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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction
Patricia Hanna
This volume is a collection of papers selected from those presented at the 7th
International Conference on Philosophy sponsored by the Athens Institute for
Research and Education (ATINER), held in Athens, Greece at the Metropolitan
Hotel of Athens, from 28—31 May, 2012
The conference provides a singular opportunity for philosophers from all
over the world to meet and share ideas with the aim of expanding the
understanding of our discipline. Over the course of the conference forty-five
papers were presented. The sixteen published in this volume were selected for
inclusion after a process of blind-review.
The volume is organized roughly along traditional lines. This should not,
however, mislead a reader into supposing that the topics or approaches to
problems fall neatly into traditional categories. It would be impossible in an
edited volume to ensure coverage of the full extent of diversity of the subject
matter and approaches brought to the conference itself by the participants,
some of whom could not travel to one another's home countries without
enormous difficulty.
I would like to end this introduction with a comment on the development
of the conference and this publication. Since its inception in 2006, the
conference has matured, reaching what might be seen as adolescence. Part of
this maturity is reflected in what lies behind the production of the proceedings.
We now have a group of dedicated philosophers who are committed to raising
the standards of this publication; as a result of their work, we are now able to
ensure that each submission is blind-reviewed by at least two readers, as well
as the editor and/or a member of the Editorial Board. I would like to take this
opportunity to thank all of them for their extraordinary work: without them,
nothing would be possible; with them, we may reach adulthood in the next 5
years!

Part A:
History of Philosophy:
Ancient and Early Modern

Kant's Treatment of the Modality of Judgments:
An examination of Lovejoy’s Critique of Kant

C H A P T E R TWO
Kant's Treatment of the Modality of Judgments:
An Examination of Lovejoy’s Critique of Kant
Dipanwita Chakrabarti
Immanuel Kant’s notion of modality and his classification of judgments with
respect to modality have been vehemently criticized by Lovejoy in his work
titled ‘Kant’s Classification of the Forms of Judgment’ in ‘Kant: Disputed
questions’. Lovejoy has claimed that categorization of modal judgments as
problematic, assertoric and apodeictic by Kant coincides largely with the
earlier classification of Lambert of these judgments as possible, actual and
necessary. According to Lovejoy, Kant’s innovation lies only in the
introduction of new terminologies. Terming the definition as ambiguous and
incoherent, Lovejoy argued that the ambiguities obfuscate a significant logical
distinction that his predecessors had clearly drawn. He suggests that Kant’s
interpretation of modality led to two distinct and incompatible concepts one of
which seems to introduce a subjectivism in the doctrine of objective categories
and the other appear to reduce the categories of relation to those of modality.
Lovejoy however clarified that apodeictic judgment is an exception here as it
does not fit into the same scheme as problematic and assertoric.
The present work attempts to review Lovejoy’s objections to Kant’s
treatment of the Modality of Judgments. Arguments are put forward to suggest
that Kant’s originality with respect to classification of the modal judgments
cannot be denied.
Arthur O. Lovejoy, in his paper Kant’s Classification of the Forms of
Judgments (Lovejoy 1907, Lovejoy 1967) asserts that a detailed study of
Kantian Logic in the context of the work of the German Logicians of his period
is necessary in order to understand Kant’s philosophy and to evaluate it
historically. This study is a necessary aid to grasp properly the import of
otherwise obscure passages in Kant’s masterpiece Critique of Pure Reason. It
would enable us to understand Kant’s mental processes and the logical motives
that played behind some of the critical turns of his arguments. This
understanding, in turn, would help us to examine the coherence and value of
some of the critical arguments in the Critique of Pure Reason. We could
interpret Kant better by considering the forms in which certain problems were
left unsolved and the terms in which they were discussed by Kant’s
predecessors.
Dr. P. Hauck has made an important contribution in this direction in his
article on Kant’s table of the different classes of judgments (cited in Lovejoy
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1907). It is by means of this classification of judgments that Kant discovers his
twelve categories whose application to objects constitutes the prerequisite
condition of the possibility of existence. However, it remains a fact that there
has been a certain degree of controversy regarding Kant’s table of judgments.
Several commentators on the Critique, led by the abruptness of the introduction
of the table of judgments and its artificial character, believe that Kant had too
readily and uncritically accepted the results reached in that field by his
predecessors. Dr. Hauck argues that this is precisely the fault with which Kant
cannot be charged. He maintains that Kant has radically altered the
classification of the logicians to whom he refers and that this alteration is
motivated by the supposed requirements of transcendental logic so that it is
really the table of categories that shapes the table of judgments, rather than the
contrary.
Lovejoy contends that if Hauck’s arguments were correct then the whole
Critique containing the table and the related discussions constitute an
elaborate, although unintentional, pretence. Kant himself tries to derive all the
categories from a single principle which is to be provided by the division of
judgment in formal logic. Lovejoy contests this view by saying that this
principle does not come from any formal logic then recognized.
Lovejoy actually evaluated Kant’s classification of the forms of judgments
by considering those aspects in which it departs from the results of his
predecessors (Lovejoy 1907, Lovejoy 1967). He points out that that the
principles governing the construction of Kant’s table of Judgments do not
render the classification plausible. In fact, Lovejoy contends that Kant’s entire
classification is incoherent. However, Moltke S. Gram in his introduction to
Kant: Disputed Questions (Gram 1967) contends that if Kant’s entire
classification of the forms of judgment is incoherent, his theory of judgment
will be obscure and so long as the theory of judgment is obscure, the precise
character of the synthetic-analytic distinction will remain obscure. Although
Lovejoy argues that Kant’s entire classification is incoherent, the objective of
the present work is only to make a careful examination and understanding of
Lovejoy’s criticism of Kant’s notion of modality and his classification with
regard to it.
Kant’s notion of modality and his classification of judgments with respect
to it have been vehemently criticized by Lovejoy. He claims that the idea of
classifying judgments with respect to modality is not original with Kant.
According to him, Kant’s innovation here consists only in the introduction of
new terminologies. He further points out that Kant’s definition of modality is
ambiguous, and this ambiguity renders the whole classification incoherent and
obfuscates a significant logical distinction that had been clearly drawn by his
immediate predecessors.
Let us first consider Kant’s definition of modality and a difficulty
associated with this definition which is somewhat obscure. This would be
followed by a discussion on Kant’s classification of judgments with respect to
modality.
6
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While defining modality, Kant observes, ‘The modality of judgments is a
quite peculiar function. Its distinguishing characteristic is that it contributes
nothing to the content of the judgment (for, besides quantity, quality, and
relation, there is nothing that constitutes the content of a judgment), but
concerns only the value of copula in relation to thought in general’ (Kant
1978, A74/B100).
It appears that Kant’s assertion that quality, quantity, and relation
constitute the content of a judgment contradicts his demand that forms of
judgment must be taken into account. In his Critique of Pure Reason (Kant
1978, A70/B95), where he defines modality, he is concerned only with the
classification of forms of judgment. So his classification with respect to
quantity, quality, and relation is obviously a classification of the forms of
judgment. This shows that quantity, quality, and relation constitute the formal
structure of judgments. Hence, to say that quality, quantity, and relation
constitute the content of a judgment seems to contradict his demand.
Nevertheless, by saying that quantity, quality, and relation constitute the
content of a judgment, Kant does not mean that these, like particular objects,
concern some judgments and not others. Actually what he wanted to express is
that they are concerned with the way in which the constituents of a judgment
must be combined, while the distinctions of the possible, the actual, and the
necessary are concerned with the nature of the judgment as a whole.
Kant’s contention can be explained as follows:
The constituents of the categorical judgment are subject and predicate;
now, the difference in quantity and quality depends on the way in which these
are combined. This difference has nothing to do with the difference of content
in the subject and predicate concepts. For example, the difference between the
affirmative and negative judgments which are classified under qualitative
judgments depends on the way in which the subject and predicate are related.
In the affirmative judgment (S is P) a predicate is ascribed to a subject,
whereas in the negative judgment (S is not P) the predicate is denied of a
subject. The difference in the way in which the constituents of these two
judgments are related is evident from the difference in their linguistic forms.
This difference in the linguistic forms of these two judgments lies in the fact
that in the affirmative categorical judgment the expression is or are occurs
between the subject and the predicate, whereas in the negative judgment we
find also the expression not. But modal judgments are not concerned with the
way in which the subject and the predicate are related. In the case of such a
judgment, as Paton contends (Paton 1970), we are concerned with the nature of
the judgment as a whole, which may vary irrespectively of the way in which its
constituents are combined. Kant, himself said in Logic: ‘… but however the
subject and predicate may be combined the whole judgment may be thought
problematically, assertorically or apodeictically, the content of the whole
judgment being the same in each case’ (Paton 1970, Footnote 1). According to
Kant, differences in quality, quantity, and relation may be said to concern
differences in the content of the judgment, i.e. the way in which the subject and
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predicate are combined; but differences in modality do not. As differences in
content (the way in which the constituents are related) are evident from the
linguistic forms of the judgments, these differences might be termed as
differences in formal as opposed to material content. Hence Kant’s assertion
here suggests that quantity, quality, and relation constitute the formal content
of a judgment. So there is no contradiction between Kant’s above-mentioned
demand and his definition of modality.
A discussion on his classification of modal judgments would be now
appropriate. Kant classified modal judgments as problematic, assertoric and
apodeictic. According to him, problematic judgments are those in which
affirmation or negation is accepted as merely possible (optional) and are of the
form ‘S may be P’ or ‘S is possibly P’ (in case of affirmation), or ‘S may not
be P’ or ‘S is possibly not P’ (in case of negation). In assertoric judgments,
affirmation or negation is regarded as real or true, e.g. ‘S actually is P’ or ‘S is
actually not P’. In apodeictic judgments, we look on affirmation or negation as
necessary. Such judgments are of the form ‘S must be P’ (or ‘S is necessarily
P’), or ‘S cannot be P’.
Now an exposition of Lovejoy’s criticism of Kant is in order.
Kant’s tripartite division of modal judgments as problematic, assertoric
and apodeictic more or less coincides, Lovejoy contends, with the earlier
logician Lambert’s classification of judgment as possible, actual, necessary.
The principle underlying Lambert’s classification consists in the relation of the
subjects and predicates of the propositions from the standpoint of our
knowledge of the compossibility of concepts. According to this principle, a
proposition is called possible if its subject and predicate can be conceived as
compossible. In other words, all judgments are possible in so far as they are not
self contradictory. A possible judgment cannot be declared as true apart from
empirical verification. ‘An actual judgment’, on the other hand, ‘is one which
being possible, is also empirically found to be true. And a necessary judgment
is one of which the truth may be known from the impossibility of conceiving
the subject in accordance with the terms of its own definition when the
predicate is negated of it’ (Lovejoy 1907, Lovejoy 1967). Lovejoy contends
that Kant, without altering the meaning of Lambert’s expressions ‘possible’,
‘actual’, and ‘necessary’ has replaced them only by new terminologies, viz.,
problematic, assertoric, and apodeictic.
Lovejoy proceeds to accuse Kant of confusing the clear and consistent
division of modal judgments that had been drawn by his predecessors, holding
that this confusion is due to his ambiguous definition of modality.
Lovejoy observes that Kant’s statement that modality concerns only the
value of copula in relation to thought in general, at first appears to mean ‘that
the modality of a judgment consists in the (subjective) degree of confidence
with which it is affirmed’ (Lovejoy 1907, Lovejoy 1967). Lovejoy says that
although it may be one of the several notions in Kant’s mind, it does not fit the
categories included under modality. For if the categories under modality were
derived from modal judgments which reflect subjective degrees of confidence,
8
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it would be impossible to justify their objective validity. Again, it is not
consistent with the rest of the discussion. For Kant’s intention is to derive all
categories from one single principle, namely the faculty of judgment or
thought, and not from the subjective degrees of confidence.
Lovejoy finds a second sense of modality in Kant. In this sense, Kant
identifies modality with the relation of conditionality between one truth and
another. Kant observes: ‘Thus the two judgments, the relation of which
constitutes the hypothetical judgment (antecedens et consequens), and likewise
the judgments the reciprocal relation of which forms the disjunctive judgment
(members of the division), are one and all problematic only’ (Kant 1978,
A75/B100). In a hypothetical judgment, the consequent is affirmed to be true
only under a condition, i.e., the condition of the truth of the antecedent which is
not affirmed. Moreover, the disjunctive judgments can also be grouped under
the single genus of problematic judgments. For, in a disjunctive judgment also,
the truth of one disjunct is conditioned by that of another. This second sense of
modality reduces the problematic judgment to identity with the hypothetical or
disjunctive judgment, and the assertoric judgment to identity with the
categorical judgment. But this leaves out apodeictic judgments hanging since
the apodeictic judgment does not involve the relation of conditionality of the
assertions contained in it. The apodeictic character of a judgment consists in its
necessity for our thought and its capacity to be known a priori.
So, according to Lovejoy, Kant means by modality two different and
incompatible things; one of these meanings seems to introduce a subjectivism
which is not in keeping with the doctrine of objective categories; the other
meaning is such as to reduce the categories of relation to those of modality
with the exception of the apodeictic judgment which does not fit into the same
scheme with the problematic and assertoric. These are the confusions and
obscurities in Kant of which Lovejoy has complained. Let us review Lovejoy’s
objections as stated above.
Lovejoy’s objection that the idea of classifying judgments with respect to
modality is not original with Kant is not entirely acceptable. It is true that there
is an element of obscurity in Kant’s classification of modal judgments and that
he is in some respects indebted to his predecessors. For example, Kant derives
the term modality from Baumgarten. But his originality with respect to the
classification of the judgments cannot be summarily dismissed. His principle of
classification with respect to modality is different from that of Lambert. Kant
has classified judgment under modality by considering the nature of the
judgment as a whole (which may vary irrespectively of the way in which its
constituents are combined) in relation to the subject (in the sense of judgment
maker), and not by considering the relation of the subject and predicate of the
proposition from the standpoint of our knowledge of the compossibility of
concepts as Lambert affirms. These judgments are not concerned with the way
in which the subject and the predicate are related. Moreover, Kant’s
‘problematic’, ‘assertoric’, and ‘apodeictic’ judgments cannot be equated with
Lambert’s ‘possible’, ‘actual’, ‘necessary’ judgments. As Bennett (Bennett
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1966) clarifies that in keeping with Kant’s classification, a judgment is
‘problematic’ if it says of something that may be the case, ‘assertoric’ if it says
of something that is the case and ‘apodeictic’ if it says of something that must
be the case. The concepts associated with the modal judgments are largely
similar to our ordinary concepts of possibility and necessity. These are
involved in all judgments about the possibility or necessity of other judgments,
but not in all judgments which are themselves possible or necessary. For
example, the concept of possibility is involved in the problematic judgment – It
is possible that grass is blue but not in the possible judgment – Grass is blue.
Likewise, the concept of necessity is involved in the apodeictic judgment – It is
necessary that 2 + 2 = 4 but not in the necessary judgment – 2 + 2 = 4.
Bennett argues that possible and necessary judgments do not constitute a
functional kind while problematic and apodeictic judgments do. For example,
problematic judgment performs the task of asserting that something is possible.
This is not the case with possible judgments.
An actual judgment, on the other hand, in the sense of Lambert’s
classification, may not be assertoric since when we use an actual judgment as
the antecedent of a hypothetical judgment we may not commit ourselves to the
truth of it. In assertoric judgments, however, affirmation or negation is viewed
as real (true). However, at the same time, there is an evident relationship
between Lambert’s actual judgment and Kant’s assertoric judgment in the
sense that a judgment cannot be assertoric for Kant unless it is viewed as actual
or true judgment.
Now, let us for the time being set aside ‘possible’ judgments, and consider
‘actual’ and ‘necessary’ judgments. Lovejoy defines an actual judgment as a
judgment, which being possible, is also empirically found to be true. From this
definition it follows that Lambert’s ‘actual’ judgments coincide with Kant’s
contingent judgments. Again, using Kant’s terminology, Lambert’s ‘necessary’
judgment whose opposite is inconceivable can very well be called an a priori
judgment. But Kant’s classification of judgments as contingent and necessary,
empirical and a priori, is governed by a different principle, and must not be
dragged in while we consider his ‘Table of Judgments’. Lambert’s ‘actual’ and
‘necessary’ judgments can be equated with Kant’s ‘contingent’ and ‘a priori’
judgments, respectively. But they cannot be identified with his modal
judgments, namely, ‘assertoric’ and ‘apodeictic’.
Lovejoy is perfectly right in saying that the consequences which follow
from accepting Kant’s notion of modality in the sense of subjective degrees of
confidence cannot be accepted. However, Lovejoy’s contention that the
principles governing the construction of the table of judgments do not render
the classification plausible is not wholly acceptable. Lovejoy accuses Kant of
giving an obscure definition of modality which appears to mean that modality
consists in the subjective degree of confidence with which it is affirmed.
Again, Lovejoy points out that Kant identifies modalities with the relation of
conditionality between one truth and another. This, Lovejoy indicates, renders
the definition of modality ambiguous and the whole classification of modal
10

Kant's Treatment of the Modality of Judgments:
An examination of Lovejoy’s Critique of Kant

judgments incoherent. It is true, as Gram points out (Gram 1967), that Kant is
trading on two widely different principles of classification, one of which
renders the classification arbitrary. But it is also possible to argue that the other
principle that does not render the classification arbitrary, namely that modality
is the subjective degree of confidence we have in asserting a proposition, is the
dominant principle.
Moreover, Lovejoy’s contention that if we take Kant’s notion of modality
in the sense of the relation of conditionality between one truth and another,
then the problematic judgment is reduced to the hypothetical or disjunctive
judgment under relation cannot be accepted. It is true that we sometimes
entertain the antecedent and the consequent of a hypothetical judgment
problematically. But from this it does not follow that all hypothetical
judgments are problematic. In some cases, knowing a judgment to be true we
may use it as an antecedent of a hypothetical judgment. For example, if
anybody, knowing that it rains, says, ‘If it rains, take your umbrella’, what he
wants to convey by using this hypothetical from of judgment is this: ‘since it
rains, take your umbrella’. Here the antecedent of the hypothetical judgment is
no doubt assertoric. Kant himself, in The Groundwork of the Metaphysic of
Morals (Kant 1978, B.I. Publications), referred to assertoric hypothetical
judgments. While distinguishing two kinds of hypothetical imperatives, he
says: ‘A hypothetical imperative thus says only an action is good for some
purpose or other, either possible or actual. In the first case, it is a problematic
practical principle; in the second case an assertoric principle’. Furthermore,
Lovejoy’s view that Kant’s assertoric judgments can be reduced to the
categorical judgments cannot be accepted. For, whereas an asseroric judgment
is made after reflecting upon its truth, a categorical judgment as such does not
indicate any such reflection; it is just a judgment of the form ‘S is P’, no matter
whether it is reflectively asserted or unreflectively put forward.
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C H A P T E R THREE
'Typhon was vanquished but not annihilated':
The Metaphysics of Evil in Plutarch's On Isis and
Osiris
Ivan Faiferri
In a passage of the tenth book of the Laws (896a-897b), Plato seems to state
the existence of 'not less than two' souls: the first good, ordered and rational,
the second cause of all that is evil, disordered, irrational.
Few Platonists accepted this hypothesis as true, structuring their
philosophy on a dualistic metaphysics. Among them, Plutarch is one of the
most authoritative, and the one whose works are better preserved.
His heterodox interpretation allows him to combine divine perfection with
human freedom. In this way, he can give an account of reality closer both to
the everyday experience and to the traditional religion, showing in this case too
his inclination to present a philosophy suitable for his times.

A Mythical Account of the Structure of the Universe
What is the purpose of the essay known as On Isis and Osiris?
At a first glance, it is not clear why Plutarch bothered himself with an
essay that deals with Egyptian mythology and how this theological treatise
could attract our attention. In this paper, I propose an understanding of
Plutarch's concept of the nature of evil1 as it results from the reading of the On
Isis and Osiris and draw some of its consequences for human ethics either for
the II century AD philosophy and for us.
Plutarch is known by his modern scholars as a philosopher deeply
interested in the comprehension of the wholeness of the world where he lived2.
His works are mainly divided in two groups: the Lives (bioi), biographies of
Greek and Roman politicians and rulers, and the so-called Moralia (Ethika),
essays of various nature, dealing with a wide range of themes, from ethic to
1

Also Torraca 1994 deals specifically with the problem of evil, analyzing in depth the passages
in Plato's dialogues that influence Plutarch. However, I am at odds with him about the
interpretation of the significance of Plutarch's thinking, that Torraca describes as a superficial
and dogmatic system (Torraca 1994:212). Plutarch, on the contrary, follows an antidogmatic
and problematic method that, in his eyes, is very close to Plato's one. He is also very careful in
keeping his doctrines coherent with his interpretation of Plato's dialogues, and at the same time
can rework their positions in original ways, as in the case discussed here.
2
We can somehow compare his attitude to Montaigne's. Gallo 1994 defines him as an essayist.
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literary critic. Among the Moralia we find dialogues as On the E at Delphi or
On the Face in the Moon, commentaries as The generation of the Soul in the
Timaeus or treatises as our On Isis and Osiris.
We can think about Plutarch' production as a declination of the
philosophers' tension to build a system1 typical of the Roman Imperial Age
(1st-6th century AD): each essay of the Moralia is an investigation, in Platonic
terms, of a single aspect of the world, from a particular point of view2.
Considered together, these writings compose a mosaic that covers the spectrum
of human experience3.
The treatise known as On Isis and Osiris, is divided in two parts.
In the first, Plutarch tells the readers the Egyptian myth of Isis and Osiris,
from their birth, to the murdering of the god by his brother Typhon, and Isis'
search that finally brings his husband and brother back to life.
In the second, Plutarch presents five different interpretations of the myth.4
On the first, it concerns deified men (§§22-24); the second considers daimones
(§§25-31); on the third, the story has a physical explanation (§§32-40); on the
fourth, an astronomical explanation (§§41-44); and on the fifth, it is a
description of the nature of the cosmos (§§45 ff) consistent with the exegesis of
Plato. Each of these exegetical exercises surpasses the previous one: the fifth
represents the closest to Plutarch’s position, stating the existence of a good
divine principle that rules our world with his providence.
However, Plutarch cannot deny the existence of evil in the world, that we
experience everyday: if god has not to be the creator of evil, in which way its
existence is consistent with god's benevolence? He is aware of the problem: 'it
is impossible for anything bad whatsoever to be engendered where God is the
Author of all, or anything good where God is the Author of nothing'5.
Plutarch's interpretation of the psychogonia and is 'heterodox psychology'6
constitute his answer to this question.
1

On this, see Donini 1982.
I do not share Torraca opinion about an evolution ('parabola evolutiva', Torraca 1994:207) of
Plutarch's thinking, implying with this radical changes from one work to another. The possible
outward differences depend on the different points of view from which the author examines the
same problems. 'Plutarco mira a un'interpretazione unificata della filosofia platonica che sia
sempre fondata sui testi e coerente con l'immagine del platonismo che egli si è fatta' (Donini
1992:38-39).
3
This idea of a movement from a multitude that composes a unity, where each singularity by
itself is not self-sufficient, is a fundamental trait of Plutarch's thought; see for example the final
image of the On Isis and Osiris (De Is. et Os. 384c), where 'the air at night is a composite
mixture made up of many lights and forces, even as though seeds from every star were
showered down into one place'. My quotations are taken from Babbit 1957.
4
The myth 'contains narrations of certain puzzling events and experiences' (all'echei tinas
aporiôn kai pathôn diêgêseis, De Is. et Os. 358f). This modular structure, where different
interpretations follow one another building the meaning of the writing is typical of other
Plutarch’s works, e.g. the dialogues On the sign of Socrates, On the face of the moon, The E at
Delphi. This essay is not his only attempt to deal with this argument: in the De animae
procreatione in Timaeo, Plutarch face the theme with the instrument of the textual exegesis.
2

5

De Is. et Os., 369b.

6

De an. proc., 1014a.

14

'Typhon was vanquished but not annihilated':
The Metaphysics of Evil in Plutarch's On Isis and Osiris

Before continuing, it is necessary to say a few words about the form of this
writing1: as we have seen, On Isis and Osiris is an exegetical treatise on an
Egyptian legend. The choice of a foreign myth may seem odd, especially when
in his exegesis, Plutarch discusses some of the main themes of the
philosophical debate, namely the structure of the universe, the problem of evil
and the interpretation of two controversially and central Platonic passages
(Timaeus 35a-b, Leges 896d-897d)2 This is not, however, the only case where
Plutarch makes use of a myth dealing with metaphysical themes 3, and this
attitude hides a precise philosophical stance: the impossibility, for human
beings, of complete knowledge of the divine4.
This is of particular interest for our topic, because the weakness of human
knowledge is deeply linked to the constitution of our soul and, in more general
terms, of our plane of existence. Moreover, the philosophical search (zêtêsis) to
understand the structure of the universe represents a form of assimilation with
the divine (homoiôsis tô theô). Thus, Plutarch’s interest for cosmology might
seem detached from human life for the modern readers.
In opposition to this,, I maintain that
a) only cosmology, for Plutarch, can explain the existence of evil.
b) Plutarch uses a myth to clarify the nature of evil because of the
unstable nature of human understanding on divine matters.
c) Finally, his attempt to give an answer to this problem represents,
by itself, a progress toward the source of good, the divine
intellect.

Where Evil Lies
As we have already seen, for a Platonist like Plutarch, it is normal to admit
the existence of a god, who is the supreme good and who cares for the
universe. This god poses himself on an higher level of reality than the world of
man, but in some ways he has the power to operate on the lower world. In
order to remove the outward contradiction between god's perfect transcendence
1

These aspects are are mutually linked in Plutarch's works: 'In Plutarco, non meno che in
Platone, forma e contenuto costituiscono un insieme difficilmente districabile: trascurare uno
a scapito dell'altro rischia di condurre ad equivoci e fraintendimenti' (Bonazzi 2008:205).
2
See Ferrari 1999:327, Ferrari 2004:233ff; Torraca 1994.
3
As, for example, in the final myths of the dialogues On the face of the moon , On the sign of
Socrates, On the Delays of Divine Vengeance. The difference, in the case of the treatise On Isis
and Osiris, is the employment of an already existent mythical material. Even in this case,
however, Plutarch reworks some elements in the narration, in order to bring it closer to his
interpretation (see also Richter 2001:201-202).
4
This distance between human and divine knowledge is expressed by Plutarch itself: 'God gives
to men the other things for which they express a desire, but of sense and intelligence He grants
them only a share, inasmuch as these are His especial possessions and His sphere of activity'
(De Is. et Os., 351d). On the Academic eulabeia (caution) see also Ferrari 1995:20-25.
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and his interaction with the lower world, we have to understand better the
structure of the universe.
Plutarch's cosmology, as described in the final myth of the dialogue On the
face of the moon1 for example, envisages a universe divided in three levels of
different complexity: a noetic and solar level, where the nous resides, a
sensible and earthly level inhabited by the mortals, and an intermediate one,
lunar, mediating between human and divine, whose inhabitants are the
daimones, creatures native of this plane of existence, but able to operate in the
inferior reality.
We could mark the earthly and human world simply as imperfect, but this
does not explain anything to us.
[T]he substance and materials were not created, but always ready at
the ordering and disposal of the Omnipotent Builder, to give it form
and figure, as near as might be, approaching to his own resemblance.
For the creation was not out of nothing, but out of matter wanting
beauty and perfection, like the rude materials of a house, a garment,
or a statue, lying first in shapeless confusion.2
The creation (hê genesis) is not the act by which the god makes the raw
materials composing the universe appear, but, on the contrary, it is the
organizing and shaping action that god performs on an existing matter 3 (both
psychical and concrete, ousia and hulê in Plutarch's words).
These already existing principles inform the inferior (lunar and earthly)
part of the cosmos, where they take the form of soul and body. But in the
earthly nature nothing pure exists4: the elements that compose this reality are in
some way overabundant, and this superfluous part has a kind of corrupting
power5, that cannot originate from the bodies. The corporeal nature, indeed, is
powerless (akuron) and passive (pathêton up'allôn)6. It can be defined good or
evil only by accident, because it is informed by a principle that moves it
towards one end or another. Nature produces unwanted results if it is not
properly leaded: so, in its essence, evil is a misguided movement: but this

1

De facie 942d ff. This is not the only description of the universe: for a different (but
not incompatible) mythical account, see De genio 591b ff.
2
De an. proc. in Tim., 1014b.
3
The same idea of an ungenerated matter is shared by the most important Greek
philosophers and, above all, by Plato and Aristotle.
4
De Is. et Os., §45. This overabundance manifests itself also in the nature of men: 'the
great natures generate at first a multitude of strange and wild flowers', De sera, 522d;
see also the Life of Demetrius, § 1. When the nature of men is not regulated by reason,
this overabundance leads the individual to evil.
5
De Is. et Os., §§4-7.
6
De facie, 945c. Se also De an. procr. 1014e-f.
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movement is not uncaused. If every movement is produced by the soul 1, even
the misguided ones originate from a particular kind of soul.

