could give rise to so much controversy, but 
the apparent paradox can be explained by a clever and devious rhetorical 
strategy. I shall introduce a neologism to designate this strategy as "the ex 
nihilo fallacy," because it involves trying to get something from nothing by 
rhetorical sleight of hand. In this fallacious type of reasoning, equivocation on 
a key term converts a truism into a non-trivial statement which bears a strong 
superficial resemblance to the first, containing exactly the same words, but 
with different meanings. If this stratagem is employed skillfully, the reader 
may not notice the equivocation and will accept the second statement as if it 
were as self-evident as the original tautology. I intend to show that Huntington 
uses the "ex nihilo fallacy" to derive several different interpretations of his 
"clash of civilizations" thesis by equivocating on the term 'civilization'. 

Attempting to give specific content to his empty definition of 'civilization' 
by contrasting it with alternatives, Huntington writes, "It is my hypothesis that 
the fundamental source of conflict in this new world will not be primarily 
ideological or primarily economic".1 This is the first move in a series of 
equivocations which will lead far astray from the original definition. The 
proposal of three categories ─civilizations, economics, and ideologies─ as 
mutually exclusive explanations of the primary sources of conflict in our era is 
peculiar, since the three are not at the same level of conceptual generality.  
Large cultural groups include economic systems, class conflicts, and 
ideological interests, and a conflict between two civilizations involving no 
ideological or economic factors is impossible to imagine. Although 
Huntington's trichotomy of explanations of global conflict does not make 
logical sense, it serves his strategy of shifting from a broad definition of 
'civilization' to a progressively narrower one. 

The next move in Huntington's equivocation on the word 'civilization' is to 
highlight religion as its essential element: "Civilizations are differentiated from 
each other by history, language, culture, tradition, and, most important, 
religion".2 His main focus is on the conflict between the West and Islamic 
civilization, which, he says, "has been going on for 1,300 years".3 This 
statement seems inconsistent with his idea of a "new paradigm" for global 
conflict since the Cold War, but perhaps he means that although conflict 
between the West and Islam is not new, it will intensify in the present era. The 
events of 9/11 and the American response seemed to confirm Huntington's 
prediction that there will be conflicts between world religions, giving further 
credibility to his thesis, which has been used to justify the invasions of 

 
1 Samuel Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations? The Debate (op.cit.), p. 1. 
2 Ibid. p. 4. 
3 Ibid. p. 9. 
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Afghanistan and Iraq and the targeting of those who practice Islam throughout 
the world. There is much disagreement about whether the current war on 
terrorism is in fact a civilizational war. Tony Blair, George Bush, Kofi Annan, 
and the Dalai Lama have denied that the war on terrorism is a clash of 
religions, pointing out that Islam's humane and tolerant traditions forbid the 
shedding of innocent blood and that it is wrong to condemn a whole religion 
because of the actions of a few. Similarly, Richard Rorty points out that 
"Falwell and Robertson ─the televangelists who have been referred to as "the 
American Taliban"─ are not representatives of Christianity any more than Bin 
Laden is a representative of Islam."1 But Huntington writes, "When Osama bin 
Laden attacked America and killed several thousand people, he . . .filled the 
vacuum created by Gorbachev with an unmistakably dangerous new enemy, 
and he pinpointed America's identity as a Christian nation".2 Such statements 
reinforce the idea that the war against terror is a clash between Islamic and 
Western civilization. 

Huntington switches to a third interpretation of the "clash of civilizations" 
when emphasizing the need for unity within the West in order to protect its 
interests against other civilizations, and he raises the specter of an "internal 
clash of civilizations"3 in which the fault line is between defenders and 
opponents of American Anglo-Protestant culture. James Kurth, Huntington's 
former student, argues that the real "clash of civilizations" is not between the 
West and the rest, but it is "a clash between Western civilization and a different 
grand alliance, one composed of the multicultural and the feminist movements. 
It is, in short, a clash between Western and post-Western civilization". Kurth 
states hyperbolically,  
 

The multicultural coalition and its feminist core despise the European 
versions of Western civilization, which they see as the work of "dead 
white European males". They also despise the American version or the 
American Creed, particularly liberalism, constitutionalism, the rule of 
law, and free markets. . .   
The multicultural project has already succeeded in marginalizing 
Western civilization in its very intellectual core, the universities and the 
media of America.4 

 
He predicts that when multiculturalism defeats Western civilization and leaves 
it in ruins, the "brilliant achievements" of Samuel Huntington will be 
remembered, not "multiculturalism's barbarities". One can't help wondering, if 
Kurth is right about the imminent demise of the West, who he thinks will be 
doing the remembering, but fortunately, in the past decade there has been no 
evidence whatsoever to confirm his prediction that feminists and 

 
1 Richard Rorty, Take Care of Freedom and the Truth will take Care of Itself (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2006), p. 218.  
2 Samuel Huntington, Who Are We? (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2004), p. 357-358. 
3 Samuel Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations? The Debate (op.cit.), p. 61. 
4 James Kurth, "The Real Clash", The National Interest, 37 (Fall, 1994), pp. 3-15. 
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multiculturalists will destroy Western civilization. Kurth's depiction of 
academics seeking the modest goal of a more inclusive curriculum as fanatical 
barbarians storming the gates of civilization is echoed in Huntington's recent 
book, Who Are We?, except that feminists are dropped from the list of 
barbarians and replaced by Mexican immigrants. Huntington cites approvingly 
Kurth's claim that the "real clash" is between "the multiculturalists and the 
defenders of Western civilization and the American Creed",1 and he agrees 
with Kurth's dire prediction that if its European heritage is undermined, "the 
United States as we have known it will cease to exist and will follow the other 
ideologically defined superpower onto the ash heap of history".2  

Huntington's idea of an "internal clash of civilizations" is another 
equivocation, resulting in a third definition of 'civilization' which is 
inconsistent with the others. In this context, 'civilization' means the American 
Anglo-Protestant culture, which includes:  
 

the English language; Christianity; religious commitment; English 
concepts of the rule of law, the responsibility of rulers, and the rights of 
individuals; and dissenting Protestant values of individualism, the work 
ethic, and the belief that humans have the ability and the duty to try to 
create a heaven on earth, a "city on the hill".3   

 
In Huntington's own terms, the concept of an "internal clash of civilizations" 
makes no sense, because his point was to establish that internal conflicts within 
civilizations are being supplanted by conflicts among civilizations. The notion 
that there is a "clash of civilizations" within Western civilization between 
believers in the Anglo-Protestant culture and those who are hostile to it 
contradicts and undermines the original thesis. 

According to Edward Said, "We must always ask which civilizations are 
intended, created, and defined by whom, and for what reason".4 What is 
Huntington's motive for playing so fast and loose with the term 'civilization', 
using it to mean anything from the largest cultural group with which people 
identify to a world religion or a set of cultural values including the English 
language and the belief in the duty to create a "city on the hill"? A clue is 
provided in his article, "Robust Nationalism", in which he laments the loss of 
purpose that conservatives suffered after the Cold War. "The absence of an 
identifiable major foreign threat to American society and institutions seemed to 
remove any rationale or need for classic conservatism".5 In the absence of a 
serious external threat, he attempts to rally conservatives around two internal 
threats −"a multiculturalism that subverts it from below and a cosmopolitanism 
that erodes it from above". He argues that in order to combat these evils, which 

 
1 Samuel P. Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order (op.cit.), 
p. 307. 
2 Samuel P. Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations? The Debate (op. cit.), p. 62. 
3 Samuel P. Huntington, Who Are We? (op.cit.), p. xvi.  
4 Edward Said, (op.cit.), p. 586.   
5 Samuel P. Huntington, "Robust Nationalism", The National Interest, 20 (January, 1999). 
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he thinks are destroying American national identity, conservatives must unite 
behind the belief in God, patriotism, and original sin, by which he means the 
understanding that violent conflict is an inherent aspect of the human 
condition. The various definitions of 'civilization' that Huntington presents are 
inconsistent with each other, but what they have in common is the 
identification of various enemies of Western civilization. This strongly 
suggests that the underlying rationale of the "clash of civilizations" thesis in all 
of its different manifestations is to provide new enemies to replace the former 
Soviet Union so that conservatives can regain a central unifying purpose. 

To rally support in fighting the new enemies, Huntington uses disjunctive 
syllogisms of the following form: Prepare for war with the enemy or Western 
civilization will be destroyed; the implicit second premise is that Western 
civilization must not be destroyed; therefore, we must fight against (fill in the 
blank) Islam, multiculturalism, deconstructionism, immigration, etc. But these 
arguments are false dilemmas, because the destruction of the West and 
opposition to Huntington's targets are not our only options. Tolerance, 
cooperation, negotiation, diplomacy, and efforts at mutual understanding are 
not even considered. Huntington uses inflammatory rhetoric and hyperbole 
−e.g. "Islam has bloody borders and "Multiculturalism is an 'anti-Western 
ideology'"− to portray the so-called enemies as evil, inflate the danger that they 
pose, and play on the fears of his audience. Widespread belief that that we are 
now or soon will be engaged in a "clash of civilizations" has contributed to the 
escalation of international fear and hostility, and the thesis has become a self-
fulfilling prophesy. 

The fallacy of "black-and-white thinking" and the attitude of "Us" against 
"Them" pervade Huntington's work. He makes distinctions with a cleaver, 
chopping up categories and sharply separating them so that no complex 
dialectical and dynamic relations are visible either between civilizations or 
within them. R.G. Collingwood criticized Spengler's theory of historical cycles 
by saying, "he cannot grasp the true dynamic relations between opposites; his 
philosophical error leads him into the purely historical blunder of thinking that 
one culture, instead of stimulating another by its very opposition, can only 
crush it or be crushed by it."1  Huntington's theory resembles Spengler's system 
in many respects and is vulnerable to the same criticisms.  As Said points out, 
Huntington "wants to make 'civilizations' and 'identities' into what they are not: 
shut-down, sealed-off entities that have been purged of the myriad currents and 
countercurrents that animate human history, and that over centuries have made 
it possible for that history not only to contain wars of religion and imperial 
conquest but also to be one of exchange, cross-fertilization and sharing."2 His 
approach is that of a partisan ideologue, lacking all traces of the subtlety and 
nuance that we expect from a scholar seeking knowledge of other cultures. 

 
1 R.G. Collingwood, "Spengler's Theory of Historical Cycles", Ideas of History, Vol. I, (New 
York: E.P. Dutton, 1969), p. 165, reprinted from Antiquity (1927). 
2 Edward Said, "Clash of Ignorance", The Nation, October 22, 2001. 
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The fallacious strategies that Huntington employs are common in the political 
discourse of the right. Equivocation underlies the claim that "The U.S. does not 
practice or condone torture", where the word 'torture' is redefined as techniques 
that are "equivalent in intensity to organ failure, impairment of bodily function 
or even death". Spying on innocent citizens is justified by expanding the 
definition of 'domestic terrorism' to include peaceful protest and civil 
disobedience. The appeal to fear is used in exaggerating (or inventing) enemy 
threats and constructing false dilemmas such as, "Either we invade Iraq or we'll 
be attacked by Hussein's weapons of mass destruction", "Permit eavesdropping 
without a warrant or aid the terrorists," and "You're either with us or against 
us". According to Gore Vidal, "As societies grow decadent, the language grows 
decadent, too. Words are used to disguise, not to illuminate, action: you 
liberate a city by destroying it. Words are to confuse, so that at election time 
people will solemnly vote against their own interests".1 It is ironic that 
Huntington accuses multiculturalists and deconstructionists of contributing to 
the decline of Western civilization by their rejection of Enlightenment 
principles and the ideal of objectivity, while his own sophistry and intellectual 
dishonesty illustrate and advance the decadence of language that he claims to 
deplore. 

I have argued that there is no such thing as the "clash of civilizations", not 
because the thesis is a scientific one that can be proven false, but because it is a 
piece of vacuous sophistry. The politically motivated use of fallacious 
reasoning to persuade is an ancient and widespread practice. My debunking of 
Huntington shows how a specific combination of fallacies − circular reasoning 
and equivocation (the ex nihilo fallacy), false dilemma, and appeal to fear − 
underlies the argument for the "clash of civilizations". The same pattern of 
sophistries has been used to justify neoconservative positions such as 
preemptive war, illegal domestic surveillance, and the violation of international 
law. My intention is to disarm the political right of some of its ideological 
weapons and also to suggest a reconsideration of the role of philosophy. 
Theories of history and civilization have been an important part of the Western 
tradition, including works by Plato, St. Augustine, Vico, Kant, Hegel, Marx, 
Spengler, and Toynbee. But for nearly a century, the Anglo-American schools 
of philosophy which have been dominant since the "linguistic turn" have not 
considered broad questions about civilization to be a serious part of their 
discipline. By default they have handed these perennial issues over to 
ideologues such as Samuel Huntington, whose work has had a dangerous 
influence on public opinion and international policy. A revival of interest in the 
philosophy of civilization could help to reverse the trend toward decadence in 
the language of public discourse and to achieve, in Gandhi's sense, the 
civilization of the West. 

 
1 Gore Vidal, "The Day the American Empire Ran Out of Gas", The Decline and Fall of the 
American Empire (Odonian Press, 1992). 
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Problems about Omnipotence 

 
 

Wreen Michael, Marquette University 
 
 

f asked to define ‘omnipotence’ the man on the street would 
probably say that it’s the ability to do anything. That’s about it, he’d 
think; nothing more needs be said. Philosophers are never so easily 
satisfied. Just as a matter of professional responsibility, they take it 
that there are serious problems with every important concept, and 

assume it’s their sworn duty to find out what they are, drag them into the open 
and parade them about for all to see. With omnipotence, this has been going on 
since at least the Middle Ages. That being the case, and philosophers being the 
sorts of people who like to solve problems as much as to unearth them, they’ve 
also developed a number of strategies for dealing with the problems 
omnipotence brings in its train.1 The problems are many, but the only one I’m 
only going to talk at length about here concerns contradictory or logically 
impossible actions. Another sort of problem deserves at least some attention 
first, however, if only because it’s in the near vicinity and important in its own 
right. 

I 

This second problem concerns omnipotence and the ability to perform 
wrong, harmful, destructive, or ‘limiting’ actions of one kind or another. Can 
God, the paradigm of an omnipotent being, lie or steal or murder? Can He 
divest Himself of His omniscience, His benevolence, His omnipotence itself? 
Can He destroy Himself? We can do many of these things, so if the answer to 
any of these questions about God is No, and there are things He can’t do, it 
looks like He isn’t omnipotent. Worse still, if God is by definition omnipotent, 
that would mean that He doesn’t exist! That’s a little upsetting for most 
theistically minded philosophers. 

One way to handle this problem is to say that God can do such things. That, 
however, is an unpopular view and few philosophers have embraced it. Under 
no circumstances would God do such things--or so it’s held--and that means 
that he can’t do them. 

                                                 
1 This paper is specifically written for a general philosophical audience and is intended to be 
comprehensible independently of acquaintance with the vast literature on omnipotence. 
References to the literature are accordingly avoided. 
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A more popular response is to say that given God’s nature, He isn’t required to 
be able to do them, even though He is omnipotent. He is, after all, all-good, and 
that by definition. This tactic has the advantage of solving the problem at hand-
-that is, allowing God to remain omnipotent--while allowing that there are 
certain things that God would never do, not under any circumstances. It also 
has a grave disadvantage, however. It makes what is required of an omnipotent 
being dependent upon its complete nature, and for three reasons that seems 
wrong. First, it makes it impossible to judge whether a being is omnipotent 
without going into the particulars of its nature. That’s counterintuitive. Prima 
facie, I can judge whether a given being is omnipotent without knowing what 
its exact nature is. Second, understood as this reply has it, judgments of 
omnipotence are relativized, and relativized down to the level of the individual. 
Given x’s nature, x is omnipotent; given y’s nature, which is wholly different 
from x’s, y is omnipotent. But omnipotence seems a univocal, non-relative 
notion, one for which standards of application don’t seem to change from 
individual to individual, particular nature to particular nature. Third and most 
important, the view seems open to strong counterexamples. I can’t fly, and 
that’s due to my nature. Surely, however, if I’m omnipotent, I should be able to 
fly. 

A third and different tact is to distinguish two different senses of ‘can’ and 
to say that in one sense, God can lie, cheat, and steal, and in another, he can’t, 
but the sense in which he can’t doesn’t tell against His omnipotence for reasons 
having nothing to do with His nature. More concretely, the suggestion is this. 
God can lie, cheat, and steal in that He has the power to lie, cheat, and steal. 
He’s all-powerful, in other words, and if He willed as much, He would lie, 
steal, or cheat. In another sense, though, He can’t lie, cheat, or steal. He isn’t 
capable of lying, cheating, or stealing, just as any very good person isn’t 
capable of shooting innocent children. God isn’t capable of wrong, harmful, or 
otherwise deficient actions, even if he has the power to perform them, and 
would perform them if he willed to. Omnipotence, the suggestion is, requires 
all-powerfulness, but not being capable of doing absolutely anything. 
Moreover, this exemption from being capable of performing ‘negative’ actions 
isn’t due to God’s nature--no mention of His nature has occurred thus far in 
this paragraph--but on the deep but non-theistic and non-individually-relative 
based intuition that omnipotence shouldn’t, and doesn’t, require that an 
individual sacrifice other positive character traits, moral or otherwise. Overall, 
this seems to me the best way to handle the problem, but I won’t pursue it any 
further here.  

The nest of problems I’ll be concentrating on are rather different, and don’t 
concern the ability to perform ‘negative’ actions. Rather, they involve direct 
attacks on the notion of omnipotence itself. Basically, the idea is to show that 
there’s something conceptually wrong with omnipotence, that the notion is 
incoherent, inconsistent, self-contradictory, intrinsically inapplicable to 
anything, or some such thing. If any such line of argument is sound, the 
concept might as well be banished, for it would be useless. 
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To be more concrete and to get down to particulars, consider the following 
statement form 

 
A can x, 

 
where ‘A’ ranges over persons or  personal beings, ‘x’ ranges over actions, 
considered as individual, datable occurrences, regardless of how complexly 
described, and the ‘can’ is strictly a ‘can’ of power. Although, as mention in 
the first paragraph, the man in the street thinks that omnipotence is the ability 
to do absolutely anything, many philosophers disagree, and hold that even if 
God can’t do certain things, that doesn’t show that he isn’t omnipotent. They 
think, in other words, that the ‘x’ in the above statement frame, needn’t range 
over all actions in order for A to be omnipotent. Put in terms of a definition, 
these philosophers reject 
 

(1)  A is omnipotent if and only if, for every x, A can x, 
 

a principle Descartes seems to hold. With Aquinas leading the way, the vast 
majority of philosophers have held that a more restricted principle is correct, or 
at least closer to the mark, namely 
 

(2) A is omnipotent if and only if, for every ‘x’ that does not entail a 
contradiction, A can x. 

 
The reason why (1) is rejected in favor of (2) is that an omnipotent being 
shouldn’t required to be able to do the impossible. The concept of an ideal 
student doesn’t fall apart if we imagine the student being required to be able to 
correctly answer ten questions on a test that has only five questions. The 
requirement is illicit and should be dropped. For much the same reason, the 
concept of an omnipotent being doesn’t crumble if we imagine the being being 
required to be able to do what is impossible to do. The requirement is in error, 
not the concept of an omnipotent being. 

Two illustrations will make this clearer. Suppose that ‘x’ is ‘draw a triangle 
that isn’t a three-sided figure.’ ‘x’ then entails a contradiction, since ‘draw a 
triangle that isn’t a three-sided figure’ entails ‘existence of a triangle that isn’t 
a three-sided figure,’ and that’s a contradiction in terms. Drawing a triangle 
that isn’t a three-sided figure thus can’t possibly be done. In accordance with 
(2), then, the fact that a being can’t draw such a triangle doesn’t show that it 
isn’t omnipotent. 

Illustration number two that like illustration number one, dates back to the 
Middle Ages. Take ‘x’ to be the sentence ‘create a stone too heavy for God to 
lift.’ God’s inability − for that matter, everyone’s inability − to create such a 
stone doesn’t count against an attribution of omnipotence to God or anyone 
else. The reason is that entailed by the very concept or word ‘God’ is ‘a being 
able to lift any object, no matter how heavy.’ ‘Create a stone too heavy for 
Him, God, to lift’ thus entails ‘create a stone too heavy to lift by a being able to 
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lift any object, no matter how heavy’. The latter concept entails a contradiction, 
however, since it entails ‘existence of a stone too heavy to lift by a being able 
to lift any object, no matter how heavy.’ It’s impossible for there to be a stone 
too heavy for God to lift, and thus God’s, or anyone else’s, inability to create 
such a stone doesn’t count at all against an attribution of omnipotence. 

Nor can this supposed problem with God’s omnipotence be recovered 
simply by omitting the ‘for Him’ in the action description. The description 
would then mean ‘create a stone too heavy for any being to lift,’ which entails 
the original description, and thus the same response to the problem is available. 

(2), then, has its attractions as a definition of ‘omnipotence’ in not requiring 
God, or anyone else, to be able to draw impossible figures or create objects too 
heavy for omnipotent beings to lift. Moreover, it has the additional advantage 
of removing the stone without having to invoke any of God’s or anyone else’s 
other properties or perfections. As a problem, the stone may be heavy, but not 
too heavy to cast aside. 

But all is not peaches and cream. Unfortunately, the problem can return, 
and in a way that (2) can’t solve it. (2) exploits what I call the Contradiction 
Approach to problems of omnipotence. What I mean by the Contradiction 
Approach is this. An action description, an ‘x,’ is considered, and either a 
contradiction is deduced from it, in which case the action, the x, is considered 
an impossible one, and thereby declared exempt from falling within the range 
of an omnipotent being’s powers; or no contraction is deduced, and the action 
is declared to fall within the range of an omnipotent being’s powers. If this 
approach is to be successful, something more subtle, complicated, and 
sophisticated than (2) is needed.  

To show as much, imagine that the last personal being Wilfrid thought 
about is God. Now consider 

 
(M) God can create a stone too heavy for the last personal being Wilfrid 

thought about to lift. 
 

If (M) is true, God could create a stone too heavy for the last personal being 
Wilfrid thought about to lift. Aquinas and friends would respond to this by 
saying that since God can’t create such a stone, what has really been shown is 
that (M) is false. Their argument for thinking as much would be that the 
existence of such a stone would mean that there’s something that God--the last 
personal being that Wilfrid thought about--couldn’t do, namely, lift the stone in 
question. That entails that God isn’t omnipotent, which is false. 

The problem with taking (M) to be false, however, is that doing so also 
seems to lead to God’s not being omnipotent. The reason is that ‘create a stone 
too heavy for the last personal being Wilfrid thought about to lift’ doesn’t 
entail a contradiction. Since that’s so, the action in question isn’t covered under 
the exemptions allowed by (2), and God is therefore required to be able to 
create a stone too heavy for the last personal being Wilfrid thought about--God 
Himself ─to lift. But God can’t do that. And since He can’t, He isn’t 
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omnipotent or, more strongly, doesn’t exist at all. Principle (2) may have 
pushed the stone out the front door, but it’s rolled in the back. 

The best reply to this is that what argument of the preceding paragraph 
really shows is not that God isn’t omnipotent, but that principle (2) isn’t really 
correct as it stands. It needs to be modified to be completely adequate. That’s 
why I said that something more complicated, subtle, and sophisticated than (2) 
is needed. But how should (2) be modified? A way suggested by Aquinas and 
made explicit by others is in terms of a being’s nature: 

 
(3) A is omnipotent if and only if, for every ‘x’ that does not entail a 

contradiction and every action x that is compatible with A’s nature, A 
can x. 

 
The reason that (M) arises as a counterexample to God’s omnipotence is that 
(2) doesn’t take into account the fact that God can be identified in an infinity of 
ways, yet few of those ways entail a contradiction when embedded in ‘x.’ The 
exclusive focus on contradiction thus opens the door for alternative ways of 
identifying God that don’t entail a contradiction, and therefore the specification 
of actions that, on (2), tell against His omnipotence but really shouldn’t. 
However, since God’s nature is what it is independently of how He is identified 
and independently of any contradiction or lack thereof in ‘x,’ this defect can be 
remedied in the way indicated in (3).  Once A’s nature is taken into account, in 
fact, requiring ‘x’ to entail a contradiction is really superfluous, since the 
performance of a ‘contradictory’ action is incompatible with every agent’s 
nature. 

Unfortunately, this won’t work. If (2) is too narrow, not even allowing the 
possibility of attributing omnipotence to God, (3) is too broad, not allowing 
nearly enough to count against an attribution of omnipotence to God or anyone 
else. Pericles can’t swim the length of the Mediterranean in an hour or dance in 
mid-air for days on end, and his inability to do so is due to his nature as a 
human being and the limitations that nature imposes. Many of the things 
Pericles can’t do are due to his nature: running the marathon in less than a 
minute, lifting the Parthenon with his little finger, turning lead into gold. All of 
that is neither here nor there as far as his omnipotence is concerned--at least 
according to (3). It shouldn’t be, of course; those are limitations that 
demonstrate that Pericles isn’t omnipotent. (3) is far too liberal a principle. 

Preferable is to amend (2) very differently and attack the ‘alternative 
identifications’ problem as such, and at its root. This can be done by hewing to 
the ‘contradiction approach’ in general, but extending it so as to cover 
alternative identifying descriptions as well. In other words, something like 

 
(4) A is omnipotent if and only if, for every ‘x’ such that neither it nor 

any ‘y’ extensionally equivalent to it entails a contradiction, A can x 
 

is needed. The unwanted restrictions of (2) are lifted by (4), but the fact that 
Pericles can’t clap his hands at the speed of light does count, and definitively, 
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against his omnipotence. (4) thus ensures that Pericles isn’t omnipotent but 
leaves it open whether God, at least as traditionally conceived, is. Of more 
minor but still of some significance is that (4) has the virtue of eschewing talk 
of ‘logically possible actions.’ Though commonly invoked, that concept mixes 
together concerns of logic and metaphysics in a confused and unexplained way. 

So far, all that’s been discussed is the ‘x’ of ‘A can x.’ That’s good but not 
good enough, because problems similar to those addressed in the last three 
sections also arise with the entire construction ‘A can x.’ The Contradiction 
Approach thus needs to be extended further if it’s to be successful. 

Consider Napoleon. One of his limitations is that he can’t travel to a place 
where Napoleon is not. ‘Travel to a place where Napoleon is not,’ the ‘x’ here, 
isn’t contradictory, however, nor is any phrase co-extensive with it. Napoleon’s 
inability thus isn’t ‘excused’ under (4), as an exception built into it, and thus on 
(4) Napoleon has to be declared not omnipotent, just because he can’t travel to 
a place where he is not. That’s not right. His inability to travel to a place where 
he isn’t shouldn’t, largely for the reasons mentioned in section II, count against 
his omnipotence. If being required to do the impossible is illegitimate, so is a 
given being’s being required to do what is impossible for him to do, if ─and I 
would say only if--that impossibility is founded on metaphysical necessity and 
not something less philosophically august, such as mere physical or mental 
limitations. That others may be able to do what the individual in question can’t 
is, in many cases, true, but not to the point. It’s impossible for Napoleon to 
travel to a place where Napoleon is not, even though Robespierre took such 
trips on a regular basis. His ability to do what Napoleon couldn’t doesn’t tell 
against The Little General’s omnipotence, though.  

It may be worthwhile to stop for just a moment to stress the general point 
just made, as it’s an important one. The idea here is that in some cases one 
individual may be able to do something a second can’t and yet that doesn’t 
count against the second’s omnipotence. That needs to be kept in mind not just 
in the context at hand (that is, in exploring the ‘A can x’ construction) but in 
any number of others as well, including some already mentioned. That 
Churchill can create an object too heavy for the creator (Churchill) to lift, but 
that God can’t create an object too heavy for the creator (Him) to lift, doesn’t 
tell against God’s omnipotence.  

To return to the issue at hand: one way to handle the problem is to require 
‘A can x’ not to be contradictory. That will work for the immediate problem, 
but for reasons very similar to those advanced in section IV, it won’t work for 
others in the near vicinity. Napoleon, for example, can’t travel to a place where 
The Little General is not, but the corresponding positive ‘A can x’ claim, 
‘Napoleon can travel to a place where The Little General is not,’ isn’t 
contradictory. Talk of Mr. Bonaparte’s nature also is of no significance, and 
won’t solve the problem.  Preferable would be to retain the possibility of The 
Little General’s omnipotence by amending the definition in terms of 
extensional equivalence in much the same way that (2) was amended in favor 
of (4).  
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 (5) A is omnipotent if and only if, for every ‘x’ such  that neither it nor 
any ‘y’ extensionally equivalent to it entails a contradiction, and every 
statement ‘A can x’ such that neither it nor any statement extensionally 
equivalent to it entails a contradiction, A can x. 

 
The extensional equivalence spoken of here doesn’t concern the sameness of 
truth values of propositions or sentences so much as the substitutivity of co-
referring terms. 

The Contradiction Approach has thus far held up well in defining 
‘omnipotence,’ and it would be nice to be able quit at this point and declare 
victory: attempts to wreak havoc with the concept, by showing that the notion 
is self-contradictory, incoherent, or inherently inapplicable to anything, are, all 
of them, ill-considered, and The Contradiction Approach enables us to show as 
much. We can thus retain the concept in good conscience, and do so without 
mangling it to any appreciable extent ─that is, retain very much the notion we 
started with. That, in turn, enables us to hold fast to the intuitively appealing 
belief that it’s at least possibly that some being is omnipotent. As I said, it 
would be nice to be able to say all this, but unfortunately I can’t. (5) isn’t 
adequate as it stands. 

To show as much, consider Pastijn. The only thing he can do is shine shoes. 
Imagine that he’s the only person who can do only that. Pastijn can then be re-
described as--we can take the ‘A’ to be ─‘the man who can only shine shoes.’ 
Now let ‘x’ be ‘perform an action other than shine shoes.’ ‘A can x’ is thus: 
‘The man who can only shine shoes can perform an action other than shine 
shoes.’ That claim is contradictory, and so on (5) the fact that Pastijn, the man 
who can only shine shoes, can’t perform actions other than shine shoes ─the 
fact that he can’t reel, squeal, or kneel, for example─ doesn’t count against his 
omnipotence. That’s obviously not right. Amending the definition of 
‘omnipotence’ so that Napoleon’s inability to travel to a place where The Little 
General is not doesn’t count against his omnipotence has opened the gates too 
wide.  

One way to handle this problem and ensure that there aren’t large numbers 
of severely limited beings running around who are, even so, omnipotent is to 
individuate actions in a fine-grained way. Individuating actions in a fine-
grained way is taking them to be property exemplifications. Doing so, taking 
them to be property exemplifications, needn’t entail a commitment to actions 
actually being property exemplifications, only that, in this context (that is, as 
far as the determination of omnipotence is concerned) they’re to be treated as 
such. Abilities to act would then also be individuated in an extremely fine-
grained way. Thus, on this approach, performing an action other than shining 
shoes, is (taken to be) a different action from reeling, squealing, or kneeling, 
since the property exemplified is different. Being able to perform an act other 
than shine shoes could then be exempted as a requirement for omnipotence, for 
doing so would be of no significance as far as omnipotence is concerned. In 
order to be omnipotent, Pastijn would still have to be able to reel, squeal, and 
kneel. Even better, since if a person reels, squeals, or kneels, he necessarily 
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performs an act other than shine shoes, the exemption is purely nominal. In 
reality, Pastijn would be exempt from nothing of any importance as far as 
omnipotence is concerned. 

One point about this reply should be noted, however. No finite ‘spelled out’ 
disjunctive term is extensionally equivalent to ‘can perform an act other than 
shine shoes,’ but the attempt to handle the problem tendered above fails if there 
is an infinitely long ‘spelled out’ disjunctive term extensionally equivalent to it, 
say, ‘can walk or talk or squawk or reel or squeal or kneel or…’, with the dots 
here marking a trail into infinite specification. The idea of such an infinite term 
is dubious, however, if not incoherent altogether, and so I don’t think this 
response need be taken seriously. 

All is far from over, however. If the above solves the problem at hand, it 
also seems to bring back the original problem. Suppose that the last act that 
Robespierre thought about is traveling to a place where Napoleon is not. Let 
‘A’ be ‘Napoleon’ and ‘x’ be ‘perform the last act that Robespierre thought 
about’. ‘A can x’ would then be ‘Napoleon can perform the last act that 
Robespierre thought about’. If acts are individuated in a fine-grained way, the 
act in question wouldn’t be the same act as traveling to a place where Napoleon 
is not, and thus the Little General would be required to be able to perform it in 
order to maintain his omnipotence. But clearly such a requirement is 
illegitimate.  

The problem here is illusory, however, for the argument of the preceding 
paragraph banks on a false premise. ‘Perform the last act Robespierre thought 
about’ is a description co-extensive with ‘travel to a place where Napoleon is 
not.’ But traveling to a place where Napoleon is not is already exempted under 
(5), and thus because of the ‘any statement extensionally equivalent to “A can 
x”’ clause of (5), performing the last act Robespierre thought about is 
exempted as well. The exemption is allowed because extensional equivalence, 
ushered in with ‘the act,’ holds sway and determines the act as traveling to a 
place where Napoleon is not. Reading names and descriptions referentially in 
(5) underscores the point. (I refer here to the referential/attributive distinction, 
as drawn by Donnellan and developed by others.) Alternatively put, the point is 
this. Despite the fine-grained individuation of acts, performing the last act 
Robespierre thought about is (performing the act of) traveling to a place where 
Napoleon is not. In the case of Pastijn and sharpening pencils, there is nothing 
comparable. In that case, the act in question is ‘an act other than,’ and the 
definite description which generated the problem of Pastijn being omnipotent 
concerned the re-description of Pastijn, not the act. 

Are all the problems now solved and omnipotence completely exonerated, 
at least as far as the problem at hand, that mentioned back in section III, is 
concerned? No, no, unfortunately, no--at least according to Walter L. Weber. 
Individuating acts in a fine-grained way won’t, by itself, prevent the Pastijn 
problem from returning in a new and strengthened form, he thinks. Weber’s 
argument is this. Suppose that Morris alone can perform only acts a, b, c,… z, 
where the number of acts is finite and relatively small. Let ‘A’ be ‘the man 
who can perform only acts a, b, c,… z’, and ‘x’ be ‘perform an act other than a, 
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b, c,… z.’ ‘A can x’ would then be: ‘The man who can perform only acts a, b, 
c,… z can perform an act other than a, b, c,… z’. That’s contradictory, so 
Morris’s being omnipotent isn’t compromised by his not being able to perform 
acts a1, b1, c1, and so on, bona fide acts that don’t figure on the list of acts that 
he can perform. Since all of us are like Morris in being severely limited in just 
the way that he is--since a similar list of actions could be drawn up for every 
one of us--everyone is now omnipotent, which seems at least one or two too 
many. Individuating acts in a fine-grained way won’t alleviate the problem, 
Weber thinks, for there’s no definite description to hang onto in the act 
description, by which the extensional equivalence clause of (5) can be invoked 
to save the day. 

I’m not at all sure that this last claim of Weber’s is correct ─at least to me, 
the problem does seem to be adequately taken care of in exactly the way 
indicated back in section VI. But let’s suppose Weber’s right. Even so, relief is 
on the way in the form of a point made in passing two paragraphs back: read 
definite descriptions and names referentially. In effect, the troublesome 
statement in question would then become: ‘That man (the one who [it seems] 
can in fact perform only acts a, b, c,… z) can perform an act other than a, b, 
c,….’ As this isn’t contradictory, Morris is required to be able to perform acts 
other than a, b, c,… z in order to be omnipotent, just as he should be. In fact, if 
‘A,’ as a name or definite description, and ‘x,’ if it is or contains a definite 
description picking out an act or range of acts, if both and any other definite 
description or name that occurs in ‘A can x’ are read referentially, then 
individuating acts in terms of property exemplifications isn’t needed, even as 
an assumption-for-sake-of-omnipotence-determination. The assumption 
becomes superfluous, because names and descriptions are, in effect, read 
through to the objects they refer to, even though it’s contradictoriness, and 
therefore conceptual content, that determines whether the inability to perform a 
given act precludes an attribution of omnipotence. 