Two Gods?
The great majority and the wisest of men hold this opinion: they
believe that there are two gods, rivals as it were, the one the Artificer
of good and the other of evil.2
Plutarch claims that this theory dates back to an ancient tradition,
widespread among the eastern cultures as the Persians and the Caldeans.
Shortly afterwards Plutarch cites some of the most important Hellenic
philosophers3. Of the two traditional gods, says Plutarch, 'There are also those
who call the better one a god and the other a daemon'4.
In fact, this theory derivates from the exegesis of two disputed platonic
passages, namely the generation of the world soul of Timaeus 35a-b and the
discussion about the two souls of Leges 896d-897d, as Plutarch makes it clear
in the focal passage of the treatise:
[T]he movement of the Universe is actuated not by one soul, but
perhaps by several, and certainly by not less than two, and of these
the one is beneficent (agathourgon), and the other is opposed to it
(enantian tautê) and the artificer of things opposed (enantiôn
dêmiourgon).5
Plutarch is aware that his interpretation might seem baffling to the reader6.
reader6. However, it is for him the only one coherent with Plato’s doctrines.
Only in the soul we can find an active principle, able to start all the changes
and movements that occur in nature7: due to its inactivity, matter cannot be a
source of change and so
...the existence of evil in the world would be unexplained, as God
1

This is a fundamental Platonic tenet (on this, see Leges 894b-896c, Phaedrus 245c ff.)
De Is. et Os., §46, 369d-e.
3
Eraclitus, Empedocles, the Pythagoreans, Anaxagoras and, finally, Plato himself (370d-f). On
the importance of the tradition and the efforts to unify different lines of philosophers, see also
Donini 1992, Ferrari 2004. On the importance of the Hellenic root of the whole myth, opposed
to his alleged Egyptian origin, see Richter 2001.
4
De Is. et Os. 369e.
5
De Is. et Os. 370f.
6
See De an. proc. 1014a.This position brought on Plutarch the criticism of the main Platonist
philosophers of the following centuries (on this, see Philips 2001, who explicitly mentions
Porphiry and Iamblichus).
7
'Must we then necessarily agree, in the next place, that soul is the cause of things good and
bad, fair and foul, just and unjust, and all the opposites, if we are to assume it to be the cause
of all things?' (Plato, Leges, 896d).
2
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would have fashioned such matter into something perfectly good,
having no one able to resist him.1
Actually, Plutarch does not assert the existence of two different world
souls2, but of two different parts of an unique cosmic soul. Concerning the
purpose of our inquiry, the difference is not relevant: anyway, Plutarch states
that evil exists in a metaphysical sense, and it is produced by a certain kind of
soul.
This does not mean, however, that there are two entities that Plutarch
would call, in a philosophical sense, 'god'3. If this were the case, Plutarch could
could not escape from the accusation of contradiction, because he himself
describes the universe as a whole depending on the sole principle of the good,
identifying it with the intellect and the god4.
But Plutarch is not a Manichean theologian. In On Isis and Osiris when he
speaks of the two opposing principles, he does not speak of Typhon and Osiris,
as it would seem in 360d, but of Typhon and Horus5. God (Osiris in the myth)
is the only principle of the higher cosmos, the divine world. It’s only in our
inferior world that we find two opposing natures. About Horus, Plutarch says
that 'Isis generates him as a sensible image of the intelligible cosmos'6. Of the
three parts of the 'better and divine nature', Horus is the union of the
intelligible (noêton) with the substrate (ulê), 'which the Greeks calls the world
(kosmon)'7. He represents specifically the good part of the World Soul, the one
that is not only produced by, but also a part of the demiurge himself 8; Typhon
is the second part of the Soul, 'that part of the soul which is impressionable,
impulsive, irrational and truculent'9. None of them can be reduced to the other
or eliminated, even if Horus (the part of the soul informed by the intellect)
tends to dominate Typhon, thanks to his origin10.

The Interaction between the Divine Principle and the Human World
This predominance is in fact caused by the nature of the divine: god, the
nous, is superior to the soul; he remains pure from the influence of evil that is
1

Dollinger and Darnell 1906:141.
See Opsomer 2004:142-143.
3
We could be moved on this direction by the Zoroastrean and Caldean myths that Plutarch
himself quotes to demonstrate that the doctrine of the double world soul is a common belief
shared by most of mankind.
4
See for example De genio 591b, where the Unitiy unifying the principles of life and motion
originates the whole cosmos.
5
Typhon fight against Horus, De Is et Os. 373b; see also 373c-d and 376b.
6
De Is. et Os. 373b, my own traduction.
7
De Is. et Os. 373f.
8
Quaest. Plat. 2, 1001c, see also Opsomer 2004:143. In
9
De Is. et Os. 371b.
10
De Is. et Os. 373b. Also in the myth, 'Typhon was vanquished but not annihilated' (De Is. et
Os. 367a).
2
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confined in the lower cosmos. At the same time, the divine providence can
manifest itself in our world. This happens thanks to the action of the good part
of the cosmic soul and with the mediation of the daimones.
Indeed, as we had seen, the division between the corporeal and the
incorporeal does not explain by itself the structure of the universe: the human
and the divine worlds are separated but communicating realities 1. While the
superior cosmos is completely spiritual, the inferior one is composed by a
mixture of material bodies and immaterial souls.
In Plutarch's lexicon, 'daimon' can mean a spiritual entity, who often leads
and protects a human being, or the higher part of the soul, external to the body,
that is the intellect (nous)2. The function of both these forms of the daimon is
the mediation between the two world, adapting the perfect, ideal reality of the
intelligible into the chaotic turmoil of the human realm. In the final myth of the
dialogue On the face of the moon, Sulla speaks of the god Cronus, that Zeus
exiled to the earth. He sleeps in a cave, on a distant island, surrounded by
daimones. In his dreams his 'titanic affections' fight with 'the royal and divine
element' in him, enacting the conflict of the two parts of the soul3.
The daimones reports as dream to Cronus 'the prophecies that are greatest
and of the greatest matters'4; moreover,
...they descend hither to take charge of oracles, they attend and
participate in the highest of the mystic rituals, they act as warders
against misdeeds and chastisers of them, and they flash forth as
saviour a manifest in war and on the sea.5
They act as the agent of the divine providence in the world, allied with and
dependent from the good part of the cosmic soul. In this way, Plutarch can
resolve the tension between divine transcendence and divine action in the
world.

Evil and Matter
By denying that matter is evil in itself, Plutarch maintains an original
position in the Platonic school, even thought he is coherent with his Platonism,
that cannot allow the superiority of concrete over spiritual realities. Using this,
he builds an interpretation of Plato that can better appreciate the commitment
of the individual with the human world: if the couple soul/body cannot be
1

In this way god can wield his power on the creation and the mortals can move towards him,
following the Platonic ideal of the homoiôsis tô theô (Thaet. 176a-b).
2
See for example De Genio, 589b-f and 591e-f.
3
De facie, 942a-b. The image of this neverending battle between two principles reminds the
mythical account of the cosmical revolutions made by the Stranger in Plato's Politicus (268c274e).
4
De facie 942a.
5
De facie 944c-d. Cf. De defectu 417a-b and De genio, 591c.
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equated with the good/evil one, interacting with the concrete reality is not by
itself demeaning, but, on the contrary, constitutes a peculiar way to approach
the divine and intelligible realm.
This positive evaluation of the sensible cosmos is even strengthened by the
role played by the becoming. Evil is the movement opposite to life's
manifestation1: it is in its essence, as we have seen before, all that oversteps
measure and limits.
In psychic terms, it produces tyranny and violence2, expressed by the name
of Seth3, and corrupts the part of the soul that is irrational and 'titanc
(titanikon)'4, in the bodies the influence of evil causes corruption and
destruction5. Thus, the realm of Typhon is 'everything harmful and destructive
(blaberon kai phtartikon) that Nature contains'6.
Plutarch says that the evil soul's disruptive power is brought under control7
control7 by Horus, and so he can assert that even in the lower cosmos the good
prevails. This predominance takes place thanks to the action of the becoming.
The noetic substance is unchanging, while the union of body and soul that
takes place in the kosmos is subject to the laws of space and time: here
movement and mutations are conditions of being.
Plutarch does not regard this as a mark of the corrupted nature of the
sensible, as we could think. Some motions are bad, because they are
disordered, opposed to life and bring to destruction; some others on the
opposite are good, inasmuch as they reflect, on a time-shaped reality, the
measure of the eternal being8. But movement in itself, produces life rather than
than death:
The sistrum also makes it clear that all things in existence need to be
shaken, or rattled about, and never to cease from motion but, as it
were, to be woken up and agitated when they grow drowsy and
torpid. They say that they avert and repel Typhon by means of the
sistrums, indicating thereby that when destruction constricts and
1

'Some say that one of the companions of Typhon was Bebon, but Manetho says that Bebon was
still another name by which Typhon was called. The name signifies restraint or hindrance, as
much as to say that, when things are going along in a proper way and making rapid progress
towards the right end, the power of Typhon obstructs them' (De Is. et Os. 371c).
2
'To katadunasteuon kai katabiaziomenon', De Is. et Os. 371c.
3
De Is. et Os. 371b.
4
De Is. et Os. 371b; this expression has to be compared with the 'titanic affections' of Cronus
(De facie 942a, already quoted above), held down by the sleep of the god, that 'restores his
repose once more and the royal and divine element is all by itself, pure and unalloyed',
allowing him to communicate with Zeus, that is the divine world. On the role of dreams in the
communications with the divine see also De genio 588d.
5
'The images from it with which the sensible and corporeal is impressed, and the relations,
forms, and likenesses which this take upon itself, like impressions of seals in wax, are not
permanently lasting, but disorder and disturbance overtakes them' De Is. et Os. 373a-b.
6
De Is. et Os. 369a. See also 364b.
7
De Is. et Os. 373c.
8
'In fact, the Deity is not averse to changes' De def. or. 426c.
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checks Nature, generation releases and arouses it by means of
motion.1
The structure of the universe in itself implies the manifestation and the
expansion of life2.
For universal Nature, being at first void of order, received its first
impulse to change and to be formed into a world, by being made to
resemble and partake in some way (homoiotêti kai methexei tini) of
that idea and virtue which is in God.'3
The way in which Nature participates to the intelligible order is precisely
the becoming. Evil, that cannot be removed from our world, is in this way
harmonized in the cosmic order.

Cosmology and Politics
In conclusion, for Plutarch the existence of evil in the human world
requires the existence of a metaphysical evil principle (the evil Soul), not
generated by god. At the same time, this metaphysical evil principle cannot
undermine either god’s perfection and the action of the divine providence in
the human world.
Plutarch's theory of evil achieves these main results:
a) divine perfection is saved: god operates in the lower world
through the mediation of the good part of the cosmic soul (Horus)
and with the help of the daimones;
b) evil has is source in the evil part of the cosmic soul and can
actually be a principle opposed to god;
c) even if evil exists on a metaphysical level, its action cannot
overwhelm god's providence or corrupt god's perfection, because
on one hand it is limited to the lower world, on the other it is
harmonized in the structure of the universe thanks to the
becoming.
Philosophy has for Plutarch an operative and active role in the society:
through its results, each man can consciously choose the right course of action
assuring happiness to himself and to his community.

1

De Is. et Os. 376c-d. See also the myth of the legs of Zeus quoted at 376b.
On this, see the speech of Lampria in De facie, 938c-f. The nature (physis) has a cyclical
movement that on one hand preserves life, on the other draws up the lower cosmos to the
intelligible and eternal world (De E apud Delphos, 388d).
3
De sera 550d; I altered Goodwin's translation to stretch the value of tini.
2
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The concept of evil that we have hitherto described produces an important
consequence: if evil is a permanent feature of the cosmos and of the individual
nature, the wise man knows that he has always to find a mediation between an
ideal and impracticable state of being and the worse tendencies of the reality.
In the private sphere, this mediation brings with it the idea that passions cannot
be suppressed, but only harmonized, with our conscious will; in the public
sphere, by contrast, it entails the awareness that even the views opposed to the
right one (or to the one we consider the right one) cannot simply be eradicated,
maybe together with those who support them, but must be integrated, as far as
possible, in the community1.
Of course, Plutarch is by no mean a supporter of democracy neither in the
ancient or in the modern sense of the term. However, he has a complex
conception of the relationship between good and evil, and the conviction that
we cannot simply impose an alleged perfect state of being to the present world,
but we have to adapt the ideal to reality.
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C H A P T E R FOUR
The Role of Mimesis in Aristotle’s Poetics:
A Fundamental Cognitive System
Mariagrazia Granatella
This paper describes and evaluates the role of mimesis in Aristotle's Poetics
with the aim of demonstrating how a philosophical theory of human cognition
lies at its core. I first examine how the ancient notion of mimesis is more
complex than its conventional translation as imitation currently conveys and,
especially, that mimesis is far from providing a static model of artistic
representation. I will try to use the rich semantics of the ancient notion of
mimesis in order to extricate this notion from the impasse to which it has been
relegated as mere simulation and reduplication. Secondly, this point of view on
mimesis will prove to be a powerful critical instrument towards a fresh
appraisal of Aristotelian mimesis that, I suggest, is inherently anthropological
and psychological. Through an analysis of several important Aristotelian
passages, it will be shown how Aristotle identifies mimesis as a feature of
human nature that can explain the existence of poetry, to the extent that it
makes human actions unique and specific. Under the influence of Aristotelian
paradigms we can see that the problem of mimesis is not only the ‘fraught’
relationship between art and reality but rather the problem of human
understanding and human cognition.

Introduction
If I have exhausted the justifications I have reached bedrock, and my
spade is turned. Then I am inclined to say: "This is simply what I
do". (Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, remark
217)
In the short story entitled Averroes’s Search, the Argentine writer Jorge
Luis Borges imagines the difficulty of Averroes, the famed Islamic
philosopher, in translating Aristotle's Poetics.
History records few acts more beautiful and more pathetic than this
Arabic physician's consecration to the thoughts of a man separated
from whom he was separated by fourteen centuries. To the intrinsic
difficulties we should add the fact that Averroes, who had no
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knowledge of Syriac or Greek, was working on the translation of a
translation. On the previous evening he had been nonplussed by two
equivocal words at the beginning of the Poetics: the words tragedy
and comedy. He had encountered them years before in the third book
of the Rhetoric. No one within the compass of Islam intuited what
they meant. Averroes had exhausted the pages of Alexander of
Afrodisia in vain; vainly he had collated the versions of the
Nestorian philosopher Hunain ibn-Ishaq and of Abu-Bashar Mata.
The two arcane words pullulated in the text of the Poetics; it was
impossible to elude them.1
The Islamic philosopher did not understand what a play was, due to the
absence of live theatrical performances from his own cultural milieu, in
contrast to that of ancient Greece. But ironically in the story, while glancing
out of his window, Averroes casually observes some children playing and
acting: one was playing the part of a muezzin; another played the part of the
minaret; another, that of the faithful worshipers. So, what we seek is often
nearby: while Averroes did not understand what a play was, he observed those
children creating a kind of theatrical performance.
What merits emphasis in this story is that, on the one hand, Averroes could
not understand the terms tragedy and comedy because theatre and drama were
unknown to his medieval Islamic world; on the other hand, the imitative and
fictionalising behaviour of children can count as an example of the human
propensity toward mimetic activity. This propensity is natural and universal,
beyond territorial limits.
It is in this spirit that here I want to address one of the most fundamental
elements in the theoretical framework of the Poetics: the role of the notion of
mimesis. In the eyes of many, mimesis has the status of an outmoded aesthetic
doctrine; a broken column of an obsolete classical tradition. But recent years
have seen a number of efforts to rehabilitate mimesis at various levels of
aesthetic thought, and at the same time a mass of work has appeared on various
facets of the whole phenomenon of mimeticism in psychology, biology,
anthropology and beyond.
The viewpoint I adopt here on mimesis will be situated within the theories
of artistic mimesis, i.e., the contexts in which the word mimesis is used in
connection with works of art. The kind of research I have in mind is one that
looks to ancient roots of the history of mimesis to show how this notion is far
from providing a static model of artistic representation. The main issue which
concerns me can be stated with simplicity: can we understand the mimetic
activity expressed in an art form – such as tragedy or comedy – as an offshoot
of a natural and universal human capacity, which is also needed in the fabric of
actual lives outside the theatre? I would like to discuss this hypothesis in order

1

Borges, J. L. (1967). ‘Averroes’s Search.’ In: A personal anthology, New York: Grove Press,
p. 202.
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to demonstrate that a philosophical theory of human cognition1 lies at the core
of Aristotle’s reformulation of the notion of mimesis, contained in his
magnificent Poetics.

Ancient Mimesis
Numerous anecdotes -- about painted grapes that attract sparrows, painted
horses that real ones neigh at -- show that in antiquity the mimetic view was
part of commonsense.2 Asked whether he can imitate the soul, the painter
Parrhasius replied: ‘How can it be imitated since it has neither shape nor colour
[...] and is not visible at all?’3 These words give us an indication of the Greek
way of looking at a work of art: the idea that art mimics reality in a different
medium.
However, from the point of view adopted in this article, the importance of
mimesis lies not in any narrow or fixed conception of art, but rather in the
depth of questions as to how, when, and why the practices we have come to
call art become a philosophical problem. Because the search for origins is a
risky, and often barren enterprise, I suggest that we should trace the major
paths by which the philosophical problem of mimesis has come about. The path
sketched by Aristotle is one of these.
For Aristotle (as for Plato before him, and subsequently for most other
classical thinkers) mimesis was key to the primary question of the relation
between works of art and the world. As Göran Sorbom noted at the beginning
of his book, Mimesis and Art. Studies in the Origin and Early Development of
an Aesthetic Vocabulary, the word mimesis ‘has been used, first of all, to
describe the basic character of works of art and as a means to tell what
distinguishes works of art from any other kind of phenomenon; but it has also
been used as a psychological explanation of the way in which we experience
and react to works of art.’4 But, if Plato and Aristotle have always, and rightly,
been placed at the foundations of this tradition, and regarded as its originators,
their usage of the Greek word mimesis (a usage which could be called
aesthetic) is not a radical innovation.
Studies such as those started by Hermann Koller and Gerard F. Else5 have
shown that there are passages in the extant literature before Plato in which
1

For cognition I mean the action of knowing, taken in its widest sense, including sensation,
perception and conception. More specifically: the distinctively human mechanism of receiving
information, activating knowledge and learning.
2
See Panofsky, E. (1968). Idea, transl. by Joseph J. L. Peake, Columbia: University of South
Carolina Press.
3
Cited in, Webster, T. B. L. (1939). ‘Greek theories of art and literature down to 400 B.C.’ The
Classical Quarterly 33, p. 167.
4
Sorbom, G. (1966). Mimesis and Art. Studies in the Origin and Early Development of an
Aesthetic Vocabulary, Stockholm: Svenska bokförlaget, p. 11.
5
See Koller, H. (1954). Die Mimesis in der Antike, Nachahmung, Darstellung, Ausdruck,
Bernae: A. Francke; Else, G. F. (1958), ‘Imitation in the fifth century.’ Classical Philology
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mimesis and its cognates occur in connection with works of art1 (above all
mimema, mimetes, mimetikos that, in turn, derived from the verb mimeisthai;
so, as suggested by Sorbom, we can call this words group mimeisthai-group).
Here it is not possible to examine all these passages, but it is of interest to
note that in early usages of the words belonging to the mimeisthai-group, it is
not a copy-situation that is intended, but something else. For instance, in the
Homeric Hymn to Apollo (the earliest text where a member of the mimeisthaigroup turns up in an artistic setting) a chorus of Delian girls ‘imitate
(mimeisthai) the tongues of all men and their clattering speech; each would say
that he himself were singing, so close to truth is their sweet song.’ 2 Though the
meaning of this passage is not quite clear, it treats mimesis not in a strict
portraiture sense but more or less as a type of artistic accomplishment. It
involves the creation of something that, through its artistic vividness and
recognizability, has a powerful impact on their beholders (hence the idea that a
hearer would say it was the sound of his own voice).
We can find a parallel situation in the fragment from Aeschylu’s Theoroi,
in which a chorus of satyrs admire dedicating images of themselves in the
sanctuary of Poseidon at Isthmia and speaking of a particular image that is so
like their form that it only lacks a voice, as ‘the mimetic work (mimema) of
Daedalus.’3 Also in this case, we have no reason to believe that mimema stands
for copy or replica. As noted by Sorbom, ‘the fragment does not tell us that
there were, in the early classical period, painstakingly realistic works of art but
that the Greeks of the early classical period experienced the art of their time as
extremely vivid and amazingly full of life.’4
Regarded this way, the early occurrences of the words belonging to the
mimeisthai-group in the extant literature before Plato, become very interesting
from a methodological and practical point of view. They constitute the
background to the theory of mimesis of Plato and Aristotle, and show us that
the action of mimesis, rather than a simple copy of particular phenomena, was
felt as a realization or even exhibition of something that, mediated through the
artist’s skilled accomplishment, should affect the beholder (in this case for its
vivid characteristics, and not for being the concrete representation of a model).
At the same time, the aesthetic experience of the beholder is enriched by a
subtle awareness that, grasping the mediated fact of the mimetic action, can
have several of the resonances in its ranges of significance and, in this way, can
acquire cognitive value.
If so, the ancient notion of mimesis, far from being captured by an artless
notion of imitation, was related to a structure of ideas at whose centre lies a
sense of the vital, mutually enriching bond between art and human experience,
LIII(2): 73-90.
1
‘Work of art’ is here used in the wide sense of the word that includes all kinds of artistic
production, such as: paintings, sculptures, poems, pieces of music, dance, etc.
2
Hom. Hymn Ap. 162-64.
3
Aeschylus fr. 78a.1-12 Radt. Daedalus is the mythological sculptor popularly reputed to have
made statues that could actually move.
4
Sorbom, G. op. cit. p. 45.
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taken in its wide sense. For this reason, I would like to discuss how this last
point -- namely, the bond between art and human experience -- could be related
to Aristotle’s theory of the origin of poetry that, I maintain, reflects a more
general philosophy of man.

Aristotelian Mimesis
We must be clear that, contrary to a common literary tradition, we have no
reason to read the Poetics as an elegant, polished composition; we have no
reason to read the Poetics as a ‘perfect little work of aesthetic criticism’, as
noted Oscar Wilde. What we now call the Poetics is part of a work which was
compiled between 360 and 320 B.C. for use in the education of young
philosophers. It was never intended to be available to a wide public, and it was
in any case not designated to be read as a creative writing course. Poetry itself
does not seem to have been among Aristotle’s deepest concerns, but we can
argue that Aristotle regards poetic activity as a means by which human beings
can explore their own distinctively human world and human capabilities.
We encounter this Aristotelian view at the core of the Poetics in the first
part of the fourth chapter, where Aristotle identifies two features of human
nature that he takes to explain the existence of poetry:
Poetry, in general, can be seen to owe its existence to two chief
causes, and these are rooted in nature. First, there is man’s natural
propensity, from childhood onwards, to engage in mimetic activity
(and this distinguishes man from other creatures, that he is
thoroughly mimetic and through mimesis takes his first steps in
understanding). [Second], there is the pleasure which all men take in
mimetic objects. (Poet. 1448 b 4-8)
In this passage, ‘often wrongly regarded as marginal or digressive’1,
Aristotle makes two important remarks: on the one hand, poetry takes place
only within the area of human action. Accordingly, for Aristotle, there is poetry
only where there is mimetic activity. On the other hand, calling humans
thoroughly mimetic -- namely, the most mimetic of animals -- and citing the
capacity of children to learn by mimesis, Aristotle stresses that mimesis is an
important component of human nature, and one that distinguishes humans from
other animals.
So, the role of mimesis in the Poetics becomes more precise: it cannot be a
question of imitation as a copy, reflection, or replica, but rather of something
else. In this sense, it is essential to separate Aristotelian mimesis (that has roots
in human nature) from the aesthetic principle encapsulated in the slogan ‘the
imitation of nature’; that slogan, contrary to a common misunderstanding, is
1

Halliwell, S. (2002).The aesthetics of mimesis: ancient texts and modern problems, Princeton
(N.J.): Princeton university press, p. 177.
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nowhere to be found in the Poetics or in any other Aristotelian discussion of
poetry. For Aristotle, speaking about the relationship between mimesis and
poetry is to speak about what humans are singular at producing; and this means
that Aristotle regards mimesis not simply as an instinctive capacity to generate
elaborate forms of cultural practice (such as comic or tragic theatre), but also as
an activity essentially in every case of human learning and understanding - that
is to say, in every human experience.
By mentioning children’s mimesis Aristotle means to cite not simple
copying, but an activity that is related to an experience of learning or
understanding. Reinforced by the comparison with other animals, this gives the
context a force both anthropological and psychological. Mimesis in its artistic,
but also in some of its non-artistic forms, involves modelling particular media
(in the case of children, their movements and words) for rendering and
conveying an intelligible configuration of human experience, so as to produce
an object or a form of behaviour which is significant or expressive of
something. However, as pointed out by Stephen Halliwell, ‘nothing said here
erases the major differences between children’s play and, say, a tragedy by
Sophocles or a mural painting by Polygnotus.’1 If Aristotle sees a common
element between them, he identifies this element as a natural human propensity
toward mimetic activity, with a concomitant pleasure in learning and
understanding from this mimetic activity.
It should be noted that the same link between learning or understanding
and the notion of mimesis recurs in the Rhetoric (1.11, 137 a 31-b12), as well
as in the discussion of musical experience in the Politics (8.5, 1340 a 14-25).
To return, then, to the section of Poetics 4 discussed above, it follows that
a valuable step towards a fresh appraisal of Aristotelian mimesis is to recognize
that we are not addressing a notion with only one meaning, but rather the nodal
point of a rich locus of issues that brings together questions of education,
culture, psychology, that both requires and rewards examination from a variety
of standpoints, as well as the variety of human experience.
As the title of my article suggests, the viewpoint I adopt on Aristotelian
mimesis is situated within the framework of what I consider to be the study of
human cognition, in order to understand what distinguishes humans from other
animals. We are now in a position to expand upon an earlier observation: in the
fourth chapter of the Poetics, Aristotle calls into question the great riddle of
human creativity. This creativity is not assumed as a force that reaches the
individual from the outside (like divine inspiration or creative madness), but as
a distinctive feature that originates in the individual himself, in its being the
most mimetic of animals.
It is important to point out that Aristotle does believe in animal mimesis -we only have to think of the references to bird mimicry in Historia Animalium.
In a general way in the lives of animals many imitations to human
life may be observed. Pre-eminent intelligence will be seen more in
1

Halliwell, S. op. cit. p. 179.
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small creatures than in large ones, as is exemplified in the case of
birds by the nest building of the swallow. In the same way as men
do, the bird mixes mud and chaff together; if it runs short of mud, it
souses its body in water and rolls about in the dry dust with wet
feathers; furthermore, just as man does, it makes a bed of straw,
putting hard material below for a foundation, and adapting all to suit
its own size. Both parents co-operate in the rearing of the young;
each of the parents will detect, with practised eye, the young one that
has had a helping, and will take care it is not helped twice over; at
first the parents will rid the nest of excrement, but, when the young
are grown, they will teach their young to shift their position and let
their excrement fall over the side of the nest.
Pigeons exhibit other phenomena with a similar likeness to the ways
of humankind. In pairing the same male and the same female keep
together; and the union is only broken by the death of one of the two
parties. (Hist. Anim. 612b 20-36)
What do we find in this long passage? Certainly, not that the swallows or
the pigeons are actors who imitate human life. Rather, in speaking of animal
mimesis, Aristotle is talking about an activity that is biologically based and
which is realized in particular practices and attitudes.1 So, I am suggesting that
we need to take seriously the wider application of mimesis in terms of nonartistic forms of human or animal behaviour, not only because humans as well
as other animals are mimetics. According to the fourth chapter of the Poetics
already examined, humans are the most mimetic, and it follows, therefore, that
the link between mimesis and poetry brings about an augmentation of meaning
in the field of what makes human actions unique and specific.
The scope of the Aristotelian notion of mimesis can be confirmed by
glancing at a section from Book 30 of the pseudo-Aristotelian Problemata:
Why should one place more trust in a human being than in another
animal? Is it because humans alone among animals know how to
count? Or because humans alone believe in gods? Or because
humans are the most mimetic of all animals, for this enables them to
learn and understand? (Probl. 30.6, 956a 11-14)

1

It interesting to note that recently there has been an explosion of research in the development,
evolution and brain basis of mimesis. Some discoveries reveal that newborns have an innate
ability to imitate facial expression; these studies have greatly advanced the scientific
understanding of early cognition, personality and brain developmen (see Meltzoff, A.N. and
Moore, M.K. (1983). ‘Newborn Infants Imitate Adult Facial Gestures.’ In: Child Development,
54, pp. 702-709). Others research have discovered the existence of particular neurons, called
‘mirror neurons’, that seem to provide a neurophysiological substrate for mimesis (see
Rizzolatti G., Sinigaglia C. (2006). So quel che fai. Il cervello che agisce e i neuroni specchio,
Milano: Raffaello Cortina Editore).
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Is it mathematics, religion or mimesis? If we take the question to be asking
which of these is most fundamentally human, the choice looks odd. Doubtless
there are affinities between this passage and Poetics 4. First of all, there is an
ethological contrast between human beings and other animals; secondly, we
have the same link between learning or understanding and the notion of
mimesis. In other words, even in the case of Problemata 30, mimesis seems to
constitute an anthropological datum.
So we can make progress with the implications of this important thesis,
and in the last section of my article I would like to suggest that we can discern
an Aristotelian tendency towards interpreting mimesis as a specific form of
signification -- that is, the uniquely human capacity to act and bring about this
type of action.

Mimesis and Human Cognition
In the preceding analysis of Poetics 4, we saw that Aristotle regards poetry
as deriving from the impulse to understand the world, by making and enjoying
representations of it. Our natural mimetic ability is able to model particular
media so as to create mimetic works that have the power to take us beyond the
works themselves, providing an opening to access knowledge.
Aristotle’s point has an obvious pertinence to the cognitive experience of
what we create by mimesis. To confirm this, it suffices to consider that in
Poetics 4 -- after having identified the two natural causes of poetry, i.e., the
universal instinct to engage in mimetic activity and the propensity to take
pleasure in mimetic objects -- Aristotle adds the following consideration:
An indication of the latter can be observed in practice: for we take
pleasure in contemplating the most precise images of things whose
sight in itself causes us pain -- such as the appearance of the basest
animals, or of corpses. Here too the explanation lies in the fact that
great pleasure is derived from exercising the understanding, not just
for philosophers but in the same way for all men, though their
capacity for it may be limited. Is it for this reason that men enjoy
looking at images, because what happens is that, as they contemplate
them, they apply their understanding and reasoning to each element
(identifying this as an image of such-and-such a man, for instance).
(Poet. 1448 b 8-19)
If we are able to take pleasure in contemplating images of normally painful
or unattractive subjects, it would seem that the pleasure in question depends on
grasping the mediated fact of mimesis and is not a direct response to what is
represented.1 As observed by Halliwell, ‘to interpret Aristotle’s position here
correctly, we need to distinguish between two ways in which aesthetic pleasure
1

See also Rhetoric 1.11, 1371a 31-b12; Parts of Animals 1.5, 645a 7-15.
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-- pleasure taken in representational artworks -- may arise in relation to artistic
technique, the first being mediated through the artist’s skilled accomplishment,
the second being restricted to sensuous properties of the artefact.’1
Using this distinction between material or technical properties of the
artistic medium and recognizable properties of the artistic construction,
Aristotle suggests that pleasure taken in a mimetic object derives from a
concomitant awareness of the relationship between the artefact and what it
means, i.e., the work’s significance.
For example, we can consider with Aristotle an important passage in Sense
and Sensibilia (3.440a8-9) where he refers to the painterly technique of color
overlay used to render effects of haze or of objects seen under water. This
description suggests that combining the colors in a certain way – in an artistic
way -- the painter makes an artefact that can be perceived and understood as
signifying something. Although Aristotle’s concerns are here on the visual arts,
what he says about the painterly technique of color has implications for his
way of thinking about the basic mental operation that makes art possible.
Aristotle seems to suppose that the recognition of the effects of haze
depends on the perception of something material, like color, technically and
artistically constructed. But in this material the artist -- as well as the beholder - can recognize an intelligible content: the effects of haze.
But, in this way, the act of understanding, and its concomitant pleasure,
will acquire a richer character, because the mediated fact of the action of
mimesis has the power to take the beholder beyond the artistic rendering,
providing an opening to a significant content.
So, the singularity of the most mimetic of all animals seems to be the
distinctively human ability to model particular media that belong to the domain
of perception (for example shapes, colors, sounds, words), so as to render and
convey the intelligible configuration of human experience.
In conclusion, I would like to emphasise that this hypothesis can at least do
some justice both to Aristotle’s own view of poetry as deriving from the human
impulse to understand the world, and by making and enjoying representations
of it. In this way Aristotelian mimesis, far from being a mere imitation, takes
the form of a natural action that in the human being becomes a fundamental
cognitive system.
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Retrieving Plato: The Dialogical Method in
Nussbaum's and Williams' Readings
Elisa Ravasio
In this paper, I will analyze Nussbaum and Williams' readings of Ancients to
enhance our conception of what a democratic mentality able to understand
other points of view and what a democratic interplay are. In my reflections, I
will use democratic as respectful, sympathetic and open minded.
Nussbaum harshly criticizes Plato's philosophy, because it erases
vulnerability and fragility from human life. Only the philosopher is happy,
since he devotes his life to rationality: he can reach a stable truth with such a
peculiar device, namely the dialegesthai. By contrast, Aristotle's philosophy
shows the incommensurability of different desires and demands, and it
highlights the importance of several goods in achieving a proper happiness
actually tied to human beings. Thus, according to Nussbaum's reading,
Aristotle's philosophy can be defined as democratic, unlike Plato's dialogical
method that aims at reaching a single and immutable good able to make people
forever happy.
By contrast, in Williams' account, Plato's dialogical method is helpful to
grasp how the true philosopher–namely a person who takes care of individual
and public good–should think and act to enrich his own and his interlocutors'
view about what a virtuous and just life is. Thus, thanks to Williams' reading,
we could define Plato's method as democratic, since it aims at providing the
reader with an enlarged mentality about ethical and political matters.

Nussbaum, Williams and the Ancients
This paper is divided into two sections: in the former one, I will consider
Nussbaum’s reading of Greek tragedy and Aristotle's philosophy, and her
critique of Plato. In the latter, I will analyze Williams' reflections on Plato's
dialogical method.
Nussbaum's view of Ancient tragedy can help to understand the
complexity of human nature: we cannot face our life just using our rationality,
or respecting a stable system of value, because we have different emotions and
bonds that interferes with our rational choices. Then, I will deal with
Nussbaum's critique of Plato's simplification of human life: the philosopher can
live happily, because he exercises only his rational faculty. By contrast,
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according to Nussbaum, people have different desires and needs, so they
cannot be happy contemplating. So, I will turn to Nussbaum's reflections on
Aristotle, because, according to her, he can enrich our understanding of what is
important for a human life.
I will conclude the first section explaining because I choose Nussbaum's
readings of the tragedy and Aristotle: Nussbaum states that tragedy and
Aristotle show to the audience the complexity of human existence and needs.
So, they can help to understand the richness of human life: their considerations
can help to render our approach to ethical and political life more democratic,
where for democratic I mean respectful of others points of view and
sympathetic with different ways of life.
Finally, I will consider Williams' reading of Plato's dialogical method,
because I agree with him in defining it as a philosophical device that urges
people to think of ethical and political matters paying attention to others points
of view.
At the end of my reflections, I will show how Williams and Nussbaum's
accounts of the Ancient thought can help Contemporary readers to enhance
their conception of what a democratic mindset and interplay should be.

The Tragedy
In The Fragility of Goodness, Nussbaum defines Sophocles' Antigone as
the tragedy of the deinon human being (v. 333 ff.), namely someone who
eliminates some of his feelings thinking to govern better his life.
Creon and Antigone foil each other: they are both blind, in that they
defend their own truth without trying to understand the rival outlook. Creon
values people only for their productivity of civic goods: a just person defends
his city, the unjust, namely Polinices, rises against it. So, Creon do not want to
bury Antigone's brother, because he attempted to depose him.
Even if city traitors do not deserve respect from the citizens, Antigone
tirelessly opposes to the king's decision1: she outwardly seems the heroine of
the tragedy, because she demands natural affection above all and counters
Creon's abuse: nevertheless, the development of the masterpiece will show that
her feelings towards her brother Polinices are not actually passionate, but they
just turn to be weapons to fight against the king.
So, two kinds of values are countering each other on the stage: the ones of
the city against those of the family.
In addition, Nussbaum clearly highlights that the most peculiar and serious
characters are Heamon and Ismene, since Ismene loves her sister and tries to
convince her to give in the attempt to face the king, and Heamon counters his
father defending his love for Antigone. Only at the end of the tragedy, Creon

1
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will understand Heamon's point of view, but it is too late: Heamon dies and
Creon remains with his inconsolable sorrow1.
To sum up, through her analysis, Nussbaum leads the reader to confront
with very different approaches to life: Creon and Antigone are cold and
determined in achieving their purposes. By contrast, Heamon and Ismene are
actually human, because they let their feelings properly raise.
In Nussbaum's view, this tragedy shows that, the simplification of human
life and its conflicts leads us to an emotional barrenness: our rationality can
subdue contingency, but the penalty we have to pay is the loss of our humanity.
Man is fragile and only mutual compassion and aid between people who share
the same condition could save him from sorrow and pain: we do not have to
repress our feelings and emotions, because they play a very serious role in our
daily life as well as rationality, and we should learn how to direct them to live a
full existence2.

Nussbaum's Plato
Nussbaum's analysis of Antigone shows the relation with her reading of
Plato: Creon and Antigone are like the philosopher that want to control his life
with only one element of the soul.
As it is showed in The Fragility of Goodness, the tragedy of simplification
is perfectly portrayed in three of Plato's dialogues, namely the Protagoras, the
Symposium, and the Republic. In each of them emerges that people should
control their desires and conflicts in order to be happy, devoting all themselves
to rationality.
The Protagoras aim at finding a technē that can stem the power of the
tychē: Socrates will defeat Protagoras, because he finds a kind of epistēmē that
can help people not to be stricken by chance. He describes the possibility to
achieve a good life in terms of calculation, and his technē meet an inner
demand of everyone: people are often at the mercy of the events and Socrates
provides us with a method that can order our chaotic existence. Pleasure is the
measure of this method, and when a person understands that the most pleasant
life is the one of the wise man, he will of course choose it. Thus, he will be
forever happy (361c)3.
In the Symposium, erōs portrayed by Aristophanes is embodied by
Alcibiades, and opposes to the one described by Socrates (165 ff.).
Aristophanes' speech stages the tragedy of the human condition: we always
love a particular person, and our sorrow will be inconsolable if we will lose
him. We need our partner to feel complete and to be happy. In Nussbaum's
reading, Alcibiades is the very example of the human passion, because he loves

1
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one peculiar person–Socrates– and he is suffering, because his love is not
returned.
By contrast, Socrates' speech concentrates on the importance of devoting
our lives to the real beauty: the philosopher starts seeing the beauty of bodies,
then he soars above the human condition. Finally, he will contemplate the ideal
beauty being forever fulfilled. This kind of love is released from human
sorrow, because its object is always ready to be caught by our intellect (210a
ff.).
At the end of the dialogue, the philosopher defeats his adversaries–the
playwright, Aristophanes and the tragedian Agathon–so, Plato lead his reader
to conclude that the love of wisdom is more fulfilling than that directed
towards another human being.

The Republic
I will broaden my reflections to Nussbaum's remarks about the relation
between the political regimes and the human nature in the Republic.
In Plato's Republic. The Good Society and the Deformation of Desire
Nussbaum states that the Republic is not only a political masterpiece, but also a
profound analysis of human desires, since Plato intertwines the description of
different souls with different kinds of govern.
According to Plato, Athenian democracy tries to allow each person to live
in accordance with his own choices and thoughts, enabling the indiscriminately
raising of a person's inner faculties of love and reflection. Democracy has
failed in its attempt, because it breeds license and corruption in human soul
(VII Letter, 326b): thus, in Plato's proposal, social norms must be shaped by
true wisdom and not by the majority of the votes.
According to Nussbaum, the dialogue focuses on the relation between the
philosophical passion and the other desires: philosophy make other human
demands to yield, and justice should be cherished for its own sake because it is
an orderly state with one's desires regulated by a correct account of what is
worth valuing. In Plato's proposal will appear that, to get this correct ordering,
one needs to live in a correct society. So, the educational system is thought in
order to produce the right relation between happiness and justice in the soul
and in the city. Accordingly, this will lead to an antidemocratic regime, because
the central problem of politics will be to redeem the depraved desires: Plato
will 'introduce lots of public measures to impose a discipline on these desires
that will lead to the famous totalitarian society that Plato's calls ideal'1.
To sum up, in Nussbaum's account, the Republic is an inquiry about
human desires, accordingly, a heinous attack against democracy: the
democratic man is subdued by his needs and he will turn into the tyrant,
namely a person who does not know what is good or bad and cannot control
himself (136 ff.). On the contrary, the philosopher harnesses his desires to the
1
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correct object of love–the immutable truth (584d): his life is the most happy
(587e), because his happiness, derived from contemplation, will never end. He
is the only one that lives a life worth living, since he soars up common
pleasures to dedicate his life to ideal entities (582d), and if he will govern the
city, he will render everyone happy, because he knows the actual Good.

Nussbaum's Account of Plato's Dialogical Method
Now, I will turn again to The Fragility of Goodness, where Nussbaum
clearly highlights the relation between the anti-democratic features of Plato's
philosophy and his dialogical method. According to her, this method perfectly
endorses its contents, and Plato uses it to show to the reader how one should
live1.
Plato's characters are common people that are discussing about ethical and
political values, i.e. justice or courage, and how one should act to be happy, but
Plato does not develop characters' stories, and replaces concrete situations with
rational arguments. Each dialogue starts from a particular and contingent
situation, but these are just exempla of the general case we are looking for. The
characters and the reader's persuasion raises through the intellectual way
showed by author's arguments.
Philosophical speech is emotionless, so the argument involves only
rationality and will convince the reader that the philosophical life can help him
not indulging in what make his life unreliable, namely passions and desires.
According to Nussbaum, Plato chooses the method that perfectly addresses to
the philosophical life, namely the dialogue, because it can contribute to release
the soul from passions and needs, and also leads the interlocutor and the reader
to understand that there is a sole way of life that can render people happy: the
life of contemplation.
To conclude, it is important to highlight that Nussbaum retrieves Ancient
reflections to help Contemporary readers to enhance their political and ethical
conceptions: Plato's philosophy cannot be helpful in re-thinking some political
laws, because he leaves aside a proper analysis of human soul and demands.
According to him, human beings do not know what is the actual good: only the
philosopher can show them how to be happy.
In Nussbaum's account, Plato does not regard the intrinsic value of free
choice, so we must turn to Aristotle, since he understood the very importance
of human (different) desires, and he criticized Plato and his idea of the Good.
Through the description of human rational deliberation, Aristotle shows how
people can live virtuously without eliminating their emotions and needs.
According to Nussbaum, democracy should enable every single desire to
grow, because each demand deserves social recognition. So, she considers
Aristotle's philosophy more helpful rather than Plato's to enhance our
1
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conception of what a democratic mindset is, in that Aristotle recognizes the
worth of human free choices in preferring a human good to another.

Nussbaum's Aristotle
In Love's Knowledge, Nussbaum affirms that, according to Plato, the
science of measurement is motivated by the desire to simplify and render
tractable the bewildering problem of the choice among heterogeneous
alternatives, in order to remove vulnerability from human life1: through such a
science, human beings could be rescued from the confusion of the concrete
possibility to choose. In addition, he believed that passions cause many of our
troublesome problems when we have to act, so they must be eliminated or
rendered innocuous by an utter belief in the commensurability of all values2.
Aristotle harshly criticizes Plato's idea of the Good (NE, 1096a10 ff.),
since he demonstrates that there is no such a principle, because men are
accustomed to thinking that they can achieve an happy life through a virtuous
life and, in addition, in possessing some different goods: the value of these
goods is not fixed altogether independently of human needs and demands, and
the practice of virtue is the ability to organize one's own life and arrange his
resources in an effective way for the practical life (NE, 1109a24-26)3.
Plato's philosopher is not concerned with human matters, because he
dedicates his life to contemplation: he pursues universal values neglecting
concrete human needs. By contrast, for Aristotle, in the domain of ethics,
particular cases have the priority over universal principles: action is concerned
with contingency, and general statements must harmonize with them (NE, 1107
a29-32). For him, 'practical wisdom is not scientific understanding' (NE, 1142
a24): to know is not to devote one's own life to contemplation, but to
comprehend how to act in concrete situations–namely to be virtuous (NE, 1109
b18-23). Human life is fragile and virtues can combine the vague realm of
contingency with general rules providing people with the ability to live
happily: the virtues are human devices with which successfully meet the
vulnerability of our condition.
According to Nussbaum's reading of Aristotle, he is more democratic than
Plato, because he tries to construe an ethical theory that can successfully
combine individual and political demands. By contrast, in Plato's philosophy,
several desires lead the soul to corruption and disorder as it is in the democratic
regime where needs tyrannically govern the man.
Once again, I will highlight that Nussbaum's account stresses a peculiar
way to meet Ancient reflections, because she combines her historical and
philosophical analysis with the attempt to catch how the Ancients can enhance
our conception of democracy. Indeed, the Aristotelian focus on several kinds of
1
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needs seems to be the best device to succeed in considering and understanding
other approaches to life, and that kind of enlarged mentality can help us in
comprehending different points of view: it provides us with the ability to
respect other people and their demands. Thus, we can define this kind of
mindset as democratic– namely, respectful of the differences.

Williams' Plato: The Invention of Philosophy
Unlike Nussbaum, Williams' reading of Plato's dialogical method can help
us to broaden our conception of what a democratic interplay is.
In his essay, Plato. The Invention of Philosophy, Williams highlights the
difference between Plato's philosophical method than other thinkers. Many
philosophers write treatises, but Plato wrote dialogues, and because they are
dialogues, there is something more and different that can be derived from
them: they are an invitation to thought, because no character draws definite
conclusions, and problems are presented starting from a question1. In addition,
in The Sense of the Past Williams maintains that Plato inquired all the
philosophical fields, but his most serious reflections were about ethics and
politics, and his dialogical method addresses very well to its contents.
Following Williams' reflections, I will highlight the connection between
the dialogical method and the ethical matters through Williams's analysis of the
Gorgias and the Republic.
In several dialogues, Plato depicts the life of the just person as the most
happy, but there are people for whom the best life would be that of a ruthless
self-interest: two characters in Plato's dialogues voices this way of life,
Callicles in the Gorgias and Thrasymachus in the I Book of the Republic2.
Callicles' speeches offer a powerful challenge both to the life of justice and
to the activity of philosophy, as contrasted with rhetoric and the political life.
Philosophy is a charming thing, but if someone has great natural advantages,
and he engages in philosophy far beyond the appropriate time of life, he will no
have experience in human desires, so when he will venture into some private or
political activity, he will become a laughing stock (Gorgias, 483e–486d).
Williams notices that Socrates refutes Callicles only by forcing him into a
position which he has no reason to accept: he ends up defending a greedy form
of hedonism, but, in Callicles' proposal, this was not supposed to be the idea.
The unjust man was supposed to be rather a grand and powerful figure, whom
others, if they were honest, would admire and envy, but he has ended up in
Socrates’ refutation, as a morally repulsive man whom anyone would disdain3.
According to Williams, Plato thinks that without applying to people any
idea of value, there will be no basis for any kind of admiration, and if Callicles
wants to still think of himself in terms of the kalon, he will have to hold on to
1
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something more than a bare egoism which by itself offers nothing for
admiration. At the same time, Plato himself believes something that goes
beyond that only a just life can offer structure and order to make any life worth
living: he is aware that the just philosopher portrayed in the Gorgias could
never be a political leader, but, according to him, to eudaimonein stands for to
eu pratteīn. Thus, if the philosopher would like to be happy, he must be
engaged in the political realm: he must politeuesthai.
This is what the Republic is meant to show, that the philosophical–namely
the just life–is the best worth living.
Thrasymachus, the other enemy of justice, has been defending the idea that
if a person has a reason to act justly, it will always be because it does
somebody else some good1. This leads naturally to the idea that justice is not so
much a device of the stronger to exploit the weaker: this reflection is voiced by
Glaucon and Adeimantus that want Socrates to demonstrate that justice is not
only a second best. An adequate defense of justice, Plato implies, must show
that it is rational for each person to want to be just, and the suggestion of
Glaucon and Adeimantus fails this test: if someone were powerful and
intelligent and well enough placed, i.e. Callicles' leonine man, he would have
no interest in justice as an instrumental value, because he can govern unjustly
and tyrannically. So, Socrates is required to show that justice must be prized
for its own sake.
Why Plato put the standard for the defense of justice so high, Williams
notes, emerges only after one has followed the whole discussion of the
Republic, in which Plato considers justice both in the individual soul and in the
city. A just person is the one in whom reason harnesses the other two parts of
the soul, and he is also the sole that can govern the city, because he
understands the importance to achieve the common good rather than the
individual one. The philosophers can justly govern, because they have seen the
actual Good, so they have rationally understood that the public good is more
important than the selfish one. Thus, they will govern trying to realize this
common good.
In addition, Williams states, the philosophers certainly need to see justice
as a good in itself to remain themmself just and they will be able to be just,
because their education will give them a philosophical understanding of the
good and of the reason for which justice represents the proper development of
the rational soul. Williams highlights that in Plato's reflection, there is a mutual
correspondence between ethical and political justice: the philosophers will be
just, because they rationally acknowledge the importance of this virtue to
govern their soul and the city in order to be happy. In addition, they can remain
just, because the others citizens–following their example–live justly.
According to Williams, in the Republic, Plato hoped to have answered the
question about the transmission of virtue from one generation to another: it
could be brought about only in a just city where everyone acknowledges that
only justice can render happy, and a just city must be one in which the
1
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authority of reason is represented politically by a class of guardians who have
been educated in philosophy–who have understood the importance to achieve
the public good rather than an individual one. In one sense, the foundation of a
just city–where everyone is just and live justly–is supposed to be the final, the
only answer to the question of how to keep justice alive.
Thus, in the Republic, Plato properly faces Callicles' challenge showing
that philosophy can help people to live a life worth living: the philosopher can
harnesses his desire to the correct object of love, namely the just, and he can
govern a city where everyone can live an accomplished life exercising his own
task.

Plato's Dialogue in Williams' Reading
Let us return to the relation between ethical and political matters and
Plato's dialogical form.
Plato never forgets that the human mind is a very hostile environment for
goodness and justice, and he takes it for granted that some new imaginative
device, may be needed to keep it alive. A treatise could not actually reach the
mind of the reader, by contrast,
... the dialogues […] do not offer the ultimate results of Plato’s great
inquiry. [...] There are many statements of Plato: how our lives need
to be changed and of how philosophy may help to change them. But
the action is always somewhere else, in a place where we, and
typically Socrates himself, have not been. The results are never in
the text before us1.
Plato thought that pure studies might lead one to transform is way of life,
but he never thought that the materials or conditions of such a transformation
could be set down in a theory, or that a theory would explain the most serious
thing that we need to know to live well.
Plato believed that the final significance of philosophy for one’s life comes
out from its activity, namely the ongoing dialogue with one's own self and with
other people about ethical and political matters. So, the dialogues do not
present us with a statement of what might be most significantly drawn from
philosophy, because the answer just emerges.
In addition, Williams cleverly points out that, for Plato, the question about
persuasion is a question about the relation between philosophy and politics,
namely philosophy itself and its involvement with a persuasive method:
philosophy as an activity is supposed to be shared, and one of Plato's repeated
demands on that activity, particularly in his more authentically Socratic
persona, is that it should consist of a dialogue and not in a monologue, and a
1
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dialogue is quintessential exchange between the interlocutors each others and,
mainly, between the author and his reader. The former leads the latter to
consider ethical and political problems from several points of view, and helps
him to reach a sort of democratic–namely an open and critical–comprehension
of them.
To sum up, as it happened through Nussbaum's reflections on Aristotle, we
can be helped by Williams' reading of Plato's philosophy to broaden our
conceptions of what a democratic interplay is: writing the Republic, Plato
enriches the reader's conceptions about justice showing its intrinsic value, and
the dialogical form urges the reader to thinking about this topic from different
points of view by his own self.

Result and Discussion
Nussbaum and Williams disagree in describing Aristotle and Plato's
proposals, but their analysis of these two philosophers can help us to enhance
our conceptions about what a good human life is and what we conceive as a
democratic mindset and interplay: according to Nussbaum, Aristotle highlights
the importance to consider several goods in order to live an accomplished life.
Considering different human needs and demands, he depicts our condition, our
limits, and the possibility for men to be happy. In Nussbaum view, Aristotle is
more democratic than Plato, in that the former voices different ethics, unlike
the latter that, with his dialogical method, seems to provide us with the only
one device that can help to reach that single good able to give a kind of
happiness that lasts forever (Symposium, 206a).
By contrast, Williams highlights the importance of Plato's dialogical
method to inquiry how one should live. Through his analysis, we have seen
that Plato's method could be considered democratic if we focus our attention
on the reader of the dialogues in that, it urges him to deeply delve into the
ethical and political arguments analyzed. According to Williams, through his
dialogues, Plato shows how a philosopher–namely anyone who wants to take
care of individual and public life–actually thinks, and what is the best method
to meet the domain of ethics and politics–namely the dialogue. At the end of
the dialogue, the reader can argue if Socrates-Plato has succeeded in construing
his just society and life, but he has also been urged to thinking deeply about
what the just and virtuous life should be. Plato voices different ethics and tries
to find a solution for moral problems suggesting his answer and exhorting the
reader to follow his example: the true philosopher dialogues with his own self
and with other citizens trying to find what is the best human life and paying
attention to the different proposals discussed by people that are debating with
him.
In Nussbaum's view, Plato's dialogical method undermines the democratic
interplay and the possibility to seek what the good life for the human beings is,
since it leads the reader to understand the philosopher single and immutable
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truth about justice and the ethical behavior. By contrast, according to Williams,
Plato's dialogue could be considered the very device for a democratic interplay,
where for democratic I mean the ability to understand others' points of view in
order to achieve an enlarged outlook on ethical and political matters. Indeed,
reading Plato's dialogues, the reader is urged by the characters to thinking
about moral problems and to finding some solutions: on one hand, Plato
suggests his answers trough the different voices on the stage; on the other hand,
the reader himself should value Plato's conclusions and try to draw his own.
Thus, I can conclude that thanks to Williams' reflections, we can find some
democratic features in Plato's dialogical method, and Nussbaum can adopt it as
a good device to voice different ethical demands. If Aristotle shows us that a
man needs several goods in order to be happy, Plato displays how different
ethics can interact; how different voices that want different goods can affects
each other.
In conclusion, I would state that through Contemporary readings of
Ancients philosophers, we can re-consider and enhance some of our ethical and
political categories, especially, as we have seen, the conception of a democratic
mind and interplay could be.
In addition, in retrieving Ancient thought, Nussbaum and Williams show
us that it is a matter of a great significance to discover again the relation
existing between ethics and politics, and to show and understand that
philosophy and politics are two sides of the same coin: philosophy must not
stand alone as it happens in the Gorgias (485d), but it must cut itself in human
matters, trying to portray a life that could be defined good, happy and just at
the same time, and helping to improve the ethical behavior and the public life.
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C H A P T E R SIX
Hume’s Bundle Theory of the Self
Andrew Ward
It is generally accepted that in the section of A Treatise of Human Nature1
entitled ‘Of personal identity’, Hume defends a bundle theory of the self or
person and, then, in the later Appendix to the Treatise, he admits to being
dissatisfied with his theory. I will dispute this standard interpretation, arguing
that while the Appendix shows that Hume had become dissatisfied with the
way he expressed part of the bundle theory, he does not back down on its
content. On the contrary, he reinforces it by showing that, once two key
principles of his philosophy are accepted, it is self-contradictory to maintain
any realist account of personal identity.

I
What is Hume’s bundle theory? It is the view that the identity of the self
consists in – or, at any rate, can only be known to consist in – a series of
conscious states (or ‘perceptions’, as Hume calls them) with nothing really
unifying the serial perceptions. Of course, Hume recognized that we believe
that all the perceptions of that series, which each of us calls his or her own, do
genuinely belong to a single self, mind or person (he uses these three terms
interchangeably). But this belief, he holds, lacks any justification and results
merely from the way in which the disparate perceptions of the series are felt to
be connected when we reflect on that series in our memory.
In the Treatise section entitled ‘Of personal identity’, Hume attacks two
realist accounts of personal identity, not one as is widely held. He first attacks a
substance (or Cartesian) account, according to which our identity is constituted
by the continuous existence of a substance that underlies the series of
perceptions. And he then attacks a causal connections (or Lockean) account,
according to which our identity is secured by real connections between the
serial perceptions. His attack on both views is very similar, and it comes down
to the claim that all we can ever discover is a mere collection of temporally
distinct perceptions which, although they feel unified in the memory, do not
really have anything underlying or connecting them.
1
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What has given rise to some confusion is that having dismissed as
unjustified a substance (or Cartesian) account, Hume compares our belief in the
self’s identity with our belief in the identity of vegetables and animal bodies.
Now Locke, who certainly saw himself as defending a realist account of
personal identity, had compared personal identity with the identity which (he
holds) is justifiably ascribed to vegetables and animal bodies1. As a result, a
number of readers have supposed that, at least in the section on personal
identity, Hume too is defending a Lockean account. But that cannot be correct
because, in comparing our ascription of identity to the mind or self with our
ascription of identity to vegetables and animal bodies, Hume declares them all
to be ‘fictitious’:
The identity, which we ascribe to the mind of man, is only a
fictitious one, and of a like kind with that which we ascribe to
vegetables and animal bodies (‘Of personal identity’: paragraph 15).
Moreover, his claim that our ascription of identity to the mind is fictitious
does not result from wrongly supposing that identity can only be justifiably
ascribed to those entities whose parts or qualities remain numerically the same
at different times2. For he allows, both in the main body of the text and in the
Appendix, that even though our perceptions are distinct and separable
existences – and, hence, cannot be mere modifications of a common substance
– the ascription of identity to the mind would still be defensible provided that
there were real connections between these different perceptions:
[E]very distinct perception, which enters into the composition of the
mind, is a distinct existence, and is…separable from every other
perception, either contemporary or successive. But, as,
notwithstanding this distinction and separability, we suppose the
whole train of perceptions to be united by identity, a question
naturally arises concerning this relation of identity; whether it be
something that really binds our several perceptions together, or only
associates their ideas in the imagination? (‘Of personal identity’:
paragraph 16).
If perceptions are distinct existences, they form a whole only by
being connected together. But no connexions among distinct
existences are ever discoverable by human understanding. We only
feel a connexion or determination of the thought, to pass from one to
1
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the other…Did our perceptions either inhere in something simple or
individual [the Cartesian view], or did the mind perceive some real
connection among them [the Lockean view], there would be no
difficulty in the case (Appendix [italics original]: paragraphs 20-1).
Yet, although Hume allows that real connections between the perceptions
would secure a unity to the mind, he denies that any are discoverable.
Admittedly, those contemporary philosophers who have thrown out as
fictitious the notion of a substance underlying the variable perceptions remain
committed to the mind’s unity; and they remain so, he thinks, precisely because
of a strong propensity to imagine that there really is something ‘unknown and
mysterious connecting the parts’. In this respect, their belief in the mind’s unity
is closely analogous to the belief that, according to Hume, we all have in the
identity of vegetables and animal bodies. In the case of organisms, we
recognize that, over time, the form as well as the substance making them up
can undergo a total change (through growth, replacement and decay). Yet we
still ascribe identity to these organisms because we suppose that there are real
connections – albeit ‘mysterious and inexplicable’ - between their varying
parts. Our fundamental error is not that we ascribe identity to what has
intrinsically changeable parts, but that we ascribe identity where neither a
common substance nor any real connections between the parts are to be found.
All that is observable in nature is a succession of parts with no unchanging
substance and no real connections between them. That is why Hume thinks that
the identity we ascribe to organisms is fictitious and that is why, analogously,
he thinks that our ascription of identity to the mind or person is also fictitious.
Put briefly, Hume’s position is this. Personal identity would be secured if
there really were either a single substance in which all the temporally distinct
perceptions inhere (the Cartesian view) or a set of connections tying them all
together (the Lockean view); since, though, neither is discoverable, the belief
in our own identity is unfounded. As I understand him, Hume’s position in the
main body of the Treatise is a thoroughly sceptical one. It is not only an attack
on the rationality of our belief in a substantial self; it is equally an attack on
their really being any discoverable connections between that series of
perceptions which we each call our own.