All of that said, The Contradiction Approach, duly qualified and understood 
as above, does seem to offer a fairly satisfying solution to a particularly 
worrisome nest of problems regarding omnipotence. Actually, for reasons I 
can’t go into here, I think that there are some problems that The Contradiction 
Approach can’t take care of, but those problems don’t really impugn any of the 
arguments advanced above, and even if I’m right that there are such problems, 
all that means is that The Contradiction Approach has its limitations, not that 
it’s wrongheaded or incapable of solving any number of important problems. 
My main thesis is simply that The Contradiction Approach is stronger and 
more resilient than many philosophers give it credit for, and that it has a lot to 
say for it.1 

 
 

                                                 
1 My thanks to Walter L. Weber for his dogged persistence in bringing a number of problems 
to my attention and making me see their true bite. 
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C H A P T E R   T W E N T Y – E I G H T 
 
 

Boethius and the Problem of Evil 
 
 

Weed Hart Jennifer, Tyndale University College 
 

 
he philosophical problem of evil was not created in the twentieth 
century, although the following formulation of it appeared in the 
twentieth century: 
 T 

 
1) God is omniscient 
2) God is omnipotent 
3) God is wholly good 
4) An omniscient, omnipotent, wholly good being eliminates every instance 

of evil 
5) Evil exists 
6) Therefore, God does not exist.1 

 
This argument articulates some of the divine attributes that are widely affirmed 
in Christian theism and argues that these attributes are incompatible with the 
existence of evil. By virtue of being omniscient, God would know about every 
instance of evil. By virtue of being omnipotent, God would have the ability to 
eliminate every instance of evil. By virtue of being wholly good, God would 
desire to eliminate every instance of evil. Since it is evident that evil exists, 
then God cannot exist. 

 
 

Boethius’ Statement of the Problem(s) of Evil 
 
Blessed Boethius, a fifth-century Roman Christian, expresses the problem of 
evil slightly differently.  While he was awaiting execution by Theodoric, the 
Arian king of the Ostrogoths, Boethius penned one of his most famous works, 
The Consolation of Philosophy. In this dialogue between the female 
personification of Philosophy and himself, he reflects on his betrayal by his 
colleagues and he wonders why he, an innocent man, is being punished, 

“But this itself is the very greatest cause of my grief, that, although there 
does exist a good ruler of the universe, evil can exist at all and even pass 
                                                 
1 This argument is derived from J. L. Mackie’s seminal paper, “Evil and Omnipotence”, in 
Mind 64 (1955), 200-212, taking into account aspects of Alvin Plantinga’s critique of this 
paper in God, Freedom, and Evil,  (Grand Rapids:  Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1977), 
pp. 12-23. 
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unpunished; and I beg you consider now how much wonder this fact alone 
properly causes. And to this is added another thing, of greater import:  for 
when wickedness flourishes and is in control, virtue not only lacks rewards, but 
is even thrown down and trodden under the feet of wicked men and pays the 
penalty of vice. That this should happen in the kingdom of God who knows all, 
and is all-powerful, but only wills the good, no man can sufficiently wonder at 
or complain of”.1 

Boethius identifies the incompatibility between the existence of an 
omniscient, omnipotent, wholly good ruler over the world and the existence of 
evil, but also the incompatibility between the existence of this ruler and the fact 
that evil goes unpunished in the world.2 That is, Boethius believes that the 
universe is morally inverted such that wickedness flourishes while virtue is 
penalized. This is not the state of affairs that one would expect in a world ruled 
by God.  So Boethius identifies two different but related problems of evil. Even 
if God’s existence can be shown to be compatible with the existence of evil, 
Boethius would argue that there is still the problem of showing the 
compatibility of the moral inversion of the world with God’s goodness. 

 
 
Evil as Educator: the True Nature of Happiness 
 
Within the context of the Consolation, Boethius responds to these twin 
problems of evil.  His first response invokes the notion of human happiness, as 
Philosophy explains,  

“Now to see that happiness cannot consist in the fortuitous things of this 
mortal life, look at it in this way. If happiness is the highest good of a rational 
nature, and that cannot be the highest good which can in any way be taken 
away – because clearly that which cannot be taken away is higher – then surely 
the instability of fortune cannot aspire to the attainment of happiness.”3 

 
1 All quotations and translations of The Consolation of Philosophy are taken from Boethius, 
The Theological Tractates and The Consolation of Philosophy, trans. H. F. Stewart, E. K. 
Rand, and S.J. Tester. Loeb Classical Library, vol. 74. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1973), Bk. 4, ch. 1. Hereafter, CP.  “Sed ea ipsa est vel maxima nostri causa maeroris, 
quod, cum rerum bonus rector exsistat, vel esse omnino mala possint vel impunita praetereant; 
quod solum quanta dignum sit admiratione profecto consideras. At huic aliud maius adiungitur.  
Nam imperante florenteque nequitia virtus non solum praemiis caret, verum etiam sceleratorum 
pedibus subiecta calcatur et in locum facinorum supplicia luit. Quae fieri in regno scientis 
omnia, potentis omnia sed bona tantummodo volentis dei nemo satis potest nec admirari nec 
conqueri.”  
2 Strictly speaking, Boethius does not believe that evil exists in the same sense in which 
goodness exists. This is so because Boethius agrees with St. Augustine’s view that evil is not 
something that exists on its own, but is a privation or lack of goodness. See St. Augustine, 
Confessions. Bk. VII, chs. 12-13.  
3 CP Bk. II, ch. 4.  “Atque ut agnoscas in his fortuitis rebus beatitudinem constare non posse, 
sic collige.  Si beatitudo est summum naturae bonum ratione degentis nec est summum bonum 
quod eripi ullo modo potest, quoniam praecellit id quod nequeat auferri, manifestum est 
quoniam ad beatitudinem percipiendam fortunae instabilitas adspirare non possit”.   
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In this passage, Philosophy reminds Boethius of an Aristotelian view of human 
nature, i.e., a human being is a mortal, rational animal.1 Human beings are 
made in such a way that they pursue their own happiness. Since happiness is 
the highest good, it cannot be found in transient things such as wealth or power 
because these kinds of goods can be taken away. Happiness is to be found in 
the ultimate good, which is God.2 Since the human soul is immortal, it can be 
united with God after death.   

So Philosophy instructs Boethius to view his imprisonment as an 
opportunity to reflect on the truth and to realize that creature comforts do not 
provide a human being with happiness. Evil has befallen Boethius in order to 
draw something to his attention. Stripped of his external goods, Boethius is in a 
position to realize that only God can provide him with happiness.3 Although 
Boethius lacks wealth and power in prison, he is free to pursue happiness 
through virtuous activity and rational reflection,  

“To some providence metes out a fitting mixture of good and ill fortune 
according to the quality of their minds; some it vexes, lest they run to excess 
with long prosperity; others it allows to be troubled with hardships, that the 
virtues of their minds may be strengthened by the use and practice of 
patience”.4 

Returning to the problem of evil as stated previously, Boethius would 
dispute the truth of premise (4). God does not eliminate every instance of evil 
because there are certain goods that cannot be brought about except by 
permitting a certain amount of evil.5  For example, Boethius’ knowledge of the 
truth concerning happiness comes about through his imprisonment. He admits 
that while he enjoyed material wealth, he did not realize that happiness could 
be found apart from external goods.6 Boethius’ time in prison, although 
painful, allows him to reflect on the fickleness of fortune and the true source of 
happiness. God permitted Boethius to be imprisoned in order to bring about a 
greater good, Boethius’ knowledge of the truth. Philosophy points this out to 
Boethius directly, 

“The first kind of fortune deceives, the second instructs; the one binds the 
minds of those who enjoy goods that cheatingly only seem to be good, the 
other frees them with the knowledge of the fragility of mortal 

 
1 See, for example, Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, Bk. I, ch. VII, 1097b33. 
2 CP Bk. III, ch. 10. “That God, the principle of all things, is good is proved by the common 
concept of all men’s minds; for since nothing better than God can be conceived of, who can 
doubt that that, than which nothing is better is good? Therefore, so that our argument does not 
fall into an infinite regress, we must admit that the most high God is full of the most high and 
perfect good; but we have decided that the perfect good is true happiness; therefore true 
happiness must reside in the most high God.” 
3 John Marenbon, Boethius, (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 2003), 100-101. 
4 CP Bk IV, ch. 6.  “Aliis mixta quaedam pro animorum qualitate distribuit; quosdam remordet 
ne longa felicitate luxurient, alios duris agitari ut virtutes animi patientiae usu atque 
exercitatione confirment”.   
5 For a contemporary argument to this effect, see Plantinga, 20-23. 
6 CP Bk. II, ch. 3. 



An Anthology of Philosophical Studies 
 
 

 370 

                                                

happiness…Surely you do not think it wholly unimportant that this rough and 
unpleasant fortune has discovered those friends who are truly loyal to you?”1 

In this particular situation, through an instance of evil, good is flourishing 
in that Boethius has an opportunity to know the truth and to grow closer to 
God, who is the ultimate good. So Boethius’ response to his own complaint 
about evil is that God’s goodness does not require him to eliminate every 
instance of evil, especially when an instance of evil can bring about a greater 
good. Boethius’ knowledge of the truth is brought about by his imprisonment.  
His knowledge is a good that could not have been brought about except 
through that evil and so for this reason, God has permitted his imprisonment. 

 
 

Objection A: God Can’t Use Suffering Instrumentally 
 
Someone might object that Boethius’ argument with respect to happiness 
amounts to a claim that human suffering is instrumental for God’s purposes.  
That is, it looks as if God causes Boethius to suffer in order to bring about his 
knowledge of the truth.  However, a good person would not cause someone to 
suffer in order to bring about a good state of affairs. So Boethius’ response to 
the problem of evil actually makes the situation for the Christian theist worse, 
by transforming a wholly good God into an immoral monster. 

In response to this objection, Boethius needs to show that there could be a 
situation in which God elects not to eliminate evil in order to bring about a 
greater good and to avoid a greater evil. Moreover, if the evil in question brings 
about a greater good for the suffering agent and not just a greater good in 
general, then God’s goodness would not be diminished, but rather enhanced.   

To see just such an example, imagine a situation in which a person is 
suffering from a treatable form of cancer.2 He seeks out the diagnosis of a 
doctor and is told that he must undergo surgery to remove a tumour. Surgery 
will be painful. The recovery from surgery will be painful; the patient will have 
to spend long days recuperating in the hospital, separated from his family, and 
that will be painful. Suppose the patient tells his doctor that the suffering he 
would have to experience in order to be rid of the cancer is too great. Suppose 
further that the patient appeals to the doctor’s goodness, by saying that a good 
doctor wouldn’t make a patient suffer. The doctor would probably reply that 
the prescribed treatment is what is necessary to eliminate the cancer in the 
patient.  Furthermore, a good doctor would not allow a patient to die untreated, 
knowing that the treatment could have saved the patient by eliminating the 
cancer. 

This example is meant to illustrate the conditions under which a good 
person, the doctor, might permit suffering in his patient in order to produce a 

 
1 Ibid., Bk. II, ch. 8. “Illa fallit, haec instruit, illa mendacium specie bonorum mentes fruentium 
ligat, haec cognitione fragilis felicitatis absolvit…An hoc inter minima aestimandum putas 
quod amicorum tibi fidelium mentes haec aspera, haec horribilis fortuna detexit”.  
2 This example is derived from an example of Plantinga, 19. 
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good state of affairs for the patient.1 The point of the example is to challenge 
the assumption that a good person would always eliminate evil and never 
permit evil in order to bring about a greater good.  In this example, we would 
say that if the doctor allowed the patient to die untreated, then the doctor would 
not be a good person. In treating the patient, the doctor is far from being an 
immoral monster.   

Thus, Boethius could argue against Objection A that God’s goodness does 
not require that he eliminate every instance of evil, because there are at least 
some cases in which evil should be permitted in order to bring about a greater 
good, or where some evil should be permitted in order to prevent a greater evil 
from occurring. Boethius seems to view his own imprisonment along these 
lines by agreeing with Philosophy’s assessment that his current misfortune has 
exposed both the nature of true happiness and the identity of his true friends.2  
Rather than characterizing God as an immoral monster, Boethius argues that 
God demonstrates his own goodness by permitting some evil in order to bring 
about a greater good for the suffering agent. 
 
 
Evil as Self-Destructive to the Evildoer 
 
Boethius’ second problem of evil is that the universe is morally inverted such 
that evil flourishes while the good suffer. If God is good, then he would not 
allow good people to suffer at the hands of evil people.3  So God does not 

st. 
One of the responses that Boethius offers to this problem is the argument 

that God implants a desire for goodness in every human being.4 As Lady 
Philosophy explains, “For the desire for the true good is naturally inborn in the 
minds of men, but they are led astray after false goods.”5 Thus, the universe is 
not morally inverted. The draw towards goodness exists whether human beings 
recognize it as such or not.6 In particular, all human beings are designed in 
such a way that they pursue their own happiness. Since this happin

 
1 Plantinga offers this line of argument, 19-23. 
2 CP Bk. II, ch. 8. 
3 Ibid., Bk. I, ch. 4. 
4 Someone might immediately object to Boethius’ response here by charging him with begging 
the question against the philosophical problem of evil. The problem of evil concludes that God 
does not exist, and  so it must be fallacious for Boethius to assume otherwise in his response.  
However, this objection is misguided. The problem of evil asserts that there is an 
incompatibility between God as he is classically defined and the existence of evil. So the 
central issue is the incompatibility of two things and not God’s existence per se. Thus, the 
theist must be permitted to call the alleged incompatibility into question and to attempt to show 
that there is no incompatibility.   
5 CP Bk. III, ch. 2.  “Est enim mentibus hominum veri boni naturaliter inserta cupiditas, sed ad 
falsa devius error abducit”. 
6 Ibid.  “For the desire for the true good is naturally inborn in the minds of men, but they are 
led astray after false goods”. 
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“Now the highest good, which is proposed to good and evil men alike, the good 
seek by the natural function of their virtues, but the evil only try to obtain it 
through their fluctuating desire, which is not the natural function for obtaining 
the good”.1  

Although all human beings desire the good, (happiness), only good human 
beings acquire it. Therefore, an evildoer doesn’t achieve his ultimate desire, 
while a good human being does.2 So the life of a good human being is 
preferable to that of an evildoer since only the good achieve their ultimate 
desire. This observation is meant to challenge Boethius’ initial assessment of 
the universe as morally inverted. 

Boethius assumes that all human beings have free will, as will be explained 
in a subsequent section of this paper. Since human beings have free will, they 
are responsible for their actions and for the character that develops in them as a 
result of those actions.3 Moral evil can be explained as the result of the free 
will of human beings. Although it would be best for humans to seek after God, 
they are free to seek after other things. The result of this choice could be evil as 
humans place their own desires over the good of others, the good of society 
and even their own good.4 Boethius identifies evil actions as being inherently 
disordered or unnatural, and in so doing, he assumes a natural moral order in 
the universe, 

“But since only goodness can raise anyone above mankind, it follows 
necessarily that wickedness thrusts down beneath deserving the name of men 
those whom it has cast down from the human condition . . . . So he who having 
left goodness aside has ceased to be a man, since he cannot pass over into the 
divine state, turns into a beast”5. 

Human beings should subordinate their bodily desires to their intellect, but 
when they fail to do so, they act irrationally and pursue external goods rather 
than God. They abandon virtue and pursue vice, as Philosophy explains,6 

“For indeed, as may perhaps seem unbelievable to some, the wicked must 
necessarily be more unhappy when they achieve what they desire than if they 
are unable to carry out their desires. For if it is wretched to have the will to do 
evil things, it is more wretched to have the ability to do them, without which 

 
1 Ibid., Bk IV, ch. 2. “Sed summum bonum, quod aeque malis bonisque propositum, boni 
quidem naturali officio virtutum petunt, mali vero variam per cupiditatem, quod adipiscendi 
boni naturale officium non est, idem ipsum conantur adipisci”. A Christian is likely to identify 
such a claim as Pelagian.  But it is helpful to remember that theology is largely absent from 
Boethius’ Consolation, and so is an articulation of the doctrine of grace and its relation to 
salvation. It would be imprudent to infer from this silence that Boethius rejects the doctrine of 
grace. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid., Bk. IV, ch. 4. 
4 Ibid., Bk. V, ch. 2. 
5 Ibid., Bk. IV, ch. 3. “Sed cum ultra homines quemque provehere sola probitas possit, necesse 
est ut quos ab humana condicione deiecit, infra hominis meritum detrudat improbitas…Ita fit ut 
qui probitate deserta homo esse desierit, cum in divinam condicionem transire non possit, 
vertatur in beluam”. 
6 Ibid., Bk. IV, ch. 2. 
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the effecting of the will wretchedly fails. So since each of these has its own 
proper wretchedness, those must be oppressed with a threefold misfortune that 
you see wanting to do evil, able to do evil, and actually doing evil”.1 

When evildoers pursue external goods or improper desires, they become 
miserable. Moreover, if they actually achieve their improper desires, they 
become more miserable. Thus, evil brings about misery in a way which virtue 
does not. For example, although it may appear that an evil person is flourishing 
by defrauding his neighbours and stealing from them, it must be remembered 
that he is only accumulating external goods that will not provide him with 
happiness. Insofar as he is not practicing virtue but engaging in vice, he has 
abandoned his true nature, that of a rational animal. Far from becoming closer 
to happiness, he is putting himself farther away from happiness and thus 
frustrating his natural desire. So evil acts are self-destructive to human beings 
because they cause the individual to behave against their own nature and to go 
against their own desire for happiness, 

“But see, by comparing it with its opposite in the case of the good, what 
punishment attends the wicked. . . . Whatever falls from goodness, ceases to 
be; wherefore evil men cease to be what they were – but that they were men till 
now their still surviving form of the human body shows – and therefore by 
turning to wickedness they have by the same act lost their human nature”.2 

So evil actions not only bring misery upon the evildoer, but they also bring 
about a dehumanizing disorder. Evil acts performed by human beings are a 
perversion of what should naturally be the case, i.e., that human beings would 
perform good acts. In abandoning their true nature as rational agents, evildoers 
begin to resemble animals. Not only do they fail to achieve what they desire, 
they become less than what they are supposed to be. Boethius offers an 
extended example of this point,  

“The violent plunderer of others’ wealth burns with avarice:  you would say 
he was like a wolf. The wild and restless man exercises his tongue in disputes: 
you will compare him to a dog. The secret trickster rejoices that he succeeds in 
his frauds: let him be on a level with the little foxes. He that cannot govern his 
anger roars:  let him be thought to have the spirit of a lion. The timorous and 
fugitive is afraid of things not fearful: let him be reckoned like a deer”.3 
Boethius argues that human beings begin to take on bestial characteristics 

 
1 Ibid., Bk. IV, ch. 4. “Etenim quod incredibile cuiquam forte videatur, infeliciores esse 
necesse est malos, cum cupita perfecerint, quam si ea quae cupiunt implore non possint.  Nam 
si miserum est voluisse prava, potuisse miserius est, sine quo voluntatis miserae langueret 
effectus.  Itaque cum sua singulis miseria sit, triplici infortunio necesse est urgeantur quos 
videas scelus velle, posse, perficere.” 
2 Ibid., Bk. IV, ch. 3. “Vide autem ex adversa parte bonorum, quae improbos poena 
comitetur…quidquid a bono deficit esse desistit; quo fit ut mali desinant esse quod fuerant, sed 
fuisse homines adhuc ipsa humani corporis reliqua species ostentat. Quare versi in malitiam 
humanam quoque  amisere naturam.” 
3 Ibid.  “Avaritia fervet  alienarum opum violentus ereptor? Lupi similem dixeris.  Ferox atque 
inquies linguam litigiis exercet? Cani  comparabis. Insidiator occultus subripuisse fraudibus 
gaudet? Vulpeculis exaequetur. Irae  intemperans fremit? Leonis animum gestare credatur.  
Pavidus  ac fugax non metuenda formidat?  Cervis similes  habeatur”. 
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when they perform evil actions. So God does not allow evildoers to perform 
evil acts with impunity. The very performance of evil actions causes evildoers 
to damage themselves, immediately and certainly, 

“It would indeed be a matter of boundless wonder more dreadful than any 
evil omens if, as you think, as it were in the most well arranged house of so 
great a master the worthless vessels were cherished while the precious ones 
were allowed to get filthy. But it is not so by the help of that same God of 
whose kingdom we are now speaking you will learn that the good are always 
powerful, while the bad are always abject and weak, nor are vices ever without 
punishment, nor virtues without reward; that success attends the good and 
misfortune the wicked I have just shown you and you have seen the form of 
true blessedness, and also recognized wherein it is placed”.1 

Thus, the punishment of evil does not have to wait until court proceedings 
are begun or the soul reaches the afterlife. Since evil is self-destructive, 
evildoers are always punished when they commit evil. Boethius suggests that 
the more evil a person does, the less able that person is to do good and the less 
able that person is to use their rational capacity effectively, 

“For they cannot raise eyes accustomed to darkness to the light of manifest 
truth, and they are like birds whose sight night enlightens but day makes blind. 
For while they have regard not to the order of the world but their own desires, 
they think the freedom to commit evil and go unpunished for the evil done is a 
happy thing”.2 

So evil activity not only dehumanizes an evildoer, but it impairs the 
evildoer’s rational capacity. Evildoers become self-deceived about their own 
happiness. They become less able to recognize the truth or to see their own 
shortcomings. Given the fact that the virtuous are rewarded with happiness and 
the evil do not achieve happiness and undergo their own punishment, Boethius 
concludes that he was mistaken in thinking that the universe is morally 
inverted. 

 
 
Objection B:  Evil Shouldn’t Result from Free Will 
 
Someone might object that Boethius’ claim that evil is justly self-destructive to 
the evildoer is inadequate as a solution to the charge that the universe is 
morally inverted. His view requires that human beings have a free will that 
would permit them to freely choose evil actions. But since God is omnipotent, 

 
1 Ibid., Bk. IV, ch.1. ‘Et esset infiniti stuporis omnibusque horribilius monstris, si, uti tu 
aestimas, in tanti velut patrisfamilias dispositissima domo vilia vasa colerentur, pretiosa 
sordescerent.  Sed non ita est . . . ipso de cuius nunc regno loquimur auctore cognosces semper 
quidem potentes esse bonos, malos vero abiectos semper atque inbecillos nec sine poena 
umquam esse vitia nec sine praemio virtutes, bonis Felicia . . . Et quoniam verae formam 
beatitudinis me dudum monstrante vidisti, quo etiam sita sit agnovisti”.  
2 Ibid., Bk. IV, ch. 4.  “Nequeunt enim oculos tenebris assuetos ad lucem perspicuae veritatis 
attollere, similesque avibus sunt quarum intuitum nox inluminat dies caecat. Dum enim non 
rerum ordinem, sed suos intuentur affectus, vel licentiam vel impunitatem scelerum putant esse 
felicem”. 
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he should be able to design the human will in such a way as to prevent humans 
from freely choosing evil actions.1 So Boethius’ solution to the moral inversion 
problem is unsuccessful. 

In response, Boethius could challenge the assumption that it is open to God 
to design the human will in such a way that it is both free and unable to 
perform evil actions. Boethius understands freedom as being the ability to 
deliberate, and thus it is associated with the rational capacity of an agent, 

“Freedom there is, for there could not be any rational nature, did not that 
same nature possess freedom of the will. For that which can by its nature use 
reason, has the faculty of judgement, by which it determines everything; of 
itself; therefore, it distinguishes those things which are to be avoided, and those 
things that are to be desired…And therefore those who have in themselves 
reason have also in them freedom to will or not to will”.2 

Since freedom is the ability to deliberate about a course of action or a 
movement of the will, it would be impossible for a deliberative capacity such 
as the rational capacity to exist without it. So if a human being has a free will, 
it will be up to that human being to deliberate about his own actions. Agents 
who lack this ability to deliberate will not be free.  

If we accept the Objector’s line of argument, then it would be up to God to 
decide what actions human beings can and cannot perform, i.e., human beings 
would be able to perform only good actions. Boethius would respond to this 
claim by pointing out that if the deliberation with respect to an action takes 
place by God and not by the agent, then the agent is not free with respect to 
that action. In predetermining the course of action for a human being, God 
would be taking freedom away from the human being in question. In order for 
an agent to be free, his actions must be up to him and not God. So it is not open 
to God to create a human being who has a free will, where that freedom is 
understood to exist in the deliberative capacity, but is unable to perform evil 
acts, because this would amount to a contradiction. Moreover, it is far from 
clear that a commitment to divine omnipotence must require a commitment to 
God’s ability to perform logical contradictions.3 

According to Boethius, a human being cannot perform morally significant 
actions of any kind, good or evil, without a free will.4  So the good of free will 
and of all the good actions that could be performed by free wills would be 
eliminated from the universe if human beings lacked free will.5 Boethius writes 
that if free will did not exist, 

 
1 Boethius frames the objection in this way, “But I should have wished that those whose savage 
and wicked mind rages for the destruction of the good had not had that within their power.”  
CP Bk. IV, ch. 4. 
2 CP Bk. V, ch. 2. “Est neque enim fuerit ulla rationalis natura quin eidem libertas adsit arbitrii.  
Nam quod ratione uti naturaliter potest id habet iudicium quo quidque discernat; per se igitur 
fugienda optandave dinoscit. . . . Quare quibus in ipsis inest ratio, inest etiam volendi 
nolendique libertas”. 
3 See, for example, George Mavrodes’ argument to this effect in Philosophical Review 72, no. 
2 (April, 1963), 221-223.  
4 CP Bk. V, ch. 3. 
5 Plantinga makes this argument, see pgs. 45-49. 
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“For it is vain to propose for good and evil men rewards of punishments which 
no free and voluntary act of their minds has deserved.  And that very thing will 
seem most unjust of all which now is judged most just, that either the wicked 
are punished or the good rewarded, since they have not been brought by their 
own wills but driven by the certain necessity of what shall be to one or other 
end. And therefore, there would be no vices nor virtues, but rather a mixed-up 
and indistinguishable confusion of all deserts”.1 

In order to illustrate Boethius’ point, consider the way in which human 
beings attach responsibility to human actions. Imagine a situation in which a 
fisherman sees a child fall accidentally into a lake. The fisherman realizes that 
the child is in danger, and so he jumps into the lake to save the child. This act 
of jumping into the lake is voluntary, since the fisherman deliberated about his 
course of action and chose to jump into the lake. In this case, we would praise 
the fisherman for his heroic action and we would reward him. The response of 
assigning praise or in other situations, assigning blame, is based partially on the 
fact that the agent chose his course of action freely. If the fisherman had 
accidentally saved the child, not through a conscious decision, we wouldn’t 
assign the same kind of praise.  

From this example, we can see that whether we praise or blame someone is 
at least partially based on whether or not the person was free with respect to the 
particular act that they performed.2 The ability to freely choose to do a good 
act, like saving a drowning child, is more praiseworthy than the same act when 
it is necessitated or accidental. So in this way we can see that free will is 
valuable in that it attaches moral significance to an action that is absent in 
actions produced by things that aren’t free, or acts produced accidentally by 
human beings.  In the sense that free will contributes moral significance to an 
action free will is a good. 

Returning to our Objection, if God were to have created human beings in 
such a way that they did not have free will, then he would have removed all the 
goodness that results from free actions. So Boethius would respond to 
Objection B by pointing out that it is not open to God to create free human 
beings that will not have the ability to perform evil actions. Furthermore, if 
God were to create human beings without free will, then human beings would 
not be able to perform morally significant actions. Thus, that world would have 
considerably less goodness than the world in which we find ourselves, despite 
the fact that our world also contains evil.   
 
 

 
1 CP Bk. V, ch. 3.  “Frustra enim bonis malisque praemia poenaeve proponuntur quae nullus 
meruit liber ac voluntarius motus animorum.  Idque omnium videbitur iniquissimum quod nunc 
aequissimum iudicatur vel puniri improbos vel remunerari probos quos ad alterutrum non 
propria mittit voluntas, sed futuri cogit certa necessitas.  Nec vitia igitur nec virtutes quidquam 
fuerint, sed omnium meritorum potius mixta atque indiscreta confusio.” 
2 See Bk. IV, ch.4.  
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Conclusion 
 
In Boethius’ discussion of evil, he agonizes over the perceived incompatibility 
between the existence of God and the evil that exists in the universe, as well as 
between God’s existence and the perceived moral inversion of the universe. In 
responding to these twin problems, Boethius argues that God’s goodness and 
God’s commitment to goodness does not require that God eliminate every 
instance of evil. Boethius argues that there are at least two examples of 
goodness that seem to require the possibility of some evil, moral education 
with respect to the true nature of happiness and the free will of human beings. 
Further, Boethius argues that the nature of evil as self-destructive to evildoers 
and the nature of the supreme good as that, which all human beings naturally 
seek, indicate that the universe is not morally inverted. Thus, Boethius would 
dispute the truth of premise (4) in the contemporary formulation of the problem 
of evil. In arguing for the compatibility of the existence of God with the 
existence of evil, he offers reasons as to why God would permit instances of 
evil and not eliminate them. And as a character in the Consolation, Boethius 
appears to take consolation in these discoveries. 

The Lady Philosophy ends the dialogue with both encouragement and 
caution, “Nor vainly are our hopes placed in God, nor prayers, which when 
they are right cannot be ineffectual…A great necessity is solemnly ordained for 
you if you do not want to deceive yourselves, to do good.”1 Thus, in the final 
lines of dialogue, Boethius emphasizes the responsibility of all human beings 
for their actions, since they have free will, and he points out that when 
reflecting on the problem(s) of evil, we must all be cognizant of our own 
contributions to the evil and the goodness that exists in the universe. 
 
 

 
1 Ibid., Bk. V, ch. 6.  “Nec frustra sunt in deo positae spes precesque; quae cum rectae sunt, 
inefficaces esse non possunt . . . . Magna vobis est, si dissimulare non vultis, necessitas indicta 
probitatis”. 
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 typical discourse in philosophical theology begins with the 
construction or reconstruction of arguments for the existence of 
God and then proceeds to their defense or criticism.  A prior 
examination of concepts of God, though acknowledged to be 

necessary, tends to be cursory due to a likely assumption that a sufficiently 
clear concept of God is already widely shared. An articulated concept of God 
has to be available if the question of God’s existence is to be meaningfully 
addressed.   

 A
But before asking how God must be conceived, one who wishes to 

undertake philosophy of religion with sufficient rigor should inquire what a 
being generally is. This is a transcendental question that seeks a proper 
conceptual scheme for thinking about things. Consideration of the arguments 
for God’s existence should await a special ontological determination of the 
being whose existence is at issue.   

The specific aim of this essay is to show how different ontological 
determinations of God at a fundamental level of concept formation affect the 
way of thinking about God and what special problems they introduce. It is 
hoped that our discussion will shed light on the relationship between religion 
and metaphysics, and between religion and philosophy in general.   
 
 
The Relevance of Platonic Ontology to the Conceptual Foundation of Theology 
 
Kant arguably offered the most thorough transcendental analysis of the genesis 
of the concept of God to appear in the Western tradition. He tried to show how 
a concept of God that could be fitted into the context of Christian faith could be 
constructed out of the elements of formal and transcendental logic.1 His 
                                                 
1 Critique of Pure Reason: A571-580=B599-608.  Kant’s view of the genesis of the concept of 
God markedly differs from the rationalist and the empiricist views.  Rationalists like Descartes 
hold that the human mind finds a concept of God in itself fully formed (“Third Meditations” of 
Meditations) while Kant holds that the human mind constructs a concept of God out of its 
innate resources in accordance with innate rules, motivated by its natural disposition. What 
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genealogy of the concept ironically grounded his epistemological verdict that 
the concept could not be used to generate substantive theological knowledge.1 
But Plato and Aristotle were the first Western thinkers to articulate 
philosophical concepts of God and use them in fairly elaborate theological 
construction. Their theologies no doubt contained distillations of their 
interpretations of ideas in existing myths and religions but theirs were creative 
intellectual constructions as well. The two thinkers made equal contributions to 
the origination of the Western tradition of philosophical theology. Their 
theologies, however, were by no means completely developed, not even 
enough to fully incorporate the implications of their ontological principles, 
though the connection between ontology and theology was made more explicit 
in Aristotle than in Plato. It will be a challenge for us to examine the 
connection between the ontological and theological elements in each thinker, 
discern the issues that arise in each and examine whether and how the two 
doctrinal layers can be brought to further harmony in each.    

The dichotomy of particulars and Forms arguably is the most fundamental 
ontological principle for Plato. Particulars have determinations only by virtue 
of exemplifying, instantiating, or participating in appropriate Forms.2 Not all 
particulars are sensible though sensible particulars are most frequently 
mentioned in his Dialogues as contrasts to the Forms whose intelligibility, 
eternity and immutability he wants to highlight. A triangle that is non-sensible 
and immutable, a soul that is non-sensible but mutable and a tree that is 
sensible and mutable are all particulars exemplifying appropriate Forms. God 
too is a particular, not a universal.  Issues therefore must arise concerning the 
relationship between God as particular and God’s Form the universal.   

In Timaeus the exemplification of Forms by sensible particulars is 
explained as an act of God, the demiurge. The demiurge shapes the preexisting 
matter, the receptacle, to the eternal Forms, which it uses as the archetypes of 
things.3 To borrow Aristotle’s language, the Forms are the formal causes of 
things, the receptacle their material cause, the demiurge their efficient cause 
and the good the demiurge intends to realize by creating things their final 
cause.4 Neither the Forms nor the receptacle nor their combination, however, 

 
interests the rationalists is not the way the concept of God is subjectively formed but the 
metaphysical implication of its presence in the human mind.  The typical empiricist view is that 
an idea of God is formed out of the data of sense experience and reflection upon them to satisfy 
a certain psychological need.  Neither Plato nor Aristotle offers a focused reflective account of 
how a concept of God becomes available though Aristotle provides more bases for constructing 
a theory of its genesis. 
1 Ibid.: A641-642=B659-670.  
2 Parmenides 128e-130a. 
3 Timaeus 27e-30c; 51d-52d. 
4 The statement of Timaeus that the artificer created things because he “was good, and the good 
can never have jealousy of anything.  And being free from jealousy, he desired that all things 
should be as like himself as could be” (Timaeus 29d-e) can be interpreted as follows. Before 
the creation of the world only three sorts of things exist, the demiurge, the Forms and the 
Receptacle. The demiurge then is the only determinate being that exemplifies value-generating 
Forms such as Goodness, Beauty and Wisdom. By creating beings that exemplify such forms 
even to limited degrees, the demiurge would be increasing the total value in the system of 
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Curiously, Timaeus does not focus on the being or existence of the 
demiurge. But a mind as acute as Plato’s could not have failed to sense the 
challenge of the ontological questions about God. God’s determinacy, Plato 
must have noted, must be due to God’s exemplification of God’s Form—
combination of all of the universals predicable of God. God’s Form can be 
called God’s essence, provided that this essence should be thought, in the 
Platonic context, to transcend God.  

The general thesis that a particular, x, is of kind K because x exemplifies 
Form K leaves open the question how x exemplifies or comes to exemplify 
Form K.  The following question must therefore arise: What is the efficient 
cause of God’s exemplification of God’s Form? Three alternative answers are 
conceivable: (a) that God’s Form produces God; (b) that some third agency 
causes God to exemplify God’s Form; (c) that God causes God to exemplify 
God’s Form.  