II
In which case, given he is in no doubt that we do all believe in our own
identity, Hume will need to produce a plausible psychological story of the
generation of that belief, and one that does not presuppose the continued
existence of the self. Many have doubted that he succeeds in this task, and it is
usually contended that it is his failure to provide a plausible (and non questionbegging) psychological story that is at the root of his own expressed
dissatisfaction in the Appendix. So let us examine what, in the main body of
the Treatise, Hume says about the causes of our belief in personal identity.
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He explicitly claims that the belief arises by means of the relations of
resemblance and causation. But he does not mean that the original series of
perceptions needs to exhibit the relation of resemblance between certain of the
successive perceptions of the series and the relation of causation between the
others. Rather, the belief in personal identity arises because of the ‘frequent
placing’ of this succession of perceptions in the memory. Since each placing of
the same succession in the memory will resemble the previous ones – because,
as a series of memory-ideas, it will, on each occasion, match the original
succession of perceptions – it follows that the more times the original series of
perceptions appears in the memory, the stronger will be the feeling of
connection between the adjacent members of memory-ideas. In other words,
since each recall of a given succession of perceptions will have the same order
(as well as content), it follows – on Hume’s psychological system – that the
more times the original succession is recalled, the more the individual memoryideas of that series will feel connected with their immediately adjacent
memory-ideas, however lacking in the relations of resemblance and/or
causation is the original succession of perceptions:
Original series of perceptions: N O // D # 9 L ~ + h …. [n.b. no relations of
resemblance or causation need come between members of this original series]
First recall of that series:
N O // D # 9 L ~ + h ….
Second recall of that series:
N O // D # 9 L ~ + h ….
Third recall etc.
It is the feeling of connection between the serial memory-ideas – brought
about by the frequent placing of the original series of perceptions in memory that leads us to believe that the original series itself is really unified. Note the
analogy with vegetables and animal bodies. In both of the latter cases, it is the
frequent observation of the same changes in token instances of a particular type
of vegetable or animal body that leads the observer to ascribe a mysterious real
connection between the changing parts of the type of organism in question.
And here, too, it is not required that there should be repeated occurrences of the
same change within a particular instance of a given organism: what is required
is that the observation of repeated instances of the same kind of organism
should exhibit the same change at the same point of the given organism’s lifecycle. It is the regularity with which these different instances are found to grow
and change that produces an association of ideas in the mind of the observer;
and, by the familiar Humean psychological story, this felt association of ideas
produces a belief in real connections between the varying parts of the given
type of vegetable or animal body.
Returning to the belief in our own identity: once the memory has produced
the smooth passage of thought along a series of memory-ideas (by the frequent
recall of a succession of perceptions), the belief arises that the perceptions of
the original succession are all parts of the same entity, viz. the same self. As we
have noted, Hume thinks that the belief may take one of two forms. On the one
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hand, it may take the form of believing that the self is a simple substance in
which the whole series of perceptions inheres. This is the belief in a Cartesianstyle self and it arises when the mind notices that the members of the series of
perceptions are not all parts of one continuous object, despite the smooth
transition between them occasioned by the action of memory. In order to
overcome this tension – between the tendency to run the different perceptions
together and the recognition of their difference – we naturally suppose that
there is one simple and invariable substance supporting all the different
perceptions1. On the other hand, the belief in the self as an underlying simple
substance may be replaced – by those philosophers who have rejected our
tendency to accept the existence of a single substance of inhesion - with the
belief that there are real connections between the adjacent perceptions
themselves. Even though these philosophers have rejected a common substance
of inhesion, they are still beguiled by the smoothness with which the original
series of past perceptions are felt to process through memory into believing that
the members of that series are really unified: unified by forming a chain where
each member (each perception) is causally linked to its predecessor and
successor.
(While memory, through frequent acts of recall, first produces the belief
that the original serial perceptions are causally connected, Hume argues that we
find it natural to extend the series beyond those perceptions that can be
recalled. Having once concluded that the recalled perceptions are really
connected, we come to think of our memory as merely discovering parts of that
chain of connected perceptions; and we thus suppose that this chain includes
others that we have now totally forgotten. As a result, Hume manages to
explain how it is possible for some philosophers to believe in a Lockean view –
where our identity is constituted by connections holding between the
successive perceptions - without accepting the counter-intuitive position,
accepted by Locke himself, that our identity extends only to those past
perceptions which we can recall.)
In sum, it is the relation of resemblance between the corresponding
members in each recalled series of memory-ideas (a vertical resemblance) that
leads to the belief that the original series of perceptions themselves are really
unified (a horizontal connection). After repeated recall of the series, adjacent
members of the serial memory-ideas are found to be constantly conjoined; and
the association of memory-ideas, thereby generated, leads those who have
rejected a common substance of inhesion to believe that the original serial
perceptions themselves are really connected together by the relation of cause
and effect.
This account explains why Hume holds that causation and resemblance are
the key relations for producing belief in personal identity while simultaneously
holding that, for advocates of a Lockean position, it is the relation of cause and
effect alone that is thought to link the perceptions constituting the self or
1

See ‘Of personal identity’: paragraphs 6 & 22. See also ‘Of the ancient philosophy’ (Treatise,
Book I, Part IV, Section IV, paragraphs 2-5) where a parallel account is offered of belief in
material substance.
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person. Moreover it explains why Hume affirms that the relation of contiguity
has ‘little or no influence’ in generating the belief. While any successive
perceptions in the original series that are found to be related by contiguity – or,
indeed, by resemblance or constant conjunction – will certainly aid the smooth
passage of the series, when recalled, such relations are not the essential ones.
Apart from the obvious fact that the original series of perceptions will have far
too many interruptions and unpredictable changes for one or other of these
three relations inevitably to hold between successive perceptions, the relation
of contiguity, in particular, does not apply between repeated cases of recall of
the original series. Yet it is the frequent recall of the original series of
perceptions (as memory-ideas) that is vital for generating our belief.

III
Although, as I have maintained, Hume’s psychological story of the genesis
of belief in personal identity fits neatly into his general mechanistic
psychology, it is open to the objection – common to any reading of Hume
which gives to memory a role in the production of the belief - that it cannot be
employed in defence of a sceptical account of personal identity. For, the
objection urges, Hume’s attempt to account for the belief in our own identity
without this identity really existing is now hopelessly compromised. It is
hopelessly compromised because, if his psychological explanation is to work,
he will need to postulate the existence of a continuously existing mind (first to
copy the contents of the original serial perceptions and, then, to reproduce them
as memory-ideas). Without such a continuant, the probability of the memoryideas matching the serial perceptions would be extremely low. Accordingly, he
cannot reasonably remain sceptical about personal identity while, at the same
time, employing memory in the generation of belief in that identity. The
conclusion typically drawn from this objection is that Hume must quickly have
recognised the inadequacy of relying on memory in his psychological story,
and that is why, in the Appendix to the Treatise, he expresses dissatisfaction
with the section on personal identity1.
Despite the objection’s plausibility, it fails. It is true that Hume, like the
realist, is taking it that memory-ideas have (generally) matched earlier
perceptions. However, even on the assumption that there is a continuously
existing mind which has laid down and stored copies of the original
perceptions, the a priori probability that the resultant memory-ideas would
accurately have copied the earlier perceptions (out of all the possible ways,
accurate and inaccurate, that they might have appeared) is no greater than the a
1

For a clear statement of this well known objection as well as the conclusion drawn from it, see
J. L. Mackie Problems from Locke, pp. 200-1 (Oxford, 1976). Whatever may be said for the
objection itself, to conclude that it explains Hume’s dissatisfaction with his original discussion
is unconvincing. In the Appendix, he reiterates that memory causes the belief while continuing
to affirm scepticism about our identity.
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priori probability that, if there is no such continuant between the original past
perceptions and later memory-ideas, these ideas would have accurately copied
the earlier past perceptions (out of all the possible ways, accurate and
inaccurate, in which the later memory-ideas might have appeared). Either way,
the a priori probability of a match between the original perceptions and the
ideas in the memory is correspondingly small.
Of course, if we grant that there is a continuously existing mind
connecting the original series of perceptions with the ensuing memory-ideas, it
would be more reasonable to believe that its copying and storage capacities are
reliable rather than unreliable (since we are allowing that memory-ideas have
matched the original perceptions). For if the continuously existing mind does
not have reliable copying and storage capacities, it would be a priori
improbable that, whenever the memory faculty has been consulted, the ideas
reproduced should just happen to be accurate. On the other hand, if the
continuously existing mind does reliably make copies and store them, the
general accuracy of memory-ideas is to be expected. But our question is
whether the accuracy of memory-ideas is more probably accounted for by
supposing a continuously existing mind that is responsible for the memoryideas or by supposing there is no continuant responsible for the memory-ideas.
I have argued that there is nothing to recommend the former over the latter
hypothesis. Whether there is or is not a continuously existing mind, the a priori
probability that accurate copies of the past perceptions would regularly occur
is equally low. Hence, Hume’s psychological story has no need to depend on
the existence of a continuously existing mind. Accordingly, the objection has
failed to show that Hume has any good reason to abandon his psychological
story, if he is to hold onto his sceptical account of personal identity.

IV
But if this objection to Hume’s psychological explanation of our belief in
personal identity fails, what is the source of his expressed dissatisfaction in the
Appendix?
While his psychological story is consistent with scepticism, it is
unfortunately the case that, in summarizing the role of causation in what he
calls ‘the true idea of the human mind’, Hume does appear to be suggesting
that the original serial perceptions really are causally linked together.
Moreover, this misleading suggestion is compounded by a further one, namely,
that memory is the source of personal identity, of that chain of causes and
effects constituting our self or person. Thus he declares that:
[T]he true idea of the human mind, is to consider it as a system of
different perceptions or different existences, which are link’d
together by the relation of cause and effect, and mutually produce,
destroy, influence, and modify each other. Our impressions give rise
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to their corresponding ideas; and these ideas in their turn produce
other impressions (‘Of personal identity’: paragraph 19).
And a little later:
As memory alone acquaints us with the continuance and extent of
this succession of perceptions, ‘tis to be considered, upon that
account chiefly, as the source of personal identity. Had we no
memory, we never should have any notion of causation, nor
consequently of that chain of causes and effects, which constitute
(sic) our self or person (‘Of personal identity’: paragraph 20).
In both these passages, as well as others, the implication appears to be that
although the past perceptions have been falsely taken to inhere in a substance,
they are truly to be thought of as causally connected. But this is not at all what
Hume is trying to put across. What he intends to convey is that the true idea of
the mind is that of different past perceptions that are only felt to be linked
together by the relation of cause and effect, and which are only felt mutually to
produce, destroy, influence, and modify each other. Further, the last thing that
Hume wishes to affirm is that memory is the source of personal identity –
rather than the source of belief in personal identity – because that would give to
memory just the alleged capability that Locke contended for (or appeared to),
namely, that personal identity arises from consciousness or memory (see
Appendix, paragraph 20). The true idea of the human mind is one in which the
action of memory makes it seem as if the succession of past perceptions form a
chain of causes and effects – by producing a feeling of connection between the
past perceptions - not one where memory assures us that they really do form
such a chain.
The true idea of the human mind is, for Hume, the one that encapsulates
the following essential features: 1) the members of the original series of
perceptions are distinct existences, and so cannot be determinations of a single
substance (the Cartesian self); 2) there remains, nonetheless, a belief in their
really being united, i.e. even by those philosophers who have rejected a single
substance of inhesion; 3) this belief should be considered, in truth, nothing but
a feeling of connection between the serial perceptions, generated by the action
of memory; 4) As a result of frequently placing the original series in the
memory, an association of ideas is generated between the adjacent members of
the series of memory-ideas, and this felt association produces the belief that the
successive members of the original series themselves are really connected by
the relation of cause and effect.
What I am suggesting, then, is that in the section ‘Of personal identity’,
Hume starts by attacking both a Cartesian and a Lockean account; but that
when, in the closing paragraphs, he turns to the psychological generation of the
belief in our identity, he gives the impression that he is, after all, defending a
Lockean view. It looks as if he is explaining the mistaken propensity to believe
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in a Cartesian view – to believe in the perfect identity and simplicity of the self
- by means of the smooth progress of the thought along a series of perceptions
that are themselves really causally connected. This impression is also to be
found in his An Abstract of A Treatise of Human Nature, where, while denying
that the self is a substance in which our different perceptions inhere, he
nonetheless affirms that they are ‘all united together’1. Yet Hume’s actual
position is that the belief in their non-substantial unity is a feeling only (not a
well grounded belief), produced by the action of memory in the manner already
explained.
The central point of the Appendix discussion is to make clear that neither a
Cartesian nor a Lockean account is justified. Hume is there accepting that the
closing paragraphs of the main body of the text apparently show that he
believed the perceptions of the original series to be causally connected; and he
is now arguing that such a belief is, in fact, unsustainable. I have, of course,
maintained that he never actually held this belief. But, given he appeared to, he
is, in the Appendix, stressing that it is inconsistent to attempt any such defence
of personal identity. Once we acknowledge that our perceptions do not inhere
in a substance and, also, accept Hume’s further contention that no real
connections are ever discoverable between distinct existences, it seems nothing
short of self-contradictory to defend a realist account of personal identity. For
if we allow both that our serial perceptions do not together inhere in one
substance and that we are unable to discover any real connections between
perceptions, we cannot have any rational ground for thinking of them as our
perceptions (except the current one). We can have such a ground only insofar
as it is possible to justify supposing that we are able genuinely to link them to
our present act of consciousness. But once we reject a common substance of
inhesion and any discoverable real connections between perceptions that is
precisely what we cannot justify. Accordingly, Hume is right to see an
inconsistency between the two following principles: ‘all our distinct
perceptions are distinct existences’ and ‘the mind never perceives any real
connection between distinct existences’ (Appendix [italics original]: paragraph
21). The first principle rules out serial perceptions inhering in a common
substance (the Cartesian view) and the second rules out the discovery of real
connections between those perceptions (the Lockean view). Granted we cannot
defend either form of unification, how can we justify thinking of the series of
past perceptions as our own perceptions?
There is, in my view, no case for claiming that Hume, in the Appendix,
besides noting this contradiction in our thinking about ‘the intellectual [i.e. the
mental] world’ – a contradiction which he had previously denied (see the
opening paragraph of ‘Of the Immateriality of the Soul’: Treatise Bk. I, Pt. IV,
Sect. V) - is also backing down on his original psychological explanation of
our belief in personal identity. Indeed, if he did think that this psychological
story was unsatisfactory, it is difficult to see how he could, in the Appendix,
plead the privilege of a sceptic (which he does). For, as we have seen, the
1

It is generally accepted that the Abstract was written sometime before the publication of Book
III (with the Appendix) of the Treatise.
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success of his sceptical enterprise depends on the ability to explain our
acknowledged belief in personal identity without the need to presuppose any
genuine continuant. But if his original psychological story were, by his own
lights, a failure and he now offers nothing to replace it, this must call into
question the legitimacy of continuing to avow scepticism about personal
identity.
That Hume is not, in the Appendix, expressing any dissatisfaction with his
original psychological story is strengthened by his observation that: ‘Did our
perceptions either inhere in something simple and individual, or did the mind
perceive some real connection among distinct existences, there would be no
difficulty in the case’ (paragraph 21). The recognition of either of these two
positions would ensure a realist account of personal identity: the first would
provide us with a Cartesian account and the second with a Lockean one.
Neither account would provide us with a non-realist account. Yet if, in the
Appendix, Hume is owning up to the failure of his original psychological
explanation of our belief, the last thing that he would be aiming to do would be
to substitute for it a realist account of personal identity. That certainly would
provide him with an insuperable difficulty in the case, i.e. for someone who is
attempting to put forward a sceptical account of personal identity. On the other
hand, if he is using the Appendix to re-enforce scepticism about personal
identity – by pointing out that denying both these positions is inconsistent with
affirming a realist account - his observation is entirely comprehensible. Given
that, at the end of the chapter on personal identity, he seemed to be arguing for
a Lockean realist view, he is now using the Appendix to highlight the absurdity
of seeking to defend any version of realism. A Cartesian view cannot be
justified once it is accepted that all our distinct perceptions are distinct
existences; and a Lockean view, by denying a common substance account,
makes it impossible for us justifiably to regard the series of past perceptions as
belonging to the present self. Such a view could only be admitted if our mind
were able to discover – what it cannot discover – that there are real connections
between distinct existences.
But if Hume thinks that anyone who accepts his two principles will find it
impossible to provide a realist account of personal identity, why should he add
that he does not pronounce the difficulty to be ‘absolutely insuperable’?
Others, perhaps, or myself, on more mature reflexion, may discover
some hypothesis, that will reconcile those contradictions (Appendix:
paragraph 21).
I take this final comment to be a piece of Humean irony. To engage in
more mature reflection requires a further act of consciousness; and so, on
Hume’s own theory, the person currently reflecting cannot be the person who
is giving the matter more consideration. By his own theory, therefore, neither I
myself nor anyone else, presently existing, will be around to consider the
problem of personal identity.
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Is Perception Representational?
Tyler Burge on Perceptual Functions
Bernardo Aguilera
A philosophical issue raised by perception is whether some perceptual states
have representational content. Dominant approaches to cognition explain
perceptual systems in information-processing terms and often include
representational states in their explanations, yet controversy remains as to
where precisely representations begin and even whether they originate at the
level of perception at all.
Burge (2010) has recently defended the claim that perception is
representational. Based on a teleological notion of perceptual systems, he
argues that perceptual systems have the function of accurately representing
certain basic environmental attributes. However, he departs from mainstream
teleological theories that rely on a biological notion of function (e.g. Millikan,
1989; Papineau, 1987) and offers an alternative account of perceptual functions
that he calls ‘representational functions’.
In this paper I explore Burge’s account of representational functions and
discuss two problems that it might present. First, that his critique of biological
functions is not compelling and thus weakens one important motivation for his
alternative account of perceptual functions; and, second, that his overall picture
of how representational functions intertwine with other biological functions of
the organism is problematic, in particular for determining representational
content.

Introduction
‘Perceptual representation is where genuine representation begins. In
studying perception, representational psychology begins. With
perception, one might even say, mind begins.’ (Burge, 2010, p. 367).
Dominant theories of cognition explain perceptual systems in informationprocessing terms. Often these theories apply to representations, however it is
controversial whether peripheral information-processing systems such as those
underlying perception really involve representations. It has been suggested that
their processes might be individuated in purely computational terms that are
not essentially representational (e.g. Egan, 1995).
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In his recent book Origins of Objectivity Tyler Burge1 argues that the most
elementary forms of representation are already present in perception
(especially vision). He develops a teleological account of perceptual systems
that ascribes them the function to represent basic environmental kinds,
properties or relations. He calls this function 'representational function'. A
particular aspect of Burge’s account is that contrary to mainstream teleological
theories he does not rely on a biological notion of function. This gives rise to
certain problems that I shall explore in this paper.
The first worry with Burge's account relates to his rejection of biological
theories of perceptual functions. I examine his argument against these theories
view and contend that they are not compelling. Then I pose a problem that
arises from Burge's overall picture of how representational functions relate to
other biological functions of the organism. In particular, I argue that it becomes
problematic for the determination of representational content.
Here is how I proceed. In the next three sections I begin with some
background about informational and teleological theories of perception and
representation. In section 5 I discuss Burge’s critique of mainstream
teleological theories; then, in section 6 I address his own notion of
representational function. In the final section I discuss the two problems that
arise from Burge’s account mentioned above, and conclude that his overall
account of perceptual functions is not convincing.

The Information-processing Approach to Perceptual Psychology
Information-processing approaches describe cognitive processes in terms
of computations over symbolic structures. They constitute the most influential
approach in cognitive science, with theories of visual perception as the
paradigmatic case (Marr, 1982, Pylyshyn, 1984, Fodor and Pylyshyn, 1981).
Burge agrees with some of the fundamental tenets of this approach and uses it
as a basis for developing his account. In this section I present some of the main
tenets of the information-processing approach to perception as a primer for the
discussion that follows.
According to this approach sensory systems pick up information from the
world, which is then processed by perceptual systems. Perceptual processes are
supposed to be carried out by perceptual modules understood in a (roughly)
Fodorian sense (cf. Fodor, 1983), viz. as computational devices that process
domain-specific information in an automatic way and in isolation from central
cognition. This last aspect of modularity is important since it highlights the
idea that earlier mechanisms of perception can take part without the
intervention of central cognition (e.g. beliefs and expectations). This view also
holds that perceptual processing is inferential, in the sense that sensory
information is processed by perceptual systems that compute nondemonstrative, inductive-like, inferences. This allows perceptual systems to
1

Henceforth, all references to pages correspond to this book.
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transform information encoded from the surface of sense organs into perceptual
states that correlate with distal features of the environment, such as types of
objects, properties or relations.
This information-processing approach to perception focuses on low-level
computational processes which are ‘not imputable to the individual perceiver’
since they are ‘unconscious, automatic, relatively modular aspects of
perceptual systems’ (pp. 23-24). A typical example is what is called 'early
vision'. At this stage visual systems deliver a 3-D perception of the shape, size,
colour and motion of what is in the field of view. The most remarkable aspect
of this stage of perceptual processing is that it operates on sensory stimulation
that is variable, fragmentary and mathematically insufficient to recover data
about distal properties. So perceptual systems must carry out inferences that
constrain the possible interpretations that could be drawn from this
information, in order to generate the right 3-D perception of the environment.
This capacity to detect a given object or property despite significant
variation in the proximal stimulation of the retina allows the generation of what
is called ‘perceptual constancies’. For example, we recognise an approaching
object as having the same size even though the size of the pattern projected in
our retina is increasing and also perceive its colour as remaining constant
despite varying illumination conditions. Burge takes these perceptual
constancies as primary forms of categorisation of specific environmental
properties, and calls them objective empirical representations or percepts.
According to the author, they make possible to mark a fundamental distinction
between sensory states and perception and constitute the stage in the
processing of information where genuine representation begins.

Representation and Misrepresentation
So far, I have presented the dominant approach to perception and
introduced Burge’s claim that these percepts are not mere computational states
but objective representations of distal environmental properties. But before
addressing Burge’s account in more detail, let me introduce some general
issues regarding the notion of representation and discuss how the informationprocessing approach standardly deals with them.
According to Burge, an essential aspect of representations is that they bear
reference relations to a subject matter, such as objects or properties of the
environment. These reference relations are ‘established by a person or animal
[...] by the way of some thought, cognition, perception or other psychological
state of event’ (p. 31). Paradigmatic forms of representation are propositional
thought and concepts, however Burge believes that the ‘the most primitive
form of representation is perception’ (p. 9), in particular the perceptual
individuation of distal environmental properties instantiated by percepts.
Along with other philosophers, Burge recognises that any account of
representation must explain how they could fail to refer to what they are
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supposed to be about. To use a common terminology, they must explain how
misrepresentation is possible (cf. Warfield and Stich, 1994). Thus a central
issue for Burge’s representational account of perception is to explain how
percepts could have what he calls ‘veridicality conditions’, viz. the perceptual
analogs to truth-conditions of belief. This issue has been particularly
troublesome for information-processing approaches, in particular those
grounded on strict nomic dependencies between a percept and an
environmental property, where the former cannot exist if the latter does not
occur. Characterised in this way, perceptual states cannot misrepresent a
property that actually is not present.
One way information-processing approaches have attempted to deal with
this problem has been to appeal to the distinction between sensory information
and percepts. Recall that while sensory states are directly correlated with
proximal environmental properties, percepts are inferentially mediated. Some
authors have proposed that the inferential route that runs from sensory
information to percepts can be regarded as setting a normative standard for
what is an accurate percept, and opens up the possibility of error (Fodor and
Pylyshyn, 1981). The idea is that when a percept is the result of the right
inferential process then it is accurate, and that when this process fails but the
same type of percept is instantiated then we have case of misrepresentation.
One problem with this idea is to determine which is the right inferential
process without begging the question by pressuposing what is normatively
correct of incorrect. A common way theorists deal with this issue is to link
perceptual accuracy with some sort of regularity or statistically constant
inferential pattern, thus explaining misrepresentation in terms of statistical
atypicality. But as Burge notes ‘abnormality and interference with regular
processes are not themselves errors or even failures’ (p. 299). It is perfectly
possible, for instance, for a perceptual system to perceive accurately a certain
object even though it is highly infrequent or even if it has never appeared
before.
The problem of misrepresentation then becomes the problem of explaining
how the inferential processes of perception could be normatively constrained
and in this way account for perceptual error1. Burge proposes to supplement
computational approaches with the notion of function to explain this normative
dimension, however his own account of representational function differs from
mainstream teleological approaches, as I shall explain in the following
sections.

1

Of course, information-based theorists have formulated more elaborate ways to deal with the
problem of misrepresentation, most notably Fodor’s Asymmetric Dependence Theory (Fodor,
1990). Burge also rejects this view (see p. 307) however for reasons of space, and since the
purpose of this paper is to focus on Burge’s teleological approach, I pass over this debate.
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Teleology Enters the Scene
Before addressing Burge’s particular version of perceptual functions, I
shall introduce teleological approaches to perception in general. Teleological
theories attempt to apply the notion of function to explain how perceptual
systems work. To ascribe a system with a function means to understand its
mechanisms as aimed at a certain end or goal (telos). A characteristic of
functional explanations is that they are normative, in the sense that a functional
system ought to perform its functions, and failure to perform them is a kind of
error.
One advantage of ascribing functions to perceptual systems is that they
could be used to explain the normative character of perceptual states. By
ascribing perceptual mechanisms with the function of detecting properties of
the environment, teleological theories attempt to characterise them as having
the purpose of instantiating an accurate representation of these properties. And
in the case that those mechanisms end up detecting a different property than the
one corresponding to their function, teleological theories describe them as a
case of malfunctioning and misrepresentation.
Teleological theories typically make use of a biological approach to
functions, which analyses them in terms of their aetiology, viz. identifying the
function of a system with reference to the reasons why the system has the
function it does (Wright, 1973). Since the mainstream view among
philosophers of biology is that the best explanation of why systems have
functions is natural selection, teleological theories normally define functions by
appealing to how they evolved by natural selection (Allen 2009). For example,
they consider that the function of the heart is to pump blood because this
function played some role in enhancing the survival and reproduction of the
organism, and hence the species. I shall call this biologically inspired version
of teleology ‘teleo-biological theories’.

Burge against Teleo-biological Theories
In Origins of Objectivity Burge develops a teleological approach to
perceptual functions, which he calls ‘representational functions’. However, he
explicitly puts forward his approach in opposition to teleo-biological theories.
His main motivation for this is that he believes the representational and
biological functions of perception do not necessarily match one another:
‘The key deflationist [teleo-biological] idea in explaining error is to
associate veridicality and error with success and failure, respectively, in
fulfilling biological function. [...] Explanations that appeal to biological
function are explanations of the practical (fitness) value of a trait or system.
But accuracy is not in itself a practical value. Explanations that appeal to
accuracy and inaccuracy -such as those in perceptual psychology- are not
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explanations of practical value, or of contributions to some practical end.’
(p.301)
Burge identifies perceptual accuracy with veridical representation and
argues that pairing veridicality with biological success is problematic. A
common case used to illustrate this problem concerns predator-detection
systems. For instance, several species of birds have evolved systems that
respond to aerial predators by eliciting a fleeing response (Marler and
Hamilton, 1966). Since the main predators during their evolution were hawks,
a teleo-biological explanation would say that this system has the
representational function of detecting hawks. But note that under certain
ecological conditions it would have been perfectly possible for these birds to
evolve predator-detectors that were highly inaccurate. Imagine, for example,
that the energy consumed by the fleeing response is very low, while the real
occurrence of a predator almost always results in being caught. Then even if
the predator-detector is highly inaccurate and triggers many false alarms (e.g.
by responding to any winged-silhouette), it could still have been recruited by
evolution to perform a hawk-detection function. Burge offers a variant of this
example by pointing out that fleeing responses to false alarms could also have
improved fitness by means of increasing strength and agility, and in this way
favoured the selection of hawk-detectors even if they misrepresent most of the
time (p. 302).
Defenders of teleo-biological views have responded to cases like this by
accepting that inaccurate perceptual systems could have evolved by natural
selection (Godfrey-Smith, 1992, Millikan 1989). According to teleo-biological
theories all that matters is that hawks were the relevant environmental
condition that explains the selection of the predator-detector during the
evolutionary history of the birds. Even if the system was highly inaccurate and
gave rise to many false alarms, the reason it was selected is that the few times
it was successful in detecting hawks it had a significant effect in enhancing the
survival of the species. Therefore the system has the biological function of
detecting hawks, and in cases when it responds to any other winged-silhouette
it is just misrepresenting hawks.
But Burge replies that views like this are counterintuitive and at odds with
perceptual psychology, for nothing in the bird’s perceptual computational
machinery appears to have the capacity to discriminate between hawks and
other aerial objects with winged-silhouettes. When an aerial predator
approaches all the perceptual system can probably do is to infer from sensory
information the perceptual constancy of a winged-silhouette. Then the system
would be successful when detecting winged-silhouettes, even if what explains
its evolutionary origin was the detection of hawks. Burge takes cases like this
to support this claim that ‘the function fulfilled by representational success, by
perceptual veridicality, is not a biological function’ (p. 308).
However, I believe his move is too fast, since he misses one possible reply
from teleo-biological theories. For it could be the case that the bird’s predatordetection system has the biological function to detect hawks in virtue of
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detecting winged-silhouettes. As Neander (1995) suggests, both functions need
not be mutually exclusive if we take them to be complementary functions at
different levels of description. The function to detect winged-silhouettes can be
regarded as the underlying mechanism that enables the bird to carry out its
biological function of detecting predators. Even though at the level of early
vision this mechanism cannot detect hawks, the fact that it is a crucial part of a
larger system that evolved to detect predators suffices to ascribe it the
biological function of detecting hawks (provided that it was the main predator
during the evolutionary history of the bird).
This view seems compatible with both Burge’s account of representational
functions and teleo-biological theories of perception, and so it is perhaps
surprising that he gives no attention to it in his book. I shall return to Burge’s
critique to teleo-biological theories in the final section of this paper. For now,
let us focus on Burge’s positive account of perceptual functions.
Burge’s Account of Perceptual Functions
As I explained in the previous section, Burge claims that standards of
veridicality do not need to mesh with any practical value and therefore that
perceptual functions are essentially independent from biological success.
Instead, he characterises them as representational functions to emphasise the
alleged representational nature of perception. In Burge’s words:
‘Biological functions and biological norms are not the only sorts of
function and norm that are relevant to explaining the capacities and
behaviour of some animals. Given that veridicality and nonveridicality cannot be reduced to success and failure (respectively) in
fulfilling biological function, we must recognise a type of function
that is not biological function, a representational function.’ (p. 339)
As Burge acknowledges, biological functions1 ‘are functions that have
ultimately to do with contributing to fitness for evolutionary success’ (p. 301)
and ‘their existence is explained by their contribution to the individuals’
survival for mating, or perhaps in some cases the species’ survival’ (p. 326).
This corresponds to a standard teleo-biological approach that analyses
functions in terms of their aetiology, often by reference to the process of
natural selection2. In contrast, Burge’s notion of representational function is
consistent with a non-etiological, and sometimes called dispositional3,
1