Plato conceives the Forms as eternal and immutable objects, not as dynamic 
agents. According to the first suggested hypothesis, either God’s Form causes 
an already existing particular to be God or God’s Form creates God. In the 
former case the nature of the particular that the Form of God further determines 
becomes an issue. In the latter case, there is no preexisting particular that is 
caused to be God by God’s Form but God’s existence and essence are both 
caused by God’s Form. Both hypotheses evidently contradict the view of the 
nature of the Forms Plato is known to hold.   

Nor can Plato accept alternative (b), according to which a particular being 
other than God produces God. The demiurge evidently is not omnipotent since 
the Forms and the Receptacle are independent from it. But there is no textual 
evidence that the demiurge depends for its being upon another particular. The 
other being would have to be more potent the creator of all determinate beings, 
which is absurd. Besides, a new question would arise how the separate efficient 
cause of God in its turn comes into being, threatening an infinite regress.         

Alternative (c) appears plausible as it agrees with the widely shared idea of 
God as causa sui. How could this idea be understood in the context of Plato’s 
metaphysics? A comparison of God and things in the world would again be 
instructive here.  In the case of the coming into being of a sensible particular, a 
portion of preexisting matter, the receptacle, is shaped to Forms. Is there a 
metaphysical analologue of the receptacle, call it the ‘divine matter,’ if you 
will, which becomes God by exemplifying (being shaped to) the Form of 
God?1 Assuming so, the divine matter may or may not have determinations in 

 
reality. The lack of jealousy on the part of the demiurge thus positively means its desire for a 
possible maximally valuable system of reality. 
1 If there is an analogue of matter in space that underlies the divine substance, we can conceive 
it only abstractly as something determinable but indeterminate, to be determined into the 
determinate being that is God. The Chinese idea of chi that li gives a form to can be a 
hermeneutically helpful analogy.  
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it. If it has no determinations, how something utterly indeterminate can cause 
itself to exemplify God’s Form or, for that matter, any Form is beyond possible 
explanation. The supposed divine matter, if it were analogous to the receptacle, 
would need an external agency to exemplify any Form.   

Plato’s doctrine of Eros has special significance in this context. Symposium 
teaches us that a desire inherent in a human soul to possess Beauty motivates it 
to seek knowledge of it and all other associated Forms.1 The Eros inherent in 
the divine matter for God’s Form could explain its exemplification of the 
Form. But being erotic is a significant determination, which is not possible 
without exemplifying the Form of Eros, desire for an object implicitly known. 
How indeterminate divine matter exemplifies the Form of Eros is a new issue 
that does not elicit an easy answer.   

The situation is not much improved if the divine matter is thought to have 
already some determinations other than as God.  How something that is less 
than divine can cause itself to be such is a puzzle as well. Aristotle, but not 
Plato, can say that the divine substratum has the potency to become divine and 
can actualize that potency. What has the potency to be a K, according to 
Aristotle, has Form K as its immanent essence having causal efficacy but a 
Platonic Form transcends particulars.2 Suppose a particular, x, comes to 
exemplify Form F. One may construe the statement that x, before it exemplifies 
Form F, has the potency to do so to mean that if Form F entails a logical 
sequence of Forms ending with Form F then x exemplifies them all. But a 
crucial issue is whether the truth of the last statement explicates or supports the 
thesis that x has the power to exemplify for itself any of those Forms in the 
sequence. The divine matter that has the power to become God already has 
determinacy because of that potency.  It is doubtful that the notion of causa sui 
has application in Plato’s conceptual scheme.   

There is a further complication. Either God exemplifies God’s Form 
eternally or in time. In Timaeus God is said to create time, a moving image of 
eternity, along with the universe.3 A being that creates time must be 
independent of time, hence cannot be in time.  

Accordingly, we should take Plato to mean that God eternally exemplifies 
God’s Form. For Aristotle also God is eternal but his conceptual scheme allows 
him to say that God is an actualization of God’s own potency.  Plato has no 
such language.  All Plato can say is that eternal God eternally exemplifies 
God’s eternal Form, with no explanation of how. 

All this has an implication concerning God’s existence. God’s existence is 
tantamount to the exemplification of God’s Form by a unique particular. Is 

 
1 Symposium 209e-212a.  
2 Metaphysics, Bk. VII, Ch. 8, 1033b-1044 a. 
3 Timaeus 37c-38b.  
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there an a priori proof from an explication of God’s Form that it must be 
uniquely instantiated? A Platonic version of the ontological proof saying that 
God’s Form is impossible without its instantiation is as dubious as its versions 
offered by Anselm. A cosmological argument infers from the existence of a 
causal series in nature the existence of its self-caused cause. Such an argument 
would come to an impasse in Plato because the notion of a self-caused being 
borders on the unintelligible.  
 
 
Self-Exemplification of God’s Form 
 
A drastic revision of the Platonic ontology would be the view that God’s Form 
becomes its own exemplar. This view is not the same as the one mentioned 
earlier, namely, that God’s Form produces an instance either by creating it or 
by molding some preexisting substratum to itself, without loss of its 
transcendent separateness. On the view now under consideration, God’s Form 
and its exemplar are one and the same. God-and-God’s-Form is a concrete 
universal. God’s Form will then be God’s material cause as well. God is the 
self-concretion of God’s Form. Such a Form evidently cannot be an inert object 
but must be a dynamic agent as well, with a life. It can be debated whether 
Plato admitted or could admit a separate ontological category of concrete 
universals  If he did, he would have to classify the Forms into the self-
exemplifying and the non-self-exemplifying. Forms of things in nature would 
be classed as non-self-exemplifying.  

If God’s Form were self-exemplifying, then all of the Forms that combine 
to constitute God’s Form such as, to mention a few, Being, Identity, 
Difference, Power, Knowledge, Will, Goodness, etc., would also be thought 
self-exemplifying, at least in such combination.  But why must, and how can, 
the Form of God exemplifies itself? An argument to the effect that it must 
because it is the Form of Perfection and the latter entails self-exemplification is 
ad hoc, to say the least.  Or it could be argued that since there evidently are 
instances of Forms that do not exemplify themselves, there is the need for a 
being that is an instance of a self-exemplifying Form to explain the existence 
of instances of non-self-exemplifying Forms without vicious regress. This 
“cosmological” argument, however, does not answer the question whether and 
how a Form can exemplify itself.  

Twenty-one centuries after Plato Hegel bravely appropriated the idea of a 
concrete universal. His Absolute Idealism interprets reality to be the self-
realization of the Notion of the Absolute Spirit. Each of the Notions that belong 
to the dialectical sequence culminating in the Notion of the Absolute Spirit 
exemplifies itself and the temporal unfolding of the actualities of the logically 
ordered Notions is the history of the world.1 Absolute Idealism fuses such 
opposites as universal and particular, abstract and concrete, subject and object, 
transcendence and immanence, and the eternal and the temporal. Critical 

 
1 Phenomenology of Spirit, Para. 805-808.   
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God’s Form as God’s Potency and Entelechy  
 
Aristotle’s metaphysics offers a more coherent account of the relationship 
between God and God’s Form. In each of the previous accounts Forms are 
ontologically prior to their instances. Aristotle denies the transcendence of 
Forms and interprets them to be the immanent essences of substances. The 
concept of substance, individual having an essence within itself, is the primary 
ontological category, and the abstract and the universal have their being and 
intelligibility only in relation to substances—the concrete particular.1 All 
substances, Aristotle thought, belong to species having their defining essences.  
In a fully mature substance its essence is actual but is at least partially potential 
during its development. Aristotle considered living beings in nature to be the 
paradigms of substances: the concepts of formal, material, efficient and final 
causes have unqualified application to such beings. The formal cause of a 
living being is its species essence, either potential or actual; its efficient cause 
is its parent, a numerically different being that shares its essence and 
reproduces it; its final cause is the actualization of its essence. Its material 
cause can be understood in either a relative sense or an absolute one. In the 
former, its material cause is it itself minus its final determining form; in the 
latter sense, its material cause is the prime matter, pure potency to actualize 
some forms. The formal, efficient and final causes are thus conceptually linked, 
so that a substance can be understood as some matter in which a form is 
actualized—informed matter. A lesson of Aristotle’s ontology is that there is 
no other way to understand God except as a substance of a special kind.  

While a natural substance actualizes its species essence in time, God is the 
eternal actuality of its essence.  So a distinction between God’s potency and its 
actuality is conceptual only, not real. Can God be the efficient cause of its own 
actuality? God as efficient cause must have God’s actual essence, actuality 
preceding potency, but if so there can be no potency yet to actualize. And 
God’s final cause, actualization of its essence, is eternally fulfilled, so that 
there cannot be any internal motion in God toward actualization of the divine 
essence. All causal concepts that apply to God should be modified in light of 
God’s eternal actuality.2   

In Aristotle God’s particularity is presupposed and the status of God’s Form 
becomes problematic. God’s Form is God’s inherent essence and entelechy.  
That of which God’s Form is the essence and entelechy must be a theological 
analogue of matter just as in Plato that which participates in God’s Form to be 
God must be such.  The statement that God is an immaterial substance should 

 
1 Categories, Ch. 5, 2a. 
2 Metaphysics  Bk. XII, Chs. 6-7, 1071b-1073b.   
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not mean that there is nothing determinable in God that is determined by God’s 
Form; it should only mean that the determinable in God is not matter spread in 
space. But what that determinable in God can be, is never made clear by either 
philosopher.       

Aristotle’s God is not even aware of the world, let alone acting to influence 
things in it.  If God were aware of things in it God would be affected by them 
since awareness of things is taking their forms into oneself leaving their matter 
alone. Such affection would detract from God’s perfection. The world is 
uncreated and eternal, with eternally fixed species, though within each species 
individual instances come and go. And motion in the world is perpetual. God’s 
life consists exclusively in thinking its own thinking (noesis noeseos).1 What 
the objects of God’s thinking are that is reflectively thought is a mystery. 
Aristotle’s theology has no religious motivation: it provides no reason for 
humans to fear or worship God though God is an object of admiration.  
Admiration is not a specifically religious emotion. Aristotle’s theology only 
has theoretical significance in that it explains the origin, or, better, ground of 
motion in nature. There is motion in nature at all because things in nature 
desire God and their desire moves them. God’s being, not any action by God, 
explains a thing’s desire for God.  
 
 
Eternal Actuality and Process  
 
A theology that conceives God to be eternally actual raises questions regarding 
God’s relationship to time and the temporal. An eternal God cannot have a 
nature that unfolds only in time. Nor can eternal God act at a time for an end 
that is not yet actual at the time of action.  However, God’s eternity can be 
viewed as permitting divergent views of God by beings situated in time. A 
human belief that God deplores the ongoing genocide in Darfur is a temporal 
phenomenon but the intended object, God’s deploring of the genocide in 
Rwanda, must be one of the eternally coexistent aspects of the divine nature 
and all mundane phenomena that occur in time must be viewed by God, if at 
all, sub specie aeternitatis. This is so because if God’s awareness of events that 
are sequential from the human point of view were an event in a sequence of 
events also, God’s consciousness, hence God’s being, would have to unfold in 
time. 

Spinoza’s monism and Hegel’s absolute idealism are examples of 
metaphysical views that attempt to harmonize eternity and time. According to 
Spinoza God can be viewed as natura naturans, infinite substance having 
infinite essence and infinite attributes, or as natura naturata, an infinity of 
systems of infinite successive modes, concrete actualities of God’s essence, 
unfolding in time under the infinite attributes. God as essence is eternal but 
God as actuality is a perpetual process.2 In Hegel the dialectical progression of 

 
1 Metaphysics Bk. XII, Ch. 9, 1074b. 
2 Ethics, Pt. I, Prop. XIX, XXIX note. 
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Theism vs. Non-Theism  
 
The conventional opposition of theism and atheism is unclear and theoretically 
unhelpful. The diverse forms of theism share the thesis that God is a 
determinate being despite such disagreements in the ontological interpretation 
of God’s determinacy as have been described in the foregoing sections. If 
“theism” is to mean belief in a god, even in one God, theism, we should note, 
comes in so many varieties that we should be at a loss as to which form of 
theism the word should be understood to mean. Plato’s God is not omnipotent 
since the Forms and matter exist independently of God. Nor is Aristotle’s God 
omnipotent since not only the prime matter but also the substances into which 
it is molded are independent of God. Aristotle’s God is not even omniscient 
since God is not aware of things in the world.  

On the view that God’s Form is a concrete universal, there is no logically 
guaranteed uniform answer to the question of what its internal determinants or 
its essence must be. Greater mutual animosity can be expected to pervade a 
controversy among the theists differing on specific doctrinal issues than in a 
controversy between theists and non-theists over some fundamental ontological 
issues. Intra-theistic issues like the compatibility of God’s foreknowledge with 
human freedom, the compatibility of God’s omnipotence and absolute 
goodness with the presence of apparently unjustifiable suffering in the world 
generate passionate conflicts. 

But one of the most controversial intra-theistic issues is the transcendence 
or immanence of God. The issue arises under any of the three interpretations of 
the relationship between God and God’s Form.  Both Plato and Aristotle 
conceive God as transcendent, separate and independent from the world 
though, let us note, God’s Form is transcendent to and immanent in God in 
Plato and Aristotle respectively. Spinoza on the other hand conceives God as 
immanent in the world, indeed as identical with it. The world is the 
actualization of God’s essence.  Since Spinozism implies God’s corporeality, it 
implies a negation of the divine creation of matter, which the Judaic and 
Christian theologies both abhor. Hegel’s Absolute Idealism also conceives God 
as immanent. 

The Absolute Spirit is the whole reality, which dialectically develops from 
the in-itself being of the system of Notions, to the for-itself being of Nature, to 
the in-and-for-itself being of Spirit. The Christian notion of Incarnation is for 
Hegel a means of reconciling divine transcendence to and immanence in the 
world.   
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If atheism is to be the negation of theism, that is, non-theism, it must negate all 
forms of theism. However, the label has been pejoratively applied to a certain 
form or certain forms of theism from a religious stance that only approves of a 
special form. Thinkers in the Judaic tradition and those in the Christian 
tradition alike condemned Spinoza’s monism though Novalis described 
Spinoza as “God-intoxicated”. The thesis implicit in the labeling of Spinoza as 
an atheist, that no being can be God unless it is transcendent, has no 
philosophical justification.  

The negation of theism opens up a range of non-theistic ontological 
possibilities some of which find religious application with ethics and 
soteriology. The principle upon which Theravada Buddhism stands, namely, 
that nothing is permanent or that everything is contingent, rejects the core of 
theistic religions, namely, the belief in an eternal or sempiternal being. The 
possibility or otherwise of the contingency of all beings thus is much more 
fundamental an issue here than the existence of a deity of a desired description.  

The metaphysics of universal contingency rejects a conceptual scheme built 
around the concept of substance insofar as the presumption of permanent being 
underlies it. David Hume’s ontological principle that all knowable things are 
perceptions, all of which are appearances with finite duration, can plausibly be 
considered the strongest basis for non-theism.1  
 
 
Philosophy and Religion 
 
Religion, more than philosophy, resists change. Philosophical constructions, 
especially systems of metaphysical beliefs, are born of thinking, hence should 
ever be amenable to modification, even repudiation by persuasive reasons. 
Philosophical beliefs associated with faith that contains revealed elements 
come to partake of such psychological properties of faith as enthusiasm and 
tenacity. Especially when religion is made to serve an ideological end such as 
legitimating an established social order, justifying a radical social change, or 
rationalizing an already espoused system of values, philosophical beliefs it 
appropriates forbid doubts. Nevertheless philosophical elements of a religion 
remain more amenable than any other to rational evaluation and correction. 
Cognizance of this fact might reinforce the resolve of the defenders of a 
religion to keep its intellectual elements in an orthodox form and guard them 
against critical challenges from inside and outside. 

The relationship between religion and philosophy is at once symbiotic and 
conflictive. Religion needs philosophy to give its content a semblance of theory 
but as a price for gaining in intellectual respectability religion becomes 
vulnerable to rational criticism. Philosophy in turn is tempted to assume a 
religious form or become incorporated into a religion to acquire such authority 
as it cannot hope to draw from rational grounds alone but as a price for gaining 

 
1 A Treatise of Human Nature, 188-193, 211. 
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such advantage philosophy must exile itself from its home, the community of 
thoughts where its life began and should keep finding sustenance.   

The systems of metaphysical beliefs that can be interpreted out of historical 
religions are only a few among the systems that philosophy has constructed or 
can construct and the views of God generated by three interpretations of the 
relationship between God and God’s Form belong among many more 
possibilities. The fact that certain metaphysical beliefs are found in a historical 
religion does not make them true, any more than the fact that certain 
metaphysical beliefs have not been incorporated into historical religions should 
discredit them. Significantly, despite the fact that elements of Aristotle’s 
metaphysics have been incorporated into Christian thought, notably, in 
Aquinas’ theology and the theological tradition he originates, Aristotle’s 
metaphysics in its original form has not been incorporated into any historical 
religion. But this fact cannot ground its rejection. Aristotle’s idea of a self-
absorbed immutable deity contrasts with the idea of a living God who even 
reacts to the thoughts and deeds of humans and acts with intention, will and 
feeling.  

Despite the fact that Spinoza’s monism addresses many religious issues 
such as the human relationship to God and nature, the human predicament and 
the way to liberation from it, fate and human freedom, and the meaning and 
purpose of human existence, it has not been and is not at all likely to be 
incorporated into any historical religion.  But this fact cannot be taken to 
discredit his monism. Why certain forms of metaphysics but not others are 
incorporated into historical religions is an important question to be sure but is 
not a philosophical one. The Hegelian belief that the history of the actuality can 
be philosophically comprehended strikes me as a grandiose illusion. The 
proper task of philosophy, I submit, is pointing to and describing possibilities, 
some of which may not have been actualized as the content of historical 
religions rather than weaving apologetics for historically realized religious 
systems. Far from adopting a religion or ideology through an autonomous 
decision upon sufficient rational reflection, people yield to cultural forces and 
existential needs in so doing. Human existence in historical time and space puts 
limits on human rationality. Kant indeed is right in thinking that the 
impossibility of knowledge makes faith possible but he gave reason too much 
credit in thinking that it compels the acceptance of faith having a definite form 
and definite content. Reason rather discloses diverse noetic and fideic forms 
and contents and points to the ultimate non-rationality, absurdity, if you will, of 
a choice. 
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he idea that people can be held responsible for their actions is 
an old and pervasive one. So too is the idea that it is only 
autonomous people who can reasonably be held responsible for 
what they do. The concept of autonomy derives from the Greek 
terms auto and nomos which together connote the idea that an 

autonomous person is a self-governed agent. Moreover, autonomy and its 
relationship to responsibility has roots at least as far back as Aristotle, whose 
notion of Enkrateia, which denotes self-control or strength of will is a crucial 
component of what it means to be a self-directed agent. Autonomy in this sense 
is a foundational value of secular Western moral and political traditions, and is 
widely regarded as perhaps the single most important value among 
contemporary analytic moral and political philosophers.   

T
Beyond being free from external impediments to action, autonomy requires 

the capacity to direct one’s own life, and this capacity is frequently conceived 
as the ability to form authentic desires, or to deliberate rationally about one’s 
choices, or to generate and act on one’s own intentions, and the like. So-called 
hierarchical theories of autonomy such as that developed by Harry Frankfurt 
and refined by other philosophers regard the ability to reflectively endorse 
higher order desires or values as the unique capacity in which personal 
autonomy is thought to consist. On such conceptions of autonomy, a person 
who fails to act on reflectively endorsed desires does not act (at least fully) 
autonomously.    

In this paper I treat strong temptations as a type of incentive that sometimes 
impairs personal autonomy. This is because strong temptations are 
characteristically states of volitional ambivalence, and such ambivalence is a 
state in which one cannot reflectively endorse either of one’s conflicting higher 
order desires or values. In a world in which public and private institutions and 
political elites increasingly seek to achieve policy goals by using incentives to 
motivate people to do what they wish then to do, there is reason to worry that 
personal autonomy is being increasingly compromised.1 More specifically, 

                                                 
1 See Ruth Grant, “The Ethics of Incentives: Historical Origins and Contemporary 
Understandings”, Economics and Philosophy 18, 111-139, and “Ethics in Human Subjects 
Research: Do Incentives Matter?”, Journal of Medicine and Philosophy, forthcoming. 
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social policies and practices that generate autonomy compromising temptations 
undermine personal autonomy and are, for that reason, morally dubious. Of 
course, some incentives, like early retirement programs or cash payments for 
subjects of medical studies, may be morally permissible or even laudatory. 
Others, like bribery, influence peddling, and blackmail are plainly wrong. 
Focusing on the autonomy compromising effects of strong temptations can 
help distinguish legitimate from morally unacceptable incentives. This is 
because a key difference between strong temptations and other incentives is 
that the former encourage people to do what they themselves believe they 
should not do. Though other incentives typically encourage people to act in 
ways they were not already inclined to act, it is not part of the logic of 
incentives in general that they encourage people to do what they themselves 
believe is in some way wrong. Encouraging people to act in ways they already 
think they should not act is autonomy impairing when it causes them volitional 
ambivalence. In the following discussion I shall use the proposed social policy 
of legalized commercial markets in human kidneys to illustrate these claims. 
   

  
Temptation, Autonomy and Volition 
 
The core meaning of temptation is “the action of tempting or fact of being 
tempted, especially to evil.”1 On the one hand, temptation involves something 
that tempts; an agent or object of temptation. Standard cases might include a 
businessman tempting a colleague to embezzle company funds, or an 
unattended plate of candy tempting a child. On the other hand, temptation 
connotes the state of being tempted, a psychological condition in which one 
desires what one regards as in some way evil or wrong.2 Thus, on the main 
moral sense of the term to be tempted is to desire what one thinks one should 
not desire. Moreover, people may tempt one another or themselves, or be 
tempted by objects or opportunities, and temptation may be deliberate, 
unintentional, or accidental. Not only is yielding to temptation often regarded 
as  morally blameworthy, purposefully tempting others is also widely viewed 
as immoral since intentionally tempting another person typically involves 
exploiting that person’s wrongful desires and weakened state to resist them. 
Being tempted also admits of degrees, running a gamut from easily resistible to 
more pressing, even irresistible seductions. Clearly, whether a person is 
responsible for being tempted or yielding to temptation will depend in part on 

 
1 Oxford English Dictionary, second edition, 1989, Volume XVII. p.759. 
2 Temptations may be nonmoral, as when one is tempted to have another cup of coffee, or stay 
up late and watch a movie. Even in these cases, however, people typically regard what they are 
tempted to do as in some way inappropriate, even if not morally inappropriate. Of course, there 
are uses of the term temptation in which nothing inappropriate is connoted, and instances of 
temptation in which the act or object of temptation is regarded as right or good. My description 
of the psychology of being tempted as typically desiring what one regards as in some sense evil 
or wrong is offered as a partial account of temptation in its main moral sense. For more on this 
view of temptation see Paul M. Hughes, “The Logic of Temptation”, Philosophia 29 (2002): 
89-110.     
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the degree to which she is the author of her character. But even assuming a 
significant degree of control over one’s character, a crucially important fact 
about strong temptations is that they sometimes compromise or undermine a 
person’s will. This implies that one cannot be morally responsible for being 
strongly tempted or for the consequent actions performed by yielding to them.1 
It also implies that a tempter who deliberately tempts us strongly undermines 
our moral agency and, thus, our responsibility for what we do.  

As noted, tempting involves desire, but since not all desire is temptation, 
they cannot be the same. One reason is that desiring does not entail being 
motivated to do anything at all. I may desire that my enemy be humiliated, yet 
take no steps whatsoever to see that his humiliation occurs. Moreover, even 
though temptation involves being motivated to act, one does not necessarily act 
on all (at least resistible) temptations, for other motives (e.g. self interest), may 
prompt one’s behavior. 

Thus, being tempted involves a desire for and a motive to do what one 
believes is in some sense wrong or bad. Being tempted also has a characteristic 
feel not entirely expressed by the idea that one desires what one thinks is 
wrong or bad. In that moment of moral vacillation constitutive of temptation, 
one is simultaneously disposed toward and opposed to evil rather than 
indifferent to it.   

Temptation, then, is an ambivalent state, and is in part pleasurable. This is 
made clear in the standard definition of “tempt” as “to persuade or try to 
persuade (especially into doing something wrong or unwise) by the prospect of 
pleasure or advantage” (my emphasis).2 When tempted one is usually aware of 
an action, object, or event one thinks it would be somehow wrong to perform, 
possess, or experience, and yet which one welcomes. This positive affective 
dimension seems to be an essential element of the experience of temptation. 
That is, to be tempted is to be in a complex state of character partly constituted 
by welcoming what we regard as in some sense bad or wrong. But since we 
may be disgusted or otherwise repulsed by our anticipatory delight about 
prospective wrongdoing, the second-order attitude of consent is not a 
requirement of temptation. A second-order emotional attitude of some sort 
typically accompanies temptation in its standard moral sense, and the list of 
possible candidates is a long one. Such evaluative attitudes will presumably be 
negative, including such emotions as shame, fear, disappointment, guilt, 
confusion and the like. I say such second-order emotional attitudes will 
presumably be negative since temptation is a state of ambivalence requiring 
that its constitutive positive attitude (anticipatory pleasure) be opposed by a 
negative second-order attitude of the sorts I have enumerated. The presence of 
other, even positive, emotional attitudes in the experience of temptation is not 

 
1 Unless they are responsible for the wrongful desires that are irresistibly engaged by a person, 
an object, or an animal or opportunity that tempts them, either because they are responsible for 
the presence of ineffectual traits of character or the absence of character traits related to normal 
self-control. 
2 The Oxford English Dictionary, p.759. 
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ruled out by this analysis, though such emotions will not be typical elements of 
temptation.   

The conflict between one’s desire for (i.e. attraction to) the object of 
temptation and ones repulsion at it is a state of psychic instability. But so long 
as the conflict occurs merely between first-order desires it is not temptation in 
the usual moral sense, nor is it a state that compromises or undermines 
autonomy. Rather, it is the conflict between the higher-order attitude of 
expected pleasure, on the one hand, and the higher order critical attitudes of 
disgust, shame, and the like, on the other, that constitutes autonomy 
compromising or even autonomy undermining temptation. This is because each 
of these higher-order attitudes ratifies and seeks to enact the first-order desires 
to do and not to do that which is the object of temptation. In such a case, the 
will is irreconcilably conflicted, and this compromises or sometimes even 
undermines autonomy. 

 
 

Temptation, Autonomy and Human Kidney Sales 
 

Because commercialized kidney sale creates strong temptations in those most 
likely to sell their organs, a market in human organs like kidneys will have as a 
likely effect the creation of strong states of volitional ambivalence in many of 
those who opt to sell their organ. As noted, some states of ambivalence 
compromise or undermine autonomy. Insofar as commercialized organ sale 
induces ambivalence of this order in those most likely to serve as vendors in it, 
such a market will sometimes, maybe even typically, compromise or 
undermine their autonomy. Let me explain this in greater detail.   

In the context of medical ethics debates over how best to remedy the 
chronic shortage of transplantable organs, there is continuing controversy over 
the morality and legality of commercializing human organ sale as the solution 
to this problem. Temptation plays an obvious and important role in the debate 
over the legitimacy of commercial markets in human organs. First, both those 
who favor and those who oppose legally regulated markets in human organs 
recognize the need to ensure that potential vendors of organs are not unduly 
influenced to sell an organ.1 This concern is generally grounded in respect for 
the value of autonomy. That is, we want those who agree to sell their organs to 
do so freely. Second, it is widely recognized that illicit markets in human 
organs flourish in large part because of the promise of significant, even 
exorbitant, financial compensation for those willing to sell their organs. Since 
such offers are most appealing to those in dire economic need, there is reason 

 
1 There are, of course, various kinds of markets that might be proposed for organ sales, such as 
futures markets in which the commercial transaction involves the current sale of an organ to be 
delivered at a future date, such as when one dies. In this paper I restrict my focus to the 
prospect of a current market in which the sale and purchase of transplantable organs occurs in 
the present or very near term. For a defense of a current market in organ sales see James Stacey 
Taylor, Stakes and Kidneys: Why Markets in Human Body Parts are Morally Imperative, 
(Ashgate, 2005)    
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to worry that the offer to sell an organ will be a coercive one. This concern is 
reflected in the positions both of those who favor and those who oppose legally 
regulated markets in human organs, each of whom recognize the need to ensure 
that potential vendors of organs are not unduly influenced to sell an organ.1 
Clearly, unusually attractive offers may tempt people beyond their ability to 
resist.  

To meet this worry, some recent advocates of markets in human kidneys 
contend that so long as a person’s choice to sell a kidney expresses legitimate 
consent, the transaction is morally permissible. In this way valid consent is 
made the key issue in determining whether it is morally permissible for a 
person to sell an organ. These proponents of kidney markets tend to define 
genuine consent in terms of the hierarchical conceptions of autonomy 
described above in which true or valid consent is a matter of wholehearted 
identification with one’s second-order volitions or values.2 Invalid consent on 
this conception of autonomy will thus be a result of conflicting higher-order 
evaluative beliefs or judgments (i.e. volitional ambivalence), or a conflict 
between higher order beliefs and lower order desires (e.g. reflectively wanting 
not to do what one wants to do). Thus, to establish that vendor consent is or is 
not valid ipso facto is to establish that consent is or is not autonomous. 

Among the various arguments offered by opponents of kidney markets the 
most common involve one or a combination of the following claims about 
consent-invalidating circumstances: Kidney markets would exploit vendors by 
taking unfair advantage of their economic plight. Such markets would coerce 
vendors into selling their organs by making them unrefusable offers. And 
allowing people to sell one of their kidneys would constitute a “constraining 
option” in the option sets of those most likely to be vendors since it is 
impossible to resist, and yielding to it actually compromises rather than 
enhances autonomy.3 Although these claims overlap, they appear to have in 
common the idea that what is crucial to valid and invalid consent is whether the 
choice to sell an organ is or is not voluntary. Such views appear, in other 
words, to equate valid consent with voluntary choice; invalid consent with 
involuntary choice.4 Thus, in the absence of voluntary choice, there is good 
reason to think the decision to sell an organ is illegitimate.  

This construal of what makes consent valid or invalid in anti-organ market 
views helps make sense of the worry that financial incentives sometimes 
“make” people do things they wouldn’t otherwise do, or that such incentives 

 
1 That concern for autonomy and undue influence is a central one in the debate over organ sales 
see Stephen Wilkinson, Bodies for Sale, Chapter 7, and James Stacey Taylor, Stakes and 
Kidneys, Chapters 3 and 4.  
2 See, for example, Wilkinson’s discussion in Bodies for Sale of “Inducements and Consent”, 
pp.116-125, and Taylor’s discussion of the link between informed consent and organ sales in 
his discussion of “A Moral Case for Market Regulation,” pp. 93-115 of  Stakes and Kidneys, 
op cit.  
3 See Wilkinson, chapter 5, for a detailed analysis and discussion of some of the invalid 
consent arguments that invoke one or more of these claims.  
4 This characterization of the various anti-organ market arguments is derived from Wilkinson’s 
survey of such positions in Chapter 7 of Bodies for Sale. 
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are coercive, or they make people’s actions and decisions less free or 
autonomous. If financial compensation sometimes constitutes an undue 
influence or a coercive offer, this will be because those who sell an organ for 
financial reasons are not voluntarily doing so. As noted earlier in this essay, 
there are at least two ways in which financial incentives can have such an 
effect, namely, in contexts of dire economic need and in contexts of exorbitant 
offers. People in circumstances of desperate economic hardship will likely find 
it virtually impossible to refrain from selling a kidney in the hope of alleviating 
their economic plight. And people who are offered exorbitant sums of money 
to sell a kidney will, like the targets of other coercive offers, be equally likely 
to find it an offer they cannot refuse. Whether dire economic need or exorbitant 
reward make it literally impossible for people to resist such offers is not the 
issue, since it is clear that a person’s autonomy might be compromised when 
faced with very strong yet resistible inducements to act.  

But those in favor of a market in human kidneys may object that the notion 
of invalid consent as involuntary choice does not entail that such choices are 
not autonomous. This is so since voluntariness is not necessary conditions of 
autonomous consent. Put differently, the relevant question is not whether dire 
economic need or exorbitant offers and other strong inducements undermine 
agential freedom. The question, instead, is whether they undermine autonomy. 
And advocates of a market in human kidneys may argue that although coercive 
offers and undue influences may undermine voluntary consent, the choice to 
sell may yet be autonomous since what is essential to valid consent is 
autonomy, not freedom. And hierarchical theories of autonomy sanction such a 
distinction between freedom and voluntariness, on the one hand, and 
autonomy, on the other. This is so since such theories typically stipulate that so 
long as agents reflectively “identify with” the reasons for which they act their 
actions are autonomous even if they have no practical alternative open to 
them.1  

There are, however, two problems with distinguishing freedom 
(voluntariness) from autonomy in an effort to show how those who choose to 
sell a kidney are autonomous with respect to their choice even if the offer to 
sell an organ is coercive or constitutes an incentive   that undermines voluntary 
choice. The first problem is that hierarchical theories of autonomy that support 
divorcing voluntary choice from valid consent also recognize the reality of  
volitional ambivalence, the state in which an agent’s will is hopelessly divided 
against itself. Being pulled simultaneously in incompatible directions, each of 
which is reflectively endorsed (or identified with) by the agent, is not an 
instance of an autonomous but unfree agent whose consent is valid but 
involuntary. Instead, such persons are psychically divided in a way that 
nullifies their autonomy, as autonomy is understood on these hierarchical 
views. As I’ve suggested throughout this paper, in at least some circumstances 
strong temptation can compromise or even undermine autonomy in just this 

 
1 This idea is explicitly endorsed by Frankfurt and Wilkinson, among others.  
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way.1 If this is what typically occurs when people yield to the offer to sell one 
of their kidneys, then they do not autonomously consent to such transactions, 
even if in some sense they voluntarily do so. 

The second problem with the idea that those who opt to sell their organs 
may do so autonomously though involuntarily is that it fundamentally 
misconstrues the position behind many anti-kidney market arguments grounded 
in concerns about undue influence. This is because those positions need not 
regard valid consent either as equivalent to voluntary choice or as 
wholeheartedly endorsing lower order desires. Instead, the real concern behind 
at least some anti-market positions is that hierarchical theories of autonomy 
uncritically assume that wholehearted identification with one’s choices is 
sufficient for valid consent. But this assumption is ambiguous between 
wholeheartedly identifying with a market transaction (i.e. selling an organ), on 
the one hand, and endorsing the institutional arrangements that make that 
transaction possible and attractive, on the other. Proponents of the view that a 
person may autonomously yet involuntarily choose to sell an organ implicitly 
regard the market transaction of selling an organ as independent of the 
institutional arrangements that generate that very option. But the choices of 
potential vendors of body organs (and their wholehearted identifications) occur 
in contexts of economic constraint that make options such as selling a bodily 
organ appealing in the first place. But it isn’t plausible to suppose, as some 
hierarchical autonomy theorists do, that the market transaction of selling a 
kidney is independent of the broader institutional contexts in which such 
transactions emerge. Put bluntly, the option to sell a kidney is attractive only to 
those in dire economic circumstances, a fact agreed upon by virtually all 
parties to the debate over a current market in human organs. But if the poverty 
that motivates would-be organ vendors is a consequence of broader 
institutional contexts that are unjust, then assuming the choice to sell a kidney 
is independent of the broader institutional context begs the question against 
anti-market views that insist that the indigent are compelled, coerced, or 
otherwise constrained to sell a kidney. Put differently, part of what is morally 
objectionable about proposed organ commercialization schemes is that the 
contexts of injustice they presuppose render the consent of vendors 
questionable not because that consent is not autonomous in the “wholehearted 
identification” sense of the term. Rather, it is invalid because the institutional 
injustice that makes the incentive to sell an organ so appealing is not and could 
not have been consented to (even hypothetically) by those most likely to sell an 
organ. But this bears fuller explanation.  

In much of the literature on autonomy in general, and on autonomy and 
kidney sale in particular, dire economic need is not viewed as a deprivation of 
liberty, let alone an autonomy-compromising deprivation of liberty. This is 
noteworthy because freedom from want is widely viewed as a crucial condition 

 
1 This point is made in various ways in recent literature on temptation. See J.P. Day, 
“Temptation”, American Philosophical Quarterly 30.2: 175-83, 1993; and Joseph Fulda, “The 
Mathematical Pull of Temptation”, Mind 101. 402: 305-07, 1992. See also Hughes, “The Logic 
of Temptation”, op.cit.   
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of people’s ability to lead meaningful, dignified, and autonomous lives.1 The 
notion of “leading” a life is important, for two related reasons. First, it suggests 
that dire economic circumstances “dictate” the options of the indigent rather 
than that the poor meaningfully “lead” their lives by selecting from among 
options engendered by their economic constraints. Second, the notion suggests 
that the amelioration of extreme poverty is a necessary condition of real 
autonomy. As argued above, people in desperate economic circumstances are 
highly vulnerable to coercive offers and strong inducements of significant 
economic benefits that cannot be had without yielding to those offers or 
inducements.  

The reality of such overwhelmingly strong inducements has, of course, 
been recognized by some advocates of organ sale who nevertheless argue that 
given the reality of economic hardship it would be unjustifiably paternalistic or 
otherwise inappropriate to deny the option of selling an organ to the poor.2 
Indeed, it has even been argued that given desperate economic   circumstances 
it would be eminently rational and autonomous for desperately poor people to 
sell organs.3  

But the problem with these replies is that they stipulate economic injustice 
and then attempt to show how people can make autonomous choices within 
such constraints. As such they beg the question why we should concede such 
injustice in the first place. If dire economic need is the product of unjust 
institutional arrangements which those victimized by it cannot have consented 
to either actually or hypothetically, then it seems a perverse exercise to argue 
that such people are nevertheless autonomous when they choose to sell their 
organs.     

Moreover, it needs to be pointed out that there is empirical evidence that 
supports the contention that organ markets are highly likely to function to the 
further detriment of the least well off members of society in a way that 
compromises their autonomy. This evidence, reported in a series of articles in 
the Journal of the American Medical Association, makes clear that the vast 
majority of those who sold kidneys in an illegal organ market in India were 
desperately poor.4 These people sold one of their kidneys primarily to pay off 
debts and improve their economic status yet ended up worse off both 
economically and with regard to their overall health a year or more after selling 
their organ. It is plausible to conclude from such evidence that although the 
illegal trade in kidneys provided an additional option to the option sets of the 
desperately poor, this additional option, if exercised, reduced their overall 
autonomy.  

 
1 For an interesting argument suggesting that liberty (autonomy) is more appropriately 
regarded as a property not of persons but of “lives” see James Rachels and William Ruddick, 
“Lives and Liberty” in Christman, The Inner Citadel, op.cit. pp. 221-233.   
2 Dworkin makes this point in his “Markets and morals: The case for organ sales”, op cit. See 
also Wilkinson, op.cit., pp. 116-126, and Taylor, Stakes and Kidneys, pp.73-93.           
3 Wilkinson makes this claim in Bodies for Sale, p.124.  
4 Journal of the American Medical Association, pp.1589-1593. October 2, 2002.  
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One might of course object that the problems for vendor autonomy and well 
being associated with illicit markets in organs would not occur in regulated 
legal organ sales. But since this is itself an empirical assertion, it cannot be 
substantiated or falsified in advance of taking the measure of an actual 
regulated organ market. And the argument I have offered here shows that 
irrespective of those consequences we know that the choice by the desperately 
poor to vend an organ will very likely not be valid, since the ambivalence 
induced by such a market would compromise or even nullify their autonomy. 
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ibertarianism has generally been identified with the thesis that 
our moral rights are exclusively negative. These are rights not 
to be coerced, not to be limited in the use of one’s property, 
rights against assault or murder, they are moral side 
constraints––to use Nozick’s catchphrase––that place severe 

limit on the actions of others.1 People possess negative rights (NR) just in case 
they have the right to do as they desire with themselves, their powers, talents 
and resources––subject, of course, to the restrictions inherent in the similar 
rights of others. In contrast, positive rights (PR) prescribe certain actions, for 
example that certain people should be supplied means of subsistence such as 
food, education, shelter, clothing, and health care. People possess PR if others, 
through their actions, are required to provide means of subsistence for them.  
Whereas, NR, according to libertarians, requires less action from people, PR 
require a good deal more from people. 

L 

Libertarians have defended NR in several ways. There is the ontological 
argument, (e.g. the realizability and the determinacy hypotheses) which holds 
that NR is substantially different from PR. There is the contractual argument, 
which states that contractors in the original position would choose a libertarian 
regime of NR over a scheme that combines NR and PR. And there is the self-
ownership argument, which holds that NR follow from self-ownership 
grounded in the moral end-in-itself principle.2 

I examine all three arguments in this paper. I begin by presenting an 
overview of Shue’s attack on the realizability hypothesis, Lippke’s criticism of 
the indeterminacy hypothesis and contractual argument, and Narveson’s 
arguments against both Shue and Lippke. I examine, in section III, the 
argument from self-ownership. I argue that the failure of libertarians to argue 
for the strong version of the humanity principle (hereafter called MORP1) 
                                                 
1 Nozick’s Anarchy, State and Utopia (hereafter ASU) provides one of the best know 
systematic defense of libertarianism. Nozick begins his account at the beginning of his book 
with the loud, yet to be substantiated, claim that individual rights are inviolable, i.e. moral side 
constraints, which may not be violated for any purpose, (p. ix), Basic Books Inc., Englewood 
Cliffs, New Jersey, 1974.  
2 The principle of moral end-in-itself or humanity is associated with Kant. I will use both 
interchangeably. 
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undercut the thesis that self-ownership yields a NR (e.g. property rights1) 
regime. MORP1 requires consent for property rights, while the weak version 
(henceforth called MORP2) does not. Self-ownership arguments are claims 
about respecting certain facts about persons: their separate existence, their 
pursuit of distinct ends.2  

I bootstrap my argument by showing that although self-ownership requires 
the principle, grounding it on either MORP1 or MORP2 creates a dilemma for 
libertarians keen on defending absolute property rights. Whereas, arguments 
for the emergence of property rights violates MORP1, arguments for MORP2 
allows paternalism, and obliges people to promote PR, i.e. be concerned with 
the projects, and needs of others. Since part of my claim is that only MORP2 
yields legitimate property rights, the libertarian thesis that our moral rights are 
exclusively negative is mistaken.  
 
 
Shue and Lippke on NR and PR  

 
Shue takes on the libertarian argument for the distinction between NR and PR 
(hereafter called the distinction arguments)3 by arguing against the realizability 
hypothesis. This is the claim that certain rights are realized by the fulfillment of 
certain duties. For example, the right to physical security (an example of NR), 
according to libertarians, is fulfilled when others simply refrain from harming 
others. Shue disagrees, arguing that the realization of the right to physical 
security goes beyond duties to avoid depriving (D1).  It includes in addition 
duties from deprivation, (D2), and duties to aid the deprived (D3). Since it is a 
right that is realized by D1-D3, Shue argues that it needs positive measures like 
the “police forces, criminal courts; penitentiaries; schools for training police, 
lawyers”, guards, and “taxes to support an enormous system” of security.4  

And because such right requires positive measures, the demand for physical 
security, Shue contends, “is not normally a demand simply to be left alone, but 
a demand to be protected against harm.”5 Saying people have a right to 
physical security therefore, is simply a shorthand way of saying they have a 
right to be protected from any type of assault upon their physical security. It is, 
he says, both a matter of some people abstaining from “violations and of third 
parties being prevented from violations by the preventive steps taken by first 

 
1 Considering that the distinction between NR and PR bothers on providing for others, a core of 
the libertarian argument for self-ownership centers on property rights.  
2 Because I consider Nozick’s argument for NR as among the most attractive, I will in this 
paper be approaching self-ownership from his major work, ASU. In view of this, my claims 
should be understood as modest claims. My approach does not necessary vanquish libertarian 
claims for self-ownership rights, especially libertarians that differ from Nozick, and take 
different routes to self-ownership. 
3 Shue, “The Bogus Distinction––‘Negative’ Rights and ‘Positive Rights’”, in Norman E. 
Bowie, Making Ethical Decisions, NY: McGraw-Hill, 1985, pp. 223-231. 
4 Ibid, p225. 
5 Ibid, p225. 
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and second parties”.1 The same, Shue argues, applies to PR, which like NR is 
satisfied by D1-D3. This is illustrated by the example of threat or harm. 

It is an obvious fact that individuals and institutions can in various ways 
threaten or harm (intentionally or unintentionally) others if they fail to act in 
appropriate ways. My right to physical security can be harmed if the police, for 
example, fails to respond appropriately to my ‘911 call’, where this failure 
results in pain or injury to me. Likewise, Shue argues, individuals or 
institutions can harm the right to subsistence of others if they fail to carry out 
the positive measures necessary for subsistence. X can thus be said to harm the 
Y’s subsistence right if X fails to act in certain ways. X’s acting may include 
protecting and aiding Y, the same way apposite steps is taken to protect 
people’s right to security.2 Once we clearly understand that any right is 
realized by D1-D3, and not just by D1, the negative-positive right distinction, 
according to Shue, disappears completely.  The very fact that PR and NR are 
realized more or less the same way is a clear indication that the libertarian 
thesis that our moral rights are exclusively negative is misguided.3

As appealing as Shue’s argument is it certainly seems erroneous to argue 
from the fact that because rights require D1-D3, D1-D3 have to be performed 
always for rights to be fulfilled. Sometimes an individual may be able to satisfy 
security or subsistence right if others simply abstain from assaulting her, or 
stealing her food. However, at other times, it might require more for her to 
enjoy the same right. She may need to be protected against the deprivation of 
security, or the deprivation of the only available means of subsistence. Again, 
this may not be adequate in cases where she is deprived and unable to 
undertake measures that make it possible for her to enjoy the right. In these 
cases what is needed is that she be aided.  

Even if Shue’s argument does show that all “three types of duties” must “be 
performed”––although not necessarily by the same individual or institution––
for any basic right “to be fully honored”,4 his argument, Narveson contends, 
ignores the fact that first party actions are significantly different from third 
party actions. According to Narveson, whereas D1 belongs to first party 
actions, D2 and D3 are of the sort that are generally associate with third party 
actions, and arguments, such as those of Shue mistakenly conflates both sets of 
actions. The conflation, Narveson argues, leads to the bizarre claim that the 
distinction between NR and PR is ill formed.  

Such views, Narveson argues, commits a category mistake. Duties of NR 
and PR are not only distinct, but questions relating to them belong to different 
categories. The question, according to Narveson, of what we take as a right is a 
right to do something, and it is a question that should be separated from the 

 
1 Ibid, p225. 
2Acting appropriately may at other times require that individuals be provided opportunities to 
support themselves. In addition, not harming individuals according to Shue may also require 
that  individuals “be  allowed  to be self-supporting  on the  basis  of  [their]  own  hard  work”,  
p. 226. 
3 Ibid, pp. 230, 231.  
4 Ibid, p. 230. 
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question who will enforce such a right. Even though enforcement of such rights 
may in fact relate to positive measures, yet the right to do something falls into 
the class of NR because there is no duty placed on anyone to enforce such 
rights, although “everyone has the right to use whatever means he can avail 
himself, with the cooperation of others who also have not duty to do so, to 
secure his rights”.1 It is illogical to move from the claim that the performance 
of D1-D3 realizes rights to the claim that such performance is itself an 
obligation on people, or put loosely a duty on people to unite with others in 
order to secure their rights. 

Yet, the question still remains if whether by providing for the physical 
security of others by contributing to the enormous security system people are 
not tacitly being ‘coerced’ to fulfill D2 and D3. We can imagine how some 
individuals pay to protect others, for example, how the taxes they make to 
support the security system aids and benefits a certain group of people. It is 
perfectly reasonable to imagine the way a situation of continual violence by 
one group against another group, and the emergent need to increase security 
and protection for such group benefits only that group. While the cost of such 
protection is borne by other groups as well, only the persecuted group benefits 
from the increased security. Isn’t the paying group performing D2 and D3 
toward the right to physical security of the persecuted group? 

Narveson’s response could take the form of reminding us of the 
implications of contractual consent, by arguing that those who pay for the 
protection of others even though they do not benefit from such protection have 
consented to be part of such social arrangements, and as such are not being 
coerced or exploited. In addition, since they value a minimal state, obligation 
to provide for security is not the same as obligation to provide means of 
subsistence. This argument assumes that individuals will choose a libertarian 
regime if they were to hypothetically contract with others. In the Libertarian 
Idea, Narveson argues that contactors would agree to a scheme of NR while 
eschewing a scheme of PR because only a commitment to the former would 
“appeal to the wildest set of people any set of principles could appeal to”.2 And 
supporting arrangements that require paying for security is only a consequent 
of accepting a libertarian scheme.  

But the argument that contractors would choose libertarian principles 
because only such principles would gain the widest acceptance of contractors is 
flawed because as Lippke3 argues if contractors choose principles in full view 

 
1 Narveson, “Libertarianism: A Philosophical Introduction”, Stanford On-line Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy, p4.  
2 Narveson, The Libertarian Idea, Toronto, Broadview Press, 2001, p. 135 
3 Although Lippke’s strategy is different from Shue’s, their conclusions are similar. Like Shue, 
Lippke argues that the distinction arguments fail to show that the goods and rights correlative 
to NR and PR differ in significant ways. The arguments for the distinction, Lippke says, are 
fuzzy and this arises because libertarians fail to “demonstrate that positive rights are different 
than negative rights and that the differences give us good reasons to believe that the former do 
not exist”, Lippke, “The Elusive Distinction Between Negative and Positive Rights”, in The 
Southern Journal of Philosophy (1995), vol.33, p336.  
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of their abilities, talents and resources1 the tendency would be for them to play 
safe, and maximin by choosing a scheme that assures them of at least some 
“basic goods that make efficacious agency possible.”2 And this would be a 
scheme that combines NR and PR. 

Libertarians have also argued that NR are basic and significantly different 
from PR because they are determinate. The argument is that whereas we can 
determine what principle to follow in duties correlating to NR, we cannot do 
the same with PR. For instance, we can determine what principle to follow in 
not interfering with someone else’s right to life or right to physical security. 
This demand can be achieved, according to Narveson, by simply “doing 
nothing”.3 However, it is a different kettle of fish with regards to PR that 
require us to ‘do something’, i.e. perform various actions.4  

Since PR require providing some components of the good life for others, 
they do not give any principle by which we can determine the degree at which 
such components are to be supplied. Narveson put it this way, “Insofar as my 
duty is to help, I must get off my bottom and do something; and then the 
questions, What? And How much? Logically must arise, since it is impossible 
to do something that is of no particular kind, and impossible to accomplish 
something toward a certain end that is of no particular degree.”5 For example, 
how much education is needed to contribute to an individual’s pursuit of the 
good life is not one that can be settled by any principle. And because of this it 
makes positive duties relative and one that can only be resolved politically. 

At first glance there seem to be something intuitive about the idea that 
whereas NR could be correlated with some duties that are yielded by some 
principles, PR cannot. For if all duties are D1, then we can simply satisfy this 
by “doing nothing at all”, that is, not interfering with others. However, the 
distinction between the determinate and indeterminate is not as straightforward 
as libertarians would want us to believe. At some level, PR may seem easy to 
delineate with some fine grain principles, but this is only in easy cases of 
murder, theft and assault, but not in cases of coercion, or those that Lippke 
calls “objectionable interference”, such as persuasive mass advertising, and 
constant subjection to unwanted sights and sounds.6 At what level, for 
example, does persuasive mass advertising interfere with people’s conception 
of the good, or their abilities to lead their own lives in ways that they seem fit? 
Because there is no objective way to parse out interference, it being a matter of 
degree, there will always “be debate about the extent to which certain actions 
are to be prohibited by the negative rights of individuals”.7  

 
1 It does not help if Narveson argues that the contractors choose behind a Rawlsian veil of 
ignorance. He doesn’t do this though, for like James Buchanan, Narveson argues that the 
contractors reason from where [they] are at the moment”, and the baseline for comparison is 
the Hobbesian state of nature, The Libertarian Idea, pp154, 155. 
2 Lippke, p. 343. 
3 Narveson, Libertarian Idea, p.58. 
4 Ibid, p. 58. 
5 Ibid, p. 58. 
6 Lippke, p. 339. 
7 Ibid, p. 339. 
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It seems that in cases of objectionable interference, just as it is with educational 
good, there will hardly be a principle to delineate the contour between 
appropriate and inappropriate interference. As long as the distinction between 
the determinate and indeterminate and what fits into each category is fuzzy, 
founding the distinction between NR and PR on it, Lippke argues, is also 
fuzzy. And such fuzziness undercuts the distinction argument, and the 
libertarian thesis that our rights are exclusively negative.  

 
 

The Self-Ownership and Humanity Principle Argument 
 
Libertarians, such as Nozick, take the rights of self-ownership as moral side 
constraints on actions. According to Nozick, because such constraints “reflect 
the underlying Kantian principle that individuals are ends and not merely 
means” they prohibit sacrificing or using others “for the achieving of other 
ends without their consent.”1 It places constraints on what others (including the 
government) are allowed to do to us, such as requiring me to provide things for 
others. In view of such constraints, the only morally permissible state, Nozick 
says, is the minimal state whose activities are “limited to the [skeletal] 
functions of protecting all its citizens” against breach of individual rights, i.e. 
“violence, theft, and fraud and to the enforcement of contracts.”2 In order to 
define the contours of the moral boundaries of these constraints, Nozick 
develops a notion of justice that he calls the entitlement theory. According to it, 
economic goods arise already attached to people who have rightful claims to 
their ownership. And any views that argue otherwise, that economic goods can 
be distributed without breaching any moral boundaries is, according to Nozick, 
mistaken and preposterous. 

Nozick is of course right to claim that a minimal state is a logical 
consequence of a view that takes rights to be exclusively negative. He is also 
right to claim that self-ownership is closely connected to Kant’s principle of 
moral end-in-itself. In fact, it is necessary that Nozick and other libertarians 
who defend NR base on the thesis of self-ownership need to connect it with the 
humanity principle to get their arguments off the ground. This is because the 
thesis that people are entirely sovereign over themselves is although 
meaningful not very interesting. It is uninteresting in the sense that it does not 
give us a normative principle by which to treat people. What it only tells us is 
that N owns herself, where N refers to any person who owns herself. It does 
not tell us what to do to N, how to treat N, whether to ignore, beat, plunder, 
force or coerce N to do certain things. To move from the premise N owns 
herself to the normative conclusion of what to do to N requires a story, some 
intermediate premises, and this step is supplied by the moral end-in-itself 
principle that requires treating people as ends. The outline of the argument 
containing the intermediate premises looks like this: 

 
1 ASU, pp. 29-31. 
2 Ibid, p. 26. 
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1. People are self-owners, i.e. they own their bodies, minds, powers, 

talents, etc 
2. People are ends in themselves, they have conceptions of themselves 

that they seek to realize 
3. People are best able to realize their conceptions of themselves if they 

are treated as ends not merely as means 
4. People are respected as ends when their projects are respected and 

when they expressly consent in the use of their projects1 
5. Therefore no one, not even the government has the right to use the 

projects of some people to help some others 
6. Therefore, using people’s projects to help others without their express 

consent is to treat them merely as means 
 

As formulated by Kant in the Groundwork, the principle of humanity implores 
us to treat “humanity whether in [our] person or in any other person, always at 
the same time as an end, never merely as a means”.2 Given that people 
generally employ different means to fulfilling their different conceptions of 
themselves, there are limits to the sacrifice that can be asked of one person for 
the benefits of others. Using people or asking them to sacrificing themselves 
merely for the benefits of others (without their consent – Nozick’s addition) 
would be to instrumentalize them, to treat them as marionettes, and to occlude 
them from pursuing their conceptions of themselves.  Emphasizing the 
importance of this, Nozick says, “Treating us with respect by respecting our 
rights, it allows us, individually or with whom we choose, to choose our life 
and to realize our ends and our conception of ourselves, insofar as we can, 
aided by the voluntary cooperation of other individuals possessing the same 
dignity.”3  

However, the justification of 5 and 6 (conclusion), i.e. self-ownership gives 
NR and places restrictions on the actions of others, depends on how successful 
libertarians are in arguing for MORP1 (premises 2-4). They need to show (1) 
that people are best able to realize their conceptions of themselves if they are 
treated as ends not merely as means, and (2) that people are respected as ends 
when their projects are respected and when they expressly consent in the use of 
their projects. (2) is clearly stipulated by MORP1 which differs from MORP2 
that Kant defends.4  

 
1 Premises 3 and 4 is one area where John Rawls differs from Nozick. For Rawls, the right to a 
share of society’s resources is necessary to treating people as end, and to the realization of their 
conceptions of themselves while for Nozick, it is respecting people’s projects that is necessary 
to treating people as ends.  
2 Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, 4:429 
3 ASU, p.334. 
4 Part of the reason why libertarians finds it attractive to argue for the strong version of the 
principle is that it allows them to defend an absolute view of self-ownership, and to distinguish 
it from views of restricted self-ownership such as those of Rawls. Rawls’ self-ownership is 
restricted because the side constraints that the government has to respect are not absolute, i.e. 
the government has the right to engage in redistributive taxation since the right people have 
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Just to be sure, MORP1 holds that people are treated as ends if their “express 
consent” is sought in matters that affect them. As Nozick puts it, the side 
constraints view forbids that others be “sacrificed or used for the achieving of 
other ends without their consent”1 (my emphases). According to MORP2, 
consent is not always required in treating people as ends. It is enough that those 
who are affected by our actions acknowledge that there are good reasons for 
those actions. It requires that we make their ends our ends by being concerned 
with their physical and emotional needs.  

Nozick, like most libertarians, takes rights over oneself to be the most 
important rights. But what exactly does it mean to say that one owns oneself? It 
seem strange to say that I own myself, since the idea of owning something 
typically suggests something different from the ‘person’ or ‘entity’ that does 
the owning. I can, for example, be said to own a car, a house, or the pen that is 
lying on the table. But to say that I own myself suggests a fortiori that there is 
a distinct entity––the ‘self’––which I own. Perhaps, what self-ownership means 
is that the “self” in self-ownership, is “the person”. As Will Kymlicka puts it, 
the self has a “purely reflexive” significance. It signifies that what owns and 
what is owned are one and the same, namely the whole person”.2  

The whole person would include, of course, her body and mind, her powers 
and talents, as well as what is produced by them. For if I own myself then I 
own my powers and talents, and if I own these then I own whatever my self-
owned talents produce. Just as owning an orange groove means owing the 
fruits that it produces, so owning my ‘self’ means owning whatever my powers 
and talents produce, and no one is entitled to the oranges except me. Because I 
own the orange groove I can choose to give some of its fruits to anyone, but it 
violates MORP1 if others take some of its fruit without my consent. They will 
be treating me as means to their own end. 

Abstractly described, the right of self-ownership, i.e. the right to my self-
owned powers and talents, is a bare concept. And this can be understood in the 
way that external resources are required to develop and hone them. I may be a 
“distinguished orange expert” with an ability for churning out the best orange 
groove and a knack for telling ripe oranges from unripe ones, but such talents 
are empty if there were no resources––land, seeds, and compost––at my 
disposal to work with. Besides, the whole point about the right of self-
ownership in placing limits on what others can do to us is in order to enable us 
to achieve our specific ends. Achieving such ends require the availability of 
external resources. It requires that people’s efforts in the use of their powers 
and talents, in the production of external resources not be thwarted.  

Nozick might maintain that this is a mistaken description of self-ownership, 
for it conflates ownership of talents with ownership of external resources. I 
might be said to own my talents of churning out orange grooves and telling ripe 

 
over their talents does not include the right to accrue unequal rewards from the exercise of 
those talents. In this view, talents are considered a matter of brute luck. 
1 ASU, pp.29-31. 
2 Kymlicka, Contemporary Political Philosophy, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2002, p 
108. 
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from unripe oranges but that does not mean that I am required to exercise the 
talents before I can be said to own them. If there were no opportunities and 
resources for me to showcase the talents it would not follow that I don’t have 
them or even own them for that matter. These talents can surely be respected 
without any talk of their connection with bits of the external world. 

It is not very clear if owning one’s powers and talents or respecting them 
can be completely specified outside external resources and use. Wayne Gretzky 
can do a lot of trick with the puck; he can shot it, flip it from side to side, slap it 
with so much precision, and carry it with great finesse that he won himself the 
name “The Great One.” What does it mean to respect Gretzky’s talent if not 
respecting the things he does on the ice rink, and the things that are produced 
by what he does on the ice? This would include not preventing him from doing 
those things he does on the ice, whatever that includes. If Gretzky never played 
hockey would it be possible to respect his hockey talents? For if all one owns is 
oneself, and others own everything else, then any action of ours would violate 
the property of others.  Self-ownership thus seem to yield ownership rights in 
the sense that it is the right to what is produced by talents that is being valued 
when self-ownership right is respected. Nozick might be unconvinced by this 
reasoning.  

Let us grant Nozick that self-owned powers and talents can be specified and 
respected without linking them to bits of the external world. That still does not 
prove that self-ownership gives NR, i.e. places restrictions on the rights 
government can protect, for example the rights of others to a fair or equal share 
of external resources. Nozick is fully aware of this. He acknowledges that even 
though the exercise of one’s powers and talents is necessary for owning 
external resources it is not sufficient for the rights over such resources. In other 
words, saying that people own their powers and talents is not the same as 
saying that these should be respected, or that one’s claim to resources be 
respected.  

Self-owned powers and talents do not give us a normative principle by 
which to treat the owners of these powers and talents. Of more importance, it 
does not tell us why we should respect what these powers and talents produce, 
why we should not confiscate them and redistribute them or give them to the 
poor. To use the example of Kymlicka “if I own some land, I may have 
improved the land, through the use of my self-owned powers. But I did not 
create the land, and so my title to the land (and hence the right to use the land 
in market exchanges) cannot be grounded solely in the exercise of my self-
owned powers”.1  Therefore, in order for Nozick to show that self-ownership 
leads to conclusion 5 and 6, i.e. circumscribes the interfering authority of the 
state, and that self-ownership involves legal rights over external resources, he 
need a story of how I come to own the land, of how people come to possess 
bits of the external world. 

Nozick believes we can tell such a story by looking at the history of 
appropriation, and he develops a conception of justice that he calls entitlement 

 
1 Kymlicka, p. 110. 
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theory to tell the story. According to the entitlement theory, economic goods 
arise already attached to people, they arise already encumbered with rightful 
claims to their ownership. Nozick puts it this ways, “[w]hat each person gets, 
he gets from others who give to him in exchange for something, or as a gift. In 
a free society, diverse persons control different resources, and new holdings 
arise out of the voluntary exchanges and actions of persons”.1   

The entitlement theory has three principles: principle of justice in 
acquisition, principle of justice in transfer, and principle of justice in 
rectification, and it specifies how (unheld) external resources come to be held. 
Justice in acquisition, according to Nozick, means a theory that specifies the 
process(es) by which unheld things may come to be held, and the extent that 
they are held. Justice in transfer specifies the process(es) by which a person 
may transfer holding(s) to another, and how a person acquires a holding from 
another person who previously held it, while justice in rectification specifies 
the process(es) by which a situation can be rectified if the first two principles 
are violated.  

The acquisition of an external resource, Nozick says, is just if it accords 
with the principle of justice in acquisition, and its transfer from one person (or 
generation) to another is legitimate just in case it is in accordance with the 
principle of justice in transfer. In both cases, force and fraud must be 
eschewed. If fraud and force are involved in the acquisition or transfer of the 
holdings then the holdings are unjust, and would require the principle of justice 
in rectification to set things right.2 Since the principle of justice in transfer 
supervene on the principle of justice in acquisition, Nozick needs to account 
for how unheld things come to be acquired by people for their private use. 

Following Locke, Nozick’s approaches this be specifying original 
acquisition by the Lockean proviso (LP). LP requires that individual 
acquisitions be sensitive to the condition of others, and insofar as the 
sensitivity condition is met any emergent rights are legitimate. Locke’s explicit 
reference to the proviso can be found in sections 27 and 33 of the Two 
Treatises of Government. In both sections, Locke emphasizes that any 
appropriation of a previously unowned object should leave “enough, and as 
good, …in common for others”. It should leave others well off or at least not 
disadvantaged.  

What exactly does Locke mean by leaving, “enough, and as good”, and “in 
common for others.” For Nozick, the crucial point associated with LP “is 
whether appropriation of an unowned object worsens the situation of others”.3 
LP with its emphasis on appropriation that leaves enough and as good for 
others, according to Nozick, is meant to ensure that any appropriation does not 
worsen the situations of others. Since making someone worse by appropriation 
can be done in two ways––the stronger sense and the weaker senses––
according to Nozick, we need to distinguish the sense that Locke has in mind. 

 
1 ASU, pp. 149, 150. 
2 ASU, pp.151, 152. 
3 ASU, p.175. 
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The two ways that someone can be made worse by appropriation are (1) when 
a particular appropriation makes an individual lose an opportunity to improve 
her situation, for example, your appropriation of the best arable land in a desert 
island deprives me of the opportunity to do same, (2) when a particular 
appropriation prevents an individual from being able to any longer freely use 
what she previously could, for example your appropriation of a communal fish 
pond or park, prevents me from freely using either of them again. According to 
Nozick while the stronger sense prohibits 1 and 2, the weaker sense prohibits 
only the second.1  

In modifying LP, Nozick takes the weaker sense, i.e. all appropriations 
except those that violate 2. The weaker LP, let us simply call it the proviso, 
specifies the situations that appropriation are allowed and prohibited. Although 
appropriations might violate the proviso by leaving others worse off, they 
might still be allowed insofar compensation, according to Nozick, is paid to 
these ones, such that their situation is not thereby worsened. The proviso 
prohibits worsening the condition of others, whether by depredation, 
plundering or in other ways. Such prohibitions, and indeed any account of a 
proviso that incorporates the sensitivity condition are important for any 
satisfactory theory of justice. Any “adequate theory of justice in acquisition”, 
as Nozick says, “will contain a proviso”.2 The proviso, for Nozick, thus helps 
to specify how property rights legitimately originated; it tells the story of how 
people come to possess bits of the world.  

Suppose we accept the proviso, as a limiting condition for acquisitions,3 is 
there any reason to believe that original acquisitions did not violate it? If it can 
be argued that the proviso necessarily violates MORP1, then the argument that 
there are ownership rights is weakened, and consequently, undercuts the 
argument that self-ownership yields property rights, and that these rights are 
NR that constrain the activities of others. 

Consider the example of Amy and Ben4 who both live off land that was 
initially in common use. Amy appropriates so much of the land. She does so 
many things to the land, which thereby increased her level of productivity and 
wellbeing. She develops it, plants some orange groove, some blueberry trees, 
and uses it for bits of manufacturing. But in order not to violate the proviso, i.e. 
make Ben worse off, she offers him a wage to work on her land. Although 
Amy’s share is more than that of Ben, his share exceeds what he was originally 
producing on his own when the land was commonly held. Since Amy’s 
appropriation satisfies the proviso, should Ben accept the deal? Nozick says he 
should since his condition is not worsened, and rather was significantly 

 
1 Ibid, p.176. 
2 Ibid, pp.178, 179. 
3 Several writers have criticized the proviso on various grounds. See David Schmidtz, “When 
Is Original Appropriation Required?”, The Monist, October, 1990; pp504-518, The Limits of 
Government: An Essay on the Public Goods Arguments, Boulder, Westview Press, 1991, 
pp.15-32; and John Sanders, “Projects and Property”, Robert Nozick, David Schmidtz (ed.), 
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2002, pp. 39-41. 
4 Kymlicka uses this example, and my discussion piggybacks on some of his discussion. 
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improved by Amy’s appropriation. Amy does well to improve Ben’s situation, 
because the proviso does not require that she improve Ben’s situation. What it 
only requires is that she not worsen Ben’s condition comparative to the pre-
appropriation stage. Because the proviso can easily be satisfied as seen from 
the example of Amy and Ben, we can clearly see how bits of the unowned 
world can be propertied by the exercise of self-owned powers and talents. 

But Nozick’s argument that the proviso legitimates property rights and the 
use the external world can be put is mistaken. The proviso violates MORP1 in 
several ways. It allows that others can be used in all sorts of atrocious ways as 
long as in doing this one also helps them in various ways or benefits them 
slightly. That is, insofar as the net effect of our interaction with them is positive 
or as long as they get an equal amount or higher expected utility from our 
interaction than they would in our absence, our acquisitions are legitimate. 
Suppose that as one of only two slaves owners in a desert island I am horribly 
cruel and abusive but not as worse as the other slave owner. Suppose further 
that, were I not around, he would own all of my slaves. Now, although I better 
my own position, through interaction with my slaves, it cannot, according to 
the proviso, be said that I worsen their situation. For they are better off than 
they would be in my absence. In my absence they would be slaves to the 
crueler slave owner, and thus worse off. 

Isn’t Amy treating Ben the same way the slave owner treated the slaves? 
Didn’t Amy use Ben as a mere means to her end by appropriating the land? 
The normativity of self-ownership, we would recall, is supplied by premises 2-
4. If people generally employ different means to fulfill their diverse 
conceptions of themselves then there will be obvious limits to the sort of 
sacrifice that people can make. Employing people or asking them to sacrifice 
themselves merely for the benefits of others (without their consent) would be to 
instrumentalize them. But is this not what Amy did to Ben? For Nozick, 
consent from me is required if you are to use my tool, my talents or anything 
that belongs to me. Reiterating this point, Nozick says, “There are only 
individual people, different individual people, with their own individual lives 
to live. Using one of these people for the benefit of others, uses him and 
benefits the others. Nothing more”.1 Did Amy get Ben’s consent before 
appropriating the land? Did she not use him to further her own end? 