Biological functions are not always characterised in teleo-biological terms, but for expository
purposes I shall follow Burge in doing so.
2
Natural selection need not be the only source aetiology. Some teleo-biological approaches also
claim that functions can result from learning or conditioning. See e.g. Papineau (1987).
3
For a good exposition of both opposing theories of functions in the context of psychological
explanation see Price (2001).
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construal of functions, viz. one that does not define their nature it terms of
aetiology but in terms of their current roles in carrying out some capacities of
the organism. More precisely, Burge’s representational functions have their
metaphysical grounds on scientific realism, viz. the idea that we can adopt a
positive epistemic attitude towards the theoretical components of our best
scientific explanations. Thus Burge adopts a realistic stance towards
representational functions given the assumption that the most successful
explanations in perceptual psychology constitutively make use of them:
‘The conclusion that perception has a representational function [...]
derives from reflecting on the nature of explanatory kinds in
perceptual psychology. [...] There is extensive empirical support for
explanations in which the representational aspects of perceptual
states are explanatorily central. [...] Such explanations evince the
existence of perceptual states. So they support the claim that there
are representational states that have representational functions.’ (p.
310)
It is important not to read Burge as arguing that representational functions
did not evolve by natural selection. On his account he can just remain neutral
about aetiology and instead focus on what functions are settled by our best
current explanations of how perception works. It is also interesting to note that
a similar analysis of functions is commonly adopted by computational
approaches to psychology. These characterise psychological capacities such as
perception, memory or decision-making by looking at how they are actually
structured in terms of their input-output relations, regardless of their historical
origins (e.g. Cummins, 1983; Crane, 1995; Fodor, 2000; for a general
discussion on dispositional theories of function see Koons, 1998).
Accordingly, Burge believes that several cognitive capacities have nonbiological functions. Besides perception, he also alludes to functions for beliefformation, deductive reasoning and primitive agency. One peculiar aspect of
Burge’s proposal is that biological and representational functions actually
coexist in the same organism, in a way that gives rise of to a complex array of
different functions and normative constraints. I find this functional picture
puzzling, but I shall reserve my arguments for the next section and conclude
this exposition by trying to explain how Burge suggests these functions could
be organised.
A basic idea behind most teleological approaches is that functions have a
place in functional analyses of the organism, where it is decomposed into
systems (e.g. circulatory system) which are themselves decomposed into their
parts (e.g. heart, arteries, veins, etc.). All these subsystems are at least partly
explained in terms of their causal contribution to the functioning of the wholeorganism. In Burge’s words:
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‘Whole animal function is exemplified by the basic biological
activities -eating, navigating, mating, parenting, and so on. These
activities are functional in the most commonly cited sense of
biological function [...] They are distinctive in being functions of the
whole individual -not the individual subsystems, organs, or other
parts.’ (p.326)
In his book the author describes biological functions as coordinated subsystems organised to maximise fitness. But on the other hand, representational
and other non-biological functions are also compositionally described. For
example, Burge points out that perceptual systems deliver accurate
representations to belief-formation systems which have the function of
generating true propositional representations, which then interplay with
systems of deductive inference, and so forth.
But how could both biological and non-biological functions be integrated?
Here Burge introduces the notion of agency as the capacity to generate
‘functioning, coordinated behaviour by the whole organism, issuing from the
individual’s central behavioural capacities, not purely from subsystems’ (p.
331). He claims that agency is what makes possible the integration of
biological and representational functions insofar as they operate in
coordination towards the fulfilment of functions of the whole-individual. To
put it roughly, once agency is present, it is the individual who perceives and
not just its subsystems.
The notion of agency also helps Burge to explain why perceptual systems
are not just peripheral, automatic computational subsystems such as reflexes,
whcih do not feature in representational explanations. This is because cognitive
psychology considers perceptual processes within explanations of behaviour
imputable to the whole-organism and not merely to its computational
subsystems. Hence Burge believes that what makes percepts genuinely
representational is the conjunction of having the computational machinery for
generating percepts and the possession of whole-individual agency, viz. having
perceptual systems integrated with central cognitive capacities that result in
behaviour.
Problems with Burge’s Account
In this final section I discuss two problems concerning Burge’s account of
perceptual functions: (i) that his rejection of teleo-biological approaches is not
compelling; and (ii) that his mixed picture of representational and biological
functions is problematic.
Burge’s Rejection of Teleo-biological Approaches is not Compelling
As already noted, Burge develops his account of representational function
in opposition to teleo-biological approaches of perceptual functions and so
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much of the plausibility of his proposal rests on his rejection of them. In
section 5 I discussed Burge’s worry about the association between perceptual
accuracy and biological success and argued that it is not representative of all
teleo-biological views, since it overlooks some ways in which these theories
can be revised to fit with information-processing approaches to perception. In
this section I examine two further arguments Burge raises against teleobiological approaches and conclude that his overall rejection of them is not
convincing.
The first is that the author finds teleo-biological approaches too
deflationary, in the sense that they end up attributing representations to simple
organisms that do not even have perceptual systems. For example, Millikan
(1989) and Dretske (1987) claim that some bacteria can have representations
by virtue of having the biological function to detect and respond accordingly to
certain environmental conditions. But as Burge argues, an explanation based on
purely biological and informational notions would suffice to explain the
behaviour of the bacteria. Nothing in the way bacteria process information
suggests that they go beyond mere sensory registration of information, or that
they are capable of perceptually categorising distal environmental properties.
I believe Burge’s critique is essentially right in pointing out that teleobiological theorists have often overlooked the distinction between sensory and
perceptual systems, and that to use representational notions to explain sensory
phenomena appears to trivialise the use of those notions. However, this does
not undermine the plausibility of ascribing biological functions to perceptual
systems because a teleo-biological approach can follow an informationprocessing approach to perception and identify the biological function of
representing with that of generating percepts, and leave sensory functions as
just having the function to encode environmental information. So Burge’s
present critique does not appear as a compelling rejection of teleo-biological
approaches. Rather, it should be regarded as a piece of terminological advice
concerning the use of representational explanations.
Finally, another argument put forward by Burge against teleo-biological
approaches is that he regards them as a misguided attempt to naturalise the
notion of representation ‘by reducing it to notions in sciences other than
psychology, particularly natural sciences’ (p. 296). He claims that in their
eagerness to assimilate or reduce perceptual explanations to biology, teleobiological approaches distort representational notions that actually have a
respectable place in perceptual psychology. He points to the teleo-biological
idea of attaching perceptual success to the satisfaction of biological needs as an
example of this sort of assimilation, however as I argued in section 5 the
arguments he presents do not seem convincing.
On the other hand, it is unfair to claim that teleo-biological approaches
always work towards a strong reduction of psychological notions to biological
terms. Instead, what they intend to do is to enrich psychological explanations
and make them more integrated with biology. Teleo-biological approaches may
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improve information-processing theories of perception by making them
compatible and more integrated with more fundamental explanatory levels.
In sum, I believe Burge’s reasons for abandoning teleo-biological
approaches to perceptual functions are not convincing and do not contribute to
make his positive account more plausible.
Burge's Mixed Picture of Representational and Biological Functions is
Problematic
In general terms, the idea that perception and cognition have a functional
organisation is widely accepted. Disagreements often hinge on whether
cognitive functions should be characterised in etiological or non-etiological
terms, and on other issues that arise from this. This seems natural insofar as
both teleological theories constitute different epistemological and metaphysical
approaches towards the ascription of functions, as explained in section 6.
However, I believe problems begin when Burge combines representational
and biological functions, since each comes from different teleological
approaches that need not always agree about how to characterise the same
function. For example, suppose that our best physiological theories explain
how the heart works by ascribing it the function of pumping blood. Then from
a non-etiological approach it would be a fact that the heart has precisely that
function. But imagine that we find out that the heart was not selected because it
pumped blood, or that it simply did not evolve by natural selection. Then from
a teleo-biological viewpoint the heart would have a different biological
function, or worse, no function at all. So if we adopt, as Burge does, a realist
approach to functions, both teleological theories can lead to clashing functional
ascriptions and therefore can barely be used at the same time to explain a single
system.
Let me explain the same idea in a context more akin to Burge’s account. A
well known problem associated with teleological theories of representation is
how to avoid the indeterminacy of content (cf. Fodor, 1990). Recall the
example of the predator-detection system of birds and imagine that it responds
to flying boomerangs in exactly the same way it responds to hawks. An
information-processing explanation of how its perceptual system detects
environmental properties might fit equally well with percepts representing
winged-silhouettes, boomerangs, and perhaps other things with a similar shape.
This is problematic since it is implausible to believe that birds have such a set
of representational contents. At this point teleo-biological approaches are often
called to disambiguate; they can argue that the function of the system is to
represent winged-silhouettes, because winged-silhouettes and not boomerangs
(or other coextensive objects) were selectively responsible for the evolution of
that system (cf. Sterelny, 1990).
But, of course, Burge's view departs from teleo-biological approaches to
perception and so his non-etiological version of representational functions
cannot appeal to evolutionary history for the individuation of content.
However, he appears to be doing precisely this when he says:
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‘the framework for perceptual reference and perceptual
representational content is set by organism’s responses to the
environment in fulfilling individual biological functions, in the
evolutionary prehistory of the perceptual system.’ (p. 321).
Burge’s account of the individuation of content is complex and I do not
have the space here for a full discussion of it. However, he is clear in stating
that representational content is partly determined by the biological functions of
other subsystems of the organism (cf. p. 327). To see why this could be
problematic recall that on his account of representational functions they were
supposed to be determined by their current roles in scientific explanations of
perception. Therefore we would have a twofold way for the individuation of
content, one based on current scientific explanation and other on how it is
constrained by other biological functions. I believe this idea is puzzling since
both ways of ascribing content may actually be in conflict. Imagine, for
example, that as a consequence of new archeological evidence we have to
modify our hypothesis about some of the biological functions of an organism,
which also happen to be relevant for the fixation of representational contents.
Then even if the role of these contents in our best explanations of perception
remains unaltered, we would have to modify them in the light of changes in our
account of the organism’s evolution, something that clearly generates a tension
in Burge’s account.
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C H A P T E R EIGHT
Demonstrative Thoughts,
Object Dependency and Redundancy
Manuel Amado
According to The Object Dependency of Demonstrative Thought (ODT), if the
object of a demonstrative thought does not exist then the thought is not
available to be entertained or expressed. There is a powerful argument which is
used to show that any attempt to defend ODT will fail. This argument is called
the psychological redundancy argument. If it is a good argument, then not only
ODT, but all the distinct and incompatible theories of singular thought that
imply ODT would be false. The main objective of this paper is to show that the
redundancy argument is not a good argument. First, I will argue that the
conventional attacks on the redundancy argument are not successful. Later, I
will present my own criticism of the argument. Finally, I will defend some of
the consequences that follow from the reply given here to the redundancy
argument.

Introduction
According to a theory about the nature of demonstrative thought, if the
object of a demonstrative thought does not exist then the thought is not
available to be entertained or expressed. This theory, that I will call The Object
Dependency of Demonstrative Thought (ODT), is known to be a form of
semantic externalism insofar as it implies that demonstrative content does not
depend (exclusively) on intrinsic properties of a subject.
ODT is a consequence of distinct and incompatible theories about the
nature and structure of singular thought. Neo-Russellian theories as well as
their eternal rivals, neo-Fregean theories of singular thought, are committed to
ODT. On the one hand, neo-Russellians hold that the object the thought is
about is itself a constituent of the thought. As a result if the object does not
exist, the thought will not be complete and will not be available to be
entertained or expressed. On the other hand, neo-Fregean theorists (notably
Evans and McDowell) maintain that, even though the object is not a thought
constituent, demonstrative content is such that it cannot be expressed or
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entertained if its object does not exist1. This means that a defense of ODT is
not as such a defense of either a neo-Russellian theory or a neo-Fregean theory.
There is an argument, called the psychological redundancy argument,
which is employed to show that any attempt to defend ODT will fail 2. If it is a
good argument, then not only ODT, but all the distinct and incompatible
theories that imply ODT would be false. The main objective of this paper is to
show that the psychological redundancy argument is not a good argument.
First, I will argue that the conventional attacks on the redundancy argument are
not successful. Later, I will show that one of the central premises of the
argument is questionable.

The Psychological Redundancy Argument
Demonstrative thoughts are thoughts that can be expressed by sentences
containing genuine demonstrative terms. Simple expressions like ‘he’, ‘she’,
‘this’, ‘that’ and more complex expressions like ‘this house’ or ‘that woman’
are usually mentioned as examples of demonstratives terms. But these terms
are genuine demonstrative terms only if their content is irreducibly singular;
that is to say, only if the contribution that these terms make to the content of
the whole sentence cannot be explained in terms of the content of quantifiers,
predicates, (attributively interpreted) definite descriptions or any other
expression whose content is general.
Note that if it turns out that genuine demonstratives express an objectdependent content, ODT would be true. In fact, a linguistically expressible
thought is constituted, partly, by the content of the subsentential expressions. If
the content of a subsentential expression e is not available (because this content
is object-dependent and the object does not exist), then the thoughts expressed
by sentences that contain e will not be available either. For example, if ‘that
mole’ functions as a genuine demonstrative when it occurs in sentences of the
form ‘that mole is F’, and ‘that mole’ does not express any content when it is
empty, then the thoughts expressible by sentences of the form ‘that mole is F’
will not be available to be expressed or entertained and, therefore, they will be
object-dependent thoughts.
It is usual to expound the redundancy argument using dramatic props that
include hallucinations. I will follow the custom. On a dark night Ana heard a
sound that seemed to come from a little animal. She went to what she thought
was the source of the sound and found a kitten. ‘That Kitten is injured’, Ana
said, expressing a demonstrative thought about the kitten. She had the intention
to pick up the kitten, so she picked it up. Clearly, Ana has acted intentionally
1

For examples of both neo-Russellian and neo-Fregean theories, see Russell (1914-1919),
Kaplan (1977), Evans (1982), Peacocke (1981), McDowell (1984), Campbell (2002) and Boër
(2007).
2
Different versions of the redundancy argument can be found in Carruthers (1987), Noonan
(1991, 1995) and Segal (1989).
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on the kitten. On Twin Earth, Nina (Ana’s exact duplicate) was in a similar
situation. Nina heard a sound and went to what she thought was the source of
the sound. Nina thought that there was an injured kitten in front of her. Like
Ana, Nina said ‘That kitten is injured’ and then she tried to pick up the alleged
animal, but there was no animal in the place where she thought there was one.
Nina suffered a hallucination.
Under a description, Nina and Ana have done the same kind of action
because they have done the same bodily movement and both, Nina and Ana,
have the capacity to describe their actions employing similar or identical
expressions. The difference between Nina’s action and Ana’s is, apparently,
that the second action, but not the first, can be described in relational terms:
Ana picked up a cat, so there is a link between Ana and a particular cat, but
there is not such a link in Nina’s case. However, Nina is an exact duplicate of
Ana and the circumstances that surround them are identical except for the cat’s
presence. Ana’s thoughts, beliefs and desires, about the kitten explain
psychologically her action on the kitten. Given that Nina cannot entertain
object-dependent demonstrative thoughts about the kitten, since there is no
kitten in her surroundings, how can a defender of ODT explain Nina’s action?
To psychologically explain Nina’s action we have to ascribe thoughts to
her that cause and rationalize her action. Given that Nina has no objectdependent demonstrative thoughts about the alleged kitten, it seems that we
face a dilemma: either Nina’s action is not psychologically explainable or
Nina’s action can be explained in terms of the thoughts that she and Ana have
in common. As we will see, it is unacceptable that Nina’s action is not
psychologically explainable, so it seems that we have to conclude that Nina’s
action can be explained in terms of the thoughts that both Nina and Ana share.
There are cases in which the behavior of a subject is not psychologically
explainable. A certain man has an action project. He says ‘I am going to chase
that tuarton’. But, there is no such thing as a tuarton. The man does not
express any demonstrative thought; in fact, he has no (properly obtained)
perceptual information about any object of his surroundings that corresponds to
a tuarton. He does not have any memory or testimony about an object like that
either. Nobody has any idea of what it would be for his project to succeed.
Nobody knows what kind of object he is looking for, or where he has to search
for it. Besides, the expression ‘tuarton’ has no meaning. Thus, it is difficult
even to ascribe to the man thoughts with general content which make sense of
his action project. It would be inappropriate to attribute to the man beliefs and
desires that rationalize and cause his behavior. The man is just irrational: if his
behavior has an explanation, the explanation is not a psychological one.
By contrast, Nina’s action does not seem an irrational behavior because we
know, in some sense, what it would be for her action project to succeed and
what kind of object Nina is looking for. Besides, the sentences Nina utters
seem meaningful and she has perceptual information available. Of course,
Nina’s perceptual information is erroneous, but that does not mean that her
behavior is irrational. Nina is at most confused and this is not sufficient to
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render someone irrational. So it is not true that Nina’s action is not
psychologically explainable. As a result, the dilemma presented above can be
resolved: we have to conclude that Nina’s action can be explained in terms of
the set P of thoughts (beliefs and desires) that she and Ana have in common1.
If the set P of thoughts that both, Ana and Nina, share is sufficient to
explain Nina’s action, then the same set will be sufficient to explain Ana’s
action (non-relationally described), since both, as we saw above, perform the
same kind of action. Given that P does not have object-dependent
demonstrative thoughts (about the kitten) as members, it follows that neither
the explanation of Nina’s action, nor the explanation of Ana’s involve the
attribution of object-dependent demonstrative thoughts (about the kitten). Since
this argument can be equally well applied to any subject who acts on an object,
it seems that we have to conclude that the attribution of object-dependent
demonstrative thoughts is unnecessary to explain action. That is the conclusion
of the redundancy argument.

Classic Replies to the Redundancy Argument
The redundancy argument says that the attribution of object-dependent
demonstrative thoughts is unnecessary for the explanation of action due, in
part, to the presumed symmetry between a subject that acts on an object in the
middle of a hallucination (Nina) and a subject that acts on an object in normal
perceptual conditions (Ana). The most usual strategy employed by the
defenders of ODT to block the redundancy argument consists in arguing
against the existence of a symmetry in virtue of which the redundancy of
object-dependent thoughts in Nina’s case would entail the redundancy of
object-dependent thoughts in Ana’s case. This strategy, as we will see, can be
executed in various ways.
One of the ways to execute the strategy is to maintain that there is a
remarkable difference between Ana and Nina because Ana’s action is not an
action of the same kind as Nina’s(see Peacocke 1981 and Boer 1989): Ana’s
action is an action on an object, while Nina’s is just an action at a place, not on
an object. Apparently, the redundancy argument requires the premise that
Ana’s action is of the same kind as Nina’s, otherwise it is not easy to see how
what is sufficient to explain Nina’s action is also sufficient to explain Ana’s.
Unfortunately, this reply to the redundancy argument does not work. The
critic of ODT can answer: yes, it is true that when Ana’s action is relationally
1

McDowell (1977, 1984) maintains that in a case like Nina’s, action cannot be explained in
terms of thoughts, but in terms of other kind of mental content. It is not clear enough what kind
of mental content McDowell has in mind, what is clear is that his approach implies that Nina’s
action is not psychologically explainable. Moreover, if McDowell approach were correct,
object-dependent thoughts as well as general object-independent thoughts would be redundant:
if Nina’s action can be explained in terms of that mental content that is not thought content,
Ana’s action also can be explained in terms of that content. McDowell, one the most tenacious
defenders of ODT, would have to abandon his cause.

76

Demonstrative Thoughts,
Object Dependency and Redundancy
described (‘she picks up that kitten’) it is not an action of the same kind as
Nina’s. However, when both Ana’s action and Nina’s are non-relationally
described (‘she moves her arms in such-and-such way’), both actions are of the
same kind and, therefore, can be explained under their non-relational
descriptions. Explaining Ana’s action when it is relationally described is just
adding a description of Ana’s surroundings to the explanation of Ana’s action
non-relationally described. In this case, the description of the surroundings
includes a mention of the kitten’s presence, the attribution of object dependent
thoughts remains unnecessary. (See Noonan 1991 and 1995.)
A common response to this reply says that a description of Ana’s
surroundings together with an explanation of her action, non-relationally
described, is not enough to explain Ana’s action when relationally described:
let’s suppose that Nina is a twin of Ana on Twin Earth. Nina is victim of a
hallucination similar to that suffered by Nina. However, at the place where
Nina thinks she sees a kitten, really there is a kitten (this is possible if the
kitten is not causally involved in the production of her visual experience).
Nina, like Ana, acts on a kitten, but unlike Ana, Nina does not have
perceptual information about the kitten on which she acts. So, although Nina
acts on a kitten, this is just a coincidence. By contrast, Ana’s action on the
kitten is not a coincidence; the kitten causes the veridical perceptual
information she has about it. Thus, there is an asymmetry between Ana and
Nina. Explaining Ana’s action, when relationally described, in terms of the
explanation of her action, non-relationally described, plus a description of her
surroundings does not account for the mentioned asymmetry. The only way to
account for this asymmetry is to attribute object-dependent demonstrative
thoughts about the kitten to Ana (see Peacocke 1981, Crawford 1989 and Boer
2007).
The above defense of ODT is appealing, but I cannot see how it can work.
To account for the non-accidentality of Ana’s action it is not necessary to
ascend to the level of object-dependent thoughts, because the non-accidentality
can be accounted for in terms of the perceptual information involved in Ana’s
action: in Ana’s case, but not in Nina’s, the perceptual information is caused
by the kitten on which she acts. So, Ana’s action is non-accidental due to the
fact that there is a causal connection between the information that guides her
action and the object on which she acts. There is no such a causal connection in
Nina’s case.
Maybe there is no need to go so far to find an asymmetry between Ana’s
case and Nina’s. The asymmetry, it could be said, is obvious: Ana’s action is
singular, whereas Nina’s action is not singular, and to explain the singularity of
Ana’s action it is indispensable to attribute object dependent demonstrative
thoughts to Ana.
Although this response seems obvious, it is not evident that it works.
Singularity of action has to do with the intentional content of action. So, Ana’s
action would be singular insofar as the intentional content of her action is
singular, that is, non-reducible to a descriptive or any other general content.
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Even if we accept that Ana’s action is singular in that sense, this does not
provide a reason to sustain that there is an asymmetry between Ana and Nina
that blocks the redundancy argument because there is no reason to deny that
Nina’s action is also singular. Nina is victim of a hallucination, but she is not
aware of this fact. She can also be ignorant of a description that would identify
the kitten, if the kitten existed. Besides, it seems possible that she is not able to
paraphrase, using general sentences, the thoughts she expresses by sentences of
the form ‘that kitten is F’. Given that Nina uses the expression ‘that kitten’ to
announce her intentions, there is no reason to think that the content of her
intentions is (reducible to) a general content and, therefore, there is no reason
to suppose that the content of her intentions is not singular.
The redundancy argument depends heavily on an alleged symmetry
between Ana and Nina, but the argument also depends on the premise that Nina
has no object-dependent thoughts that explain her actions. As we have seen, the
strategy employed by the defenders of ODT consists in attacking the alleged
symmetry. The execution of this strategy has failed, but this does not mean that
the redundancy argument is sound. I think that the premise that Nina does not
entertain object-dependent thoughts that explain her action has no support. If
this is true, as I want to argue, the redundancy argument, as commonly
formulated, is not sufficient to sustain the thesis that demonstrative thoughts
are not object-dependent.

Redundancy and Complex Demonstratives
Redundancy argument says that: R1) the thoughts that Nina expresses
using sentences of the form ‘that kitten is F’ are thoughts that Ana also
entertains. Moreover, R2) the thoughts that Nina expresses using sentences of
the form ‘that kitten is F’ are not object-dependent thoughts. Both, R1) and
R2) are central premises of the argument: we know that Nina does not express
object-dependent thoughts about the kitten using sentences of the form ‘that
kitten is F’, but we also know that she expresses demonstrative thoughts using
those sentences; otherwise her action cannot be psychologically explained 1. By
R2), the demonstrative thoughts that Nina expresses using the sentences in
question are not object-dependent and, by R1), these thoughts are also
entertained by Ana. Given that these thoughts explain Nina’s action and that
Nina’s action is the same as Ana’s action (non-relationally described), it is
concluded that Ana’s action (non-relationally described) can be explained
without the attribution of object-dependent demonstrative thoughts. If a new
premise, R3) is added: an explanation of Ana’s action, relationally described,
is just an explanation of Ana’s action, non-relationally described, plus a
description of Ana’s surroundings2, then the redundancy of object-dependent
1

If there are any thoughts that explain Nina’s action, these thoughts have to be, at least in part,
those expressed by sentences of the form ‘that kitten is F’.
2
R3) includes the claim that a correct explanation of Ana’s action, non-relationally described,
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demonstrative thoughts is obtained. In what follows, I want to show why
premise R2) of the redundancy argument is questionable.
A reason to believe that R2) is true is based on the assumption that ‘that
kitten’, when used by Nina, does not refer if there is no kitten in Nina’s
surroundings. From this assumption, together with the idea that by using
sentences of the form ‘that kitten is F’ Nina expresses (demonstrative)
thoughts, it follows R2). I will show that the mentioned assumption is false.
The assumption that ‘that kitten’, when used by Nina, does not refer if
there is no kitten in Nina’s surroundings is a consequence of a general thesis
about the function of complex demonstratives. According to this thesis, the
nominal ‘G’ in ‘that G’ has an essential role in reference determination: ‘that
G’ does not refer to an object unless that object is G. In other words, the
nominal ‘G’ in ‘that G’ imposes a descriptive condition that has to be satisfied
by an object if this object is the referent of ‘that G’. Once this general thesis
about the function of complex demonstratives is admitted, it is easy to see why
‘that kitten’ is supposed to be empty when used by Nina: there is no object in
Nina’s surroundings that satisfies the descriptive condition imposed by the
nominal ‘kitten’. However, a moment of reflection à la Donnellan is enough to
realize that the nominal ‘G’ that occurs in a complex demonstrative, like ‘that
G’, does not have the role of imposing a descriptive condition to determine the
reference of the demonstrative. A complex demonstrative of the form ‘that G’
can refer to an object that is not G. To see why, consider the next situation: a
certain man was in a bar with his friends and saw, in the distance, a person that
seemed interesting to him. The man said to his friends: ‘That woman has an
exotic beauty’. One of the man’s friends, a little bit surprised, replied: ‘Maybe
you are right about the exotic beauty, but that is a man’. In a situation like the
one described, it seems right to say that the speaker refers to an object using a
demonstrative of the form ‘that G’, although the object is not G.
However, in the situation described it seems wrong to affirm that the man
has said something true when he said ‘that woman has an exotic beauty’, even
if the alluded person has an exotic beauty. This means that the nominal
‘woman’ not only has an extralinguistic function; the nominal also has a
semantic function since it makes a contribution to the truth conditions
associated with the sentences in which it occurs: if the referent of the
demonstrative is not a woman, then the sentence ‘that woman has an exotic
beauty’ is not true.
There is a tension between, on the one hand, the intuition that the nominal
in a complex demonstrative makes a contribution to the truth conditions
associated with the sentences in which the demonstrative occurs and, on the
other hand, the insight that complex demonstratives of the form ‘that G’ can
refer to an object even though that object does not satisfy the nominal ‘G’. To
account for both intuitions it is sufficient to treat the sentences in which
complex demonstratives occur as sentences in which simple demonstratives
must imply that there is a causal link between the information that guides Ana and the object
on which she acts to account for the non-accidentality of Ana’s action.
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occur. Specifically, the idea is to analyze sentences in which complex
demonstratives occur in terms of sentences in which the only demonstrative
expressions that occur are simple. Thus, a sentence of the form ‘That G is F’
would express the same thought as a sentence of the form ‘That is a G which is
F’1. According to this analysis, the nominal ‘G’, although a predicative
element, does not restrict the reference of the demonstrative expression. So, the
demonstrative term can refer to an object which does not satisfy the nominal
and, at the same time, the nominal can make a contribution to the truth
conditions of the sentences in which it occurs, since a sentence of the form
‘That is a G which is F’ cannot be true unless the referent of ‘That’ is F and G.
In particular, the man who utters the sentence ‘That woman has an exotic
beauty’ can refer to an individual that is not a woman and, at the same time, he
can say something false when he utters the sentence, due to the fact that the
referent of the demonstrative is not a woman but a man.
Let’s return to the story of Ana and Nina. Premise R2) (the thoughts that
Nina expresses using sentences of the form ‘that kitten is F’ are not objectdependent thoughts) is based on the assumption that ‘that kitten’, when used by
Nina, does not refer because there is no object in her surroundings that satisfy
the nominal ‘kitten’. The assumption is false since, as we have seen, a complex
demonstrative like ‘that G’ can refer to an object even though the object is not
G. In particular, ‘that kitten’ can refer to an object even though the object is not
a kitten. Perhaps, the defender of the redundancy argument can reply that in
Nina’s case not only there is no object that satisfies the nominal ‘kitten’, but
there is no object at all, kitten or not, that can be the referent of the
demonstrative ‘that kitten’, when used by Nina. I think this is also wrong; in
fact, there is a candidate to be the referent of the demonstrative in sentences of
the form ‘that kitten is F’, when used by Nina, namely the spatial region or
place that, in normal conditions, would have been occupied by a kitten.
There is a reason to think that the spatial region or place in question is the
referent of the demonstrative that occurs in sentences of the form ‘that kitten is
F’, when employed by Nina. A relational description of an action specifies the
object (or objects) toward which an action is directed. For example, the
relational description of Ana’s action, ‘she picks up that kitten’, contains a
demonstrative that specifies the object toward which the action is directed,
namely, the kitten. An appropriate psychological explanation of an action
toward an object, relationally described, has to account for the directionality of
the action; that is to say, the explanation has to account for why the action is
directed toward that object and not any other. The only way to account for the
directionality of an action is through the thoughts that causally explain the
action. That means that to account for why Ana’s action is directed toward that
kitten and not any other (object), the thoughts that causally explain her action
have to be about that kitten.
Well now, Nina’s action, in opposition to what the defender of the
redundancy argument thinks, satisfies a relational description: Nina stretches
1

A similar proposals are presented in Lepore & Ludwig (2000) and Campbell (2002: 75-78).
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out her arms toward that place (which, in normal conditions, would have been
occupied by a kitten). Given that Nina’s action is psychologically explainable
(her action is not an action of the same kind as hunting tuartons), the thoughts
that causally explain her action have to explain the directionality of the action;
that is to say, the thoughts have to explain why her action is directed toward
that place and not another. Therefore, the thoughts that causally explain Nina’s
action have to be about the place in question. But these thoughts are the ones
that Nina expresses using sentences of the form ‘that kitten is F’; thus, these
thoughts are about the place in question. This means that the demonstrative in
‘that kitten is F’, when used by Nina, is not empty, but refers to a place. The
reason to maintain R2) is based on the assumption that ‘that kitten’, when used
by Nina, is empty; however, this assumption is false, so there is no good reason
to maintain R2)1.