If consent were require we can be certain that Ben might very well refuse. 
In any case, Nozick is mistaken to characterize worsening only in terms of 
material welfare. It is true that Ben’s material welfare was improved by Amy’s 
appropriation, but why should that be taken to be more important than, for 
example, the non-material good of autonomy––the ability of Ben to act on his 
conception of himself without being subordinated to the will of Amy. How is 
Amy to tell that her appropriation does not make Ben non-materially worse 
off? Or that Ben was not happier in the pre-appropriation stage because of 
being a joint owner of the land that Amy appropriated? By the requirement of 

 
1 Nozick, p.33. 
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MORP1, Amy’s appropriation violates Ben’s autonomy on how best to employ 
the land in pursuit and realization of his conception of himself.1 

Some might object to our example of Amy and Ben and say that it assumes 
that previously unheld external resources were commonly held. Narveson 
criticizes the view that bits of the external world are held in common as 
incoherent and a myth. According to Narveson, people cannot lay claims to 
resources that are held by others under an unproven assumption that things 
were originally held in common. He says,  

 
The tendency to assume that our state-of-nature entrepreneur is 
operating in a commons is completely unwarranted… Just what are all 
these other people, none of whom were around at the time, supposed to 
have done to get rights to all that stuff? Since hardly any of them even 
existed at that time, let alone having been anywhere near the scene of 
first utilizations by someone, the answer can only be “Nothing’”.2  
 

Narveson, like Nozick, supports the first-comers rule to appropriation. He says. 
“The liberty view does take into account, and puts it where it belongs. It entails 
the rule of first-occupancy––first-come, first-served.”3 If the communal view 
of the external world is a myth, Narveson’s first-come, rule is capricious and 
arbitrary. As Kymlicka says, “why should the most important value––our 
ability to lead our own lives––be dependent on the arbitrariness of a first-come, 
first-served doctrine”?4   

Nozick’s failure to argue for MORP1 is consequently a failure on his part to 
argue for 5 and 6, i.e. that self-ownership limits the activities of government. Is 
he better off arguing for MORP2? MORP2, unlike MORP1, does not require 
consent in treating people as ends. It is enough that those who are affected by 
our actions acknowledge that there are good reasons for our actions towards 
them. What is required is that we make their ends our ends by being concerned 
with their physical and emotional needs. What matters is that we interact with 
people in ways that takes into consideration their end as important. Outlining 
how this functions as part of the humanity principle Kant says,  

 
1 Kymlicka puts it nicely, “But notice that the fact that Ben is now subject to Amy’s decisions 
is not considered by Nozick in assessing the fairness of the appropriation. In fact, Amy’s 
appropriation deprives Ben of two important freedoms: (a) he has no say over the status of the 
land he had been utilizing––Amy unilaterally appropriates it without asking or receiving Ben’s 
consent; (b) Ben has no say over how his labour will be expended. He must accept Amy’s 
conditions of employment, since he will die otherwise, and so he must relinquish control over 
how he spends much of his time. Before the appropriation, he may have had a conception of 
himself as a shepherd living in harmony with nature. Now he must abandon those pursuits, and 
instead obey Amy’s command, which might involve activities that exploits nature. Given these 
effects, Ben may be made worse off by Amy’ appropriating the land, even though it leads to a 
small increase in his material income”, pp.116, 117. 
2 Narveson, “Libertarianism Vs. Marxism: Reflections on G.A. Cohen’s Self-Ownership, 
Freedom and Equality”, Journal of Ethics: An International Philosophical Review, vol. 2, no. 
1, pp.13, 14. 
3 Ibid, p.12. 
4 Kymlicka, pp.117, 118. 
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For then it is manifest that a violator of the rights of human beings 
intends to use the person of others merely as a means without taking 
into consideration that, as rational beings, they must always as the same 
time be valued as ends––that is, treated only as beings who must 
themselves be able to share in the end of the very same action… For the 
ends of any person who is an end in himself must, if this idea is to have 
its full effect in me, be also, as far as possible, my ends.1  
 

Kant’s point is that in respecting the humanity principle we should not do 
things that aversely affects others unless they can, from a justifiable moral 
perspective, identify with our actions and aims as reasonable. In other words, 
to evaluate the permissibility of any action that aims at a desired end, we must 
look at the issue through the lens of those affected, i.e. looking at it as those 
affected by our action would if they tried to assess it morally. Therefore, 
according to Kant, we may do something that adversely affects others, only if 
there are good reasons to think that they too can see that it is reasonable.  

So to treat another as an end in itself is to treat his or her ends as objectively 
good, as you do your own, as having value that should be regarded and not 
dismissed because it is different from yours. Therefore, Amy’s treatment of 
Ben is reasonable insofar as she incorporates Ben’s end into her reason for 
acting. Amy respects the principle if her appropriation although adversely 
affects Ben, is and would nonetheless be assessed by Ben as rationally 
permissible. And this does not have to be rationally assessed solely in terms of 
material welfare, but also in terms of other grounds. Consent is therefore not 
necessary for Amy’s appropriation of the land. What is necessary is that Ben 
identifies with Amy’s reasons for appropriation, or see the reasons as good and 
justifiable reasons.  

Nozick might object on the ground that although the MORP2 seems to 
legitimize Amy’s appropriation this is at the expense of paternalism.  Nozick, 
of course, is against paternalism of any type. He is against social schemes that 
are made compulsory, i.e. pension plans, health insurance that are established 
for peoples’ own benefit. Thus, Nozick dogged commitment to the expressed 
consent condition would make him object to Amy’s paternalistic treatment of 
Ben. Speaking of this he says “ Another party, however, who would not choose 
to interact with you if he knew of the uses to which you intend to put his 
actions or good, is being used as a means, even if he receives enough to choose 
(in his ignorance) to interact with you.”2  

Suppose B (Ben) lends A (Amy) some tool w, would A not be using B if A 
employs w in ways that B would not approve? But what if the use that A puts 
w does bring B some benefits, is A still using B? Nozick’s answer is that A 
uses B as long as B would not approve of the action notwithstanding the 
benefits that B receives from A’s actions. So whereas MORP1 takes A as using 
B, MORP2 permits the actions insofar as B sees A’s reason for appropriation as 

 
1 Kant, 4:430. 
2 ASU, p.31. 
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good reasons. Now, there is a difference between “B approves of A’s action” 
and “B sees the reasons for A’s actions as good”. I might not approve of being 
transferred from a particular department in Microsoft, (it makes me work 
longer hours, makes me miss my friends, favorite TV shows and the UEFA 
Champions League) but I might see management reasons for the transferred as 
good reasons––the need to help the other department from screwing up 
people’s orders. It is perfectly rational to say, “I don’t approve of your actions 
but I see you have good reasons for your actions”.1  

Having shown that we can save Nozick’s account of original appropriation 
by using MORP2 we are now in a position to make some modest claims about 
the type of social structures that can be defended by the need for property 
acquisitions. Our argument shows that initial appropriation (to be able to call 
this “my property” and this “your property”) is in some ways necessarily 
paternalistic, and that paternalism does not violate the humanity principle. 
What does this show? Two things.  

First, that paternalism in the larger society is not necessarily unjust or 
immoral. In embarking on redistributive programs, government need not get 
expressed consent from members of the society. Its actions are legitimate as 
long as people can rationally see the reasons for its actions as good reasons, 
even though they may not approve of them. Second, although there are good 
reasons for Amy’s appropriation, part of her treating Ben as an end, and taking 
his end as hers is the fulfilling of some obligation––an appropriate concern for 
Ben’s physical and emotional needs. This is clear from what Kant says about 
the principle, “For the ends of any person who is an end in himself must, if this 
idea is to have it full effect in me, be also, as far as possible, my ends.”2 Amy 
is obligated to take Ben’s ends as her ends, to further his ends as possibly as 
she ca

There are two senses of cashing out appropriating the ends of others as 
ours. First, I take someone’s ends as mine when I am prepared, as Barbara 
Herman puts it, “to act in his place (I act for him; I get for him what he wants 
when he cannot).”3 This is similar to the kind of appropriating in Business, 
where corporate managers and executives act in trust for the ends of the owners 
of the business. A second way is when “I support his status as a pursuer of 
ends, so that I am prepared to do what is necessary to help him maintain his 
status”.4 Although both senses are aspects of appropriating someone’s ends as 
ours, as Herman rightly maintains, the second sense explicitly acknowledges 
the person’s rational and autonomous nature. However, both senses do indicate 
that the appropriating of someone’s ends as ours involve showing appropriate 
concern for their physical and emotional needs, helping them in various ways.  

 
1 Kant and Hobbes recognize this fact. Using the example of the criminal being sentence by a 
judge, both acknowledged that while the criminal might see good reasons for his sentencing he 
might not approve of being sentenced. 
2 Kant, 4:430. 
3 Herman, The Practice of Moral Judgment, Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1993, p.70. 
4 Ibid, 70. 
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What I support when I make your end mine is that I support your active and 
successful pursuit of your self-defined goals. I promote your wellbeing by 
supporting the conditions for the pursuit of your end. If this is right, then part 
of what it means for Amy to respect the MORP2 is the fulfilling of the 
obligation to promote Ben’s wellbeing. And by extension, governments respect 
MORP2 as long as they execute the appropriate socio-economic measures 
necessary for the promotion of people’s goals and wellbeing. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
I have shown the difficulty that lies in the way of libertarians, such as Nozick, 
in defending the thesis that self-ownership places limitations on the rights 
government can protect. The failure to argue for conclusion 5 and 6 makes it 
difficulty to maintain the NR and PR distinction and to defend the thesis that 
our moral rights are exclusively negative. I now what to say two final things 
about absolute self-ownership, why I think the idea of self-ownership as having 
exclusive and sovereign rights over our bodies, minds, powers and talents is 
bizarre, unattractive and troubling. First, to say that people have exclusive and 
sovereign rights over their bodies, minds, powers and talents seems to be a 
gateway to all sorts of troubling and queer views: that suicide is okay, that 
prostitution is alright, that people can engage in consensual cannibalism, that 
people can sell themselves into slavery, that people can sell their body parts to 
the highest bidder for what ever reasons. These are things that Kant expressly 
says are ruled out by the humanity principle. So, oddly while self-ownership 
linked with MORP1 bars people from doing such things to others, it permits 
people to do these to themselves. It is not just an issue of not treating others as 
means, but also one of not treating ourselves as means, as marketable goods for 
some foreseeable ends. For, Kant, people and body parts are not marketable 
items, and engaging in activities of these sorts is to refuse to treat “humanity 
whether in [our] person or in any other person, always at the same time as an 
end, never merely as a means”.1  

Second, there is something wrong with the idea that because we own our 
bodies, powers and talents others should not intrude into them except those we 
give consent to do so. Such view immortalizes a life of ingratitude, because the 
story about owning our bodies, powers and talents suggest that we don’t owe 
any obligations (of honor, support, beneficence) to anyone –not even our 
parents families, friends and others that expended labors, time, resources to 
care for us, and assisted us develop our talents and powers– except those we 
decide to put on ourselves through various contracts. As Brenkert rightly notes, 
such view is “an implausibly abstract view of humans and their moral 
relations” that takes humans as godless Adam who suddenly appeared in Eden 

 
1   Kant, 4:429. 
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with full complement of rights, and as fully formed sovereigns over a kingdom 
with no ties to anyone other those that we choose to accept”.1  
 

 
1 George Brenkert, “Self-Ownership, Freedom, and Autonomy”, Journal of Ethics: An 
International Philosophical Review, p. 47. 
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CHAPTER   THIRTY – TWO 
 
 

Can there be a Nonconsequentialist  
Rights-Based 

Moral Justification of Terrorism? 
 
 

Shanahan Timothy, Loyola Marymount University 
 
 

"Where there is a lack of effective respect for the fundamental human 
rights of the members of one group, and if there is a reasonable 
likelihood that limited terrorism will significantly contribute to 

bringing about such effective respect, and no other effective 
 means are available, can it be justifiable to violate the  

fundamental human rights of those who will suffer  
from such terrorism?" (Held 1991, p. 76). 
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ccording to some philosophers, acts of terrorism are 
necessarily morally wrong because such acts violate 
fundamental human rights. Virginia Held (1991) challenges 
this common view. She focuses on situations in which serious 
rights violations are already occurring, and considers the 

moral justifiability of the use of terrorism in pursuit of a more just society. 
Whether she succeeds in offering a nonconsequentialist rights-based 
justification of terrorism, however, is a vexed question. My contention is that 
Held is correct that a nonconsequentialist rights-based justification of some 
acts of terrorism is possible, but that her discussion of the conditions that must 
be satisfied for this to be the case is incomplete. I examine Held’s argument 
along with some of the objections that have been leveled against it, respond to 
these objections, and then articulate the conditions under which acts of 
terrorism may be morally justified from a nonconsequentialist rights-based 
perspective. Whether any acts of terrorism do, or are likely to, satisfy these 
conditions is a distinct question not addressed here.  

A

 
 
A Rights-Based Argument against Terrorism 
 
That acts of terrorism are necessarily morally wrong because they violate 
human rights is probably the default position among philosophers and non-
philosophers alike. Haig Khatchadourian provides an especially clear statement 
of this position. He supports the claim that "Terrorism, in all its types and 
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forms, is always wrong" (Khatchadourian 1988, p. 131) by arguing that "all 
forms of terrorism ... seriously violate their immediate victims' and the 
sufferers' human rights" (p. 138), and that "an act cannot be morally right if it 
violates anyone's human rights..." (p. 139). It follows that "acts of terrorism 
that cause the immediate or delayed death of their victims ... are morally 
wrong" (p. 138). Expressed syllogistically: 
 

P1: All acts of terrorism violate human rights. 
P2: All acts that violate human rights are necessarily morally wrong. 
C: Therefore, all acts of terrorism are necessarily morally wrong. 

 
This argument is clearly valid. Is it also sound? In order to determine its 
soundness, three questions must be addressed: (1) Do all acts of terrorism 
violate human rights? (2) Are all acts that violate human rights necessarily 
morally wrong? (3) Under what conditions, if any, could acts of terrorism that 
violate human rights be morally justified? Let's consider these questions in 
order. 
 
 
Do All Acts of Terrorism Violate Human Rights? 
 
“Terrorism” is a contested term, but virtually all definitions of “terrorism” 
include the idea that terrorist acts intentionally harm people as a means of 
advancing some political, ideological, social, or religious agenda. Such harm 
typically includes destruction of property, infliction of injuries, and/or death. 
Human rights have been described as "basic moral guarantees that people in all 
countries and cultures allegedly have simply because they are people” (Nickel 
1987; quoted in Fagan 2006). Rights are understood to attach to particular 
individuals, to be of high priority, and to be such that compliance with them is 
mandatory rather than discretionary. It could be argued that all acts of terrorism 
violate human rights because by treating their victims’ feelings, desires, 
aspirations, projects, goals, and memories as things of little or no value, 
terrorists fail to respect other persons' autonomy. When terrorists kill innocent 
persons in order to publicize their cause, to engage in moral extortion against 
those to whom they believe themselves to have a claim, or to rally their 
supporters, their victims’ rights to life, to security, and to well-being are 
violated. 

It may be possible to conceive of acts of terrorism that do not violate 
human rights. However, for the sake of the argument, assume that there are 
human rights possessed by each person, and that the acts of terrorism whose 
moral justifiability we are considering violate at least one person's rights. In 
assessing the rights-based moral argument against terrorism (above), then, the 
key issue becomes the truth of P2. 
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Are Acts That Violate Human Rights Necessarily Morally Wrong?  
 
In practice, appeals to human rights typically presuppose that identifying 
something as a right entails that it would be morally wrong for anyone to 
violate that right. If rights are understood to be necessarily inviolable because 
they place exceptionless moral constraints on how persons may be treated, then 
obviously rights violations are never morally justifiable. The question at issue 
here, however, is whether rights ought to be considered morally inviolable, and 
whether there are circumstances in which violating someone's rights is morally 
justified or even obligatory. 

From a consequentialist point of view, it is easy to imagine situations in 
which it is morally permissible or even obligatory to violate someone's rights, 
viz., whenever doing so is likely to produce the best overall consequences. The 
more interesting and difficult question concerns whether it is ever morally 
permissible from a nonconsequentialist rights-based perspective to violate 
someone's rights. A nonconsequentialist rights-based moral justification for 
rights violations would not need to completely ignore consequences (any more 
than any nonconsequentialist moral perspective need ignore consequences), but 
it would need to appeal to moral considerations other than or in addition to 
consequences in justifying such an act, and such moral considerations would 
have to play a significant role in supporting the justification of the rights 
violation. What might such a justification look like? 
 
 
A Rights-Based Justification for Rights Violations 
 
One class of situations in which it might be morally permissible from a right-
based perspective to violate human rights is when violating a person’s rights is 
the only way to prevent even more rights violations. Consider Bernard 
Williams' much-discussed case of "Jim and the Indians." Jim becomes lost in 
the jungle while on a botanical expedition in South America. He happens upon 
a small town, where he sees twenty Indians lined up against a wall, as well as a 
number of men in uniform holding guns. A man in uniform who is clearly the 
leader informs him that the Indians engaged in acts of protest against the 
government, and are going to be killed to serve as a warning to the rest of their 
village. The leader tells Jim that because he is a guest, he has the privilege of 
killing one of the Indians, and that if Jim kills one of the Indians, the remaining 
nineteen will go free. Understanding the nature of the choice facing Jim, and 
convinced of the leader’s seriousness, the twenty Indians beg Jim to kill one of 
them. Suppose that by killing one Indian, Jim violates that Indian's right not to 
be killed, but that only by doing so can he prevent the violation of the rights of 
all twenty Indians. Arguably, it might be morally permissible to violate the 
rights of one Indian in order to prevent the rights of the others from being 
violated. But if so, then there are situations in which it could be morally 
justifiable to violate one person's right for the sake of preventing the violation 
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of the rights of others, from which it follows that sometimes rights violations 
can be morally justified on the basis of respect for rights. 

In response, it could be maintained that because rights ought never to be 
violated, this is not an example of a morally justifiable rights violation. But 
even if it is conceded that in such situations it might be morally justifiable on 
the basis of respect for rights to violate an individual’s rights, it could still be 
maintained that such cases are special (and quite unlike cases of terrorism) 
because if one does not violate a given person's right it will be violated 
anyway. What about situations in which someone's rights are violated, whose 
rights would not otherwise be violated? Can such rights violations ever be 
morally justifiable on the basis of respect for rights?  

Virginia Held believes that they can. She describes a hypothetical scenario 
in which "achieving effective respect for the fundamental human rights of the 
members of one group, which rights ought to be respected, requires the 
violation of the fundamental human rights of the members of another group, 
which are also rights that seemingly ought to be respected" (Held 1991, p. 75). 
Consider two situations, S1 and S2, and two groups in each situation, group A 
and group B. In both situations both groups have a human right to x, but in S1 
members of group A enjoy effective respect for this right whereas the members 
of group B do not. By contrast, in situation S2 the members of both groups 
enjoy effective respect for this right. Clearly, S2 is morally preferable to S1. 
Suppose that nonviolent means cannot effect a transition from S1 to S2, but 
that acts of terrorism would be effective in moving a society from S1 to S2. In 
this case, "Given that it will involve a violation of human rights, can it be better 
to violate rights through terrorism than to avoid this violation?" (Held 1991, p. 
78).   

Held concludes that it can: "[O]n grounds of justice, it is better to equalize 
rights violations in a transition to bring an end to rights violations than it is to 
subject a given group that has already suffered extensive rights violations to 
continued such violations" (Held 1991, p. 79). There are, however, certain 
conditions. For example, “there would be a prima facie judgment against 
serious violations, such as those of rights to life, to bring about respect for less 
serious rights, such as those to more equitable distributions of property above 
what is necessary for the satisfaction of basic needs" (Held 1991, p. 80). 
Nonetheless, even this restriction could be overridden if a serious rights 
violation against one group would be effective in rectifying a large enough 
number of lesser rights violations against another group. In such situations, she 
argues, it would be morally justifiable to violate the rights of one group in 
order to achieve effective respect for the rights of another group, if engaging in 
such rights violations is the only way to effect a transition to a system in which 
rights violations are either eliminated or significantly reduced. 

Robert Nozick (1974) calls situations in which the violation of one person's 
right(s) will prevent more numerous or more severe violations of the right(s) of 
others "rights violation minimization." If rights violation minimization is ever 
morally justified, then the violation of some rights, in some circumstances, can 
be morally justified on the basis of respect for rights. But if so, then P2 in the 
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rights-based argument against terrorism is false, and some rights violation 
minimizing terrorist acts may be among those that are morally justifiable from 
a rights-based perspective – a conclusion many would find both surprising and 
disturbing, and accordingly have argued against. 
 
 
Objections and Responses 
 
Objection: Rights Violation Minimization is Self-Contradictory 
 
Frances Kamm articulates perhaps the most basic reason to reject rights 
violation minimization, viz., that "it would be simply self-contradictory for it to 
be morally permissible to minimize violations of the [right] itself for the sake 
of showing concern for it" (Kamm 1992, p. 384). That is, permitting some 
rights violations in order to minimize rights violations overall embodies a 
contradiction, given the way that rights are typically understood. If rights 
specify the "basic moral guarantees that people in all countries and cultures 
allegedly have simply because they are people,” then permitting the violation 
of such basic moral guarantees seems to invalidate the very notion of human 
rights. Indeed, Held herself notes one of the dangers of opening the door to 
recognizing morally justifiable rights violations: "If we permit violations, we 
risk undermining the moral worth of the very rights for which we are striving 
to achieve respect" (Held 1991, p. 73).  

Kamm’s argument depends on the assumption that, necessarily, to show 
respect for rights, rights must be considered inviolable. Why should rights be 
necessarily thought of as inviolable? One could simply define rights as 
inviolable, thereby stipulating that rights can never justifiably be violated. But 
such a move is in danger of simply begging the question. Kamm's answer, by 
contrast, attempts to ground the inviolability of rights in a certain conception of 
persons: "If we are inviolable in a certain way, we are more important 
creatures than violable ones.... The world is, in a sense, a better place, as it has 
more important creatures in it..." (Kamm 1992, p. 386). On the other hand, if 
we permit rights violations, we are in danger of making the world a worse 
rather than a better place:  
 

"The world would become worse for us because we would have to live 
believing in a less sublime and elevated conception of ourselves. We 
might save more people, but they would, in a sense, be less worth 
saving in our eyes. This is because individuals whose rights stand as a 
barrier to action are more potent individuals than they would be 
otherwise" (Kamm 1989, p. 254).  

 
Response 
 
Kamm’s argument risks treating a certain conception of persons enjoyed by 
those capable of alleviating great suffering as more important than the 
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alleviation of the actual suffering of those enduring human rights violations. 
One could imagine those suffering from egregious human rights violations 
informing those who are capable of alleviating their suffering, but who refrain 
from doing so in order to preserve a “sublime and elevated” conception of 
personhood, that their moral priorities are exactly backwards. What good is a 
sublime and elevated conception of personhood if the cost of maintaining that 
conception is a refusal to do precisely what is required in order to alleviate the 
suffering of actual persons? 

Kamm could respond that preserving a conception of persons such that 
rights are necessarily inviolable is necessary for achieving a world that is a 
“better place.” But it is at least debatable that a world in which rights are 
thought of as necessarily inviolable would be a better world than one in which 
rights are thought of as inviolable except in certain highly specified contexts 
(e.g., contexts in which rights violation minimization is possible). If one’s 
concern is to bring into existence the best possible world, then a world in 
which rights violations are nonexistent or few would presumably be a better 
world than one in which egregious rights violations exist. Yet as Held argues, 
achieving a transition from the latter sort of world to the former might in some 
circumstances require that human rights be violated. 

In Kamm’s view, the inviolability of human rights is entailed by the 
inviolability of persons: "[I]t should not be permissible to minimize the 
violation of rights by violating a comparable right, for persons are, at least to 
some degree, inviolable, and are ends-in-themselves" (Kamm 1992, p. 355). A 
more fundamental objection to Kamm’s argument would be to question this 
assumption, as Applbaum does: 
 

Persons are ends in themselves, and so have a high degree of 
inviolability, expressed by rights to nonviolation, and these rights have 
moral force -- that is, some measure of inviolability. But it does not 
immediately follow from the recognition of a high degree of person 
inviolability that rights should have an equally high degree of 
inviolability.... The primary objects of our respect and concern are 
persons, not rights, so there is neither futility nor contradiction in 
violating the rights of persons if that is what circumstances demand to 
treat them as ends in themselves (Applbaum 1998, p. 346).  

 
Rights, in this view, might be considered as analogous to laws. Laws are highly 
inviolable, in the sense that in general there are very few good reasons for 
violating laws. Yet laws exist (among other things) to safeguard property, to 
provide security, and the like, and one can easily imagine situations in which 
safeguarding someone’s property requires violating a law (e.g., it is against the 
law to break and enter someone’s home, yet it might be necessary to do so in 
order to put out a fire that in spreading would destroy an entire neighborhood). 
Laws can be thought of as highly inviolable, yet with exceptions in cases in 
which violating a law is the only way to prevent some great harm. So, too, 
rights can be thought of as existing for the sake of persons, such that even if 
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persons are necessarily inviolable, it would not follow that laws are similarly 
inviolable. But if the rights inviolability is not entailed by person inviolability, 
then rights violation minimization of the sort envisioned in Held’s argument is 
not clearly self-contradictory. Despite Kamm’s critique, therefore, Held’s 
argument still stands as a serious challenge to P2. 
 
Objection: It is Always Morally Wrong to Intentionally Harm the Innocent 
 
If intentionally harming innocent persons is always morally wrong, and rights 
violation minimization involves intentionally harming innocent persons, it 
follows that rights violation minimization is always morally wrong. As Igor 
Primoratz argues: 
 

Faced with the prospect of being killed or maimed on the grounds of 
this ... justification, might I not … say that I am a person in my own 
right, that my life is the only life I have and all I have, and that nobody 
may take it away, nor ruin it by making me a cripple, for the sake of a 
more just distribution of, and subsequently more general respect for, the 
right to life and bodily security within a group of people? ... The value 
and significance of my life is not derived from my membership in a 
group. Nobody may sacrifice it to the group (Primoratz 1997, p. 231).  

 
Assume that in Primoratz’s argument the first-person perspective is being used 
to characterize the legitimate response of any innocent person contemplating 
having effective respect for his rights sacrificed by others for the sake of 
achieving a more just distribution of respect for rights within a society. From 
the third-person perspective, it could be argued that it is never morally 
permissible to sacrifice effective respect for the rights of an innocent person for 
the sake of achieving a more just distribution of effective respect for rights in a 
society as a whole. But Held’s argument apparently requires precisely this. 
Thus, it seems, Held’s argument fails. 
 
Response 
 
In response, Held counters that:  
 

to fail to achieve a more just distribution of violations of rights (through 
the use of terrorism if that is the only means available) is to fail to 
recognize that the individual whose rights are already not fairly 
respected is a person in his or her own right, not merely a member of a 
group whose interests will be furthered by some goal, or whose rights 
can be ignored (Held, in Primoratz 2004, p. 77).  

 
That is, the issue is not violation of the rights of individuals for the sake of 
securing effective respect for the rights of a group, but rather that violating the 
rights of innocent people can be morally justified when doing so is necessary to 
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secure effective respect for the rights of individuals who have not enjoyed 
effective respect for their rights.  

Held maintains that, within the parameters she articulates, intentionally 
harming the innocent can be morally justifiable, a response that is (in principle, 
at least) unproblematic within a consequentialist perspective, but which is 
contrary to most nonconsequentialist moral perspectives. I will return to this 
issue in the section below on whether Held’s argument is, in fact, a 
nonconsequentialist argument, and also in the final section in which I sketch 
the conditions that must be satisfied in order for acts of terrorism to be morally 
justified on the basis of a nonconsequentialist moral perspective that takes 
rights seriously. 
 
Objection: Respect for Rights requires that one not Violate Any Rights, not that 
one Minimize Rights Violation 
 
Taking rights seriously, it could be argued, does not justify rights violation 
minimization, because taking rights seriously requires that one not violate 
anyone's rights, not that one prevent rights violations. According to Thomas 
Nagel,  
 

[R]ights essentially set limits to what any individual may do to any 
other, even in the service of good ends -- and those good ends include 
even the prevention of transgressions of those same limits by others. If 
there is a general right not to be murdered, for example, then it is 
impermissible to murder one person even to prevent the murders of two 
others…. Rights tell us in the first instance what not to do to other 
people, rather than what to prevent from happening to them (Nagel 
1995, pp. 87-88).  

 
Hence the "The Paradox of Deontology": the fact that "a right may sometimes 
forbid us to do something that would minimize its violation -- as when we are 
forbidden to kill one innocent person even to prevent two other innocents from 
being killed" (Nagel 1995, p. 90). The very nature of rights, in this view, 
prohibits violating some individuals’ rights for the sake of minimizing rights 
violations overall. Some rights violations, it seems, cannot be remedied within 
the bounds of the morally permissible. 
 
Response 
 
Proponents of rights violation minimization could offer two responses to 
Nagel’s argument. First, the assertion that taking rights seriously requires that 
one not violate anyone's rights simply begs the question of the moral 
permissibility of rights violation minimization. If rights violation minimization 
is morally permissible, then it would follow that it is sometimes morally 
permissible to intentionally violate some individuals’ rights. Second, even if 
rights violation minimization is not morally obligatory, it might still be morally 
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justifiable to violate rights if this is the only way of bringing about a morally 
preferable state of affairs. The fundamental question, again, is whether respect 
for rights requires that rights be thought of as necessarily inviolable, or as 
merely “strongly inviolable” but deserving of violation when such violation is 
necessary to bring about a morally preferable situation.  
 
Objection: Held's Argument is Consequentialist after all. 
 
Finally, one could criticize Held’s argument, not because it treats as morally 
permissible acts that are in fact morally impermissible (as all the objections 
considered so far maintain), but rather because it does so from a 
consequentialist perspective. It is relatively easy on consequentialist grounds to 
show that acts of terrorism could be morally justified. One need only show that 
it is possible that the positive consequences (however these are defined) of acts 
of terrorism outweigh the negative consequences of such acts. Philosophers 
may disagree on whether the conditions for justifying terrorism on 
consequentialist grounds are ever satisfied, as well as on the sorts of 
consequences that ought to be considered, but there is little disagreement that 
such a justification is, in principle at least, possible. 

Held’s argument is philosophically interesting precisely because it purports 
to offer a nonconsequentialist moral justification of at least some acts of 
terrorism. Steinhoff, however, asserts that Held cannot justify rights violations 
"with an appeal to a better end result" because "this would be a utilitarian or 
consequentialist argument," rather than one based on "distributive justice" 
(Steinhoff 2004, p. 102). One judges that it is better that rights violations be 
distributed equitably than it is for them to be distributed inequitably, not 
because of the nature of rights per se, but because of an informal judgment 
about human flourishing and the sorts of actions necessary to achieve it. Such 
considerations introduce calculations of harms and benefits into moral 
deliberation. But if so, it could be argued, then Held’s argument ultimately 
reduces to a consequentialist argument, rather than a bona fide rights-based 
argument, for the moral justifiability of terrorism in the sort of scenario she 
describes.  
 
Response 
 
Is Held’s argument a consequentialist one? Some of Held's remarks suggest 
that she wishes to take both rights and consequences into consideration in 
judging the morality of terrorism: "[A]n adequate moral appraisal [of 
terrorism] will have to take violations of rights into account along with any 
calculation of benefits and harms produced" (Held 1991, p. 72). Yet her 
proposal, she says, is for a "nonutilitarian comparison of rights violations" 
(Held 1991, pp. 72-73), and she suggests "that we not yield to a merely 
consequentialist evaluation, but that we strive for reasonable comparative 
judgments" (Held 1991, p. 73). It is true that one must judge whether acts of 
terrorism would be effective in moving a society to one in which all persons’ 
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rights are respected. But Held maintains that "Such an evaluation is not a 
consequentialist calculation" (Held 1991, p. 74).  

Indeed, merely including a consideration of consequences in one’s moral 
analysis is not sufficient to make one’s argument a consequentialist one. 
Judging the moral status of an action solely on the basis of the consequences 
actually resulting from that action is sufficient to make one’s perspective 
consequentialist, but Held proposes nothing of the sort. Considerations of 
justice, rather than of actual consequences, drives "the major argument" of her 
essay, viz., that "on grounds of justice, it is better to equalize rights violations 
in a transition to bring an end to rights violations than it is to subject a given 
group that has already suffered extensive rights violations to continued such 
violations" (Held 1991, pp. 79-80). As she says, "That justice itself often 
requires a concern for how rights violations are distributed seems clear. We can 
recognize that some distributions are unfair, and seek to make them less so" 
(Held 1991, pp. 80-81). To act for the sake of justice is to act for a 
“consequence”, in a sense, but it is not to judge the morality of the actions in 
question in terms of the consequences actually produced. But if so, then Held’s 
argument is not a consequentialist argument. 
 
 
A Nonconsequentialist Rights-Based Moral Justification of Terrorism 
 
If the objections to Held’s argument fail to show that her argument is flawed, 
then the truth of P2 in the rights-based argument against terrorism cannot be 
simply taken for granted. P2 may be correct, but if Held’s argument is sound, it 
is false that all terrorist acts that violate human rights are morally unjustifiable. 
It remains to spell out what conditions must be satisfied for such acts to be 
morally justifiable. 

As Held notes, the most promising situation for offering a 
nonconsequentialist moral justification of terrorism is one in which human 
rights are being violated, the only way to rectify the situation is to violate 
others’ rights through acts of terrorism, and the seriousness of the rights 
violations in question are comparable. This requires more elaboration and 
supplementation. I propose that in order for acts of terrorism to be morally 
justified from a nonconsequentialist view that takes rights seriously, all of the 
following conditions must be satisfied:  
 

(1) Members of an identifiable group in a society have for a considerable 
time been suffering egregious human rights violations at the hands of 
another group. 

(2) All nonviolent means of rectifying the situation have been exhausted.  
(3) There is convincing evidence that the use of terrorism would be 

effective, and more effective than any other means, in bringing about 
a situation in which rights violations are significantly reduced or 
eliminated. 
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(4) The aim of the terrorism would be the transition to a society in which 
rights violations are significantly reduced or eliminated (not just 
distributed equally). 

(5) The acts of terrorism are intended to inflict only as much damage as is 
necessary in order to bring about a situation in which rights violations 
are rectified. 

(6) The acts of terrorism are directed against property rather than directly 
against persons, and every precaution is taken to insure that persons 
are not injured, maimed, or killed by such acts. 

(7) The acts of terrorism are directed only against the property of 
individuals known to be responsible for the human rights violations 
against the rights-violated group. 

(8) The magnitude of the rights violations resulting from the acts of 
terrorism for any individual person is not greater than the magnitude 
of any of the rights violations the rectification of which are the 
motivation for the acts of terrorism. 

 
My claim is that these conditions are necessary but not necessarily sufficient 
for any act of terrorism to be morally justified from a nonconsequentialist 
rights-based perspective. That is, terrorist acts that satisfy these conditions are 
not necessarily morally justified, but if any acts of terrorism are morally 
justified from a nonconsequentialist rights-based perspective, they will have to 
satisfy all of these conditions. Whether any acts do satisfy these conditions is a 
distinct issue requiring detailed examination of acts of terrorism in their 
historical contexts, a task that is beyond the scope of this paper. 
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umanism is an outgrowth of eighteenth century 
Enlightenment rationalism and represents a comprehensive 
belief system that upholds ethics and justice. Within the state, 
humanist defiance of religious and secular authority has led 
to democracy and civil liberties, while in international 

relations humanists endorse the international human rights regime. Closely 
related to humanist philosophy is the idea of  ‘moral universalism’ which 
claims that the fundamental basis for a universal ethic can be derived or 
inferred from what is common among existing moral codes. It stands as a 
compromise between moral absolutism and moral relativism where situational 
human factors, like culture, dictate moral value. Moral universalism finds that 
moral actions are tied to the act itself, not regardless of the cultural context, but 
in respect of the basic ethical standards that exist in all cultures. A universal 
morality applies to all people in a secular way without basing its ideology on 
religious traditions. The world court, human rights, international law, and 
crimes against humanity are all new terms that are part of global efforts to 
bring a universal, equal, and common moral justice to all peoples. 

H 

It has been argued that efforts of Western states to establish an international 
order based on the principles of humanism (which represents a Western belief 
system) through the means of the international human rights law tends to create 
a world of ‘sameness’ and equity at the expense of difference and diversity. 
These efforts are assisted by the globalization process, which tends to produce 
a more homogenous world. Indeed, among other things, globalization occupies 
a prominent position in contemporary political debates because it is very much 
related to questions of identity and difference (Inayatullah & Blaney 2004; 
Keyman 1997). 

Two closely related arguments have been advanced against humanism as a 
‘universal’ project (Zamaros 2005). The first is associated with the ‘legal 
imperialism’ thesis. This claim considers that difference - expressed as cultural 
and personal diversity - is in danger of becoming extinct in the continued effort 
to promote a view of equality by the imposition of a ‘voiceless legal rationale’. 
The latter represents a logic which considers that when the law decides, when 
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the rule of law is applied, humanity is rendered voiceless. This is in the sense 
that contemporary democratic political and social systems do not offer the 
means for safekeeping the respect of differences. This is because law neither 
can include such differences nor think of them. It is argued that with the 
process of globalization the ‘voiceless legal rationale’ is spreading around the 
globe and undermines cultural diversity and personal ways of doing and 
thinking. Eventually, it is claimed, that which enables equity, namely 
difference (Connolly 1991), will be cancelled out and with it equity itself in the 
sense that there will be no reason or basis to claim ‘difference’. 