Places, Objects and Confusion of Kinds
One could be dubious about the thoughts that, I say, Nina expresses using
sentences of the form ‘that kitten is F’. Granted that these thoughts are true if a
certain place is a kitten and is F, it seems that Nina employs semantically
anomalous sentences since it is weird to say that a place is a kitten. If those
sentences are anomalous, it seems that Nina does not express any thought when
she uses them. A semantic anomaly always involves an improper employment
of concepts in predication (Larson & Segal 1995: 47). If there is an anomaly in
Nina’s case, then it is due to the improper employment of the concept of kitten
and the concept of place in predication. However, Nina does not employ the
concept of place and the concept of kitten in predication. Instead she makes use
of a demonstrative concept and the concept of kitten in predication, and this is
far from being anomalous.
The reply given here to the redundancy argument has an important
consequence: we are not immune to error through the misidentification of the
kind to which the objects of our demonstrative thoughts belong. In other words,
we can believe that one of our demonstrative thoughts is about an object of the
kind X although the object is, really, of a kind Y, different from X. This
consequence is not implausible; after all, confusion of kinds is a very common
phenomenon: it is not improbable to confuse a woman with a man, or a person
with a dummy. What I have been arguing is that it is also possible to confuse a
place with an object.
1

Noonan, one of the principal critics of ODT, accepts that in cases of hallucination some set of
thoughts have to be about the place which, in normal conditions, would be occupied by an
object. For instance, in discussing a case of hallucination involving an apparent pill, he affirms
that the set of thoughts that explain his actions based on the erroneous perceptual information
‘must include beliefs of the form ‘that pill…’ which, though not now beliefs about any pill,
must nonetheless still be beliefs about the place to which my action is directed (for if my
reaching out to that place is to be rationally explicable I must have some belief about that
place).’ (Noonan 1991: 6-7).
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Menas Kafαtos
Although biological autonomy has been widely discussed in the literature, its
description in scientific terms remains elusive. We present here a series of
recent evidences on the existence of genuine biological autonomy.
Nevertheless, nowadays it seems that the only acceptable ground to account for
any natural phenomena, including biological autonomy, is physics. But if this
were the case, then arguably there would be no way to fully account for
genuine biological autonomy. The way out of this predicament is to build up an
exact theoretical biology, and one of the first steps is to clarify the basic
concepts of biology, among them biological aim, function and autonomy. We
found a physical mechanism to realize biological autonomy, namely,
biologically initiated vacuum processes. In the newly emerging picture that we
propose here, biological autonomy manifests as a new, and fundamental
element in our scientific worldview. It offers new perspectives for solving
problems regarding the origin and nature of life, connecting ancient Greek
philosophy with modern science. Namely, our proposal sheds light in what
sense can the God as conceived by Xenophanes, or universal consciousness in
modern terms, affect matter in the Universe through its willful action without
toil.

Introduction
Biological autonomy is defined as the ability of biological organisms to
decide and act at least partially independent of physical and biological
preconditions and laws, utilizing these to achieve specific biological aims
(Grandpierre and Kafatos 2012). In examining the issue of biological
autonomy, the present situation can be characterized as conflicts between the
following views. On the one hand, at present, the science of physics is the only
exact science we have. Therefore, any serious researcher attempting to work on
a scientific theory of autonomy would be required to work within physics
alone. The result of such an approach is to end up accepting the popular view
that physicalism is the only credible worldview we have, and the only way to
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preserve biological autonomy is to reduce it to the physical. If that were the
case, genuine biological autonomy would then be an illusion, as it would just
be determined by physics. For example, Varela (1979, p.55) considers that
“autonomous systems” are machines: “Autonomous systems are mechanistic
(dynamical) systems defined as a unity by their organization”. “Our approach
will be mechanistic: no forces or principles will be adduced which are not
found in the physical universe” (Varela 1979, 6). Along this line of thinking,
biological autonomy is usually physicalized (Maturana and Varela, 1972; RuizMirazo & Moreno, 2004; Boden, 2008; Barandiaran, Di Paolo and Rohde,
2009).
On the other hand, an increasing number of scientific arguments have been
published, indicating the need to find extra-physical principles suitable to
explain autonomy (von Neumann, 1955/1983; Koch 2009, 31). Recently, Kane
(2002, 9) pointed out that due to the development of quantum physics,
universal determinism has been under retreat in the physical sciences. At the
same time, developments in sciences other than physics - in biology,
neuroscience, psychology, psychiatry, social and behavior sciences - have been
moving in the opposite direction, in some ways ignoring the foundations of
quantum theory. Therefore, worries about determinism in human affairs persist
with good reason in contemporary debates about free will (ibid.).
Recently Kather (2004) pointed out that one of the main characteristics of
the scientific method as it has been developed above all in physics, is the
exclusion of all experiences, which refer to the observer and subjective
experience: Qualified sensations, aims and values are ignored as well as to the
biographical identity of a person. But, Kather asks, if consciousness belongs to
life, can we get a full definition of it, if we objectify it completely? It seems
that it is not really sufficient to physicalize biological autonomy. “For
autonomous beings...nothing is worse than to treat them as if they were not
autonomous, but natural objects, played on by causal influences at the mercy of
external stimuli” (Berlin 1997, p. 208).
In that situation, it seems that the real option is try to develop an exact
theoretical biology that can offer a new scientific basis to treat biological
autonomy as a genuine phenomenon. Indeed, as it is recently formulated, the
main reason to physicalize biological autonomy is that it has so far proven
impossible to uncover a workable model of teleological causation (Skewes and
Hooker 2009). The problem is acute since most biologists accept teleology in
biology (see e.g. Ruse 2012). Voluntary actions are permanent features of our
everyday life. For voluntary muscles, all contraction (excluding reflexes)
occurs as a result of conscious effort originating in the brain (Tassinary and
Cacioppo 2000). Voluntary muscle is considered to be a muscle that can be
controlled by conscious effort, by one’s free will (Shier, Butler, and Lewis
2004, 277). Biological teleology is such a basic fact of nature that, as it is
formulated, “Nothing in biology makes sense, except in the light of teleology.
This could be the first sentence in any textbook about the methodology of
biology” (Toepfer 2012). Recently, it is argued that biological teleology cannot
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be considered on physical grounds alone (Grandpierre 2007, 2012). Froese and
Ikegami (2012) argued that no formal theory of biological autonomy can
properly do justice to the phenomenon, if it does not allow for the fact that life
involves an essential uncertainty at its very core. As Adams and Suarez (2013,
273-290) formulated, consciousness and free will undoubtedly exist, and they
must be fundamental ingredients of any sound explanation of the world. In this
paper, we attempt to move a step ahead in the big challenge we are facing,
working out a conceptual background for such a workable model of
teleological causation.
Definitely, genuine biological autonomy can be approached only in a
broader than physical framework, in which biology is an autonomous science
having its own concepts and laws, that cannot be reduced to physics. In our
best understanding genuine biological autonomy is the ability of living
organisms to decide about their acts themselves in a way that is not determined
completely by physical or biological laws and previous conditions. This means
that the decisions are somehow (and this is the big problem to be considered
below: but how?) determined by the organisms themselves utilizing physical
indeterminacy. Genuine decisions cannot be determined merely from physical
conditions and laws alone, or on evolutionary, genetic or molecular biological
grounds only. Since the only type of physical indeterminacy is quantum
mechanical, genuine decisions must act on the level of the micro-world. Since
at first sight the nature of such a non-physical determination may seem unclear,
we recall that creation of virtual particle pairs in the quantum vacuum is a
physically indeterministic process. Within the physical approach, causality is
treated in terms of exclusively physical causes, and the result is the principle of
causal closure of the “physical”. Although the principle of causality is a
backbone of the scientific method, the creation of virtual particle pairs is
considered to be not only a completely random, but also an acausal process that
violates the otherwise universal principle of causality. What is more, it
simultaneously violates the otherwise universal principle of energy
conservation, within the constraints of the Heisenberg uncertainty principle.
Now we are working on a broader than physical approach, therefore our
proposal is to introduce the principle of causal closure of the “natural”, in
which “natural” includes now not only physical, but also biological and
psychological. Accepting this principle, it yields that if a phenomenon does not
have a physical cause, it must have a biological or psychological cause.
Therefore, if the creation of virtual particles is physically acausal, it must be
biologically or psychologically causal. Considering that genuine biological
decisions serve biological aims, they should represent an energy form under
biological governance. This treatment allows us not only to introduce a suitable
framework for genuine biological autonomy, but also to preserve the universal
validity of the principle of causation and energy conservation at one blow.
One of the main reasons why the positions of determinism are
strengthening nowadays in biology relates to the popular interpretations of
Libet’s experiment. According to Batthyany (2009), the claim that Libet’s
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experimental results empirically support pre-determination of conscious
decisions should be refuted. [...The subject was instructed “to let the urge
appear on its own at any time without any pre-planning or concentration on
when to act”, i.e. to try to be “spontaneous” [...], this instruction was designed
to elicit voluntary acts that were freely capricious in origin (Libet, Wright, and
Carlson 1982: 324). Given these stipulations, it is obvious that the movement
impulse is, as the instructions put it, an “urge”, i.e. a passive event. Seen from
this angle, Libet’s results merely confirm that passive events are passive
events, i.e. are not consciously brought about. More generally, the lesson we
can draw is that it is highly problematic to study conscious causation in cases
where the subjects themselves state that they did not consciously cause the act
in question. One cannot, for example, passively wait for an urge to occur while
at the same time being the one who is consciously bringing it about (Batthyany
2009, p.135ff). Libet’s experiment that purported to show free will doesn't
exist, is being challenged by many others (e.g. Ananthaswamy 2009, Trevena
and Miller 2010). Conscious thoughts are far more than a steam whistle or
epiphenomenon. Baumeister et al. (2011) argued that human conscious thought
may be one of the most distinctive and remarkable phenomena on earth and
one of the defining features of the human condition. Their results suggest that,
despite recent skepticism, it may have considerable functional value after all.
Another difficulty of the genuine biological autonomy concept is that its
main role is to initiate actions. Unfortunately, in which way can actions be
initiated is the central unsolved problem in the philosophy of action. As general
references, we mention Clarke (2003), O’Connor and Sandis (2010), and
Pacherie (2012). One of the main difficulties of biological processes being
governed by physical mechanisms is the extreme and unforeseeable, timevariable complexity. For example, a protein having the function to defend the
cell as a whole from germs, cannot be governed by physico-chemical forces on
the basis of static genomic information. The intention of the present paper is to
offer a new solution to the old problem as close to our present state of
knowledge in physics as possible.
It becomes more and more clear that even unicellular organisms can
accommodate themselves to difficult situations, solve certain optimization
problems, and can demonstrate both anticipatory and contemplative behavior
(Tanaka and Nakagaki 2011). Bacteria are shown to be able to solve newly
encountered problems, assess given challenges via collective sensing,
recallable stored information of past experiences, and solve optimization
problems that are beyond even what individual human beings can readily solve
(Ben-Jacob 2009). Cells can perceive self and group identity and act
accordingly to self and group aims (Ben-Jacob, Becker, Shapira and Levine
2004), sense their external and internal environment (Ben-Jacob, Shapira and
Tauber 2006, 514), and monitor their internal states (Shapiro 2009, 9). Cells
demonstrate the capability of collecting and integrating a variety of physically
different and unforeseeable signals as the basis of problem-solving decisions
(Albrecht-Buehler 2009). The chemical forms are utilized as symbols that
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allow the cell to form a virtual representation of its functional status and its
surroundings (Shapiro 2009). It seems that genuine biological autonomy is
already present at the level of cells.
In contrast, machines are not autonomous, they fulfill their tasks in a welldetermined series of steps, each step being determined by the previous step on
the basis of physical laws. At variance with machines, the same living
organism in the same situation can behave in many different ways. In
biological behavior we find a one-many situation; the next steps can be
selected from a multitude of options, and an innumerably large set of series of
states can develop from one and the same initial state without being completely
determined by the physical conditions of the preceding state on the basis of
physical laws. As long as decisions about the biological behavior do not occur,
physical structure does not determine function on the basis of physical laws.
Living organisms has a fundamental property that does not exist in physics,
freedom to decide about their future states: one initial state in biology can
evolve towards many different future states. Definitely, biological autonomy
must be distinguished from human-type free will including responsible action.
Nevertheless, the basic condition of biology is that living organisms contribute
actively to their behavior.
Besides biological autonomy, which includes a divergence from a given
initial state, the other basic biological phenomenon is convergence towards a
prescribed final state. The phenomenon of concentration is present in focusing
attention or will power, and the accompanying concentration of related
biologically controlled energies acts to achieve biological aims despite the
physical tendency of energy dispersion, as it is required by one of the most
fundamental physical laws, the second law of thermodynamics. The power of
persistently turning towards a particular end or goal, including the capacity to
cope with an indefinitely large variety of obstacles on the road towards
achieving their aims, manifested in growth and bodily movement, is one of the
most characteristic features of the life of organisms. Organisms commonly
have alternative means of performing the same function (Beckner 1969, 155),
therefore, they must decide between biologically equivalent alternatives, the
differences of which do not depend on evolution. Biological functions are
defined here as processes serving biological aims, ultimately survival and
flourish. Therefore, the fact that the same functions can be performed by
alternative means and from highly different initial states within widely
different conditions means a biological aim-orientedness, in short, biological
teleology, the presence of a common aim beyond sets of different physical
processes.
More and more evidence has been accumulating indicating that it is
possible to act on the states of a particular organism by the subjectively
accessible tools of biological autonomy (aims, beliefs, expectations, emotions,
thoughts). It is known that beliefs and expectations (e.g., the well-known
placebo effect) can markedly modulate neurophysiological and neurochemical
activity (Beauregard 2009; Miller 2011, Pollo, Carlino and Benedetti 2011;
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Meissner, Kohls and Colloca 2011). Neural correlates of emotional states like
sadness or depression have already been identified (Fortier et al. 2010), as well
as measurable skin-conductance, heart rate and event-related potential changes
(Balconi, Falbo and Conte 2012). It has been shown that emotions can induce
secretion of hormones and influence external behavior (Marin, Pilgrim and
Lupien 2010; Martin et al. 2010). Rossi and Pourtois (2012) demonstrated that
converging electrophysiological and brain-imaging results indicate that sensory
processing can be modulated by attention. We think these facts demonstrate
that living organisms have a biological autonomy that is effective – through the
occurrence of biologically initiated, physically spontaneous vacuum processes
– in producing physically measurable outcomes. If such subjective tools are
already demonstrated to be effective in acting upon matter, and there are
experimental evidences for the material effectivity of free will, too (Cerf and
MacKay 2011), than autonomous decisions of living organisms can also be
effective in a similar manner.
We argue that the existence of biological aims is actually a basic and
elementary fact of nature. Indeed, a living organism is capable to achieve “at
once the pursuit and fulfillment of its own purpose” (Monod 1972, 80). Living
organisms are not viable if their proteins, cells, organelles, organs cease to
function.

On the Nature of Genuine Biological Autonomy
We define an organism as autonomous if it is able to make spontaneous
decisions. A biologically spontaneous decision, as we define it here, is not
completely determined from preceding conditions on the basis of physical and
biological laws, and by phenomena like adaptation or evolution. We consider
that a process is biologically autonomous if its physical and biological
determinations are not complete, and is completed by the active contribution of
the individual living organism itself. An example can be helpful. In a living
organism, a biological aim initiates a spontaneous quantum fluctuation
(Milonni 1994, 151, 78-80, 142), due to which a certain molecule emits a
photon that is absorbed by another molecule (e.g. an enzyme) so that a
biologically useful process will occur contributing to the realization of the
biological aim. Certainly, this process is not determined completely by physics,
because single spontaneous emission and absorption cannot be determined
from previous input data to physical laws. The process, although still
compatible with quantum physics, is initiated biologically, and we regard it as
autonomous only if it is not completely determined by prior (physical or
biological) conditions attached to physical or biological laws.
A biological aim is defined here as a specific biological tool determining
the outcome of a set of biological events and their physical aspects, observable
structures and processes, directing and teleologically organizing them into a
functional unit, fulfilling the relevant aim. Therefore, a biological aim cannot
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be described by physics or chemistry. For example, the chemical structure and
conformational state of a protein can be described in physical terms; at the
same time, its biological aim (e.g., defense of the cell against germs) is left out
of the physical description working in terms of coordinates, mass, energy,
charge, spin etc. In fact, if one accepts the chemical characterizations as new
definitions of biological terms, it would involve a change not only in meaning
or intension, but also in conceptual extension, and, correspondingly, in the
domain of explanation. But such chemical definitions do not purport to express
the meaning of the biological terms (Hempel 1966, 103-104). This means that
biological aims are additional biological properties beyond the physicochemical ones, non-reducible to physical terms.
In this paper, we suggest that spontaneous decisions of living organisms
correspond to single, biologically useful vacuum processes occurring within
living organisms. Indeed, “little occurs in the cell on the basis of chance”
(Agutter, Malone, and Wheatley 2000); therefore, biological processes cannot
be completely statistical, and so the corresponding „fluctuations” cannot be
completely random as in physics (Heisenberg 1958, 102-104).
In physics, all the fundamental laws can be derived from the least action
principle (e.g. Zee 1986, 109; Feynman 1994; Taylor 2003). According to the
best explanation of the least action principle (Feynman 1942; Feynman 1964;
Barrow and Tipler 1986, 132), the physical path arises as the sum of the
quantum amplitudes of virtual particles. Therefore, if the physical principle can
be regarded as tied to virtual particles leading to physical processes
corresponding to the least action, the biological principle can be regarded as
tied to virtual particles leading to spontaneous biological processes
corresponding to the greatest action and biological autonomy (Grandpierre
2007; see below in more details). If this is the case, the generation of virtual
particles by this biological principle should not average out to the physical
path; instead, they contribute to the initiation of biologically useful changes.
Action is an integral (sum) of all energy changes during the corresponding
time intervals, constituting a cost function formulating a mathematical
optimization problem. Although the physical meaning of such a quantity is not
clear, its biological meaning is highly plausible in such a context of an
optimization problem. The sum of all energy changes of the consecutive time
intervals in the whole period of the given process is the energy investment. In
the quantity of action the elementary energy investments in each time interval
are weighed with the lengths of the corresponding time intervals. Therefore,
action is, roughly, the product of energy investment and time investment. Such
an interpretation, although alien in physics, makes sense in biology. We can
define vitality as the distance of the living organism above the thermodynamic
equilibrium (death) and can measure it in units of energy. Since living
organisms have the ultimate biological aim to preserve their life, secured by
their vitality, they have a natural attitude to maintain their vitality as high as
possible (flourish) and as long as possible (survive). Indeed, as recently Bedau
(2010, 393) formulated: living organisms have intrinsic goals and purposes,
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where those goals and purposes are minimally to survive and, more generally,
to flourish. If so, living organisms naturally maximize action. This fact is
formulated mathematically in the principle of greatest action (Grandpierre
2007).
It is also shown that the greatest action principle is mathematically
equivalent with Bauer’s principle (Bauer 1967). It is worth to know that Ervin
Bauer, the Hungarian biologist formulated the universal law of biology in the
following form: “The living and only the living systems are never in
equilibrium; they unceasingly invest work on the debit of their free energy
budget against that equilibration which should occur for the given initial
conditions of the system on the basis of the physico-chemical laws” (Bauer,
1967, 51). Bauer was able to derive all the fundamental life phenomena,
growth, metabolism, reproduction, etc. from his principle. Therefore we can
call it as the first principle of biology (Grandpierre 2011a, b). Our proposal is
that Bauer’s principle prescribes that in each time step the boundary conditions
change (“jump”) quantum-mechanically from the one that is the output of the
previous time-step on the basis of the physical laws. In each time step a
biological jump occurs away from equilibrium, therefore in the next time step
the input conditions of the physical equations are not the ones that are the
output of the previous step, but changed by the amount allowed by the
uncertainty relation and prescribed by Bauer’s biological principle.

Different Domains of Explanation and Biology
It is important to become aware that there are three basic domains of
explanation and corresponding mental toolkits to consider the problem of
determinism, and related problems of ‘acausality’, spontaneity and ‘free will’.
In the first and narrowest domain, corresponding to strict physical determinism,
only physically determined processes are available as tools of explanation. In
such a narrow domain, the spontaneous quantum processes must arise
acausally since there are no physically determined processes to determine
phenomena like spontaneous radioactive decay. In a somewhat wider domain
including vacuum processes, spontaneous vacuum processes can explain
radioactive decay. In that second domain the apparent ‘acausality’
(indeterminacy) is shifted from radioactive decay to vacuum “fluctuations”.
In this paper, we attempt to outline a novel, third, wider domain, in which
vacuum processes can be initiated biologically, and so biologically initiated
vacuum processes becomes also available as tools of explanation. In this
widest, biological domain the apparent ‘acausality’ is shifted from vacuum
processes to biological autonomy. Indeed, ‘acausality’, or, more precisely,
physical and biological indeterminacy is the characteristic property of
biological autonomy, leading to a natural explanation of biological autonomy
(and, later on, to human-type ‘free will’). We point out that understanding of
biological autonomy and consciousness requires a mental shift from the
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narrowest first mental toolkit to the widest third domain of nature.
Fundamental biological concepts like biological aim or functions serving
such aims are not derivable from physical concepts. If one restricts herself to
thinking about biological aims and functions exclusively in the narrow domain
of physics, it would be an unassured move as it would render biology
incomplete and leave out fundamental biological features. The understanding
of biological aims requires a fundamental conceptual shift from that of physics,
a different method of classifying the elements of a system on the basis of their
biological properties (Beckner 1969, 164). Functional or aim-oriented
ascriptions presuppose conceptual schemes of a certain logical character. The
ascription “biological aim” is pointless, nonsensical, or involves a category
error, if such a scheme is missing (ibid., 157). Physicists have not found it
useful to construct a theory that defines physical bodies in terms of their
contribution to the activities of their more inclusive systems. Physicists do not
identify the parts of the solar system, or any of its activities, in terms of the
contribution they make to the activities of the whole solar system (ibid, 160).
Similarly, physics does not have a conceptual scheme to identify biological
aims on the basis of their role securing fundamental biological purposes, such
as the survival of the more inclusive system, the organism. Notwithstanding, it
is the organism that determines the system of physical conditions necessary for
the physical implementation of a given biological aim. For example, if a
protein has a function to defend the cell against harmful germs, it is the task of
the cell to assist its unfolding, reaching the suitable conformational state; to
assist at generating the physical conditions that guide the protein in its task to
defend against germs, etc. If the cell acts in many time steps assisting the
protein’s working, then the protein’s actions can significantly differ from the
ones that would arise if the cell were different or dead. Definitely, biological
aims have observable physical consequences. We note that this is why biology
belongs to the natural sciences.
We found not only that biology has fundamental concepts that cannot be
translated to physical terms, but also that the type of relation between
biological concepts is not interpretable by the conceptual scheme of physics.
Because of biological freedom and teleology, ultimate biological aims like
„self-maintenance” and „flourish” do not translate to physical terms, neither to
physical conditions, nor to deterministic physical or biological laws. The
organism itself must contribute to determine its behavior.
We seek the help of an example: a living bird dropped from a height of the
Pisa tower will not follow the vertical path prescribed for unaided physical
objects (machines planned teleologically by humans are not considered here),
corresponding to the least action. In any physical situation, only one endpoint
corresponds to the trajectory of least action; there are no alternatives. For the
living bird, the case is different. The biological principle prescribes the living
bird to survive and flourish. The optimal trajectory is the one corresponding to
the endpoint offering the same biological advantage, in that case, to regain its
original height, with the constraint of minimal energy consumption. The bird
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falling down vertically can decide to turn to east or west, north or south,
practically to any directions, with a minimal energy investment. Remarkably,
there are an innumerably large set of biologically equivalent endpoints and
optimal trajectories. It is this biological equivalence of a large set of accessible
endpoints that is a new phenomenon in biology in comparison to physics. In
any biological situation, with the given constraints, the greatest action
prescribed by the biological principle can be satisfied by a large set of
biologically equivalent endpoints. Therefore, a biological trajectory can be
realized only by the active contribution of the organism selecting from the
suitable set of endpoints. It is this novel circumstance that indicates the role of
biological autonomy in nature and its significance comparable to that of the
most fundamental laws of nature. The active contribution of the organism to
determine its own behavior is realized by the organism’s spontaneous,
autonomous decisions that represent a kind of biological motivational power
mobilizing biological free energy. This biological motivating power is what
initiates vacuum processes, and these vacuum processes act accordingly,
influencing matter within the quantum limits in a way that corresponds to the
given biological aim.

Xenophanes on God and the Universe is explained
It seems that the root of the idea we outlined above was present already in
ancient Greece. The famous saying of Xenophanes tells (Lesher 1992):
One god is greatest among gods and men,
Not at all like mortals either in body or in thought. (B 23)
Whole he sees, whole he thinks, and whole he hears. (B 24)
But completely without toil he shakes all things by the thought of his
mind” (B 25).
Xenophanes claims that God moves all the material of the Universe „by
the thought of his mind”. But how is it possible to move physical matter by
thought? As we argued here, such a possibility is accessible within living
organisms. Indeed, when I bend my little finger, I do not perceive any mental
effort. I move my finger completely without mental toil. Therefore, if the
Universe is a living being itself, as the Presocratics and Plato thought, than the
invisible governing power of the Universe, corresponding to the invisible laws
of Nature and the invisible biological autonomy of such a living Universe,
similarly, can move everything within its organism, apparently, completely
without toil. Namely, the God of Xenophanes has two basic tools to move
objects in its internal world: the laws of Nature and its own divine autonomy.
These two tools are, in contrast to non-scientific interpretations, not only
consistent with each other, but cooperative.
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Discussion and Conclusions
Our proposal that biological autonomy works by initiating vacuum
processes can have a fundamental importance not only in biology, but also in
solving one of the biggest problems of science, the mind-body problem.
Biological autonomy can be regarded as an exact, scientific formulation of
‘consciousness’ (note that consciousness here is to be distinguished from selfconsciousness, which is thought to be characteristic of self-aware humans),
opening an unexpected, new avenue in consciousness research and quantum
biology. Consciousness is defined here as the basic biological entity capable to
make autonomous decisions about future changes of the organism. Such
autonomous decisions are capable to initiate suitable processes in the quantum
vacuum that are able to realize the decision in the form of corresponding
physical processes.
If we regard biological autonomy as a “ghost”, our proposal suggest a way
how such a “ghost” can govern the “machine” of the living organism. The
“ghost” of biological autonomy, like all spooky ghosts, cannot act on any
machine, and cannot act on any physical matter. But, at variance with fictive
“ghosts”, biological autonomy can act on quantum vacuum with the help of a
living organism it belongs to. We do not enter here into the debate that can
such “ghosts” exist without embodied living organisms or not. But we mention
that if so, such elementary actions on the quantum vacuum cannot be
systematically added up into macroscopic amplitudes. It is biological
organization that makes it possible to couple these elementary, biologically
initiated vacuum processes and amplify them into observable amplitudes that
deviate characteristically and, in respect of the quantity of action, lawfully
(when the occasionally negative effects of autonomy on the ultimate biological
aim of flourishing are negligible). Since biological organization extends to the
molecular level, and is changing in time, creating new and new functions,
therefore living organisms in a strict sense are not machines at all.
Cellular functions are not determined by parts like single genes, but by the
cell as the whole (Kawade 1992). But how can a whole - as a whole - act on a
physical part? The only way we are able to conceive is, as we outlined above,
through the vacuum. The vacuum as a whole can be regarded as a cosmic life
form (Grandpierre 2008), but through vacuum processes it can act on its parts.
Cells act on microscopic, quantum states, e.g. initiate spontaneous emissions
and couple them to spontaneous absorptions useful for biological aims.
Although quantum limits set extremely small ranges for initiating single and
elementary biological actions at the cellular level, living organisms are built in
a way that their activity is, in many respects, unconstrained by present-day
physical laws and conditions.
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C H A P T E R TEN
Whither Thomas Kuhn's Historical Philosophy of
Science? An Evolutionary Turn
James A. Marcum
In the early 1990s, Thomas Kuhn addresses what went wrong with the 1960s
historical philosophy of science revolution in which a dynamic view of science
replaced a traditional static view. According to Kuhn, two chief pillars of
traditional philosophy of science—the priority of facts to theories and the
mind-independent nature of truth—were demolished leaving philosophers of
science little recourse for explaining the nature of science and its progress. In
the revolution’s aftermath in which philosophers of science either reverted to
adulterated notions of these pillars or continued to proceed without substantive
replacements for them, Kuhn responds with a paradigm shift in his philosophy
science and proposes a tertium quid in which he likens science and its progress
to biological evolution. For him, scientific progress, particularly in terms of the
emergence of new scientific disciplines, is akin to biological speciation with
incommensurability serving as an isolation mechanism. In this paper, I
reconstruct Kuhn’s shift from a historical to an evolutionary philosophy of
science (EPS), beginning with his initial articulation of EPS in the early 1960s
and concluding with its mature expression in the early 1990s. After a brief
discussion of the reaction to Kuhn’s EPS within recent philosophical literature,
I argue that Kuhn’s exclusive dependence on both a gradual tempo and a mode
of speciation prohibits him from capturing fully the diversity exhibited in
scientific progress. I conclude proposing additional evolutionary tempos and
modes to explicate such diversity more fully.

Introduction
Thomas Kuhn, with the publication of The Structure of Scientific
Revolutions (SSR) in 1962, played a significant—if not pivotal—role in the
1960s Historiographic Revolution in which the notion of the natural sciences
changed dramatically from that bequeathed by the Logical Positivists and the
movement associated with them (Marcum, 2005). According to Kuhn’s reading
of the Positivist notion of science, as he summarizes it in the inaugural 1991
Rothschild distinguished lecture, ‘The Trouble with the Historical Philosophy
of Science’ (THPS), ‘Science proceeds from facts given by observation. Those
facts are objective in the sense that they are interpersonal: they are, it was said,
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accessible to and indubitable for all normally equipped human observers’
(2000a, 107). From these facts, scientists then construct theories and laws to
explain observed natural phenomena. Such, according to Kuhn’s reading of the
Positivists, is the scientific method, first promulgated in the seventeenth
century. ‘Something of this sort we had all been taught,’ reminisces Kuhn, ‘and
we all knew that attempts to refine that understanding of the scientific method
and what it produced had encountered deep, though isolated, difficulties that
were not, after centuries of effort, responding to treatment. It was those
difficulties,’ he goes on to contend, ‘which drove us to observations of
scientific life and its history, and we were considerably disconcerted by what
we found there’ (2000a, 107).
What those historians and philosophers of science involved in the
Historiographic Revolution found, according to Kuhn, was a notion of science
in which facts are not fixed for all times and places but rather ‘pliable’ in the
sense that they are obtained not through observation alone but also through
interpretation of observational evidence using antecedent theories. In other
words, facts are theory-laden. Thus, scientists working with different theories,
including theories being tested, could arrive at different facts while observing
the same natural phenomenon. The agonizing predicament was how to test and
then to verify or falsify with assurance a theory, if the theory itself formed part
of the apparatus for testing it. The solution for the proponents of the
Historiographic Revolution was predicated upon a historical reading of science
in which ‘individuals committed to one interpretation or another defended their
viewpoint in ways that violated their professed canons of professional
behavior’ (Kuhn, 2000a, 108). The violation was not unethical behavior, such
as fraud, but rather a matter of personal psychology. According to the historical
philosophers of science, science and particularly its progress were more
dynamic or robust than the static or formal view promulgated by a previous
generation of philosophers of science. And, it was this dynamism in science
and its progress predicated on the pliancy of scientific facts that accounted
especially for the emergence of new scientific disciplines.
In THPS, Kuhn addresses what he considers went wrong with the
Historiographic Revolution and its historical philosophy of science. ‘The
trouble with the historical philosophy of science,’ to quote Kuhn, ‘has been that
by basing itself upon observations of the historical record it has undermined the
pillars on which the authority of scientific knowledge was formerly thought to
rest without supplying anything to replace them’ (2000a, 118). The two chief
pillars demolished by historical philosophers of science were the priority of
facts to theoretical beliefs and the mind-independent nature of truth. The
demolition of these pillars left historians and philosophers of science little
recourse for explaining the nature of science and its progress, particularly in
terms of the emergence of new scientific disciplines. In the revolution’s
aftermath, according to Kuhn, historians and philosophers of science either
attempted to erase all vestiges of the Positivist agenda or to reinstill a
chastened version of it. Kuhn, however, offers a tertium quid in which he
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likens scientific progress to biological evolution, with the emergence of new
scientific disciplines akin to speciation. According to Kuhn, then, science is not
‘a single monolithic enterprise, bound by a unique method. Rather it should be
seen as a complex but unsystematic structure of distinct specialties or species,
each responsible for a different domain of phenomena’ (2000a, 119). Kuhn
makes an ‘evolutionary turn’ in his philosophy of science, scraping the
historical philosophy of science for an evolutionary philosophy of science
(EPS).
In this paper I reconstruct the development of Kuhn’s EPS, beginning with
its initial articulation in SSR and concluding with its mature formulation in the
early 1990s, when Kuhn was working on what he considered a definitive
statement on the subject in a book tentatively entitled, Word and Worlds: An
Evolutionary View of Scientific Development (WW). Although he was unable to
finish the book before his death in 1996, he left several published and
unpublished papers, along with a 1989 National Science Foundation (NSF)
grant application, in which he outlined in reasonable detail a mature notion of
EPS. Concisely, Kuhn adopts a gradual tempo for scientific progress to
explicate the emergence of new scientific disciplines, with incommensurability
serving as the mode, i.e. speciation, and providing a selection mechanism
through the isolation of untranslatable lexicons. I then discuss briefly the
reaction in the philosophical literature to Kuhn’s EPS. I do not critique this
literature but contribute to it, arguing that Kuhn’s use of only a single tempo
and mode for explaining science and its progress prevented him from
accounting for the diversity and richness of scientific progress, especially with
respect to the emergence of new higher-taxonomic disciplines and fields. I use
several case studies from the history of science to demonstrate that additional
evolutionary modes and tempos are required to account fully for the diversity
and dynamism of scientific progress.
Development of Kuhn’s EPS
In SSR’s last chapter, ‘Progress through Revolutions,’ Kuhn rejects the
idea that scientific progress is teleological, i.e. science is marching towards an
ultimately true or a fixed explanation of the world. He replaces the teleological
idea of ‘towards’ with an agnostic idea of ‘away from,’ with no ability to
presage with certainty the future of scientific knowledge. In other words,
scientific progress is movement away from one paradigm to another, as the
newer paradigm is able to resolve anomalies the older paradigm could not.
Growth of scientific knowledge vis-à-vis biological evolution involves the
steady, slow changes or anomalies (or what he refers to as mutations that
verification then selects for, see Kuhn 1996, 146, and 2002b, 98) that emerge
during the articulation of a ruling paradigm until it is over thrown by another
paradigm, which resolves the anomalies. The structure of scientific progress is
analogous to biological evolution, according to Kuhn, in which periods of
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‘revolutionary selections’ are separated by periods of normal science.
Scientific knowledge, then, is not so much true as it reflects an adaptation by
which scientists articulate an understanding of the world through paradigms.
Scientific progress for Kuhn, consequently, is ‘an increase in articulation and
specialization. And the entire process may have occurred, as we now suppose
biological evolution did, without benefit of a set goal, a permanent fixed
scientific truth, of which each stage in the development of scientific knowledge
is a better example’ (1996, 172-173). Contra Positivism, the justification of
scientific knowledge, especially with respect to its advancement, is not a
logical process, for Kuhn, but rather one based on competition and selection.
Just as Darwin’s critics attacked his non-teleological approach to
biological evolution, so Kuhn’s critics attack his non-teleological approach to
scientific progress—especially the fruit of this approach, the notion of
paradigm—claiming it makes scientific truth irrational and relative (Lakatos
and Musgrave, 1970; Shapere, 1964). Kuhn’s initial response to critics was to
focus on articulating the paradigm notion more accurately and precisely in
terms of disciplinary matrix and exemplars, as he does in the 1969 Postscript to
SSR’s second edition, to address the charge of irrationalism in particular. In
addition, he returns to the evolutionary analogy—introduced in the last chapter
of SSR to explicate scientific progress—at the end of the Postscript to address
especially the charge of relativism. According to Kuhn, ‘scientific development
is, like biological, a unidirectional and irreversible process. Later scientific
theories are better than earlier ones for solving puzzles in the often quite
different environments to which they are applied. That is not,’ he asserts, ‘a
relativist’s position’ (1996, 206). Beginning in the late 1970s, Kuhn turns his
attention to articulating an evolutionary framework, with emphasis on a
gradual tempo and on speciation through incommensurability as its mode. He
is convinced that the analogy between biological evolution and scientific
progress as disciplinary specialization holds the key for explaining progress in
science and pursues the EPS project almost exclusively for the rest of his
career.
Before reconstructing Kuhn’s mature version of EPS, however, a concise
summary is needed to guide the reconstruction: by gradual, incremental
changes in a particular discipline’s practice and knowledge a new discipline
emerges and is isolated from the parent discipline through incommensurable
entries in its lexicon so that after a given period the new discipline splits from
the parent discipline forming an independent discipline. In the NSF grant,
Kuhn outlines WW and articulates the essential features of a mature notion of
EPS. Briefly, he divides the book into three sections, with three chapters in
each section. In the first section, Kuhn takes up the notion of ‘an evolutionary
perspective towards scientific development’ (1989, 4). To that end, he
introduces the notion of a community’s lexicon and the notion of
untranslatability between incommensurable lexicons. Because entries within a
lexicon are interrelated to one another as the lexicon develops or evolves,
scientists must be bilingual in order to utilize incommensurable lexicons. In the
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next section, Kuhn introduces the notion of taxonomic categories. These
categories consist of the sets of entries within a particular lexicon. Different
taxonomic categories compose incommensurable lexicons and no two lexicons
can share identical categories, which forms the foundation of what he calls the
‘taxonomic no-overlap’ principle. ‘The lexicon…is for use, not in all possible
worlds,’ as Kuhn links its formation to evolutionary development, ‘but in the
world which it’s evolved to fit’ (1990a, 8). In the final section, Kuhn ‘is
concerned with the process of lexical change and its implications for the
development of knowledge’ (1989, 6). Although he proposes no specific
process or mechanism for lexical change, he does pose several questions about
how (un)translatability factors into such change. As for implications, Kuhn
addresses both relativism and realism. ‘What the book’s position makes
relative to culture, time, and place is not truth-value,’ as Kuhn confronts the
relativism issue, ‘but stability’ (1989, 6). For realism, he champions an
instrumental notion. ‘Cognitive development produces,’ as Kuhn explains,
‘better and better instruments for solving problems and puzzles at the interface
between man and nature’ (1990b, 6).
As part of the NSF grant application, Kuhn includes a Preface he wrote in
1988 for a volume of nine essays translated into Chinese. Although the volume
was not published, in the Preface he outlines a version of EPS in terms of eight
previously published papers and one unpublished paper, ‘Scientific Knowledge
as Historical Product,’ in which he identifies initially two important parallels
between biological evolution and scientific progress. First, biological evolution
and scientific progress are group-related processes. In other words, the basic
unit involved in scientific progress is not the individual scientist but the
scientific community. The second parallel is that ‘both processes are blind’ in
that the processes are non-teleological (1989, 10). From these two parallels,
Kuhn suggests a third parallel particularly in terms of a selection mechanism.
Because scientists are trained to choose ‘esoteric puzzles,’ argues Kuhn, and ‘if
talk of “puzzle solving” catches something about the selective mechanism
which directs scientific advance, then,’ he concludes, ‘it may provide a way to
think usefully about the circumstances likely to foster or to inhibit science’s
further advance’ (1989, 10). He ponders this insight for determining the
selection mechanism for scientific development and reports his progress in the
1990 presidential address to the Philosophy of Science Association, ‘The Road
since Structure’ (RSS).
In RSS, Kuhn continues to utilize and enumerate the details of the analogy
between biological evolution and scientific development. After scientific
revolutions, he notes, the number of scientific disciplines generally increases
often through branching from a parent discipline. ‘Over time,’ concludes Kuhn,
‘a diagram of the evolution of scientific fields, specialties, and subspecialties
comes to look strikingly like a layperson’s diagram for a biological
evolutionary tree’ (2000b, 98). He next focuses on the role incommensurability
plays in the evolutionary development of scientific knowledge. That role,
according to Kuhn, is ‘an isolating mechanism’ (2000b, 99). In other words,
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just as a new biological species evolves from its parent population isolated by a
geographical boundary, so a new scientific discipline emerges from its parent
discipline isolated by an incommensurable lexicon. He goes on to specify the
analogy in even greater detail, likening the biological population’s gene pool
and its genetic information to the scientific community’s lexicon and its
technical information. Importantly, the basis of this selection mechanism that
isolates one lexicon from another involves the puzzles a community chooses to
solve. The puzzles solved dictate lexical entries; change the puzzles solved,
change the lexicon. Kuhn is now in a position to define precisely a scientific
lexicon: ‘the unit which embodies the shared conceptual or taxonomic structure
that holds the community together and simultaneously isolates it from other
groups’ (2000b, 104). Finally, he denotes EPS as an example of ‘postDarwinian Kantianism,’ except that Kuhn’s categories, although like Kantian
categories in making experience possible, are changeable over time.
At the end of RSS, Kuhn presages the tempo at which scientific progress
occurs. He cites the Copernican Revolution as an example in which
incremental changes affect wholesale changes. A little over a year later, Kuhn
delivers the Rothschild lecture, THPS, in which he again confirms a
commitment to the analogy between Darwinian evolution and scientific
progress. Importantly, Darwin, as Kuhn was well aware of, advocated a
gradual rate for evolution, in contrast to rapid or saltatory rate in which small,
steady changes in species morphology yields a new species, i.e. speciation.
Kuhn adopts Darwin’s gradualism for the tempo or rate of evolution as evident
from his use of terms like ‘gradually’ and ‘incrementally’ to describe changes
in scientific beliefs. By adopting Darwin’s tempo, he now has a sufficient
outline for explaining progress in scientific beliefs. Kuhn concludes the lecture
by enumerating the basic elements of EPS, as he envisions it. Briefly, a
scientific revolution is akin to biological speciation in the sense that after a
revolution the number of scientific disciplines (specialization) increases and
the disciplines remain separated from one another through incommensurable
lexicons. For Kuhn, the implication of increasing specialization is analogous to
biological species occupying different niches. The result of scientific progress,
then, is not a single mind-independent world but a multiplicity of worlds or
niches. ‘Those niches, which both create and are created by the conceptual and
instrumental tools with which their inhabitants practice upon them,’ asserts
Kuhn, ‘are as solid, real, resistant to arbitrary change as the external world was
once said to be. But, unlike the so-called external world,’ he insists, ‘they are
not independent of mind and culture, and they do not sum up to a single
coherent whole of which we and the practitioners of all the individual scientific
specialties are inhabitants’ (2000a, 120). What was left for Kuhn to articulate
in WW was a robust notion of EPS, which he was unable to accomplish before
his death.
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Reaction to Kuhn’s EPS
Since Kuhn’s death, philosophers of science have analyzed and critiqued
his EPS (Andersen, 2001; Gattei, 2008; Kuukkanen, 2012; Wray, 2011).
Alexander Bird (2000), in one of the first critiques, agrees with Kuhn that
biological evolution provides a fecund analogy for analyzing scientific
development and progress but questions whether the analogy, as Kuhn
develops it, necessarily leads to the denial of verisimilitude, i.e. scientists
through their theories are getting closer to truth. ‘The [evolutionary]
mechanisms that Kuhn describes might not have truth as their goal, but,’
contends Bird, ‘they may nonetheless be well suited to producing the truth’
(2000, 214). Interestingly, Kuhn’s use of the term niche has provoked strong
reaction among philosophers of science (Renzi, 2009; Kuukkanen, 2012;
Sharrock and Read, 2002). For example, Barbara Renzi claims Kuhn’s EPS
depends on a misconceived notion of biological niche. According to Renzi,
Kuhn mistakes niche for a geographical locality, which is what coevolves with
the species/niche dyad. With respect to niche, the species defines or shapes it
through adaptation to a given locality. The external world then does not
constrain a niche, as Kuhn conceives it, but rather a locality, as evolutionary
biologists conceive it. ‘The net effect of Kuhn’s erroneous interpretation,’
concludes Renzi, ‘is that, on the scientific side of the analogy, the scientific
niche becomes the only world “visible” to the group, the only reality the group
can interact with’ (2009, 158). For Renzi, Kuhn’s notion of scientific niche
does not connect with the external world, since Kuhn does not provide an
analogue for locality, and experiments conducted within a niche do not provide
the information needed to assess the external world’s constraints on scientific
knowledge. Kuhn’s EPS then, according to Renzi, is confused with respect to
current notions of evolutionary biology and fails to provide reasonable defense
for explicating scientific progress via an evolutionary analogy.
My goal is not to engage or critique the above literature, although the
issues raised in it are important for contemporary Kuhnian studies, but to add
to it an analysis of Kuhn’s EPS by critiquing his dependence on only a single
tempo and mode to account for scientific progress. To that end, I introduce
G.G. Simpson’s taxonomy of tempos and modes for biological evolution. In a
major contribution to the Neo-Darwinian synthesis of the twentieth century,
Tempo and Mode in Evolution, Simpson (1944) identifies three tempos
associated with biological evolution (Damuth, 2001). The first is the ‘standard’
rate of evolution, which he calls horotelic. It is standard or intermediate in
comparison to the other two tempos, which are on opposite poles from one
another. On one pole is bradytelic tempo representing a slow rate of evolution,
while on the other is tachytelic tempo representing a rapid rate. In addition, he
identifies three modes of evolution, loosely corresponding to the three tempos.
The first is speciation, which may be erratic in its tempo but it is often
associated with a horotelic tempo. This mode consists of a new species
branching from its parental stock. It is also known as gradualism and involves
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the accumulation of small changes in species morphology until a new species
emerges that can no longer interbreed with the parental species. The next mode
encompasses phyletic evolution, with its bradytelic or horotelic tempo. This
mode involves a slow pathway shift that is linear in nature. ‘It is not the
splitting up of a population,’ according to Simpson, ‘but the change of the
population as a whole’ (1944, 202). It is also known as phyletic gradualism.
The final mode comprises quantum evolution and its tachytelic tempo. This
mode is often associated with major morphological changes that result in the
appearance of new species or higher-order taxa over relatively short periods.
As mentioned previously, Kuhn depends on only a single tempo—
gradualism—and mode—speciation—in his mature EPS to account for
scientific progress. Such dependence, I argue, is adequate to explicate some
scientific progress but not all. Moreover, closer scrutiny of the historical case
studies upon which Kuhn relies to articulate a mature EPS indicates that he was
selective in choosing particular case studies to support it (Andersen, 2001;
Gattei, 2008; Kuukkanen, 2012). Indeed, the case studies he chooses change
dramatically from SSR to later writings. ‘In his later works the scope of
revolutions,’ observes Stefano Gattei, ‘is considerably restricted: they occur on
a much lesser scale and do not involve major changes of world-view’ (2008,
170). The historical case studies he relies on exemplify speciation or the
emergence of new scientific disciplines, particularly through incremental
changes. As noted earlier, Kuhn claims that even the Copernican Revolution is
the result of such changes.
To demonstrate the potential of a robust EPS—based on additional modes
and tempos, as developed by Simpson—to analyze science and its progress, I
reconstruct briefly several case studies on the role of microorganisms,
especially viruses, in disease pathology. I initially discuss the major shift from
the miasma and contagion theories of infectious disease to the germ theory and
then the emergence of virology, and conclude with two examples of
speciation—tumor virology and retrovirology. These case studies demonstrate
the inadequacy of Kuhn’s EPS to account for particular examples of scientific
growth and progress.
The roots of the miasma theory of disease, which states that infectious
diseases are transmitted though dirty air, extend back to Hippocrates and Galen
(Temkin, 1991). Although the causative agent was unknown, the theory was
prevalent and influential into the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
in shaping efforts, particularly in terms of sanitation, to combat the spread of
infectious diseases. Besides the miasma theory, the contagion theory of
disease, which states that infectious diseases spread through physical contact,
was also influential and represented a rival theory to the miasma theory.
Again, the causative agent was unknown, although Girolamo Fracastoro
postulated in the sixteenth century seed-like entities as the cause of infectious
diseases (Nutton, 1990). Eventually both theories were eclipsed by the germ
theory, in which advocates hypothesized a causative role for microorganisms in
the etiology of infectious diseases. The ‘germ revolution’—as John Waller
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(2002) calls it—represents a phyletic evolutionary mode of scientific progress
because it accounts for both the miasma and contagion theories in terms of
disease transmission and thereby represents a shift in the path of scientific
advancement. Moreover, the tempo of the revolution was bradytelic, since it
took centuries of scientific development, especially in terms of innovations in
technology like microscopy, before sufficient evidence was obtained to support
the theory. Once the scientific community accepted the germ theory, the
discovery of viruses—as causative agents of disease—occurred quickly and
dramatically (Hughes, 1977; Waterson & Wilkinson, 1978; Wray, 2011). The
naissance of virology as a major discipline distinct from bacteriology
represents a quantum mode of progress in the biomedical sciences, with a
tachytelic tempo.
Now, we turn to two examples of speciation. The first involves the
discovery of the role viruses play in carcinogenesis. In 1911, Payton Rous
published results indicating that a virus (later named after him as the Rous
Sarcoma Virus or RSV) was responsible for spontaneously inducing cancer in
chickens. The scientific community did not immediately accept these results,
but by mid-twentieth century the viral basis of some cancers became an
established fact through the meticulous work of Richard Shope, a younger
colleague of Rous, and others (Marcum, 2001). Eventually, a subdiscipline
investigating the role of viruses in cancer—tumor virology—emerged from
virology, which then led to the discovery of oncogenes in the latter part of the
century. The tempo for establishing the new subdiscipline was horotelic
compared to germ theory’s bradytelic tempo and virology’s tachytelic tempo.
Interestingly, Rous did not receive the Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine
until 1966—55 years after the publication of the paper announcing RSV’s
discovery. In the second example of speciation, Howard Temin proposed in
1964 the DNA provirus hypothesis to account for the mechanism by which
certain RNA viruses, such as RSV, induce cancer (Marcum, 2002). After the
discovery in 1970 of reverse transcriptase (RT), the enzyme responsible for
producing the provirus, Temin’s hypothesis became the paradigmatic
foundation of a new subdiscipline—retrovirology—branching off from
virology (Vogt, 1997). The speciation of retrovirology represents a tachytelic
tempo in conceptual change, compared to the horotelic tempo for speciation of
tumor virology. Finally, in contrast to Rous, Temin received the Noble Prize in
1975—only 5 years after announcing the discovery of RT.

Conclusion
Jouni-Matti Kuukkanen (2012) compares Kuhn’s ‘evolutionary turn’ to
contemporary historiography’s ‘practical turn,’ with the latter’s emphasis on
scientific practice and performance. Although Kuukkanen identifies differences
between the two turns, especially in terms of the social constructivism
associated with the practical turn, he acknowledges a similarity between them

107

An Anthology of Philosophical Studies
Volume 7

in that both turns explicate the complexity of science and its practice, as well as
its growth and progress, in dynamic and multifaceted terms. For Kuhn, the
practice of science is organic and not simply social; and, consequently, the
evolutionary analogy best captures the dynamism and complexity in the growth
of scientific knowledge, especially with respect to the proliferation of scientific
specialties and subspecialties. Unfortunately, his reliance on a single tempo—
gradualism—and mode—speciation—prohibits him from accounting for a full
range or diversity of scientific progress, particularly in the emergence of higher
taxonomic-level disciplines. To account for that diversity, Kuhn needed to
utilize additional evolutionary tempos and modes for analyzing and explicating
scientific progress, as demonstrated with the historical case studies in the
previous section. As evident from these case studies, a robust EPS, which relies
on various evolutionary tempos and modes, enables analysis of a fuller range
of scientific progress. Kuhn’s work on EPS was certainly moving in the right
direction; but, he may have finished his book had he incorporated a larger array
of evolutionary mechanisms than simply gradualism and speciation.
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C H A P T E R ELEVEN
On Identity and Indiscernibility:
Against Ontological Reduction
Rossana Raviola
The identity of indiscernibles is the principle stating that two or more entities
are identical if they have all their properties in common, and vice versa.
Formally, for any x and y, if x and y have all the same properties, then x is
identical to y, and vice versa:
(Pr.) ∀ x ∀ y (x= y ↔ ∀ F (Fx ↔ Fy )) .
If the principle was not valid – if it is not unconditionally true that neither
identical entities have all their properties in common nor that indiscernible
entities are one and the same – then one could maintain, together with Geach
(1967), that the concept of an absolute identity is chimerical.
The concept of an absolute identity expresses the intuition according to
whichever the predicate of identity satisfies the principle. Recognizing that the
principle is untenable, Geach concludes that the usual predicate of identity,
“=”, must be considered as an incomplete locution for a dyadic predicate,
called I-predicable, expressing identity as relativized to a theory. In short, for
him, a proposition such as “a is identical to b” is a nonsense, because it has to
be completed by specifying in relation to what a is identical to b.
According to Geach, the principle is not valid because the predicates,
which possibly replace the F’s within (Pr.), are not subordinated to any
limitation: (Pr.) is false because the “F” is universally quantified. Saying that
identical entities have all their properties in common, without any restriction,
leads to, among other things, some well-known semantic paradoxes such as
those of Richard’s or Grelling’s; but, the imposition of a restriction is
equivalent to relativizing the admissible substitutions for F with something. In
order to understand how he achieves this restriction, we must introduce the
following notions:
1. I-predicable =df. a dyadic predicate of a theory T is an Ipredicable if and only if it satisfies (Pr.), for all the substitutions
of F that T admits;
2. Ideology =df. the Ideology of a theory T is the class of the
predicates that constitute the descriptive resources of T;
3. Ontology =df. the Ontology of a theory T is the class of the objects
on which T quantifies.
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The concept of relativized identity is conveyed by the notion of Ipredicable. By definition, it satisfies (Pr.), but not in an absolute way; the Ipredicable satisfies (Pr.) only with reference to the Ideology of a theory.
Therefore one cannot replace F with any predicate; one can only replace F with
the predicates that the reference theory includes.
Well, is Geach’s line of reasoning final?
First of all, two distinct notions come into play. Since the principle is
formulated as a double implication, the “↔” symbol connects two atomic
propositions:
(Pr.1) x= y ;
(Pr.2) ∀ F (Fx ↔Fy ) .
(Pr.1) is nothing but the formal definition of the identity relation, that is –
strictly speaking – the primitive relation of numerical identity; this is the
definition according to which a is identical to b if and only if a is b. Formally:
(Id.) a is identical to b =df. a= b .
(Pr.2) is nothing but the formal definition of the indiscernibility relation
according to which a is indiscernible from b if and only if, for any F, a has the
property F if and only if b has the property F. Formally:
(Ind.) a is indiscernible from b =df. ∀ F (Fa↔ Fb ) .
Well, the second component of (Pr.), which defines indiscernibility, is
concerned by the universal quantification. Since the first component, (Pr.1), is
not universally quantified, the identity relation is not involved in the difficulties
caused by the absence of restrictions; or more effectively, identity is not
involved at all.
For clarity purposes, we can directly examine the example proposed by
Geach. Consider a theory T having the expressions of a certain natural
language as its objects. Its Ontology – its domain of quantification – consists of
the occurrences, i.e. token-words, of that language. Its Ideology – the class of
all its predicates – is constructed in such a way that the different occurrences of
the same type-word are not discernible. Thus, the dyadic predicate E of T, such
that “E(a,b)” means “a is equiform to b”, represents the I-predicable of T. Now
consider an extension of T. Let us call this theory TT. The Ontology of TT is
the same as that of T, but its Ideology, in addition to containing all predicates
belonging to T, has a predicate able to discriminate between different
occurrences of the same type-word. Well, the proposition “a is identical to b”
is true within T if and only if a is equiform to b, but, since the equiformity is
not a sufficient condition for stating that a is identical to b, the proposition is
false within TT. E is the I-predicable with reference to T, but not with reference
to TT, so, according to Geach, we must conclude that the identity relation, i.e.
“… is identical to …”, is not an absolute concept. Indeed, if E, as an Ipredicable, had expressed the absolute identity rather than, simply, a
relativized identity, we would have assisted to the paradoxical case that a and b
would have been identical with respect to the descriptions formulated by T but,
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at the same time, distinct with respect to the descriptions formulated by TT.
This would constitute a paradoxical case because, by hypothesis, the Ontology
is the same within both the theories, so the objects on which T quantifies
should be the same objects on which TT quantifies too. However, according to
(Pr.), if the Ontology is the same within both theories, then the objects on
which T quantifies must have the same properties, without any restriction, as
the objects on which TT quantifies. That is to say that they must be identical in
both the description formulated by T and the description formulated by TT.
The point – that Geach seems to overlook – is just that the objects a and b
are two distinct token-words, and they remain numerically distinct even if the
theory does not succeed in discerning them on the basis of the predicates of its
Ideology: numerical distinction, as numerical identity, is an ontological
condition, so it cannot depend on the descriptive resources of a theory. On the
contrary, the ability to discern objects on the basis of their properties depends
on the degree of our knowledge, although the fact they have certain properties
does not. Since this ability is represented by the content of the Ideology of the
theory that we adopt, discernibility – and so indiscernibility – is not an
ontological condition, but depends on how wide and deep our knowledge is.
It is thus evident – once again – that identity has nothing to do with this;
indeed, that a is equiform to b, so that “E(a,b)” is true in T but not in TT, is not
the same as saying that a is identical to b. The I-predicable E – that is true –
does not express the concept of absolute identity, but it is like that because it
does not express identity at all! Rather, an I-predicable is useful to build a
relativized conception of indiscernibility. The I-predicable E cannot be
translated as “… is identical to …”, but it would be properly translated as “…
is indiscernible to … within the theory …”. Either a is (numerically) identical
to b or a is not (numerically) identical to b, irrespective of the fact that a theory
is able to discriminate them as for its Ideology. In short, the identity relation, as
the primitive relation of numerical identity, is not in question at all: in the
example proposed by Geach, just indiscernibility is at issue.
The authentic relation of identity is the primitive relation of numerical
identity: let us call it identity simpliciter. From an ontological point of view,
identity simpliciter represents the fact according to which every entity is
nothing but itself; correlatively, it corresponds, for example, to the primitive
relation, that Armstrong (1986: 584) named ‘alterity’, according to which one
entity differs from others because it is simply another. Identity simpliciter, as an
ontologically fundamental fact, cannot depend on the language adopted to
speak about entities; in other words, it is independent of the theory. Because of
its absolute ontological irreducibility, identity simpliciter is not logically
equivalent to anything, not even to indiscernibility. Consequently, (Id.), which
defines identity simpliciter, cannot be reduced to (Ind.), which defines
indiscernibility; as a result, the meta-logic equivalence between the predicate
of identity simpliciter and the predicate of indiscernibility, that is “(Pr.1) ⟺
(Pr.2)”, cannot be true.
It is not quite like that towards indiscernibility. This relation constitutes the
answer to the question whether an entity has or has not the same properties as
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another one. Since properties are expressed by predicates and every theory
contains some predicates but some others not, the possibility to discriminate
entities with reference to their properties depends on the descriptive resources
that the theory has at its disposal; indiscernibility thus depends on the theory
Ideology. Therefore, Geach’s argument shows not that absolute identity is a
chimeric concept, but that indiscernibility is a matter which must be established
only inside a theory.
Nevertheless, the essential intent of Geach’s proposal consists in reevaluating the principle of the identity of indiscernibles by maintaining that it
only fails in case it is untied from any reference to the theory in whose
language the principle is formulated. On the contrary, if one recognizes that
reference to a theory cannot be set aside, then the principle becomes perfectly
adequate, it is only that it now represents the criterion for identifying the Ipredicable of a theory and not absolute identity. However, what (Pr.), as the
generalization of the double implication between (Pr.1) and (Pr.2), really
asserts is that identity simpliciter is logically equivalent to indiscernibility or, in
other words, that the predicate of identity simpliciter and the predicate of
indiscernibility are coextensive. Contrary to Geach claims, (Pr.) does not really
constitute the criterion for stating absolute identity; rather, it is the assertion
according to which identity simpliciter and indiscernibility are mutually
dependent. Hence, the invalidity of (Pr.) does not imply, as Geach believes,
that absolute identity has to be abandoned in favor of a relativized version, but
rather that identity simpliciter is not logically equivalent to indiscernibility. On
the other hand, we had just reached this conclusion by analyzing identity
simpliciter as an irreducible ontological relation.
Moreover, (Pr.), as a biconditional proposition, consists of the conjunction
of two material implications, respectively
(Pr.→) ∀ x ∀ y (x= y → ∀ F (Fx ↔ Fy )) ;
(Pr.←) ∀ x ∀ y (∀ F (Fx ↔ Fy )→ x= y ) .
(Pr.→) establishes the dependence of indiscernibility on identity
simpliciter, whereas (Pr.←) establishes the dependence of identity on
indiscernibility. Although identity simpliciter turns out as not being logically
equivalent to indiscernibility, the meta-logic equivalence “(Pr.1) ⟺ (Pr.2)”
does not hold; nevertheless, which direction of the material implication is not
valid is still to be clarified. For this purpose, we can resort to the famous
argument of the numerically distinct but indiscernible spheres by which Black
(1952) proposed.
In order to corroborate the conceivability of a universe ungoverned by
(Pr.), he suggests to imagine a universe containing just two perfectly similar
spheres, namely completely indiscernible. In such a universe, the spheres
would really be as numerically distinct as indiscernible, because:
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1. they would not have any name. Even if an external observer had
intervened, nonetheless it would not be possible to authentically
name the spheres. Indeed, since the function of proper nouns
consists in indicating what they designate, it is necessary that the
entity, which has to be designated, has been previously identified;
however, granted that the spheres are totally indiscernible, how
could one identify each of them and give it a name?
2. both would have the same properties: for example, both would be
made of iron, both would be one mile in diameter, etc.;
3. both would have the same relational characteristics: for example,
both would satisfy the relational characteristic of “being at a
certain distance from” the center of a sphere that is made of iron,
that is one mile in diameter, etc.;
4. both would occupy the same place, or both would satisfy the
same relational characteristic of “being in the same place
occupied by” an entity which is indiscernible from itself;
5. both would have the same modal properties, or both would be
able to enter into different relations with any other entity
introduced into this universe.
Since this argument demonstrates that a universe ungoverned by (Pr.) is
logically conceivable, the assertion according to which numerically distinct
entities cannot have all properties in common turns out to be false. However, if
indiscernible entities can be numerically distinct, then identity simpliciter does
not ensue from indiscernibility. Consequently, the direction of the
materialimplication, namely the item responsible for the non-equivalence
between identity and indiscernibility, is the one corresponding to (Pr.←): the
meta-logic equivalence is not true because (Pr.←) is not valid.
Furthermore, the independence of the relation of identity simpliciter from
the indiscernibility relation is also empirically certifiable. In fact, as already
pointed out by Black in the above-cited paper, sometimes one can ascertain
identity simpliciter regardless of the verification of indiscernibility. This means
that it is not at all necessary to trace at least one property over which to operate
the distinction, in order to find out whether certain entities are numerically
distinct or not. To see this, let us consider a pair of magnetic poles. If they are
very close and the same sign, a characteristic field strength will be produced
attesting that they are two distinct poles, even though they are not separately
searchable: one has no knowledge of any property allowing them to say that the
one has it but the other has not it, yet the presence of two distinct poles is
verified. Likewise, a pair of perfectly similar stars, situated at a great distance
from the Earth, could be detected even if it was not possible to examine them
distinctly from one another; one would only need, for example, to note an
optical interference. In short, one can ascertain the presence of numerically
distinct entities in spite of not knowing what property distinguishes them;
hence, since the empirical verification of a statement like “there are exactly
two poles (or two stars)” is logically independent of the principle of the
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identity of indiscernibles, the rejection of (Pr.) in no way affects the ability to
ascertain how many poles (or stars) are present. On the one hand, the argument
of the spheres provides a logically possible case for the independence of
identity and indiscernibility; on the other hand, the examples of the double
stars and the magnetics poles are two cases where the empirical verification of
identity actually proves to be independent of the empirical verification of
indiscernibility. Consequently, if the purpose of (Pr.) is to express a
dependency between these distinct relations, it is quite absolute that it fails in
its attempt.
Before concluding, I would again draw your attention to the issue of the
ontological status of identity simpliciter and, then, to that of indiscernibility. As
already seen, identity simpliciter is a primitive, and irreducible to, kind of
relationship. However, the fact that it does not admit further analysis is often
hidden because of the confusion generated by the term “identity”, whose
meaning is frequently very equivocal. Aristotle (Topica, I, 7) had already
realized that one should always make clear what one may mean when uttering
the word “identity”. In this respect, he had identified three alternative notions
for the term:
1. identity with respect to the number,
2. identity with respect to the species,
3. identity with respect to the kind.
Strictly speaking, identity simpliciter is just what Aristotle called ‘identity
with respect to the number’, namely the one-to-one relation existing between
any one entity and itself. On the contrary, indiscernibility is a sort of many-toone relationship and what Aristotle called, respectively, ‘identity with respect
to the species’ and ‘identity with respect to the kind’ are nothing more than two
distinct exemplifications of indiscernibility in relation to a theory. In fact,
relativized indiscernibility is the many-to-one relation such that two (or more)
entities have all properties in common and a theory is able to express these by
predicates included in its Ideology. The fact that identity with respect to the
species and identity with respect to the kind are truly two exemplifications of
relativized indiscernibility becomes clear if one refers to a context, instead of
referring to a theory; in this sense, identity with respect to the species turns out
to be indiscernibility in regard to the context that the species itself sets limits
to, whereas identity with respect to the kind turns out to be indiscernibility in
regard to the context that the kind itself sets limits to. What does it mean saying
that, for example, Mark and Paul are identical with respect to the species while
Mark and the cat Tibbles are identical with respect to the kind? It means no
more than this: within the context of the species Man, Mark has the same
properties as Paul (they both have two legs, rationality, etc.), or Mark and Paul
are indiscernible as men, even if they have not, absolutely speaking, all
properties in common; similarly, within the context of the kind Animal, Mark
has the same properties as Tibbles, or they are indiscernible as animals,
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although it is obvious that Mark and Tibbles have not, absolutely speaking, all
properties in common.
Besides, both identity with respect to the species and identity with respect
to the kind, as two cases of indiscernibility, constitute further counter-examples
to what (Pr.←) asserts: it is evident that identity simpliciter follows neither
from identity with respect to the species nor from identity with respect to the
kind. Rather, as regards the opposite direction of the material implication, it is
highly plausible to argue that identity simpliciter implies indiscernibility, no
matter to which theory one is referring. Hence, unlike (Pr.←), (Pr.→) is valid.
Since identity simpliciter is a one-to-one relationship, it is tautologically true
that any entity, in itself, has all the same properties as it has itself. And
whenever one was to extend the initial theory, in order to adapt its descriptive
resources to one’s knowledge expansion, any object, on which the initial theory
– and any extension of it – quantified, would certainly satisfy all new
predicates expressing one of its properties. In short, a peculiar and extreme
case of indiscernibility follows from identity simpliciter: that is the case in
which, on the one hand, you have only one entity rather than two (or more),
and, on the other hand, that is the case in which indiscernibility is absolute, i.e.
valid in regard to all theories, without any restriction.
The only, but very evident, counter-example to (Pr.→) appears to be the
phenomenon of change, according to which one and the same thing can have
incompatible properties. In contemporary analytic ontology this is known as
the problem of temporary intrinsics.. (For a detailed discussion, see Lewis
1986, 202-204, and Sider 2001, 92-98.) The obvious solution to the
contradiction is to point out that these incompatible properties exist at different
times. However, this response is not as satisfactory as it might seem, because
the difficulty consists exactly in explaining what it is for things to have
properties at different times. Without going into detail, because the problem of
change exceeds our purposes here, there are three options at one’s disposal:
(i) the tri-dimensionalists’ response (see Haslanger 1989, Johnston
1987, and VanInwagen 1990), according to which the so-called
properties are in fact relations to time;
(ii)the presentists’ response (see Bigelow 1996, Hinchliff 2000 and
Zinnerman 1998), according to which the only properties a
changing thing has are its present properties, because only
present time is real;
(iii) the four-dimensionalists’ response (this is supported by Heller
1990,Lewis 1986 and Sider 1997 and 2001), according to which
the incompatible properties are really entertained, not by the
persisting thing, but by its temporal parts.
The less problematic option is the third one. Abstracting from the different
versions of Four-Dimensionalism, in general we can say that, from a fourdimensionalist point of view, things can have different properties at different
times without losing their identity, because they extend in time as well as in
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space; consequently, things are composed of temporal parts as well as of
spatial parts. Since each temporal part, just as each spatial part, is numerically
distinct from each other, persisting things are not numerically identical to
themselves at every moment they exist: at any single moment they exist, only a
single – and numerically distinct from each other – temporal part of them is
present. In short, the four-dimensionalists do not conceive of the so-called
diachronic identity as identity simpliciter. On the one hand, diachronic identity
is thought of as the one-to-one kind of relationship existing between each of
the temporal parts of a single persisting thing and, on the other hand, it is
thought of as the one-to-many kind relationship existing between a single
persisting thing and its numerically distinct temporal parts. In the latter sense,
diachronic identity comes out as a particular case of the part-whole
relationship. If the problem of having different properties at different times is
related to diachronic identity, which is not the same as identity simpliciter, then
the phenomenon of change is in no way a counter-example to (Pr.→).
What results from previous analyses may be summarized as follows:
 as conceived of as a meta-logic equivalence between the identity
predicate and the indiscernibility predicate, hence as asserting the
ontological reduction of identity simpliciter to indiscernibility, the
principle of the identity of indiscernibles is false;
 the principle of the identity of indiscernibles, if conceived of as
the criterion for stating indiscernibility, is valid only within the
theory (or frame) of reference;
 identity simpliciter does not follow from indiscernibility, because
the latter must be always referred to a theory (or a context);
 indiscernibility follows from identity simpliciter, regardless of the
theory (or frame) of reference;
 identity simpliciter and indiscernibility are two distinct kinds of
relationship;
 identity simpliciter is the primitive, not further reducible, kind of
the ontological relationship between an entity and itself;
 unlike identity, which represents an ontological condition,
indiscernibility depends on the level of knowledge, so it
represents an epistemological condition;
 diachronic identity is not the same as identity simpliciter.
I conclude that numerical identity, or identity simpliciter, is a so much
fundamental ontological fact that it cannot be reduced to any kind of
relationship, either indiscernibility or diachronic identity. Consequently, no
logical principle concerning numerical identity could be valid – neither the
identity of indiscernibles – because it would fail to outline true equivalence
between numerical identity and any kind of relationship.
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The Darwinian Theories of Instinct:
From Lamarckism to Selection
Thomas Robert
Darwin’s theory is generally reduced to a single book, On the Origin of
Species, and to a single slogan: descent with modification by means of natural
selection. However, such a reading is a caricature of Darwin’s thought. It is
possible to distinguish three main periods in the elaboration of Darwin’s theory
of descent. The diachronic period, preceding the reading of Malthus’ Essay on
Population in September 1838, is mainly concerned with a transmutationist
theory based on the causes and laws of variation. The synchronic period,
represented by the Origin, corresponds to the unification of Darwin’s
transmutationism around the principle of natural selection. The panchronic
period, developed in The Descent of Man, conciliates the diachronic principles
with synchrony, and particularly with natural selection.
Three different theories of instinct correspond to the three main periods of
Darwin’s thought. The diachronic theory is perfectly Lamarckian, while the
synchronic theory denies any instance of Lamarckism. Both Darwin’s
manuscripts and published works show that the conversion to synchronism
does not forbid an ever-present panchronic tendency. I propose to discuss the
different theories of instinct, concentrating on both the synchronic conversion
and the persistency of panchrony. This approach could be considered as part of
a renewal of the Darwinian studies, emphasising problematics treated by the
English naturalist but eclipsed by the caricatural interpretation of his thought
that the orientation of modern science confirms.