The second criticism is associated with the ‘humanist imperialism’ thesis. It 
is argued that if difference – as advocated by Jacques Derrida (1980) and Gilles 
Deleuze (1995) - is to be preserved, humanism should rest on difference and 
not identity. It is suggested that if this is not the case, then, humanism is prone 
to ethics, and should-be discourses that undermine difference in the name of 
equity. The globalization of human rights is seen as a process of undermining 
difference and diversity. It is argued that it is no longer a case of cultural 
imperialism but of humanist imperialism. 

But how is it possible in a world of growing interdependence and 
globalization and ever increasing international migration to establish and 
maintain a stable and just international or world order in the absence of 
common principles of justice among states and people? The purpose of this 
paper is twofold. First, it seeks to examine whether the humanist project of the 
universalization of human rights necessarily undermines cultural diversity and 
respect for differences. It so doing, it advances three main arguments. First, 
over-emphasis on the role of culture may – under certain conditions – lead to 
the elimination of cultural diversity instead of its preservation. Second, 
although cultural differences do exist among states and people and they should 
be respected, many times political and other reasons make governments, 
groups and individuals to resort to claims of cultural difference even if the 
latter is not so evident or does not exist at all. Third, it is possible, albeit quite 
difficult, to create a set of universal values to support international or world 
order without undermining cultural diversity. Thus the second purpose of this 
paper is to provide the theoretical and argumentative basis for the development 
of such universal values.  
 
 
Humanism and the Concept of ‘Rights’ 
 
As a belief system, humanism takes various forms. For the purposes of this 
paper, however, two forms are relevant: ‘secular humanism’ and ‘religious 
humanism’. ‘Secular humanism’ is the branch of humanism that rejects 
religion and the existence of the supernatural. Secular humanists generally 
believe that following humanist principles naturally leads to secularism, on the 
basis that religious beliefs cannot be supported rationally. ‘Religious 
humanism’, which emerged out of ethical culture and universalism, is the 
branch of humanism that embraces some form of theism, deism, 
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supernaturalism or religiosity, though not necessarily organized religion, as 
such. Despite their differences, both religious and secular humanism are in tune 
with enlightened social thought. Therefore, humanists are committed to civil 
liberties, human rights, church-state separation, the extension of participatory 
democracy not only in government but in the workplace and education, an 
expansion of global consciousness and exchange of products and ideas 
internationally, and an open-ended approach to solving social problems, an 
approach that allows for the testing of new alternatives. 

Central to humanism and its philosophical cousin, namely moral 
universalism, is the concept of ‘right’, which is so thoroughly ingrained in our 
way of thinking that we tend to think of the concept as a universal truth about 
humanity, although it is a modern invention. Generally speaking, rights are 
always to restrain the unfettered power of rulers. Although most complex 
cultures have usually had some modes of restraint as part of their practices, the 
idea of restraining rulers via ‘rights’ is the product of the European culture 
during the Middle Ages, where the notion developed as part of the inheritance 
from the classical world of Rome and Greece. 

Specifically, in European culture the origins of ‘rights’ go back to the time 
that landed nobility struggled with monarchs over the question of how much 
authority a monarch should have and how much autonomy (self-law) the 
nobility should have. Martin Luther founded his rebellion against the Catholic 
Church on the notion of Christian freedom; every Christian had the freedom to 
believe as they chose without external coercion, in other words, in matters of 
religion, humans were meant to be autonomous. This autonomy in religion 
stressed in Protestantism would easily cross over into social and political life 
and develop in the Enlightenment into the concept of ‘rights’, which for the 
purpose of this paper it is defined as ‘principles of autonomy’. These principles 
spell out which areas in life an individual is free to make his or her own 
decisions and which areas in life an individual can be coerced into a decision 
by either society or government. So the operative distinction in the 
Enlightenment discussion of rights is that between ‘autonomy’ on the one hand 
and ‘authority’ on the other. 

To understand the consequences of the shift in social and political discourse 
to stressing rights over authority, one needs to comprehend what a culture that 
does not base its political discourse on rights uses as its philosophical 
foundation. Most historical cultures define the individual’s relation to society 
not by the concept of ‘right’, but the concept of ‘obligations’. This means that 
an individual sees himself or herself in relation to others based on the duties he 
or she owes others and society. Obligations tend to be stable, inherited, and 
concrete. They remain relatively the same through history as a culture 
develops. When one defines oneself in relation to others not on his/her own 
obligations but on principles of autonomy and rights, then one defines oneself 
in negative relation to others and society. In this sense, one derives one’s 
selfhood based on aspects of his/her life that he/she demands not to be 
interfered with. Rights as principles of autonomy are not stable; they are based 
on general agreement and can appear or disappear very quickly. One receives a 
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right to something only when others agree that he/she has that right. In other 
words, rights are fundamentally ‘contractual’. If the social group is not willing 
to grant a person rights, then the only way for this person to secure them is 
through conflict. Moreover, rights often conflict with one another and people 
seem to pursue their own self-interest against the interest of others. Therefore, 
rights are fundamentally conflictual.  

The question of ‘rights’ becomes even more complicated when one moves 
to the international level. Unlike the majority of western countries, which 
define the individual’s relation to society by the concept of ‘rights’, many non-
western cultures define this relationship by the concept of ‘obligations’. This 
implies that in many non-western states the idea of universal human rights is 
not only meaningless but also dangerous for it undermines the basis on which 
political and social order is based in these national political communities.  

Along the idea of a ‘contract’, there was another basis for rights that 
emerged in the Middle Ages, namely the idea of ‘natural law’, which holds that 
human beings have an essential nature which dictates that certain kinds of 
human goods are always and everywhere desired as necessary for human 
flourishing. Because of this essential nature one can think of the existence of 
common moral standards that govern human relations. These standards can be 
discerned by the application of practical reason to human affairs. Practical 
reasoning tells one that these moral standards can generate rights and duties 
which are not justified by reference to, or limited in application by, any 
particular legal system, community, state, race, or civilization. 

Thus we have two different accounts of rights emerging out of the Middle 
Ages: a particular, contractual, legal account and a universal, moral account 
based on the requirements of human flourishing. The politics of these two are 
rather different. From the contractual point of view, individuals possess the 
rights they do because they are citizens of a particular state and the law of that 
state endows them with these rights. But this state of affairs pertains only in 
those societies which are actually governed by the rule of law. This limitation 
does not exist when it comes to natural law because rights in this sense are not 
associated with particular forms of society or government and therefore can be 
genuinely human. Also rights under natural law are not associated with any 
particular enforcement mechanism. Moreover, whereas within the system of 
positive law the content of rights can be described with a certain degree of 
accuracy and precision, which rights are actually mandated by general 
universal moral standards is a matter of controversy (Brown 2003:118).  

According to Chris Brown (2003:118-19), it is very important  to stress this 
point because modern liberal thinking on human rights blurs the distinction 
between legal rights and rights seen as expressions of universal moral 
standards. Within a political community based on the rule of law, the fact that 
rights are described as universal when they are, in fact, local does not matter 
very much. The ontological status of those rights may be problematic, but the 
fiction that universal rights exist does not pose any particular problem. Where 
this disjunction becomes of far greater significance is when a shift takes place 
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from the use of rights language in a local context, to the employment of the 
category of universal human rights on a world stage (Brown: 2003:119).  

But can the root idea of a universal human nature, as described by natural 
law, be defended?  If so, what is the content of this universal nature?  And, is 
the language of ‘rights’ the best way of expressing whatever universal nature 
might be? There are different answers to these questions which do not always 
fit together neatly to produce coherent packages of ideas. Thus, for example, 
the grounding of human rights thinking in an ‘essentialist’ account of human 
nature is often criticized as privileging a particularly Western view of what it is 
to be human. Moreover, many of the advocates of so-called Asian values hold 
equally essentialist, albeit different views of human nature.  In addition, some 
writers hold very firm views about the existence of human universals, and yet 
would resist expressing these universals in the language of rights (McIntyre 
1981:67). Others are happy to acknowledge that human rights are fictitious 
entities, but defend the notion as valuable nonetheless. Richard Rorty, for 
example, takes human rights to be simply shorthand expressions of the widely 
held beliefs of particular Western societies, and yet is prepared to defend and 
promote the ‘human rights culture’ on pragmatic grounds (Rorty 1993).   

But the natural law approach to universalism is only one among many. For 
example, a universalist approach that is directly supportive of the conventional 
understanding of rights, albeit on a different basis, is associated with the 
Kantian notion of a shift of emphasis from rights to duties. On Kant’s account 
moral behavior involves the choice of maxims upon which our lives should be 
based and which provides us with a basis for a code governing our behavior 
towards each other. From a Kantian perspective one begins with a ‘duty’ and 
from this can derive a ‘right’. The value of placing the emphasis on the duty 
rather than the right in moral terms is that it stresses the obligations of the 
individual, who is seen, not as someone who is a rights-bearer making demands 
on others, but as someone who is internally motivated to behave properly to 
others. The Kantian approach relies on a universal account of what is to be a 
moral agent. The main problem with this approach is that an account of what it 
is to be human and moral rests on some specific assumptions associated with 
the European or Western culture (Connolly 2000). 

Generally speaking, universal arguments occupy positions along a 
spectrum. At one extreme, writers like Brian Barry (2000; 1994) and Jurgen 
Haberbas (1987; 1984) are happy to assert the general superiority of the values 
incorporated in the international human rights regime. At the other end of the 
spectrum are writers, such as Bikhu Parekh (2000, 1999) and John Rawls 
(1999; 1995) who defend the notion of a minimum set of universal rights and 
whose positions might be acceptable to some of those who adopt anti-
universalist positions. 

Despite the legitimate objections to the notion of human rights one should 
abandon the concept altogether. As Brown argues (2003:131) to think of 
human beings as rights-bearers is a way of drawing attention to features of the 
human condition that are of intrinsic value. Indeed, an emphasis on rights 
draws attention to the values of freedom and autonomy, and although one 
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might want to insist that the active life of the citizen is not the only one worth 
living, one may still value the idea that people ought to have the opportunity to 
choose such life. Thinking in terms of rights also encourages the notion that we 
have obligations towards each other and the discourse of human rights 
establishes that these obligations are not restricted to our fellow citizens. As 
Brown points out (2003: 131), this is a valuable contribution to international 
political theory. For all these reasons, it would be unwise to underestimate the 
value of the international human rights regime. But, by the same token, the fact 
that this regime rests upon a questionable ontology also ought not to be 
ignored. Neither should one ignore the consequences of forcing an 
international human rights regime upon states and societies that are ‘different’ 
from one’s own. 
 
 
Contending Approaches to Cultural Diversity and Human Rights 
 
Why does cultural diversity matter? Why does it matter if the world becomes 
culturally more homogeneous or heterogeneous? To begin with, different 
groups of people have developed individual ways to deal with their human 
needs in their own environments. Moreover, people from different countries 
may generally be able to understanding each other, but often the explanations 
they provide for their actions and way of thinking are not simple, because they 
are embedded in different and complex cultural systems. In other words, 
people need to translate the questions and answers not only in linguistic terms 
but in cultural ones as well. But linguistic differences, which constitute one of 
the reflections of cultural differences, are extremely important. Core 
International Relations concepts, like ‘order’ and ‘justice’, for instance, do not 
necessarily have the same meaning in all national vocabularies and, therefore, 
they do not make the same sense to all human beings (Mitter, 2003: 208). Most 
importantly, cultures – to a significant degree - determine the contents of 
concepts like ‘order’ and ‘justice’ and how they apply to any given political 
and social context.  

Different scholars have identified different perspectives on culture and 
cultural diversity. Two notable attempts have been undertaken by Kelleher and 
Klein (2006) and Nicholas Rengger (1992). The former have identified three 
prominent perspectives, namely globalism, the state primacy perspective, and 
cultural pluralism. Despite its significance, this attempt has been more actor-
centric than culture-centric with the consequence that the reader is not provided 
with a full fledged analysis of the academic treatment of culture and its 
implications for the practice of politics and especially for human rights. 
Working towards this end, Rengger has identified two perspectives: that of 
cultural relativism and that of cultural synthesis or dominance. This approach, 
albeit significant and in the right direction, is not fully developed. Therefore, 
this paper seeks to provide a more complete account of how culture is 
academically analyzed and the political consequences which result from this 
analysis by identifying five different approaches: cultural irrelevance, cultural 
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dominance, cultural relativism, cultural synthesis, and cultural demythization. 
It argues that the latter approach provides the basis for human progress by de-
politicizing, de-ideologizing and de-securitizing culture. 
 
Cultural Irrelevance 
 
This approach is related to the work of scholars who have adopted a positivist 
methodology. In international relations, ‘cultural irrelevance’ is associated with 
Structural Realism. The argument has essentially been that culture is irrelevant 
to world politics. The clearest argument of this sort is that of Kenneth Waltz 
(1979). His position is that the anarchic structure of the international system 
constrains all states, irrespective of their culture, to act in a functionally 
undifferentiated way. However, it has been demonstrated (Jakcson 1991; Holsti 
1996) that many states are of a different order from those on which the Realist 
model of international relations is patterned. Critical theorists have also argued 
– and rightly so - that realism is predicated on a particular western 
understanding of the problems of world politics that differs, for example, from 
the Islamic understanding.  

Political scientists and international relations theorists, who have adopted a 
positive methodology, have argued that empirical theory cannot deal with 
terms such as ‘culture’ and that ‘culture’ is not a problem for world politics as 
a subject of study and it should not affect those who study politics, domestic 
and international. This is a powerful argument. It claims that either that the 
existence of different cultures means that truth claims cannot be validated 
outside the matrix of a particular culture or that the notion of truth claims in 
this sense is itself at the center of a cultural crisis. Although both positions can 
be disputed, they are not susceptible to refutation by a simple disjunction 
between facts and values. 

The political consequences of such an approach are significant. First, it 
underestimates the importance of culture in contemporary affairs and ignores 
problems caused by cultural diversity; second, it does not allow the designing 
of policies to deal effectively with problems resulted from cultural differences; 
third it can justify or even hide policies aiming at cultural homogenization; and 
finally, it paves the way for cultural relativism. The latter is a by-product and 
characteristic error of positivism (Rengger, 1992:94-6). Positivists make an 
attempt to achieve objectivity by stepping outside one’s own culture, but in so 
doing one then stands firmly inside another. Moreover, it has been clearly 
shown (Booth 1999:47) that cultural relativism is empirically falsifying and 
ethically flawed and that it leads to dangerous political and moral nihilism. 
Booth (1999:46) has correctly identified ‘scientific objectivity’ as a ‘tyranny’, 
which strengthens the problems of culturalism by overemphasizing what is 
essentially ‘porous and changeable, and by strengthening cultural and ethical 
relativism’. 
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Cultural Dominance 
 
This approach takes two forms: that of Realism and that of global Darwinism. 
Before the debate about the so-called ‘clash of civilizations’, the concept of 
‘culture’, with the exception of the concept of ‘strategic culture’ (Gray 1996), 
had been generally disregarded by Realists. While Realism does not define the 
superiority of types of systems, it does privilege a specific type of political 
organization. The state is viewed as the most important unit for both national 
and international interaction. The primary political identity for all groups and 
individuals should be as citizens of the state of their birth or adoption. This 
approach gives states a tremendous amount of autonomy in deciding the nature 
of their own realms (Booth 1979). Its vision of the ideal world includes many 
different states, each of which determines the ethnic policies of its own 
residents.  

The concepts of nation and state are quite different. Thus the concept of 
national identity is not a straightforward one (Buzan, 1991). A nation is made 
up of a group of people who identify themselves as a unified and unique 
culture. A state, in contrast, is a complex political structure that may include 
citizens from a variety of nations. Can people be members of more than one 
nation or fit into two or more cultures? The philosophy of the modern state 
relies on the belief that one can indeed do this. The American example gives us 
a positive response, although it is currently doubted (Huntington 2004). 

From a Realist perspective there is no inherent evil in the multi-ethnic state 
as long as the state identity takes priority over ethnic identities. However, if 
they are not accommodated within a state,  powerful minorities appear ready to 
split off on their own. One other possibility is that members of the same 
cultures, isolated in different states, may join together into a new state. States, 
however, are unlikely to be eager to give up territory to ethic groups that 
appear to be economically weaker and militarily unable to protect themselves. 

‘Patriotism’, the placing of one’s primary loyalty in the state, is central to 
the Realist Darwinism, which maintains a deep distrust of the power of 
ethnicity, viewing it as weakening patriotism and creating rifts in the state 
system. According to the Realist Darwinist perspective, the solution to these 
problems lies with the states themselves. It has been suggested that in a 
multicultural world experiencing a ‘clash of civilizations’, the state has the 
right and duty to defend itself from internal and external threats. Issues 
concerning the distribution of rights and privileges between types of people 
within the state must be decided within the state. Given the nature of the state, 
however, the power to decide such issues resides usually in a political elite that 
controls government offices and is composed of individuals from similar ethnic 
backgrounds. 

Human diversity is a reality of everyday life, and it has been an issue 
throughout history. This history has not been a uniformly peaceful one, 
however. Many countries have celebrated human diversity, but in others, it has 
been the reason for legal discrimination, war, slavery, and even genocide. The 
most common reaction to cultural diversity is ethnocentrism or judging the 
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customs of another culture according to the standards of one’s own. For 
example, members of one religion might declare the practices of another to be 
immoral or illegal.  

It is evident that under certain conditions, the Realist prescriptions of 
cultural Darwinism can be dangerous and culture can serve as an ideology for 
achieving homogeneity and as a tool for exclusion. For example, the interests 
of ethnic minorities, migrants and refugees might be secondary in importance 
to those of the state while there might not be an effective mechanism to deal 
with the states that harm groups of people within their borders. If a state 
defines slavery, murder, or active discrimination of a particular group as 
acceptable, can outsiders legitimately help their victims? The actions of 
international community against the policies of apartheid in South Africa 
constitute a positive response. The international community, however, has 
failed to act in many other occasions not necessarily due to the lack of common 
political interests or the existence of a conflict of interest among the permanent 
members of the UN Security Council but rather out of the fear of undermining 
the notion of non-intervention embodied in the UN Charter (Wheeler 2000).  

At the international level, ‘cultural dominance’ is associated with global 
Darwinism and specifically with the argument that there are specific cultures 
(meaning Western) that become universally understood. Theodore Von Laue 
(1987), for example, sees the emerging global culture as the concluding part of 
a long process of ‘westernization’, which started with the expansion of the 
European international society and its transformation to the contemporary 
global international society (Bull & Watson, 1984; Watson, 1992; Stivachtis, 
1998 & 2003). It has also been argued that increasing globalization and 
modernization (meaning westernization), will minimize the importance of 
culture. Although it is accepted that culture is still relevant in certain regions of 
the world, it is argued that it is only because such regions have not been fully 
westernized. A more extreme vision of the ‘cultural dominance’ approach 
views the more isolated cultures as less significant, and suggests that the 
individuals who identify with them must change or continue to be insignificant 
(Kelleher & Klein 2006: 24). An extreme version of this vision would be a 
world governed by ‘superior’ cultures and populated by people who culturally 
resemble their most successful inhabitants. An emphasis on external and 
sometime involuntary (forced) changes, which give priority to this new world 
culture, is fundamental to this approach.  

Inherently the beliefs of the ‘cultural dominance’ approach at the global 
level appear to be a modern version of Social Darwinism, which evokes the 
concept of the survival of the fittest and applies it to cultural evolution. Those 
cultures that were more complex had proven themselves the fittest. This logic 
was used to justify colonialism by arguing that the colonial powers were 
bringing civilization to the less fortunate. Now it has evolved to assert that the 
contemporary western powers with a vision of democracy and universal human 
rights are best suited to lead the rest toward world civilization. Those 
advocating the unification of world cultures through westernization or 
globalization often run into accusations of paternalism, which broadly means 
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taking a superior position over others and trying to control their actions. 
Although paternalism is not illegal, it is rarely welcomed by those treated as 
inferiors. This explains why western discourse on and demands for human 
rights and democracy is seen as paternalistic in the non-western world. 

The holders of the views discussed above suggest that the obvious 
differences that currently exist between cultures are very real and extremely 
significant. They attempt, however, to elaborate different strategies to deal with 
cultural diversity. While Realists emphasize the autonomy of the domestic 
realm, the views of global Darwinists coalesce around the claim that the world 
must increasingly be seen as a whole, and that the lens for seeing this whole is, 
at least, predominantly, a western one. This realization has been clearly 
illustrated in the work of Francis Fukuyama (1992) who has claimed that the 
end of communism has resulted in the triumph of western liberal democracy. 
Many theorists, however, have expressed a considerable concern at what 
appears to be overwhelming western arrogance. But as Rengger (1992: 93) 
points out, the advocates of universalism have an answer to this. They suggest 
that the concern with western dominance is only problematic because of the 
west’s colonial past and its current position at the top of the international heap. 
But isn’t it enough? 

Central to ‘cultural dominance’ is the concept of ‘assimilation’ that holds 
that over time people will give up the customs of their inferior cultures to 
become members of the superior ones. Many social policies are built on the 
awareness that the road to assimilation goes through education. Those who do 
not support assimilationist policies, however, are particularly opposed to this 
aspect and complain that the national educational policies of the dominant 
culture are a form of ethnocide – the destruction of culture. In a strange way 
there is a liberal idea at the core of the assimilationist agenda that assumes that 
the more primitive people are capable of being educated and becoming part of 
the modern world. Stronger states may justify assimilationist policies as being 
‘for the good’ of the colonizing nation. The expansion of the European 
international society that resulted in the universalization of western values 
illustrates this well.  
 
Cultural Relativism 
 
Cultural relativism advocates the acceptance of diversity both within and 
between states. It mandates tolerance of cultural differences without 
ethnocentric judgment. According to its advocates, governments should 
accommodate any cultural differences arising within and between states and 
acknowledgment of differences as well as similarities should be encouraged. In 
other words, cultural relativism describes one solution to the problem of 
ethnocentrism. It suggests that the actions of people within each culture should 
be evaluated according to the rules of that culture.  

The advocates of cultural relativism prioritize the autonomous rights of 
individual cultures, regardless of their power. In this view, nations, cultures, 
ethnic groups, and indigenous people are the units of interest. It is argued that 
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people identify with these groups, and, if one believes in human equality, then 
these groups too must be equal. Such equality does not, however, exist in 
political and economic terms. Rather than seeing ethnic pluralism as a 
validation of evolutionary failure (Social Darwinism), cultural relativists see it 
as the result of a particular peoples’ history, which is set in a world of 
institutionalized inequality. They argue that the existence of a privileging of 
some cultures over others should not give the system ethnical authority. 

In International Relations, cultural relativists can be divided into two 
categories. On the one hand, post-modernists like Bob Walker and Richard 
Ashley (1990) have suggested that both world politics and the way it is studied 
are each undergoing a ‘cultural crisis’ due both to the acknowledgment of the 
huge variety of contemporary cultural realities and to the collapse of the 
legitimacy of the hegemonic culture, western culture. Thus the strategy 
employed by Walker and Ashley is to celebrate this event and to suggest that 
what it opens up is space for marginalized voices, for different cultural 
projects, for dissenting understandings of the world and of its politics and 
policies. Some post-modern scholars, who hold a cultural pluralism position to 
its extreme, are often opposed to the state as an institution. They argue that 
since the nature of the state is inherently hierarchical, if equality is a goal, the 
state, itself, is part of the problem. Therefore, a world made up of smaller, 
autonomous cultures might be the next logical stage of human evolution. The 
implications of this reading for the study and practice of world politics are 
profound.  

On the other hand, a less powerful argument has been advanced by Adda 
Bozeman (1960 & 1984:404) who argues that western culture is different from 
most other cultures in the weight it puts on the principle of individualization. 
For Bozeman, the result of this principle and its effect on western culture has 
been, among other things, the characteristically western way of thinking about 
world politics, but since these views are not shared by other cultures there is no 
a globally meaningful system. For Bozeman, the cultural crisis lies in the fact 
that western culture no longer commands wide acceptance in the global system. 
This means that the global system will be less ordered, less organized, and 
more prone to conflict and to violence. 

Both arguments, despite their differences, stress the levels of fragmentation 
in contemporary world politics. Ashley and Walker see this as a cause for 
celebration, Bozeman for regret, but each thinks that it is perhaps the most 
crucial feature of the contemporary world.   

In a world where respect for cultures and acceptance of difference meets no 
resistance or where peoples and states do not try to capitalize by resorting to 
claims of difference, cultural relativism would be mostly welcomed. This 
world, however, does not yet exist. Thus a main concern that needs to be 
voiced is that cultural relativism taken to its logical extreme would allow for 
moral anarchy. Would the murder of thousands or millions, as has occurred in 
recent history, be acceptable because the nation that allowed these deaths 
deemed them appropriate? From the perspective of religious and ethnic groups, 



An Anthology of Philosophical Studies 
 
 

 444 

the answer would surely be no. Politically, the United Nations asserts that there 
are universal human rights that supersede any national values. 

In the domestic realm, cultural relativists believe that since cultures differ, 
individual states should be left alone to deal with cultural matters at home. 
Such an argument brings its advocates close to the Realist perspective and its 
dangerous prescriptions. In fact, the balance between ethnocentrism and 
cultural relativity is a delicate one. Patriotism is an admirable trait, but is also a 
form of ethic nationalism with gives priority to one’s own state. Is nationalism 
good if one’s own government causes deaths or denies freedom to the other 
people? In contrast, accepting people as different but still as human is far more 
difficult than popular slogans suggest. Where extreme ethnocentrism exists it 
may be impossible to understand people from other cultures and hence to deal 
with them successfully in business or diplomacy. On the other hand, extreme 
cultural relativism makes it impossible to raise issues of human rights 
violations beyond the boundary of one’s own culture.   

Certainly, to tolerate some custom or belief is not necessarily to like it or to 
adopt it. The question is at what point does tolerance stop? Cultural relativists 
have difficulties in addressing this issue. But tolerance of the intolerable cannot 
be moral. One may also ask what moral truths transcend tolerance. It is 
generally argued that few ideals beyond the highly abstract value of human life 
appear in all cultures and that even this value is interpreted in different ways. 
Morality is also seen as an aspect of cultural learning and, therefore, any 
definition of what should be a universal morality is, by definition, inherently 
ethnocentric. However, to reject the idea of universal standards of morality is 
to accept anything as proper; and this is dangerous. 
 
Cultural Synthesis 
 
The advocates of cultural synthesis assert that the division of the world into 
specific political and economic entities is outmoded. They regard the 
contemporary world as one in which all peoples are joined in complex 
interactions and in which all economies are tied to a true world economy. In 
such circumstances, the only logical course is to encourage the further political 
integration of the world’s people. Along with this goes the hope that, in this 
integrated system, all people will be able to share in the universal human rights 
promised by the United Nations. The question, however, is: how this 
unification may be achieved? 

There are two approaches concerning how to further this unification. First, 
some institutionalists (Burton 1968; Falk 1983; Dore 1984) have claimed that 
we may be seeing the emergence of at least an embryonic global culture. 
Hedley Bull (2002), reflecting the pluralist tradition within the English School, 
has argued (2002) that there is a kind of common global culture, which is 
associated with the culture of modernity reflected in the cosmopolitanism of 
diplomatic interaction. Other institutionalists have suggested that the motor of 
the new global culture will be the need to solve global problems that no state 
can solve acting alone. Interdependence and regime theorists fall in this 
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category (Keohane & Nye 1987; Krasner 1982). Some veer towards integrating 
realist insights with the changing circumstances of contemporary world politics 
(Keohane & Nye 1987; Keohane 1984), while others are much closer to critical 
analyses (Rosenau 1990).  

Second, a similar case is advanced but differently argued by theorists like 
Andrew Linklater (1990a & 1990b), Mark Hoffman (1987 & 1988) and 
Charles Beitz (1979) who adopt a ‘cosmopolitan’ position on world politics. 
The cosmopolitan approach perceives unification where no one existing culture 
dictates to the rest of the world. This new world culture would include all the 
best traits of the existing cultures and would eliminate those that threaten the 
rights of individuals. The real question here is who is to determine what the 
best cultural traits are and which individual rights are to be protected.  

Cosmopolitanism, for Linklater and Hoffman, is based on an ethical 
position derived from Immanuel Kant, while for Beitz (1979: 182) 
cosmopolitan conceptions are ‘concerned with the moral relations of members 
of a universal community in which state boundaries have a merely derivative 
significance’. Versions of the claim for cultural unity that stress this 
‘cosmopolitan’ thesis emphasize the ethical and normative aspects of world 
politics, although they usually argue that social, economic, or technical 
changes are also in part responsible for the ‘globalizing’ they discuss. 
Cosmopolitan approaches are not united by any particular conclusions. Beitz, 
for example, sees human rights as the language of the emergent cosmopolitan 
culture, while Hoffman and Linklater argue for a less rights-based and more 
emancipatory theory. 

Cosmopolitans believe that all cultures must be granted respect and their 
people granted human rights. Mistreatment of ethnic minorities is viewed as a 
human rights issue that must be addressed in the domestic, as well as the 
international arenas. Actions from boycotts to trade sanctions and invasions are 
regarded as acceptable in order to protect cultural groups like in the cases of 
Somalia, Bosnia and Kosovo. Advocates support the rights of indigenous 
peoples to establish legal rights including, autonomy, self-governance over 
their own affairs, and even semi-sovereignty.  

Central to ‘cultural synthesis’ are the concepts of ‘acculturation’ and 
‘syncretism’. The former holds that individuals will modify their cultural 
upbringing by adapting to a new culture. They will not give up their original 
culture entirely, but they will adjust it to fit new circumstances. Assuming the 
desirability of a global culture, it would follow that people would wish to take 
on many of the superior traits they find in people of other cultures. Education 
plays a role, but it need not be forced and it need not replace the original 
culture completely. Therefore, few ideas are accepted but in a way that make 
sense with the existing ideas.  

Syncretism refers to the mixing of cultural ideas from different sources in 
order to create a new reality. Those who regard universalism as the creation of 
a wholly new world culture favor syncretism as the major mechanism that will 
form the new world culture. An example of how this has happened with 
religion involves the adoption of Catholicism by indigenous groups in Latin 
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America. However, syncretism is not always acceptable to those who 
champion acculturation in other forms. Pope Jean Paul II preached against this 
modification of the teaching of the Catholic Church but supported the use of 
local languages in church services. Those who believe in acculturation in the 
service of the centrality of superior cultures require that the key items of the 
superior culture be accepted. In this sense, syncretism may be related to 
‘cultural dominance’ rather to ‘cultural synthesis’. 

Advocates of cultural synthesis recognize a difficult challenge of how to 
achieve this end without harming the rights of people to choose their own 
futures. The most optimistic assume that all people will share their views of the 
good life. Others realize that cultural differences run deep and that different 
people value different beliefs and customs, often more than prosperity and 
peace. Finally, the greatest majority believes that the creation of a global reality 
is difficult but an end worth pursuing. 
 
Cultural Demythization 
 
This progressive approach is related to critical theory. Its advocates suggest 
that cultural differences should be acknowledged and respected but cultures 
should not become ideologies that create and maintain social and political 
fragmentation within and between states and serve as barriers to human 
progress. They also claim that despite cultural differences it is possible to 
create at least a minimum of universal standards of behavior. 

Unlike the ‘cultural synthesis’ approach, cultural demythization asserts that 
universal standards and values are not to be based on existing cultures but they 
can be defined with reference to humanity. As Ken Booth argues (1999: 31), 
the discourse of human rights is potentially crucial to human history because it 
is part of the language of the human species’ self-creating emancipation from 
natural and societal threats. Although there are considerable difficulties in 
according rights such a significance and centrality in human history, Booth 
rightly claims that duty and responsibility also have a place.  

Apart from the ‘tyranny of scientific objectivity’, Booth identifies other two 
‘tyrannies’, which constitute sets of attitudes, almost an ideology, which 
imprisons human rights potentialities in a static, particularistic and regressive 
discourse, reproducing prevailing patterns of power rather than the reinvention 
of the politics of human responsibility (Booth 1999:32). The first is 
‘presentism’ and is associated with the adoption of ahistorical perspectives on 
societies and cultures (Carrithers 1992). Presentism has been criticized for 
underestimating the complexity of the social world, for producing unfruitful 
generalizations, for disregarding the historical character of social experience, 
and for reducing the understanding of human relatedness across the globe. It 
reflects the tendency of the people to observe what people of other cultures do 
and then run to the conclusion that these people have always done this and will 
always will. Presentism produces conservatism by constraining political 
imagination and by encouraging us to generalize from a historical moment.  
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The tyranny of presentism, which produces and reproduces ahistorical 
perspectives, can be countered by adopting a macro-historical approach, which 
underlines the persistence to change. As Carrithens has suggested (1992: 32), 
such an approach emphasizes the mutability of human experience reflected in 
plasticity, change, temporality, metamorphosis and interactivity of peoples and 
cultures. It is from this perspective, rather than from the perspective of 
temporal parochialism and ethnocentrism that Booth seeks to first address and 
immediately disregards the question of whether human rights are universal. He 
argues that human history is still short and, therefore, too early to say. For 
Booth the human race, in evolutionary time, has only just begun. His key idea 
is to anthropologize and historicize human rights, and to see the culture of 
human rights as one aspect of human evolution. The main question he poses is 
not whether human rights are universal but ‘how should we live together’. 
From this perspective human sociality trumps culture, civilizations, race and 
other discriminatory classifications and underlines social behavior. The 
‘cultural demythization’ approach intends to show that change is the only 
constant in human society and history, and that humans are capable of 
significant social diversity.  

The second tyranny is the ‘tyranny of cultures’ expressed in the concept of 
‘culturalism’. The latter means the reduction of social and political 
explanations to culture and to the acceptance of cultures as exclusivist identity-
referents. There have been many factors contributing to this tendency. 
Anthropology, for example, has historically positioned itself against the idea of 
universal values by its methodological localism, which has been called the 
‘prolonged love affair with local culture’ or ‘radical cultural relativism’ 
(Wilson 1987:1; Donnelly 1989:109) in which ‘culture’ becomes the supreme 
ethical value and the ‘sole source of the validity of a moral right or rule’. Booth 
argues (1999: 36) that culturalism is a strong form of the interrelated 
approaches of cultural essentialism, cultural determinism and cultural 
relativism. 

Culturalism emphasizes the uniqueness and exclusivity of each culture. 
Cultures are studied from a holistic perspective, in terms of their particular 
social logics and world-views. As a counter to ethnocentric generalizations, 
cultural relativism has represented progress but it has led to the conclusion that 
how people behave can only be interpreted in terms of the particular values, 
beliefs and rationalities of the culture concerned. This, according to Booth, has 
created three problems (Booth, 1999:37). First, it takes away the basis for 
comparison between cultures and societies, which has philosophical and ethical 
implications; secondly, it exaggerates the self-contained nature of societies in 
which their unique social and ethical values are supposed to be embedded; and 
thirdly, it privileges traditionalism, which is often a means by which elites 
maintain their power, status and privileges. 

Culturalism, by giving a totalizing picture of specific cultures, produces a 
false view of the world (Carrithers 1992:8). Since culture is the adaptation of 
society to environment, changes in the environment, both physical and social, 
always trigger changes in culture (de Blij and Murphy 2003: 20-34). There are 
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two categories of cultural change. First, there are internal changes, which are 
created by people within the society. Second, there are external changes, which 
are invented or promoted in one culture and are introduced, from the outside, to 
another culture. External cultural changes may be voluntary or involuntary 
(forced). Thus cultures are not historically continuous. For example, a survey 
of the Greek culture will illustrate that cultural values associated with the 
ancient Greek world do not necessarily correspond to the values of the 
Byzantine Greece. Neither might ancient and/or Byzantine Greek values 
correspond to contemporary Greek ones. Moreover, citizens resisting 
governmental policies, which are justified in cultural terms, in states like 
China, India and Iran, do so not by resorting necessarily to western arguments 
but by using their own cultural values as basis for their argumentation. So, how 
much importance should one attach to culture as the defining referent when 
people within states are split over the authenticity of many values? 

Culturalism is tempting because it simplifies things and makes complexity 
easier to handle. Moreover, when it comes to cultures, it the most powerful or 
the most fundamentalist who speak and claim authenticity, which, in turn, 
becomes not simply a cultural matter but also profoundly political (Booth: 
1999: 38). Cultural authenticity might help in any struggle for political and 
social power, including helping to determine whose interpretations of human 
rights will dominate within particular cultural regimes.  

The main problem with culturalism is traditionalism, the propagating of 
traditions to serve power interests; this often includes special references to 
practices based in a society’s religion. Traditionalism holds that knowledge and 
truth are derived from past revelations (divine or otherwise) and are transmitted 
by tradition. Culturalism thus produces and reproduces traditionalism and this 
had had important consequences for the theory and practice of international 
relations. To reject traditionalism, however, is not to reject traditions. 
Traditions are important in they help to cement a society and give meaning to 
the lives of a society’s members. Apart from preventing progress, 
traditionalism can also be seen as the enemy of positive traditions and culture 
for it may serve to maintain gender and class divisions and justify the resort to 
violence.  

The approach of ‘cultural demythization’ would attract criticism from 
various quarters. Realists, for example, would argue that it is dangerous 
because may undermine national identity and the territorial integrity of states. 
Others may argue that it offers an ideology that is a cover for the imposition of 
Western values. However, as John Vincent (1992: 271 & 1986) has argued, 
behind such a criticism there is a concern about the relationship between the 
spread of ideas and associated material and political power. Moreover, cultural 
relativists may claim that any idea aiming at universality is utopian, totalitarian 
and dangerous. Booth (1999: 59-62) mounts a moral and ethical defense 
against this criticism by identifying five factors that show clearly that there is 
already a basis for universal values.  

The first factor is what Jack Donnelly (1989:23) calls ‘international 
normative universality’ to which all states proclaim their acceptance and 
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adherence. The example of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights is 
indicative. Secondly, Booth illustrates that the critique of universality ignores 
the degree of value commensurability that exists between communities citing 
the work of scholars from various disciplines who point out that people, 
whatever their cultural contexts, tend to have many similar conceptions 
regarding civility, right and wrong behavior and duties, responsibilities and 
obligations to other people. Thirdly, he points out that the critics of universality 
ignore a powerful alternative view of world politics, one that has thought in 
terms of a potential world community instead of ‘particularisms’. Fourthly, he 
illustrates the existence of universal ethical communities composed of those 
individuals and groups around the world who face injustice and insecurity. 
Finally, Booth argues that universality also derives from peoples’ common 
experience as human beings. 

Because the notion of ‘culture’ is problematic, it should be abandoned as a 
political referent. Instead, one should regard cultures as dangerous political 
myths. If there is any approach to universalism, this should be based on an 
essentialist view of human nature. As Booth suggests (1999: 52), we should 
have human rights not because we are human but to make us human.  

As a response to culturalism, critical theory proposes emancipation, which 
must not be at the expense of the others and is not synonymous with nor 
reflects westernization. Instead, emancipation should serve as a philosophical 
anchorage and should be treated as a long-run strategic process, as well as a 
tactical goal. Although cultural relativism is flawed as an approach to politics, 
cultural sensitivity must, nevertheless, inform all we do, including how we 
think about universal perspectives. In any case, universality should not produce 
an unhealthy sameness or cultural homogeneity, and universal standards should 
aim at sustaining diversity rather than the opposite. 
 
 
From Cultural Tyranny to Non-Ethnocentric Universalism 
 
The inhabited world has been multicultural from the beginning if only because 
different languages have brought forth different processes of thought formation 
and different types of basic norms and ideas. As a result, perceptions and 
conceptualizations of order and justice have been conditioned to a considerable 
extent by national cultures (Bozeman 1984, 1970, 1960). The latter have not 
been so far able to accommodate the image of human being as an individual 
representative of the human species. Consequently, cognitive thought about 
humanity was not developed and a world order regulated by universally valid 
norms could not, so far, be fathomed. In what sense then, does the prospect that 
the world might be getting more culturally homogeneous or heterogeneous 
have implications for the possibilities of sustaining an international order?  

One of the contemporary paradoxes is that while it has been recognized 
that, culturally speaking, states are becoming increasingly heterogeneous - due 
to the influx of refugees and immigrants – it has also been suggested that the 
world is becoming increasingly homogeneous (Americanized, Westernized) 
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through the process of globalization. In either case, international order may be 
impacted either by cultural conflicts within states or by local resistance to 
global cultural homogenization or by the very fact that culturally diverse states 
may find it difficult to cooperate on issues where their individual cultures 
dictate their opposing world views.  

One way that cultural differences affect the possibility of international 
order has little to do with the substantive content of cultures. The rules of order 
in international society rest on some sort of perception of the inevitability of 
continuing interaction, some sense that the society of states requires moral 
commitment to certain basic rules because it is a community and there is no 
alternative to that community continuing to exist – neither the alternative of 
withdrawal of itself, nor that of the elimination by genocide of other. 
International society requires the existence of some sort of moral community, 
some degree of reciprocity and ability to make the role of the other, which at 
minimum rules out the contemplation of genocide. At the very least it requires 
some such sense of community among those who act on behalf of states, and, if 
order is to be enduring, potentially also among the populations they represent. 

To arrive to the establishment of this fellow feeling in the contemporary 
multicultural world two things are required. First, to avoid charges of cultural 
or humanist imperialism, careful western reflection about the desirability of the 
application of western values to global affairs is needed. Second, to cement 
international order the construction of a set of non-ethnocentric universal 
values is required. This construction should be based on a dialogue between 
cultures to assure legitimacy but also respect for cultural differences.  

Central to such an effort is the idea of a minimum set of general principles.  
Michael Walzer (1995, 1994), for example, has identified some minimum 
sense of what could be described as a habitable human environment, while 
John Rawls (1999) has made respect for a minimum set of rights a defining 
characteristic of well-ordered hierarchies, the ‘decent’ peoples that are full 
members of his confederation of peoples along with liberal peoples. The 
proponents of Asian values have, in the Bangkok Declaration and elsewhere, 
stressed their commitment to at least a minimum set of human rights. 
Moreover, there is some evidence that cross-cultural similarities exist at a level 
sufficient to form the basis for a kind of minimum moral code, if not the 
‘common morality’ (Donagan 1977). The underlying thinking here is that the 
‘hard-line’ liberal position that all societies that are not liberal are, in some 
sense, defective is insufficiently discriminatory. The key task is to establish 
which kinds of ‘difference’ are deserving of respect and which are not. 

A notable effort to establish a set of non-ethnocentric universal values has 
been undertaken by Bhikhu Parekh. He argues (1999:139) that if universal 
values are to enjoy widespread support and democratic validation and be free 
of ethnocentric biases, they should arise out of an open and un-coerced cross-
cultural dialogue. Such a dialogue should include every culture with a point of 
view to express. In so doing, we should show respect for them, and give them a 
motive to comply with the principle of holding a cross-cultural dialogue. We 
should also ensure that such values, as we arrive at, are born out of different 
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historical experiences and cultural sensibilities, free of ethnocentric biases, and 
thus genuinely universal. According to Parekh (1999: 140), the point of a 
cross-cultural dialogue is to arrive at a body of values to which all the 
participants can be expected to agree. The concern is not to discover values but 
to agree on them. Since moral values cannot be rationally demonstrated, the 
concern should be to build a consensus around those that they can be shown to 
be rationally most defensible. 

Although these values can be universally valid, they are by their very nature 
general and need to be interpreted, prioritized and applied to the particular 
circumstances of each society. But since universal values can be defined, 
prioritized and realized differently by different societies, one faces a significant 
problem. The question is how to make space for the inescapable cultural 
mediation of universal values without depriving them of their normative and 
critical thrust?  

Generally speaking, the above indicated efforts to establish a minimum set 
of universal values represent quite attractive propositions. Unfortunately, when 
investigated a little more closely they becomes less so, largely because it is 
clear that the notion of what constitutes a minimalist set of principles varies 
dramatically depending on who one is talking to (Brown 2003: 205). For 
example, Walzer’s minimum rules out slavery and genocide which is 
comforting but not very discriminatory. Rawls’ basic human rights support 
freedom of religion and regard discrimination on the basis of gender as 
unacceptable, but those societies that are potential candidates for ‘decent’ 
status mostly do not.  Parekh places a great deal of emphasis on dialogue but 
dialogue itself is not culture-neutral. Cultural fundamentalists reject the idea 
that moral progress comes from talking things through.  Part of the problem 
here is that the most compelling objections to the full-blown liberal notion of 
universal human rights are also objections to minimal codes, and so it is not 
clear what is gained by liberals when they move to the latter position.  The kind 
of anti-foundationalist objections to human rights in general apply just as 
firmly to minimalist notions of rights.  

Despite these difficulties, the construction of a set of non-ethnocentric 
universal values through the means of a global cultural dialogue is a project 
worth pursuing if international or world order is to be sustained. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
This paper sought to examine whether the humanist project of the 
universalization of human rights necessarily undermines cultural diversity and 
respect for differences. In so doing, it argued that it is possible, albeit quite 
difficult, to create a set of non-ethnocentric universal values to support and 
sustain international or world order without undermining cultural diversity. 
This can be best achieved by means of an open-ended cross-cultural dialogue 
both at the governmental and societal levels in which participants rationally 
decide what values are worthy of their allegiance and respect. 
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The paper was based on the principle that culture plays a significant role in 
contemporary social and political affairs, and that cultures and traditions 
should be respected. However, it argues against the tendency of viewing 
culture as the only explanation for contemporary political and social 
phenomena and the only identity-referent. It suggests that the transformation of 
culture into an ideology and its subsequent abuse might lead to further 
fragmentation of state societies and further divisions among states with 
different cultural systems. Advocating a ‘cultural demythization’ approach, the 
paper claims that the notion of ‘culture’ is problematic and it should, therefore, 
be abandoned as a political referent. Nevertheless, it stresses that cultural 
sensitivity should always be displayed in our actions and words and any 
projects aiming at universality should not produce an unhealthy cultural 
homogeneity. Instead, universal standards should aim at sustaining cultural 
diversity. 

Undoubtedly, cross-cultural deliberation on moral values is an exceedingly 
complex and time-consuming activity. But one cannot expect an immediate 
and final solution to a problem that was building up for centuries, if not 
millennia. Although one cannot appeal to a trans-cultural conception of human 
nature, one can, however, appeal to those human capacities, desires and needs 
that all cultures can be shown to presuppose and instantiate in their own 
different ways. 
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The Priority of Courts in the General 
Theory of Law 

 
 

Sheinman Hanoch, Rice University 
 
 

y the Priority of Courts I shall mean the thesis that law courts 
are uniquely essential to the legal system, or at least to the 
modern municipal legal system. Courts in this context means 
what courts are essentially, namely institutions that are legally 
empowered to resolve disputes over the application of the law 

in particular cases, in short: law-applying institutions.  The relevant contrast for 
our purposes is with law-making institutions, namely ones that are legally 
empowered to make law in the form of general rules.1 

B
The Priority of Courts is a widely accepted thesis. It is most naturally 

associated with the picture of law painted by the American Legal Realists of 
the nineteen twenties and thirties, as epitomized by the slogan that what judges 
do about disputes is the law itself.2  And yet the thesis has attracted many legal 
theorists who reject the Realist picture of law. Perhaps most notably, it all but 
explicitly informs the version of legal positivism championed by H.L.A. Hart 

                                                 
1 This contrast calls for two clarifications.  First, far from a mechanical process of discovering 
pre-determined meaning, judicial application of the law typically calls for interpretation, a 
process that may be quite creative and go beyond giving effect to the law.  This does not yet 
make courts law-making institutions in the relevant sense.  For the legal norms judges create in 
the process of applying general legal rules need not themselves be such rules.  Creative or not, 
the force of a court-made legal norm may well be confined to the parties to the particular 
litigation.  Second, and more important, there is no denial that law courts often have power to 
make law in the relevant sense.  In particular, appellate courts in common law jurisdictions 
often have legal power to lay down general legal rules in the form of binding precedents, which 
apply to legal subjects beyond the parties at bar.  Such courts then are both law-applying and 
law-making institutions.  Not all courts have general law-making powers, however.  The courts 
of continental legal systems as well as the lower courts in common law jurisdictions typically 
lack general law-making powers.  Their decisions bind the parties at bar only.  In sum: while 
courts may but need not be law-making institutions, they are always law-applying institutions. 
2 Karl Llewellyn, The Bramble Bush (New York: Oceana Publications, 1930), 3. Llewellyn 
talks about “the officials of the law,” but his main example is judges.  Didn’t the Realists 
emphasize the law-making aspect of adjudication?  Not in the sense that is pertinent to our 
discussion.  The Realists typically emphasized the fact that the courts often make rather than 
find the legal norms they apply to the parties. But they typically deemphasized the general 
rules judges lay down for other legal subjects.  After all, they distrusted general rules.  For all 
their neglect of other aspects of the law, the Realists took courts for what they essentially are, 
namely law-applying institutions. 
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in The Concept of Law.1  Several followers have explicitly endorsed that thesis. 
According to John Gardner, for example, “adjudicative institutions are, in a 
sense, the linchpin of all legal systems.” “Indeed, as Hart did not spell out but 
others have added, the presence of courts turns out to be more crucial to the 
existence of a legal system than the presence of any other legal institutions.”2  

These others include Joseph Raz, who claims that “the existence of norm-
creating institutions though characteristic of modern legal systems is not a 
necessary feature of all legal systems, but…the existence of certain types of 
norm-applying institutions [(i.e. courts)] is”.3 According to this approach, “a 
law is part of the system only if it is recognized by legal institutions. The 
emphasis is, however, on the law-applying rather than the law-creating 
institutions.”4 “A large number of authors — among them Holland, Gray, 
Salmond, Holmes, Llewellyn, and Hart — opted for this approach”. What Raz 
and these scholars “all have in common is the emphasis on law-applying 
organs in our criteria of identity of legal system”.5 

For the most part, I will assume for the sake of argument that law courts are 
absolutely essential to the existence of legal systems. In itself, this assumption 
does not give courts any priority in the general theory of law or legal systems 
(it cannot cash, for example, Gardner’s metaphor that the courts are “the 
linchpin” of the legal system, or Raz’s claim that the general theory of law 
should emphasize “the law-making rather than law-creating institutions”). My 
focus will be on the claim that the courts are somehow uniquely essential, 
central, or important to the legal system. My question then is a comparative 
one: Are the courts more important than every other institution to the existence, 
identity, or unity of the legal system?  My answer, and the general thesis of this 
paper, will be simple: Law courts as such — namely as law-applying 
institutions — are by no means uniquely essential or important to the existence, 
identity, or unity of the legal system, because law-making institutions are at 
least as important. This moreover is as true regarding modern municipal legal 
system as it is regarding simple (or international) ones. 
 
Synopsis 
 
I will start with a simple prima facie case against the Priority of Courts — and 
for my own claim that law-making institutions are just as essential to the legal 
system as courts. I then consider a rebuttal based on a familiar argument for the 
possibility of a so-called purely customary legal system. I explain why the 
rebuttal cannot rescue the Priority of Courts. 

Next we look into the possibility that the best interpretation of, and case for, 
the Priority of Courts is to be found in a general theory of law. Putting this 

 
1 2d ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994; 1st ed., 1961). 
2 “The Virtue of Justice and the Character of Law,” Current Legal Problems 23 (2000): 1-30, 
19f. 
3 The Authority of Law (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979), 105. 
4 Ibid., 87. 
5 Ibid., 89. 
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thesis in its best light requires embedding it in a general theory of law.  And in 
fact, the Priority of Courts is already embedded in an attractive such theory, 
namely Hart’s. In particular, it underlies the centerpiece of Hart’s version of 
legal positivism: the doctrine of the rule of recognition. To the extent that you 
accept this doctrine, goes the thought, you are already committed to the Priority 
of Justice. 

I will accept this assumption and spend most of the paper trying to meet the 
challenge that comes with it. I will have no qualms about Hart’s legal 
positivism, only about his doctrine of the rule of recognition, and only insofar 
as it entails the Priority of Courts. My basic argument will focus on Hart’s 
examples of pathological legal systems.  By offering a rival diagnosis of the 
pathology in these systems, I hope to show that law-making institutions are at 
least as important to the legal system as law-applying ones. I will close by 
interrogating Raz’s explicit case for the Priority of Courts. 
 
The Prima Facie Case 
 
A simple thought supports the claim that law-making institutions are just as 
essential to the legal system as law-applying ones. On the face of it, law-
applying institutions presuppose laws to apply, which in turn presuppose law-
making institutions. Laws, after all, are artifacts. They need to be made in order 
to exist. If so, law-making institutions are as essential to the legal system.  In 
particular, courts as law-applying institutions are not uniquely essential to the 
legal system.  But courts as law-applying institutions just are courts as such.  
So courts as such are not uniquely essential to the legal system. 
 
The Purely Customary System 
 
Let us look at a possible rebuttal. Perhaps the best case for the unique 
essentiality of the courts capitalizes on the possibility of a so-called purely 
customary legal system.  Gardner: 

 
One may have a legal system with no legislature and no police force and 
no legal professions — that is to say a purely customary legal system — 
but one has no legal system at all until one has courts, i.e. adjudicative 
institutions charged with administering a system of rules by which they 
themselves are bound.1 

 
This point is an immediate consequence of Hart’s celebrated claim that the 
command theory of law cannot explain the phenomenon of customary laws.2  
Notice that the legal system in question is purely customary only in the sense 
that custom is the only source of law.  This implies that the system lacks courts 
with power to lay down general rules (by setting precedents), but it does not 

 
1 “The Virtue of Justice”, 20. 
2 Concept, 44-48. 
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imply that the system lacks courts as such, namely as law-applying institutions.  
On the contrary and as the quoted passage makes clear, courts are absolutely 
essential to the system.  Indeed, custom can count as a source of law for the 
system only because the courts recognize it as such by consistently applying 
customary rules as rules of the legal system in cases coming before them.1  All 
in all, the possibility of a customary legal system is the possibility of a legal 
system (a) with courts, (b) customary legal rules, and (c) no other legal rules 
(in particular, no statutes or precedents). 

This seems right as far as it goes, but it does not go very far at all. In 
particular, it does not rebut my claim that law-making institutions are as 
essential to legal systems as law-applying ones. The case of the purely 
customary legal system shows that law-making institutions need not be law-
enacting organizations, namely organizations that make law by intentionally 
performing acts the entire purpose of which is to make law. Indeed customary 
communities may be ultimate sources of law in the sense that they need not 
derive their law-making power from other law-making institutions. Such 
communities are not organizations, and their law-making is not intentional but 
conventional and largely incidental to other activities. This may well be a 
serious objection to the command theory of law, but it has no tendency to 
support the Priority of Courts. For it has no tendency to show that law-making 
institutions are less essential to legal systems than law-applying ones. 
Customary law-making and laws are law-making and laws all the same. 
 
The Purely Judicial System 
 
We can imagine a counter-reply. What is special about the courts is not that 
they apply rather than make law, but that they are capable of both. Unlike any 
other legal institution, courts can both make general laws and apply them. This 
makes the court system self-sufficient in a way no other legal institution can 
be. The really interesting case is not that of the purely customary legal system 
but that of the purely judicial one. The entire body of laws in such a system is 
judge-made.  Some of the courts of such a system lay down general rules in the 
form of binding precedents, and some apply these judge-made rules in 
particular cases. Remarkably, neither law-enacting organizations nor a 
customary law-making institution is needed. The legal system consists of the 
courts and the courts only! 

However, this defense of the Priority of Courts simply changes it. By 
treating courts as law-making and law-applying institutions, it no longer treats 
them as what they are essentially, namely law-applying institutions. After all, 

 
1 Custom becomes a source of law for the legal system because the courts systematically apply 
customary rules as rules of that system. At the same time, the courts apply customary rules as 
rules of the legal system because custom is a source of law for that system. The circularity is 
innocuous, because the status of custom as a source of law for the legal system does not depend 
on the judicial application of any particular customary rule as a rule of that system. (For no 
particular customary rule is it claimed that the courts must apply it as a rule of the legal system 
before they can apply it as a rule of the legal system). 
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not all courts have law-making powers. The Priority of Courts is interesting 
only insofar as it implies that there is some property all law courts share that 
makes them uniquely important to the law. The prima facie case against it 
suggests that there is no such property. The defense leaves this impression 
intact. 
 
Hart’s Rule of Recognition 
 
I can see how my rejection of the Priority of Courts is met with suspicion by 
those familiar with and sympathetic to the general descriptive theory of law 
Hart advances in The Concept of Law.  Indeed the Priority of Courts appears to 
be entailed by the centerpiece of Hart’s legal positivism: the doctrine of the 
rule of recognition. This doctrine, you might think, puts the Priority of Courts 
in its best light. We must therefore find some fault with Hart’s doctrine of the 
rule of recognition before we can legitimately reject the Priority of Court. My 
argumentative strategy will be to accept this assumption and try to show that 
the doctrine of the rule of recognition, as Hart and some followers seem to 
understand it, is vulnerable to a decisive objection. 

According to Hart, every modern municipal legal system contains a 
“secondary” rule of recognition, namely a rule or set of rules “for conclusive 
identification of the primary rules of obligation” of the system.1 It is capable of 
serving this purpose because it specifies the “criteria of validity” for rules 
belonging to the legal system. Hence “[t]o say that a given rule is valid is to 
recognize it as passing all the tests provided by the rule of recognition and so 
as a rule of the system.”2 The rule of recognition is ultimate in that it does not 
derive its validity from any other rule of the system. It exists as part of the legal 
system not because it is valid under any other rule — it is neither valid nor 
invalid — but simply because it is accepted as a matter of empirical fact.3  
Specifically, it is a matter of convention.4 But the rule of recognition is not 
simply ultimate; it is uniquely ultimate: all the other rules of the system, 
without exception, derive their validity from the rule of recognition, directly or 
indirectly. This is why “the rule of recognition is the ultimate rule of the 
system,” is “unlike other rules of the system,”,5 “the system’s most 
fundamental rule.”6 

 
1 Concept, 95; chh. 5.3, 6, 7.4, 10.5, Postscript §§ 2-4. Let us say that a legal rule is secondary 
just when it presupposes another legal rule; otherwise it is primary.  Cf. ibid., 94, 81, 97. 
2 Ibid., 103. 
3 Ibid., 108f. 
4 Ibid., 255f; 266f. 
5 Other places where Hart refers to the ultimate rule of recognition, or to the rule of recognition 
specifying the ultimate criteria of validity for the system include pp. 112, 114, 116, 120f, 123, 
148-53, 204, 247. See also Hart’s analogy with the standard meter bar in Paris, “which is the 
ultimate test of the correctness of all measurement in meters” (109, emphasis added). To my 
knowledge, Hart never describes any other rule of the system as ultimate.  For the conviction 
that Hart’s rule of recognition is uniquely ultimate see also Raz, Authority, 91 and Ronald 
Dworkin, Taking Rights Seriously (London: Duckworth, 1977), 21. 
6 Ibid., 107, 110, 151, respectively. 
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Hart also thinks that the rule of recognition is the key to the unity of the legal 
system — in fact, to its existence as a system. Prior to the introduction of a 
secondary rule of recognition, all we can have is a set of discrete “pre-legal” 
primary rules of obligation. “By providing an authoritative mark”, he writes, 
the rule of recognition introduces “the idea of a legal system: for the rules are 
now not just a discrete unconnected set but are, in a simple way, unified”.1 

Who are the parties to the recognition convention, the agents in the 
acceptance practices of which the rule of recognition consists? Hart’s 
considered view is that the rule of recognition need not be accepted by private 
citizens, who “have no general conception of the legal structure or of its criteria 
of validity.” Rather, “what is crucial is that there should be a unified or shared 
official acceptance of the rule of recognition containing the system’s criteria of 
validity.”2 But who are those officials in the practices of whom the rule of 
recognition consists? At first Hart includes legislators among his officials,3 but 
he quickly goes on to emphasize courts and judges.4 A few years after the 
publication of the first edition of Concept, he settles on the view that the 
ultimate rule of recognition consists of the law-applying practices of the 
courts.5 

But if there had ever been any doubt about this, it was unequivocally 
removed with the publication of the second edition of Concept. Since this 
aspect of Hart’s view goes to the very heart of our problem, I am taking the 
liberty to repetitively quote several similar passages: 

 
[T]he existence and authority of the rule of recognition should depend 
on the fact of its acceptance by the courts. 
[T]he rule of recognition… is in effect a form of judicial customary rule 
existing only if it is accepted and practiced in the law-identifying and 
law-applying operations of the courts. 
[I]n this book a rule as important and as little controversial as a legal 
system’s basic rule of recognition is treated as a rule constituted by the 
uniform practice of the courts in accepting it as a guide to their law-
applying and law-enforcing operations. 

 
1 Ibid., 95; 92, 233f. 
2 Ibid., 114f (emphasis added); 117; cf. 101, 110. 
3 Ibid., 115. 
4 Having introduced the distinction between the perspectives of private citizens and officials, 
Hart says that the “merely personal concern with the rules” characterizing the private citizen’s 
obedience “cannot characterize the attitude of the courts to the rules with which they operate as 
courts. This is most patently the case with the ultimate rule of recognition.”  (Concept, 116; 
emphases added).  By the last section of chapter 6, Hart effectively identifies the official sector 
with the courts (117-23). 
5 “Kelsen’s Doctrine of the Unity of Law,” in Essays in Jurisprudence and Philosophy 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983), 309-342 (first published, 1968). Here Hart settles on “the 
idea that recognition by the law-identifying and law-enforcing agencies effective in a given 
territory is of crucial importance in determining the system to which the laws belong” (336).  
His examples make it obvious that the main agencies he has in mind are courts (319, 335-38, 
340ff).  See also, Raz, Authority, 92; John Gardner, “The Legality of Law,” Ratio Juris 17 
(2004): 168-81. 
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Judges may be agreed on the relevance of [moral tests in the rule of 
recognition] as something settled by established judicial practice even 
though they disagree as to what the tests require in particular cases. 
[T]he law of a system is identified by criteria provided by a rule of 
recognition accepted in the practice of the courts. 
[S]ome legal principles…are identified as law by the “pedigree” test [set 
by the rule of recognition] in that they have been consistently invoked 
by courts in ranges of different cases as providing reasons for decision. 
I ascribe the general agreement found among judges as to the criteria for 
the identification of the sources of law to their shared acceptance of 
rules providing such criteria. 
Certainly the rule of recognition is treated in my book as resting on a 
conventional form of judicial consensus. 
[Principles owe their legal status to] a conventional rule of recognition 
whose existence and authority depend on its acceptance by the 
courts…[This is] a method of law recognition required by a mere 
conventional rule accepted by the judges and lawyers of particular legal 
systems.1 
 

In short, Hart’s rule of recognition consists of judicial law-applying practices. 
Finally, who are the subjects the rule of recognition addresses?  Again, the first 
edition of Concept is not altogether clear on this question. Early in the 
discussion Hart writes that wherever such a rule is accepted, “both private 
persons and officials are provided with authoritative criteria for identifying 
primary rules of obligation”,2 but later he says that the ultimate rule of 
recognition is a “common standard of correct judicial decisions”.3 Rules of 
recognition are “used by courts in identifying valid rules of law”.4  Once again, 
Hart explicitly endorses this view in the postscript to the second edition of 
Concept, speaking of “a rule of recognition specifying the criteria for the 
identification of the laws which courts have to apply”.5 

All in all, Hart’s rule of recognition is doubly judicial: it consists of the 
practices of the courts as courts, namely their law-applying practices, and it is 
addressed to courts as courts, namely with a view to guide courts in the 
execution of their defining, law-applying function. 

We are now in a position to reconstruct a new case for the Priority of 
Courts:  

 

 
1 Concept, 250, 256, 258, 258f, 259, 265, 266, 266f, 267, respectively (emphases added). 
2 Ibid., 100; 107. 
3 Ibid., 116; 117. 
4 Ibid., 148.  See also, Raz, Authority, 93: “The rule of recognition imposes an obligation on 
the law-applying officials to recognize and apply all and only those laws satisfying certain 
criteria of validity spelled out in the rule;” its logical form is: “All law-applying officials have a 
duty to apply all and only laws that satisfy the following criteria . . . .” 
5 Concept, 246; 258. 
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(1) the rule of recognition is the foundation of the modern municipal legal 
system;  

(2) the courts are uniquely essential to the rule of recognition;  
(3) therefore, law courts are uniquely essential to the modern municipal 

legal system. 
 

The basis for the first premise is the claim that the rule of recognition is a 
uniquely ultimate rule of every modern municipal legal system. It is an 
extraordinary rule that validates all the others but is validated by none — a 
unique first mover unmoved. It contains the ultimate criteria of validity for 
rules of the legal system, its genetic code. It is the glue that makes them all 
rules of the same system and distinguishes them from other rules. The rule of 
recognition then provides the key to the unity, identity, and indeed existence of 
the modern municipal legal system. Hart sums this up when he refers to his 
rule of recognition as “the system’s most fundamental rule” “the foundation of 
a legal system”.1 The basis for the second premise is simply the claim that the 
rule of recognition is thoroughly judicial. It consists of the defining, law-
applying practices of the courts, and it is addressed to the courts in their 
defining, law-applying capacity. Finally, the inference from the premises to the 
conclusion is based on the intuitive thought that, if the courts really are 
uniquely essential to the foundation of the legal system, then there is a 
perfectly good sense in which they can be said to be uniquely essential to that 
legal system. 
 
 
Pathological Legal Systems 
 
I wish to accept the first premise, and the inference to the conclusion, for the 
sake of argument, but reject the middle premise. I am happy to suppose with 
Hart that every legal system has a single ultimate rule or set of rules of 
recognition identifying the criteria of validity by reference to which all and 
only the rules of that system can be identified. I am also happy to suppose that 
the rule of recognition consists of social-conventional practice (hence I will 
take no issue with Hart’s legal positivism as such). Finally, I will acquiesce in 
Hart’s view that the rule of recognition consists exclusively in the practices of 
legal officials (as opposed to private legal subjects). On the other hand, I will 
try to show that, in making the ultimate rule of recognition (or criteria of 
validity) exclusively or primarily a matter of judicial law-applying practices, 
Hart and others commit a basic mistake about the nature of law or legal 
systems. I do not see how judicial law-applying practices can be what the rule 
of recognition consists of, that is exclusively or primarily. In particular, I will 
argue that the practices of law-making institutions are just as important to the 
existence or content of the ultimate rule of recognition. To see this, I invite you 

 
1 Ibid., 151, 148, respectively. 
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to compare two examples Hart gives in his discussion of “pathological” legal 
systems.1 

Commonwealth. The first example is familiar from the history of the 
Commonwealth. The story begins with a British colony that has a local 
legislature, judiciary, and executive. A statute of the British Parliament sets up 
the entire constitutional structure of the legal system, retaining full legal 
competence to legislate for the colony, including power to amend any local 
law. The courts of the colony play along: whenever the Westminster 
Parliament amends a local law, they give the amendment legal effect by 
applying the amendment as a law of the local system. At this stage, the legal 
system of the colony is plainly a part of the British one. In Hart’s idiom, the 
ultimate rule of recognition of this system says that what the Queen in 
Parliament enacts is law. Soon the colony begins pushing for independence. 
After a period of development, “we find that the ultimate rule of recognition 
has shifted, for the legal competence of the Westminster Parliament to legislate 
for the former colony is no longer recognized by its courts.”2 The local courts 
would not apply British Acts of Parliament, at least not as rules of the local 
legal system.3 Given the new law-applying practices of the local courts, it is 
certainly plausibly to maintain that the constitutional structure of the system no 
longer owes its validity to the British statute that originally set it up. Arguably, 
the new rule of recognition makes no reference to the British Parliament, and 
so the establishing statute is no longer a valid rule of the local system. 

This example underscores the importance of judicial law-applying practices 
to the constitution of the rule of recognition. What changes that rule in this case 
is a change in the law-applying practices of the courts.  No law-making is 
involved, apart of course from the remaking of the rule of recognition itself. 

So far, Commonwealth seems to support Hart’s judicial conception of the 
rule of recognition. Notice, however, that since Hart does not mention any 
tension within the official sector over the question of independence, we are 
entitled to assume that the law-making practices of the legislature are largely in 
line with the law-applying practices of the courts. But what if there is no such 
official agreement over the system’s relevant criteria of validity? To answer 
this, we need a case featuring a split between the judiciary and the legislature 
over the system’s criteria of validity.  Another one of Hart’s “pathological” 
systems provides precisely such a test case. 

South Africa 1954. This is how Hart describes the legal situation in South 
Africa of 1954: 

 
Here the legislature acted on a different view of its legal competence 
and powers form that taken by the courts, and enacted measures which 
the courts declared invalid. The response to this was the creation by the 
legislature of a special appellate “court” to hear appeals from judgments 

 
1 Ibid., 120-23. 
2 Ibid., 120 (emphasis added). 
3 They would only apply them, in other words, as rules of a foreign legal system when this is 
mandated by the locally accepted rules of private international law. 
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of the ordinary courts which invalidated the enactments of the 
legislature. This court, in due course, heard such appeals and reversed 
the judgments of the ordinary courts; in turn, the ordinary courts 
declared the legislature creating the special courts invalid and their 
judgments a legal nullity.1 

 
Hart regards this case as an illustration of “a division within the official world 
ultimately leading to a division among the judiciary” over the ultimate criteria 
to be used in identifying the law. “Had this process not been stopped”, he 
writes, “we would have had an endless oscillation between the two views of the 
competence of the legislature and so of the criteria of valid law. The normal 
conditions of official, and especially of judicial, harmony, under which alone it 
is possible to identify the system’s rule of recognition, would have been 
suspended”.2 
 
Diagnosing the Pathology 
 
I cannot but agree with Hart that South Africa 1954 exemplifies a pathological 
legal system in which the rule of recognition is substantially indeterminate.3 
But Hart’s diagnosis of the pathology in this case is problematic.  He wants to 
make much of the undeniable fact that, in the case of a normal or “healthy” 
legal system there is general judicial agreement over the main criteria of 
validity for rules of the system. He correctly observes that in the pathological 
case at hand such general judicial agreement breaks down at some point. The 
implication seems to be that it is this specifically judicial rift that explains the 
pathology in this case. But this does not follow. More to the point, Hart 
neglects a simpler and better diagnosis, namely the one that lays the 
responsibility for the pathology at the feet of both the judiciary and the 
legislature in roughly equal shares. In this diagnosis, what explains the fracture 
in the system’s existence, identity, or unity is the disagreement between the 
courts and the legislature — or, more generally, between the law-applying and 
law-making institutions — over the system’s ultimate validity criteria. This 
rival diagnosis supports the view that both the law-applying practices of the 
courts and the law-making practices of the legislature partly constitute the 
ultimate rule of recognition. 

Indeed, South Africa 1954 seems to fly in the face of the special status Hart 
would have us give the judiciary within officialdom, where the system’s 
ultimate criteria of validity are determined. Let t1 be the time at which the 
legislature and the ordinary courts started systematically to differ over their 

 
1 Ibid., 122. 
2 Ibid. (emphases added). 
3 Hart emphasizes that the rule of recognition can endure a fair amount of indeterminacy 
without ceasing to exist.  See Concept, 147-54, 251f, 258.  The substantial indeterminacy in 
South Africa 1954 does not quite eliminate the rule of recognition or legal system, but as Hart 
hints, it is easy to modify the case so as to produce indeterminacy so radical as to obliterate the 
rule of recognition or system as a whole. 
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respective powers, with the legislature repeatedly enacting measures the courts 
repeatedly rule invalid; t2 — the time at which the legislature established the 
special appellate court with power to revise the rulings of the ordinary courts; 
and t3 — the time at which that special court started systematically to revise 
these rulings. I think it is abundantly clear that the fundamental fracture in the 
constitutional unity of the system, or substantial indeterminacy in its ultimate 
rule of recognition, had occurred sometime before t3. Important as the practices 
of the special appellate courts were to the system’s ultimate rule of recognition, 
there is no reason to think they were more important than the momentous 
legislative act establishing that court in the first place, at t2. No reasonable 
constitutional lawyer would fail to recognize the change in the constitutional 
foundations of the system brought about by the legislature. But in fact, I would 
locate the constitutional fracture earlier still, before the appellate court was 
even established, namely at t1. To me it seems that the transition from health to 
pathology occurred as soon as the ordinary courts started systematically to rule 
invalid measures the legislature regarded as perfectly valid, and the legislature 
simultaneously started systematically to ignore these rulings and continue to 
enact such measures. The fact that at this point in time (t1) the judiciary still 
spoke in one voice hardly tends to show that the system was healthy or 
operating under normal conditions. 

While Hart does not draw this conclusion explicitly, his view that the rule 
of recognition of modern legal systems consists exclusively or primarily of the 
law-applying practices of the courts has the highly counterintuitive result that, 
the ultimate rule of recognition of the South African legal system had been 
determinate on the relevant major constitutional issue at any time before 
fundamental judicial disagreement erupted (t3). Specifically, under the judicial 
rule of recognition, the measures enacted by the legislature had remained 
determinately invalid as late as through t2.  Indeed, the essentially judicial view 
of the rule of recognition implies that such major democratic legislatures as 
Congress, the Bundestag, or the Knesset necessarily have less say over the 
existence, unity, or identity of the American, German, or Israeli legal systems 
than the courts in these countries.  This I find counterintuitive in the extreme. 
We can only avoid such results by rejecting the judicial view of the system’s 
rule of recognition. Instead, we should maintain that, the conception of legal 
validity underlying the law-making practices of law-making institutions — 
especially the system’s chief legislature— are in principle just as determinative 
of the content of the system’s ultimate criteria of validity as the law-applying 
practices of the law-applying institutions or courts. In particular, the law-
making practices and laws that establish the courts, identify the individuals 
who populate them, confer upon them the power to resolve disputes by 
applying and enforcing laws, impose upon them duties to apply the rules 
created by specified institutions, define the scope of their jurisdiction, and set 
their procedures are as integral to the ultimate rule of recognition as the law-
applying practices of these courts. 
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Revisiting Commonwealth 
 
Rewind now to Commonwealth, which appeared to support the essentially 
judicial view of the rule of recognition. Hart takes it for granted that what 
brings about the change in the rule of recognition in this case is a change in the 
law-applying practices of the courts. After all, the actual laws of the system 
have not changed a bit. We can now question this diagnosis. Even if we assume 
that the transition from political subordination to full independence could be 
achieved without any change in the legal rules, which is hard enough to 
believe, the assumption that the conception of legal validity underlying the 
law-making practices of the legislature has remained the same is outright 
unbelievable. At a minimum, the example tacitly exploits the assumption that 
legislators generally concurred in the judicial theory that the local legislature is 
no longer subordinate to Britain. I submit that unless this assumption were 
made, Hart would not be entitled to regard the transition to independence in 
Commonwealth as complete. To convince ourselves that this is in fact so, 
suppose that local supporters of the old colonial order still have a majority in 
the legislature. They view the independence-seeking courts, which 
systematically refuse to apply and enforce legislation coming from 
Westminster, in much the same way the legislature in South Africa 1954 
viewed the ordinary courts, namely as incompetent to set aside their legislation. 
What is more, suppose the legislature soon establishes a purportedly superior 
court system, in much the same way the South African legislature did. In that 
case, the situation would be very much like the one in South Africa 1954, 
namely substantial indeterminacy in the rule of recognition and rapture in the 
existence, identity, or unity of the legal system. This strongly suggests that, 
even in cases like Commonwealth, where the transition is complete and results 
in a perfectly normal legal system, the ultimate rule of recognition consists not 
simply in the law-applying practice of the courts but in the law-making practice 
of the legislature as well. 
 
Judicial Law-Making 
 
We have just seen that the rule of recognition does not quite consist of the 
practices of the courts. Pace Hart, it is not a “judicial customary rule.”1 But 
suppose that it is, for a moment.  Suppose that the practices that constitute the 
rule of recognition are purely judicial. It would still not follow that it consists 
of the law-applying practices of the courts. In fact, I wish to maintain that the 
law-making practices of the courts are just as important to the rule of 
recognition as their law-applying ones. 

Consider Marbury v. Madison, the landmark case from 1803 in which the 
US Supreme Court ruled for the first time that “a law repugnant to the 
constitution is void”.2 The decision was clearly an act of general law-making, 

 
1 Cf. ibid., 256. 
2 5 U.S. 137, 179, per Justice Marshall. 
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perhaps the most important piece of judicial law-making in US history. It laid 
down a general rule — the rule in Marbury — that has the authority of a 
precedent and requires the courts not to apply unconstitutional statutes.1 In 
laying down this general rule, the Supreme Court changed the ultimate criteria 
of validity of the American legal system.  Hence even if we believed, as I think 
we should not, that the ultimate rule of recognition consists of specifically 
judicial practices, we would have no reason to believe that these practices are 
confined to the application of the law.2  
 
The Addressees of the Rule  
 
Notice that these considerations also cast doubt over the claim that the ultimate 
rule of recognition is directed at judges in their capacity as law-appliers. 
Consider South Africa 1954 again. So far we have assumed that the rapture in 
the constitutional unity in this case was caused by an official split over the 
rules the courts should apply as rules of the legal system.  I did not mean to 
deny this when I claimed that the operative constitutional split involved the 
legislature as well as the judiciary. But I think we probably should. For the 
more plausible account of the situation is also more symmetrical.  In this 
account, the legislature and the courts simultaneously disagreed over two 
fundamental constitutional issues. They disagreed over the rules the courts 
should apply as rules of the legal system, but they also disagreed over the rules 
the legislature may enact as rules of the legal system.  For instance, they 
clearly disagreed over whether the legislature may establish, as part of the legal 
system, a special appellate court with authority to overturn the decisions of the 
ordinary courts.  It seems to me that this disagreement is as fundamental or 
ultimate — and as crucial to the the existence, unity, or identity of the legal 
system — as the disagreement over, say, whether the courts should apply the 
disputed legislative measures. 

Marbury v. Madison is a case in point.  I earlier treated the rule in Marbury 
as a rule addressed to courts as law-appliers. That rule effectively tells the 
courts: “Do not apply unconstitutional laws.”  But of course, this is a doubly 
incomplete description of the rule. First, the rule also requires the courts to 
invalidate or set aside unconstitutional rules.  This rule is addressed to courts 
primarily as law-making institutions. (Surely when the Court declared 
segregation laws unconstitutional it did not simply apply the law; it also 

 
1 “If then the courts are to regard the constitution; and the constitution is superior to any 
ordinary act of the legislature; the constitution, and not such ordinary act, must govern the case 
to which they both apply”, Ibid., 178. 
2 Marbury’s history also supports my stronger claim that the ultimate rule of recognition is 
partly constituted by legislation.  Constitutional scholars who celebrate Marbury and other 
judicial invalidations of legislation sometimes underestimate the contribution of Congress to 
maintaining judicial review.  Since it is incredibly easy to imagine Congress revolting, it is 
very reasonable to view Congressional acquiescence in judicial review as integral to the 
practices constituting the US ultimate rule(s) of recognition.  And cf. Concept, 153, where Hart 
appears implicitly to concede that the rule of recognition can be changed by judicial and non-
judicial law-making practices. 
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changed the law). Second and more important, the fundamental constitutional 
rule in Marbury is not addressed exclusively to courts. It is also addressed to 
legislatures, effectively requiring them not to enact unconstitutional laws in the 
first place. Indeed the Court ends its judgment with the principle “that a law 
repugnant to the constitution is void; and the courts, as well as other 
departments, are bound by that instrument”.1 
 
Objections and Replies 
 
It may be objected that Hart has the resources to explain cases like South Africa 
1954 in a way that preserves the essentially judicial nature of the rule of 
recognition.  Let us consider two possible lines of defense. 
 
The Efficacy of Courts 
 
It may be objected, first, that if Hart’s position is stated accurately, it can 
explain why the ultimate rule of recognition in South Africa 1954 was 
indeterminate even before the internal rift in the judiciary. He writes in one 
place that “recognition by the law-identifying and law-enforcing agencies [(i.e. 
courts)] effective in a given territory is of crucial importance in determining the 
system to which the laws belong.”2 But surely the courts in South Africa 1954 
had ceased to be effective in the territory even before the legislature established 
the new special appellate court? After all, the legislature would not listen to 
them! In the end, Hart’s judicial view of the rule of recognition turns out to be 
reconcilable with the intuition that locates the fundamental fracture in the 
system earlier than t3. For by t2, and even by t1, the (ordinary) courts could be 
said to have lost their efficacy in the South African territory due to the 
opposition from the legislature. 

But if the mere fact that the legislature would not listen to the courts shows 
that the courts are not effective in the territory, the mere fact that the courts 
would not listen to the legislature shows that the legislature is not effective in 
the territory, either. If so, why attribute the rapture in the existence, identity, or 
unity of the legal system to lack of judicial effectiveness? Why not blame it on 
lack of legislative effectiveness instead? I cannot see how considerations of 
efficacy can explain the fundamental asymmetry between the law-applying and 
law-making institutions regarding the existence, identity, or unity of the legal 
system. 

 

 
1 5 U.S. 137, 180. The Court rejects the view that “the legislature may alter the constitution by 
an ordinary act” or that the constitution “is on a level with ordinary legislative acts, and like 
other acts, is alterable when the legislature shall please to alter it” (177). It follows that the 
legislature may not alter the constitution, namely may not pass unconstitutional laws. Of 
course, the fact that there is no legal sanction for passing an unconstitutional law does not 
mean that there is no legal duty to not to pass it. 
2 “Kelsen’s Doctrine”, 336 (emphasis added). 
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Other Secondary Rules 
  
The more serious objection to my argument so far observes that there is more 
to Hart’s general theory of law than the rule of recognition, and that I have 
ignored a part of that theory that can reconcile the essentially judicial nature of 
the rule of recognition with my intuitions about cases like South Africa 1954. It 
may be objected that Hart was perfectly aware of the importance of 
constitutional legislative practices to legal systems; he just did not treat them as 
part of the rule of recognition. According to Hart, modern municipal legal 
systems are characterized by “secondary” rules, namely rules that presuppose, 
or are “about”, other rules. Rules of recognition are just one kind of secondary 
rules. In addition, modern legal systems include secondary rules of change and 
secondary rules of adjudication.1 Hart never suggests that secondary rules of 
change or adjudication consist of judicial practices. They may well be 
contained in constitutions, statutes, or judicial precedents. In a sense, they are 
part of the foundation of the legal system. After all, Hart famously claims that 
the legal system is best understood as a union of primary and secondary rules.2 

How could this apparatus help Hart handle South Africa 1954? Perhaps 
thus. Even before it spilled over into the judiciary at t3, the power struggle 
between the judiciary and the legislature in that case had already thrown the 
secondary rules of the legal system into uncertainly. This could happen because 
the secondary rules of change and adjudication are as much the law-making 
business of the legislature as they are the law-applying business of the courts.  
But this does not mean that the rule of recognition shifted or even ruptured.  
Unlike secondary rules of change and adjudication, secondary rules of 
recognition are the business of the courts alone (or at least primarily). The law-
making practices of the legislature cannot affect the existence or content of 
such rules directly; they can only do so indirectly, by affecting judicial law-
applying practices. But since up until t3 these judicial practices were largely 
uniform on the relevant issue, the legal system’s rule of recognition was quite 
determinate, and so the existence, identity, and unity of the system remained 
intact. 

The objection is critically equivocal. On one interpretation, non-judicial 
rules of change or adjudication, much like the rule of recognition, provide 
ultimate criteria of validity for the legal system.  If this is right, then we should 
reject Hart’s claim that the rule of recognition is “the ultimate rule of the 
system,” or “the system’s most important rule,” and with it his view that “the 
foundation of a legal system is an accepted rule of recognition”.3 For under this 
interpretation of the objection, the rule of recognition is just one ultimate rule 
(or set of rules) specifying the system’s criteria of validity among several. If 
that is what the objection amounts to, then it is better described as a 
concession. Given its weak reading of “the rule of recognition”, the fact that 

 
1 Concept, 95-8. 
2 Ibid., 81, 99, 110, 155. 
3 Ibid., 107, 151, 148, respectively. 
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the rule of recognition consists of and concerns judicial law-applying practices 
hardly shows courts to be uniquely central to the foundation of the legal 
system. In particular, it has no tendency to show that law-making institutions 
are any less important than the courts to the existence, identity, or unity of legal 
systems. 

So perhaps it is better to suppose that the rule of recognition is indeed what 
Hart advertises it to be, namely the one and only ultimate rule specifying the 
criteria of validity for rule-membership in the legal system. On this stronger 
interpretation, rules of change and adjudication are like the rule of recognition 
in being “secondary,” namely in presupposing other rules, but are unlike the 
rule of recognition in not being ultimate. This means that rules of change and 
adjudication derive their validity, directly or indirectly, from the rule of 
recognition, which does not derive its legal status from rules of change or 
adjudication. 

This second interpretation better accords with Hart’s text. More important, 
it is strong enough to sustain the claim that the courts are uniquely central to 
the foundation of the legal system. For there is an obvious sense in which the 
essentially judicial rule of recognition is more fundamental to the legal system 
than rules of change and adjudication: these other secondary rules are 
derivative of the rule of recognition, which is not derivative of them. This puts 
the law-applying practices of the courts in a uniquely fundamental position. 
The trouble is that this is precisely the view to which South Africa 1954 seems 
to be a counterexample. Intuitively, the law-making practices of the legislature 
in this case — the repeated enactment of measures the ordinary courts 
systematically regarded as void; the statute establishing the special appellate 
court over the head of the ordinary courts — are just as integral to the system’s 
ultimate criteria of validity as the law-applying practices of the courts. The 
intuition induced by the case is that law-making practices and institutions are 
just as fundamental to the legal system’s existence, identity, or unity as are 
law-applying practices and institutions. The picture that seems to emerge from 
reflection on South Africa 1954 is rather symmetrical: it gives no more reason 
to suppose that the legislative contribution to the system’s constitution derives 
from the judicial one than to suppose that the judicial contribution derives from 
the legislative one. 
 
Conflicts with an Ultimate Rule 
 
To see this clearly, consider again the incongruity between the legislative and 
judicial views of their respective powers in South Africa 1954. Recall that, 
according to the second interpretation of the objection under consideration, the 
rapture in the rule of recognition occurs only after that incongruity spreads out 
to the judiciary. The crucial question is of course how to describe the 
incongruity between the legislative and judicial views up until that point (t3). 
As far as I can see, Hart’s best bet is to describe it as a conflict between the rule 
of recognition, on the one hand, and some other secondary rules, on the other. 
According to the judicial rule of recognition, the measures enacted by the 
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legislature are not valid within the legal system. But there are also two 
secondary legislative rules that bear on the same issue and pull in the opposite 
direction. A legislative rule of change gives the legislature the power to change 
the law. Under this rule, the measures enacted by the legislature in this case are 
perfectly valid rules of the legal system. A complimentary legislative rule of 
adjudication says that the courts lack the power of judicial review and have an 
obligation to apply the legislative enactments. Under this rule, the judicial 
invalidations of the legislative measures in this case were themselves invalid. 
We should understand the incongruity between the judiciary and the legislature 
in South Africa 1954 as a conflict between the judicial rule of recognition and 
these legislative rules of change or adjudication. 

Good. Remember now that the conflict is not between equally important 
rules and is fundamentally asymmetrical in nature. For the rule of recognition, 
which consists in the law-applying practices of the courts, is the ultimate rule 
of the system. It is part of the legal system simply because it is accepted. By 
contrast, the competing rules of change or adjudication, which consist of the 
law-making practices of the legislature, are derivative rules. They are part of 
the legal system only because they are valid under the judicial rule of 
recognition. But I think that once this point is borne in mind, the final story 
told on Hart’s behalf becomes exceedingly hard to digest. Presumably, if a rule 
X that is valid under the ultimate rule of recognition Y really conflicts with it, 
then X implies that Y, and the validity criteria set by it, are without legal force. 
If so, X implies that it is not the case that a rule valid under Y is valid in the 
legal system of which Y is the ultimate rule of recognition, which in turn 
implies that it is not the case that X is legally valid in that system. But of 
course, to say of X that it is valid under the ultimate rule of recognition just is 
to say that it is legally valid in the relevant legal system.  Hence, if X is legally 
valid then it isn’t! 

Given the supposition that X conflicts with the ultimate rule of recognition 
Y, our Hartian objector could only avoid this self-contradiction by giving up 
the assumption that X is valid under Y. But then he must regard the conflicting 
legislative rules of change or adjudicative in South Africa 1954 as external to 
the legal system. And this would leave unexplained the intuition that South 
Africa 1954 features an internal legal conflict (or, at any rate, a conflict 
between rules that are equally internal or external to the system). 

It may now be objected that our concept of conflict of rules is overly 
restrictive. Consider for example a suicidal democracy that provides for its own 
democratic undoing. Now to me it seems quite clear that a democratically 
adopted (and so legally valid) rule abolishing the democracy in such a case 
would not conflict with its ultimate rule of recognition.  Indeed what makes the 
democracy suicidal is precisely the fact that its ultimate rule of recognition is 
perfectly compatible with such an abolishing rule.1 But perhaps you disagree.  

 
1 This seems to accord with Hart’s claim that self-referring laws are normally non-problematic.  
Thus, for example, he thinks “there is no conflict if Article V [of the US Constitution] is 
amended in accordance with its own provisions”. See his “Self-Referring Laws”, in Essays, 
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So let us stipulate that there is a sense in which a valid rule of law might 
conflict with the ultimate rule of recognition under which it is valid. Could this 
affect the plight of the Hartian objection before us? 

For two independent reasons, I think not.  First, even if some valid rules can 
be said to conflict with the ultimate rule of recognition under which they are 
valid; this is surely a rather special case. Be that as it may, the particular 
problem case under consideration does not seem to feature such a conflict. On 
the face of it, the secondary legislative rules of change and adjudication in 
South Africa 1954 fail to satisfy the criteria of validity set by the judicial rule 
of recognition and so are invalid under it. It stands to reason that the ultimate 
rule of recognition, which regards the legislature as incompetent to enact 
measures of a certain type, and the courts as competent to review such 
measures, also regards the legislature as incompetent to enact rules that will 
make itself competent to enact these measures, and the courts incompetent to 
review them! Indeed, what is the point of regarding the judicial rule of 
recognition as ultimate if the limitations it imposes on changing legal rules do 
not apply to its own change?! (Compare: the American ultimate rule of 
recognition, which regards Congress as incompetent to enact unconstitutional 
laws, and the courts as competent to review them, also regards Congress as 
incompetent to enact laws that will make itself competent to enact such laws, 
and the courts incompetent to review them).1 On this plausible assumption 
about the conflicting rules in South Africa 1954, the legislative rules of change 
and adjudication were determinately invalid under the ultimate judicial rule of 
recognition or validity criteria. These legislative rules could only be said to 
conflict with the rule of recognition of the South African legal system in the 
way British legislation could be said to conflict with the rule of recognition of 
the now-independent legal system in Commonwealth. This fails to make good 
sense of the incongruence between the judicial and legislative positions in 
South Africa 1954, where the legislative and judicial positions seem equally 
internal to the system. 

But the basic point does not depend on my contention that the legislative 
rules of change and adjudication in South Africa 1954 are invalid under the 
judicial rule of recognition. Suppose for argument’s sake that these legislative 
rules both conflict with the judicial rule of recognition and are valid under it.  
How should such a conflict be resolved within the legal system? I think the 
answer is simple: In a conflict between an ultimate and a derivative rule, the 
ultimate one must prevail. (Otherwise, what is the point of distinguishing 
between ultimate and derivative rules?) Hence even if the rules of change and 
adjudication that conflict with the rule of recognition are perfectly valid under 
that rule, they must yield to it. But it is not at all clear why the legislative rules 

 
170-78, 176.  Indeed, Hart appears to accept that “no norm can be derived from a norm with 
which it conflicts” (177). 
1 This parallels Hart’s interpretation of entrenching laws, which prescribe a special procedure 
for the repeal of other laws, as self-referring: “Plainly the prescription of such a special 
procedure ‘entrenching’ these clauses would be nugatory if this prescription could itself be 
repealed in the ordinary way”, Ibid., 173. 
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or validity criteria in South Africa 1954 should yield to the judicial one. The 
choice to treat the law-applying practices of the courts as the repository of the 
system’s ultimate rule of recognition (“it exists because accepted”), and the 
law-making practices of the legislature as the repository of merely derivative 
rules of change and adjudication (“they exist because valid under the rule of 
recognition”) seems arbitrary. Why not the other way around? 

 
Raz’s Gambit 
 
Hart is neither the first nor the last to accord the courts priority in the general 
theory of law. As we saw, Raz attributes this view to “a large number of 
authors — among them Holland, Gray, Salmond, Holmes, Llewellyn, and 
Hart”.1 Raz himself provides a particularly good example of a contemporary 
champion of the Priority of Courts. Having noted that considerations of 
“efficacy” may be important to the theory of legal systems, Raz writes: 

 
Efficacy, however, is relevant only in so far as it affects the practices of 
the law-applying institutions. If, for example, the courts consistently 
refuse to act on a law, that law is not part of the legal system the courts 
operate, despite the fact that it was lawfully enacted and was never 
repealed. If the courts consistently interpret a statute in a way deviating 
from its original meaning, their reading of it, not its original meaning, 
becomes the law. According to this approach, then, the existence of the 
law is logically related to the practice of the law-applying organs.2 

 
Here Raz simply makes explicit the special status Hart gives courts as law-
applying institutions in his doctrine of the rule of recognition. In particular, it 
affirms the fundamental asymmetry between law-making and law-applying 
institutions in the general theory of law. The practices of the law-making 
institutions are not directly relevant to the existence, identity, or unity of the 
legal system; they are only relevant insofar as they affect judicial law-applying 
practices. This clearly suggests that, where the courts and the legislature are 
split over the membership of a certain rule in the legal system, the position of 
the courts is determinative. Thus, for example, so long as the courts 
consistently refused to apply the measures enacted by the legislature in South 
Africa 1954, these measures were determinately invalid.3 Unlike Hart, Raz 
openly defends the Priority of Courts. His explicit defense comprises three 
independent points: 

 

 
1 Authority, 89. 
2 Ibid., 88 (emphasis added). 
3 As we have seen in Section 0, it is no good complaining that the courts were not efficacious 
because the legislature wouldn’t listen to them; in this respect, the courts were no less 
efficacious than the legislature.  If the courts are to have a priority, they had better prevail 
when they are at least as efficacious. 
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First, although law-creating institutions are of the greatest importance in 
modern societies, where law is conceived as the outcome of deliberate 
human decision as to what society should be like, they played a minor 
role or did not even exist in primitive societies, where the laws were 
conceived as immutable and were in fact changed mainly by slowly 
evolving customs. Law-applying institutions are, on the other hand, a 
constant feature of law in every type of society and their existence 
should be regarded as a defining characteristic of law. 
 

Secondly, since most legal systems recognize diverse sources of law, the only 
way to determine which are the law-making institutions and procedures of a 
given legal system is to establish which sources of law are recognized by the 
courts. Hence only the courts of a legal system can provide the clue to its 
criteria of identity. 

Thirdly, it is an essential feature of legal systems that they are institutional, 
normative systems. It is, therefore, reasonable to take the law to consist of 
those norms, rules, and principles, that are presented to individuals and 
institutions as guides to their behaviour by the body of legal institutions as a 
whole. When the actions of law-creating and law-applying organs conflict, the 
actions of the law-applying organs are those that affect the considerations of 
the law’s subjects; they have final authority to declare what is the law.1 
Let us take these from the top. 

 
Simple Legal Systems 
 
Raz’s first point is that, while (1) law-creating institutions do not exist or play a 
minor role in “primitive societies,” (2) law-applying institutions are “a constant 
feature of law in every type of society,” including primitive ones.  Now I think 
claim (1) depends on equating law-creating institutions with law-enacting 
organizations, and we have already seen that the optional nature of the latter 
does not detract from the essential nature of the former — and cannot support 
the Priority of Courts. But even more clearly, claim (2) seems false.  Indeed, 
Raz’s invocation of “primitive societies” brings to mind Hart’s admission that 
“many studies of primitive communities” testify to the possibility of “a society 
without a legislature, courts, or officials of any kind” by depicting in detail the 
life of societies “where the only means of social control is that general attitude 
of the group towards its own standard modes of behaviour”.2 

I take it, however, that Raz would not wish to dispute an eminently 
plausible empirical claim, namely the existence — and so the possibility — of 
courtless systems of social rules.  Instead, we should interpret his claim (2) as a 

 
1 Ibid., 87f. 
2 Concept, 91. 
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substantial thesis about the nature of law: Courtless social regimes exist all 
right, but they are no legal systems proper.1 

But this new claim creates two new independent problems for Raz.  Most 
clearly, it threatens self-defeat. If it is true, then only modern or complex 
societies can have a legal system proper. But as Raz indicates at the outset, 
“law-creating institutions are of the greatest importance in modern societies”.  
By Raz’s own admission, if the province of law is confined to modern 
societies, law-applying institutions can be said to enjoy no priority over law-
creating ones. 

But why —and this is my second objection— should we confine the 
concept of law to modern or complex societies? As far as I can see, Raz gives 
no good reason for the exclusion of simple or “primitive” societies from law’s 
province.  (On pain of begging the question, the courtlessness of simple social 
systems can be no such reason).2 
 
Multiple Sources of Law 
 

Raz’s second point proceeds from the observation that (1) “most legal 
systems recognize diverse sources of law”, to the claim that (2) the only way to 
determine the law-making institutions of a given legal system “is to establish 
which sources of law are recognized by the courts”. But this inference ignores 
an equally effective way of identifying the sources of law of a given legal 
system: looking at the practices of the law-making institutions and their 
products, that is laws. It may be objected that Raz is right to ignore this method 
on grounds of circularity. But first, the circularity need not be vicious, 
especially under Raz’s reasonable assumption that most legal systems 

 
1 This also appears to be Hart’s position, at least when he classifies simple regimes of primary 
rules as “pre-legal”, Ibid., 94. 
2 As far as I can see, Hart adduces two reasons for this restriction.  First, simple primary rules 
systems suffer from three defects (uncertainly, stagnation, inefficiency) that can only be 
remedies by introducing three sets of secondary rules (recognition, change, adjudication): “The 
introduction of the remedy of each defect might, in itself, be considered a step from the pre-
legal into the legal world” (Concept, 94; 227). But there is no special reason to think that 
simple primary rules systems are necessarily too uncertain, stagnant, or inefficient for their 
own simple societies.  Admittedly, these systems would malfunction if instituted in our modern 
society.  But if this is a defect, then modern legal systems are equally defective: they would 
malfunction if transplanted into simple societies. To remedy these “defects” it would then be 
necessary to remove secondary rules and courts. The second reason Hart adduces for his 
preferential treatment of modern court-equipped systems is that a simple regime of primary 
rules is not a system at all.  It is the addition of the judicial rule of recognition that introduces 
“the idea of a legal system: for rules are now not just a discrete unconnected set but are, in a 
simple way, unified” (95). Without it, they “will not form a system, but will simply be a set of 
separate standards” (92). The same reasoning applies to international law, which lacks effective 
courts and so a rule of recognition “in virtue of which the rules constitute a single system” 
(233).  But why isn’t the simple fact that the rules are all accepted by and for a particular group 
of people (or nations) reason enough to treat them as a single system of rules?  The most that 
Hart establishes is that the rules of a modern municipal legal system could not form a system if 
not for a judicial rule of recognition. This leaves open the possibility of courtless simple 
municipal or international systems of rules. 



An Anthology of Philosophical Studies 
 
 

 478 

recognize diverse sources of law. The method would be objectionable if it 
sought to establish the status of a law-making institution by looking at the 
practices of that very institution. But there is nothing objectionable in trying to 
establish whether one institution is a source of law for the legal system by 
consulting the practices of another, indisputable such source. What better 
evidence for the fact that Congress is a source of law for the American legal 
system than the fact that the US Constitution explicitly vests it with law-
making power?  Now of course, this method of identification presupposes that 
the identifying practices in fact belong to a source of the legal system. Alas — 
and this is my second response— the exact same circularity is involved in 
Raz’s privileged method, under which the identifying practices are judicial.   

Every appeal to the practices of the courts in identifying the sources of law 
for a given system presupposes that the courts are law-applying institutions of 
that very system. Hence the symmetry between law-making and law-applying 
institutions in the identification of law is preserved. 

 
Law’s Practical Point 
 
Raz’s third point emphasizes the practical, normative, or action-guiding nature 
of law. He begins with the assumption that we should take the law to consist of 
standards “that are presented to individuals and institutions as guides to their 
behaviour by the body of legal institutions as a whole.” This seems innocent 
enough, but it fails to discriminate between law-making and law-applying 
institutions, unless we already know that law-applying institutions are more 
central to “legal institutions as a whole” than law-making ones. So the heart of 
Raz’s argument must be that “[(1)] the actions of the law-applying organs are 
those that affect the considerations of the law’s subjects; [(2)] they have final 
authority to declare what is the law”. Claim (2) appears to beg the question. 
Surely, whether judicial law-applying practices have final (ultimate) authority 
over the criteria of validity for rule-membership in the legal system is precisely 
the question.  (It is often said that the US Supreme Court has the final authority 
to interpret the US Constitution. There is no harm in saying that, as long as 
Congress clearly plays along, as it has in fact done ever since Marbury. But 
what if Congress did not play along and decided, say, to abolish the Court’s 
power of judicial review? What would be the reason for saying that the Court 
should have the final word in such a conflict?). 

It therefore falls exclusively to Raz’s claim (1) — the claim that “the 
actions of the law-applying organs are those that affect the considerations of 
the law’s subjects” — to explain the privileged importance accorded courts in 
the general theory of law. This finally engages our comparative question 
directly, but it is unwarranted. Notice first that as constituents of the system’s 
rule of recognition, the actions of the law-applying organs cannot directly 
affect the considerations of more than an extremely small number of law’s 
subjects. Recall that Hart’s rule of recognition is addressed to judges in the 
execution of their law-applying function: it is a rule of judges for judges. 
Again, Raz believes that rules of recognition impose duties on judges to apply 
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certain laws and not others.1 Whatever rules evolve from the recognition 
practices of the courts are not addressed directly to other legal subjects. 
Judicial recognition practices never directly address the overwhelming majority 
of legal subjects, including non-judicial officials such as police officers, private 
persons such as you and me, and non-personal private legal subjects such as 
Coca Cola. They can only guide the conduct of such non-judicial legal subjects 
indirectly. Now judicial practices may create rules that directly address non-
judicial subjects. In particular, the courts may set precedents laying down rules 
that apply to large classes of legal subjects, trying directly to affect their 
considerations. But of course these are law-making —not law-applying— 
judicial practices. Furthermore, since judicial law-making is subject to well-
known extensive institutional limitations, non-judicial law-making institutions, 
such as legislatures, are better placed to address large classes of legal subjects 
directly. This line of thought strikes me as a prima facie reason against Raz’s 
claim (1). 

Now this line of thought assumes that the law affects the conduct of its 
subject most when it addresses them directly, but perhaps you disagree. In 
principle, rules applying to judges can affect the considerations of other legal 
subjects more significantly than rules applying to these subjects directly. After 
all, courts are authorized to decide what legal rules, if any, applied to legal 
subjects at a given time t should these subjects are accused of violating them at 
t. They are also authorized to apply secondary criminal and civil legal duties —
and ultimately criminal and civil sanctions— to subjects they find in violation 
of the primary legal rules. What is mainly responsible for compliance with the 
law, goes a familiar thought, is the threat of such secondary duties or sanctions 
being applied by the courts in case of noncompliance. 

This thought, which is often associated with Legal Realism, is natural, 
because the threat of court-applied sanctions is an undeniable source of 
motivation. For every legal rule that is backed by some secondary legal duty 
and sanction, it is always conceivable that the threat of their application by the 
courts played a motivational role in making subjects comply with it. But of 
course, the conceivability of sanction for noncompliance has no tendency to 
make it the primary source of motivation for compliance. It shows that subjects 
always have at least one motivating reason to comply with the rule, which is 
compatible with the availability of other, equally strong or stronger, motivating 
reasons. In particular, legal subjects may draw guidance directly from the 
primary legal rules to be complied with, rules which are not necessarily or even 
typically judicial. The direct motivational role played by these primary rules 
may be as great as or greater than the one played by the prospect of court-
applied sanction. 

This is obviously so in Hart’s simple, “pre-legal” primary rules regime. 
That regime has no courts, so its subjects cannot be guided by judicial law-
applying practices. Still the regime successfully guides conduct by its primary 
rules of obligation. Now as Hart observed, this would not work in large, 

 
1 See note 4 above. 
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modern societies. Here we had better supplement the primary rules with 
secondary rules, sanctions, and courts to administer them, to motivate the many 
who would otherwise fail to comply. But this hardly shows that court-applied 
duties or sanctions are the primary — let alone only — way in which the 
system guides conduct. It is perfectly compatible with the claim that, even 
modern legal systems guide action mainly by supplying primary rules its 
subjects take seriously as reasons for action in their own right. 

 
 

Conclusion 
 
Hart’s commitment to the Priority of Courts is the combined upshot of his 
claims that (1) every modern municipal legal system must have a uniquely 
ultimate rule of recognition specifying the criteria of validity for all the other 
rules of the system, and that (2) the rule of recognition is essentially judicial: it 
consists exclusively, or at least primarily, in the law-applying practices of the 
courts, and is addressed to courts with a view to guide their law-applying 
activities. Hart’s doctrine of the rule of recognition then locates the foundation 
of the legal system in the court system. I have claimed that law-making 
institutions are just as essential to the existence, identity, and unity of modern 
municipal legal systems as are courts or law-applying institutions. The Priority 
of Courts is without foundation. 

Hart memorably said of American legal theory (“jurisprudence”) that “it is 
marked by a concentration, almost to the point of obsession, on the judicial 
process.”1 The preoccupation of American jurisprudence with the courts results 
in two extreme pictures of law, which Hart dubbed the Nightmare and the 
Noble Dream. The Nightmare refers to American Legal Realism. The Noble 
Dream refers to contemporary American Antipositivism. Arguably, Realism 
and Antipositivism are guilty of the following converse errors. By thinking that 
every law issues in a judicial application of some legal duty or sanction, 
Realism exaggerates the role of adjudication in law. Conversely, by thinking 
that every norm that issues in a judicial application of some legal duty or 
sanction is a law, Antipositivism exaggerates the role of law in adjudication. 
Hart is well-known for insisting that some of the norms judges apply are extra-
legal,2 and so he is clearly innocent of the second error and avoids the Noble 
Dream. But if the argument of this paper is accurate enough, then he is guilty 
of the first error, and his relation with the Nightmare is closer than he might 
have imagined. To be sure, he does not reproduce the crude, Realist version of 
the error; as against Realism, he countenances primary legal rules of obligation 
that do not presuppose acts of judicial application. So perhaps he manages to 
avoid his Nightmare. Yet different as they may be, his picture of law and the 

 
1 “American Jurisprudence through English Eyes: The Nightmare and the Noble Dream” in 
Essays, 123-44, 123. Hart thought the simple explanation of that concentration is “the quite 
extraordinary role which the courts, above all the United States Supreme Court, play in 
American government” (124). 
2 Concept, ch. 9 and Postscript. 
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Nightmarish one he associates with the Realists share a basic error: they both 
exaggerate the role of adjudication in law by supposing that courts are uniquely 
essential to the legal system. 
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