Introduction
Darwin’s thought can be divided in three main periods. Between June
1837 and September 1838, which corresponds to Darwin’s reading of Malthus’
Essay on Population, the English naturalist develops a diachronic
transmutationism mainly characterised by investigations on the causes and
laws of variation. From September 1838 until the publication of On the Origin
of Species in 1859, Darwin elaborates a synchronic transmutationism based on
natural selection. Finally, in The Descent of Man and The Expression of the
Emotions in Man and Animals, respectively published in 1871 and 1872, the
Darwinian theory is unified by a panchronic approach of evolution. The
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synchronism of the Origin is generally accepted as representing Darwin’s
theory. Most of the Darwinian studies are concerned with the interpretation of
what is considered as being Darwin’s main book. The Darwinian theory is
reduced to a slogan, i.e. descent with modification by means of natural
selection. Such a caricatural interpretation of Darwin’s thought allows
scientists to claim that their theories are compatible with the Darwinian theory
without being embarrassed by mechanisms, such as the heredity of habits, that
have been disavowed by modern science but are still extensively used by the
English naturalist in his early and late works.
Darwin’s investigations on instinct illustrate the three different sides of his
theory. Before 1856 and the discovery of the principle of divergence, the
naturalist develops a diachronic theory of instinct totally based on Lamarckism
and a proto-synchronic theory accepting some instances of heredity of habits,
which announces the panchronic approach of his later works. In the Origin, an
entire chapter is devoted to Darwin’s synchronic theory of instinct,
undermining any application of Lamarckism. In the Descent of Man, Darwin
rehabilitates the heredity of habits as a possible source of instinct and makes it
coexist with natural selection, which corresponds to his panchronic
perspective. Finally, The Expression of the Emotions is entirely based on the
heredity of habits.
Studying Darwin’s theories of instinct is a difficult task for three main
reasons. Firstly, behaviour is not a part of mainstream Darwinian studies.
Secondly, Darwin’s diachronic and proto-synchronic theories are to be found
scattered in his manuscripts. Thirdly, the English naturalist never clearly
defines terms such as ‘instinct’ or habit’. However the analysis of Darwin’s
theories of instinct constitute an essential approach to a renewal of the
Darwinian studies. Therefore, I propose to explore Darwin’s theories of instinct
through an interpretation of both his manuscripts and his published works
focusing on the conversion from Lamarckism to selection.

The Diachronic Theory of Instinct
Diachrony represents Darwin’s first considerations with respect to the
transformation of species. Preceding his Malthusian approach, diachronic
transmutationism focuses on the causes and laws of variation. The relations
between species are practically not considered and the modification of species
is the result of organic responses to inorganic changes (Ospovat 1995). Such
responses convoke behaviour. Indeed, despite Darwin’s insistence on the role
of generation to explain perfect adaptation in changing conditions (Kohn
1980), reproduction is not only a means to transmit characteristics of the
previous generations but also to allow malleable structures to adapt to a
changing environment (Richards 1987). In this context, behaviour plays a
central role in the adaptation of structure. The main difficulty consists in
systematising behaviour. Instinct represents a minimal acceptation of
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behaviour. Darwin being still concerned by the question of the origins, because
of his diachronic perspective, he has to explain the birth of instincts. Quoting
Frédéric Cuvier, the English naturalist accepts the fact that habits can be turned
into instincts (Richards 1987). Such an explanation of the origins of instincts
leads Darwin to adhere to Lamarckism.
Darwin’s opinion on Lamarck’s theory reflects the misunderstandings
typical of his contemporaries, and of many present-day scholars, with respect
to the French naturalist (Richards 1987). In his Philosophie zoologique,
Lamarck develops his theory of the heredity of characters acquired by habits,
which can be summarised by two laws of nature. The first one states that the
use of an organ provokes its improvement, while the disuse of an existing
structure leads to its atrophy and its destruction. The second one concerns
heredity of such acquired structures and states that two parents equally
modified transmit their structure to their offspring. Although Darwin precisely
uses this principle of the heredity of habits in his ‘Transmutation notebooks’
and relies on it as a law of variation even during the synchronic climax
represented by the Origin, he criticises Lamarck’s theory and affirms that his
own theory differs from Lamarckism (Richards 1987). Darwin’s criticisms do
not bear on the two laws of nature as means of adaptation to changing
circumstances but on the supposed cause of use or disuse, which leads the
English naturalist to express several times that ‘Lamarck’s willing is absurd’
(Darwin in Barrett et al., 2009, pp. 224-225, 259). Indeed, Darwin thinks that
Lamarck convokes the conscious will of animals to explain use or disuse and
the modification of structure. However, such an interpretation of Lamarck’s
theory is completely erroneous. The French naturalist recognises a willing
power, which is materially determined due to Lamarck’s fluidic theory, for the
higher classes of animals only. By developing his diachronic theory of instinct,
which is a part of his diachronic transmutationist based on perfect adaptation in
the context of a changing environment, partly in reaction to the pseudoLamarckian theory previously evocated, Darwin constructs a perfectly
Lamarckian theory exclusively based on the influence of external
circumstances.
The complexity in interpreting Darwin’s diachronic theory of instinct is
due to the lack of definition of the term ‘habit’. Considering Darwin’s
evaluation of the pseudo-Lamarckian theory helps refining the acceptation of
‘habit’ in such a context. Opposed to the introduction of ‘willing’ in the
process of adaptation through the heredity of habits, Darwin recognises the
existence of purely physical, corporeal, or even vegetative habits provoked and
modified by external conditions and common to both plants and animals. Such
habits do not need any intervention of reason, will or consciousness. However,
it would be erroneous to limit the complexity of the outcome of these habits:
In North and South America many birds slowly travel northward and
southward, urged on by the food they find, as the seasons change; let
them continue to do this, till, as in the case of the sheep in Spain, it
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has become an urgent instinctive desire, and they will gradually
accelerate their journey. They would cross narrow rivers, and if these
were converted by subsidence into narrow estuaries, and gradually
during centuries to arms of the sea, still we may suppose their restless
desire of travelling onwards would impel them to cross such an arm,
even if it had become of great width beyond their span of vision. How
they are able to preserve a course in any direction, I have said, is a
faculty unknown to us. To give another illustration of the means by
which I conceive it possible that the direction of migrations have been
determined. Elk and reindeer in N. America annually cross, as if they
could marvellously smell or see at the distance of a hundred miles, a
wild tract of absolute desert, to arrive at certain islands where there is
a scanty supply of food; the changes of temperature, which geology
proclaims, render it probable that this desert tract formerly supported
some vegetation, and thus these quadrupeds might have been annually
led on, till they reached the more fertile spots, and so acquired, like
the sheep of Spain, their migratory powers (Darwin in F. Darwin,
2009, p. 125).
The habit of nutrition, which does not necessitate any instance of reason,
will or consciousness, can explain the complex instinct of migration, although
the faculty of keeping the correct direction remains a mystery. Such an
explanation of the emergence of the instinct of migration, which will be part of
Darwin’s theory of instinct until the redaction of the Origin, is not only based
on the heredity of habits but on a perfectly diachronic acceptation of this
principle. However, from the ‘Transmutation notebooks’ on, Darwin
recognises that animals possess reason, which is defined as a mere association
of ideas acquired through the senses. Reason emerges early in the scale of
species. Intelligent action is not incompatible with the diachronic theory of
instinct. Darwin’s adoption of materialism (Richards 1987, Tort 2011), which
culminates in his notebooks M and N, reinforces the compatibility between
reason and diachronic heredity of habits. The brain being the organ of
intelligence, it is influenced by the same inorganic conditions that determine
purely physical, corporeal, vegetative habits. Despite the accordance between
reason and the diachronic theory of instinct, intelligent behaviour is the key to
the panchronic approach, which is undeniably developed in the two essays of
1842 and 1844 and in Natural Selection, but will lie dormant until The Descent
of Man because of the extreme synchronism of the Origin that denies both the
heredity of habits and its intelligent determination as sources of instinct.
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The Proto-synchronic and Broad Synchronic Theories of Instinct: The
Emergence of Panchrony
Darwin’s synchronic or rather proto-synchronic theory commences after
the reading of Malthus’ Essay on Population. On 28th September 1838, using
Malthus’ mathematical presentation of the geometrical growth of population
compared to the arithmetical growth of resources, Darwin expresses for the
first time what will become his theory of natural selection:
One may say there is a force like a hundred thousand wedges trying
force <into> every kind of adapted structure into the gaps <of> in the
œconomy of Nature, or rather forming gaps by thrusting out the
weaker ones (Darwin in Barrett et al., 2009, p. 375).
Darwin’s synchronic theory emerges by the consideration of the economy
of nature, based on intra-specific struggle and extended to the relations
between species after the discovery of the principle of divergence in 1856.
Indeed, as Ospovat (1995) has shown, before 1856, Darwin thinks that natural
selection acts intermittently because of its dependence on inorganic conditions.
Natural selection can only operate when physical conditions change, causing
variations. Because of the intermittence of natural selection, the emphasis on
inorganic conditions and the belief in perfect adaptation, Darwin’s theory
preceding the discovery of the principle of divergence can be qualified as
proto-synchronic.
The reading of Malthus modifies Darwin’s theory of instinct. Although the
principle of use and disuse is still recognised as a law of variation, which
forbids the exclusion of behaviour as a source of modification and adaptation,
the mental powers and instincts are studied with respect to their compatibility
with natural selection:
I beg to repeat that I wish here to consider not the probability but the
possibility of complicated instincts having been acquired by the slow
and long-continued selection of very slight (either congenital or
produced by habit) modification being as useful and necessary, to the
species practising it, as the most complicated kind (Darwin in F.
Darwin, 2009, p.121).
The proto-synchronic shift is rendered evident by the structure of the two
essays of 1842 and 1844 and of Natural Selection, which separates the causes
and laws of variation from the question of instinct. In the Origin, the
synchronic climax of the Darwinian theory is attained and while the structure is
similar to the one of the essays and Natural Selection, any instance of
Lamarckism is ruled out in the chapter dedicated to instinct, contrarily to the
previous theories of instinct developed by the naturalist. Indeed, both chance
variations and habits are taken into account in the two essays of 1842 and 1844
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and even in the chapter on mental powers and instincts of Natural Selection.
Although a strong emphasis is given to the selection of chance variations, the
heredity of habits is at least recognised for domesticated species. Arguing from
domesticated species to species in the state of nature, Darwin does not forbid
the occurrence of the heredity of habits for natural species but limits its
importance. However, the observation of animals seems at odds with Darwin’s
theoretical conclusion. While reading the passages concerned with animal
intelligence in Darwin’s manuscripts, one is startled by the generosity of the
naturalist with respect to the mental powers of animals. Such an attitude
prefigures the argumentation of The Descent of Man in which Darwin
confesses that ‘the more the habits of a particular animal are studied by a
naturalist, the more he attributes to reason and the less to unlearnt instincts’
(Darwin, 1874, p. 75). The two essays of 1842 and 1844, although the
compatibility between instinct and reason is affirmed, do not insist on animal
intelligence. In the contrary, in the chapter on mental powers and instinct of
Natural Selection, Darwin not only reaffirms the compatibility of instinct and
reason, despite a strong limitation of such occurrences, but introduces
examples proving intelligent reactions to the external conditions, including the
behaviour of others species, leading to the acquisition of a new instinct through
what can only be defined as an instance of the heredity of habits:
I have already discussed the hereditary tameness of our domesticated
animals: from what follows I have no doubt that the fear of man has
always first to be acquired in a state of nature, & that under
domestication it only is lost again. In all the few archipelagoes &
islands uninhabited by man, of which I have been able to find an early
account, the animals were entirely void of fear of man (…) But I have
in my Journal given details on this subject; & I will here only remark
that the tameness is not general, but is special towards man (…) The
tameness of the birds at the Falklands is particularly interesting,
because most of the very same species, more especially the larger
birds, are excessively wild in Tierra del Fuego, where for generations
they have been persecuted by the savages (Darwin in Stauffer, 1999,
pp. 495-496).
Instinctive fear has to be acquired. The external conditions determine the
development of such an instinct. However, it is neither caused by chance
variation nor by purely physical, corporeal or vegetative habits motivated by
inorganic conditions. The acquisition of instinctive fear is the result of an
intelligent reaction to the organic conditions, to the economy of nature.
Instinctive fear is issued from the heredity of what could be called an
intelligent or mental habit. Although ‘in no case do individual acts of
reasoning, or movements, or other phenomena connected with consciousness,
appear to be transmitted’ (Darwin in F. Darwin, 2009, p. 116), intelligent
action can modify the brain and become a transmissible unconscious memory
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(Richards 1987). What I have called mental habits is not to be confounded with
the modification of instinct by reason or with the flexibility of instinctive
behaviour through intelligent action. Mental habits are the transmission of
experience, an instinctive cultural phylogeny:
In old inhabited countries, where the animals have acquired much
general & instinctive suspicion & fear, they seem very soon to learn
from each other, & perhaps, even from other species, caution directed
towards any particular object. It is notorious that rats & mice cannot
long be caught by the same sort of trap, however tempting the bait
may be; yet as it is rare that the one which has actually been caught
escapes, the others must have learnt the danger from seeing others
suffer (Darwin in Stauffer, 1999, p. 496).
The fact that a diachronic principle, i.e. the heredity of habits, is modified,
which is evident by the introduction of mental habits, and associated with
synchrony proves that Darwin’s theory tends to panchrony. Such an orientation
is still noticeable in the conclusion of the chapter on mental powers and instinct
of Natural Selection:
Bearing in mind the facts given on the acquirement, through the
selection of self-originating tricks or modifications of instinct, or
through training & habit, aided in some slight degree by imitation,
experience and intelligence, of hereditary actions & dispositions in our
domesticated animals; & their parallelism (subject to being less true)
to the instincts of animals in a state of nature: bearing in mind that in a
state of nature instincts do certainly vary in some slight degree:
bearing in mind how very generally we find in allied but distinct
animals a gradation in the more complex instincts, which shows that it
is at least possible that a complex instinct might have been acquired
by successive steps; & which moreover generally indicates, according
to our theory, the actual steps by which the instinct has been acquired,
in as much as we suppose allied animals to have branched off at
different stages of descent from a common ancestor, & therefore to
have retained, more or less unaltered, the instincts of several lineal
ancestral forms of any one species; bearing all this in mind, together
with the certainty that instincts are as important to an animal as is their
generally correlated structure, & that in the struggle for life under
changing conditions, slight modifications of instinct could hardly fail
occasionally to be profitable to individuals, I can see no
overwhelming difficulty on our theory (Darwin in Stauffer, 1999, p.
526).
The heredity of habits is still taken into account in the broad synchronic
theory of instinct of Natural Selection. Habits can be the source of certain
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instincts and can also coexist with natural selection. Such a panchronic
approach is not to be found in the Origin. The narrow synchronic theory of
instinct, already noticeable by the imperfect parallelism between domesticated
species (particularly subject to the heredity of habits) and species in the state of
nature, is not compatible with the importance conferred to Lamarckism. In
order to prove the possibility of the gradualism of instinct, Darwin uses a single
principle, i.e. natural selection of chance variations, and gets almost rid of any
intervention of inorganic conditions and intelligence. The diachronic, protosynchronic and broad synchronic theories of instinct, the latter showing the
first instance of panchrony, affirm the possibility of the precedence of function
over structure. In the contrary, the narrow synchronic theory of instinct is based
on the precedence of structure over function.

The Narrow Synchronic Theory of Instinct: The End of Lamarckism
One is not to find a radical change in Darwin’s thought. Due to what
Richards (1987) calls Darwin’s conservatism, aspects of his precedent theories
are always kept in the new advancements of his thought. It is not only possible
to show premises of Darwin’s future works in his personal writings, but also to
notice previous aspects of his earlier theories in his later works. Thus,
diachrony and panchrony are noticeable in the proto-synchronic and
synchronic theories of instinct. The Origin constitutes the most significant
expression, already evident in Natural Selection, of Darwin’s synchronic
theory. The principle of divergence, developed in 1856, allows the English
naturalist to insist on the economy of nature, on the relations between species,
to explain relative adaptation (Ospovat 1995). The considerations on the causes
and laws of variation are subordinated to those on the distribution of species.
What could be called Darwin’s ultra-synchronism, i.e. the assimilation of
diachronic considerations by the precedence given to synchrony, is issued from
the aim of the Origin. What is now considered as Darwin’s major work is a
manifesto in favour of transmutationism. In order to convince a sceptical
scientific world, Darwin takes into account the hypothetico-deductive model
(Ghiselin 2003) of Victorian science and uses both Herschel’s vera causa
(Hodge 1992) and Whewell’s consilience of induction by unifying his theory
of descent with modification around natural selection (Ruse 1999). A narrow
synchronic theory of instinct is issued from such a perspective.
As in the two essays of 1842 and 1844 and in Natural Selection, the
question of instinct is treated with respect to its compatibility with natural
selection. However, the seventh chapter of the Origin is labelled ‘Instinct’
contrarily to Darwin’s previous works that all mention ‘mental powers’. It is
with such details that the ultra-synchronic turn is to be noticeable in the Origin.
The relations between instinct and habits are transformed in the context of both
the broad and narrow synchronic theories. Instincts are compared to habits:
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Frederick Cuvier and several of the older metaphysicians have
compared instinct with habit. This comparison gives, I think, a
remarkably accurate notion of the frame of mind under which an
instinctive action is performed, but not of its origin (Darwin, 1859, p.
208).
Although instinct is never clearly defined, the phenomenal comparison
with habits helps the reader to reconstruct Darwin’s definition, which would
have innateness, community, fixity and ignorance of the end as relative
characteristics. The disjunction between habits and instincts in their respective
origins is the most significant mark of Darwin’s synchronism. However, in
Natural Selection, both physical and mental habits are considered as possible,
though rare, sources of instinct. In the Origin, habits are reduced to mental
habits. Such habits can still coexist with artificial selection, which corresponds
to a minimal panchronic approach that may also be extrapolated from the short
passage on migratory instinct and instinctive fear. However, only a reader
knowing Darwin’s manuscripts could reconstruct this panchronic
interpretation. As an independent book, and especially as Darwin’s first
theoretical book, the Origin conveys that habits are the result of (intelligent)
experience, can phenomenally be similar to instincts but cannot be assimilated
or defined as true instincts, which are issued from the selection of chance
variations:
It will be universally admitted that instincts are as important as
corporeal structure for the welfare of each species, under its present
conditions of life. Under changed conditions of life, it is at least
possible that slight modifications of instinct might be profitable to a
species; and if it can be shown that instincts do vary ever so little, then
I can see no difficulty in natural selection preserving and continually
accumulating variations of instinct to any extent that may be
profitable. It is thus, as I believe, that all the most complex and
wonderful instincts have originated. As modifications of corporeal
structure arise from, and are increased by, use or habit, and are
diminished or lost by disuse, so I do not doubt it has been with
instincts. But I believe that the effects of habit are of quite subordinate
importance to the effects of the natural selection of what may be
called accidental variations of instincts; -that is of variations produced
by the same unknown causes which produce slight deviations of
bodily structure (Darwin, 1859, p. 209).
By putting an emphasis on the struggle for existence and by recognising
that natural selection acts on ‘accidental variations’, Darwin enunciates his
synchronic theory of instinct. Habits can only reinforce the action of natural
selection, which does not represent an instance of panchrony. Indeed,
diachronic principles are assimilated by synchrony. In other words, structure,

129

An Anthology of Philosophical Studies
Volume 7

i.e. mental structure, precedes function. Habits can only reinforce a pre-existing
structure subject to small accidental variations. Animal intelligence is still
recognised but subordinated to the structural determination through natural
selection. The examples developed by Darwin confirm this synchronic theory:
the instinct of the cuckoo, the slave-making instinct of certain ants or the cellmaking instinct of the hive-bee can all be explained by accidental variations
being selected. One of the greatest objections to Darwin’s theory of natural
selection even becomes the best argument for the narrow synchrony (Richards
1987). The naturalist confesses that the instincts of neuter social insects, sterile
insects having different structure and instincts and being unable to transmit
them, have constituted the greatest challenge to his theory. However, by
arguing from artificial selection and using a certain instance of group selection
for the first time (Ruse, 1980, 2003; Richards 1987), such differences of
structure and instinct can be explained, which constitute a fatal objection to
Lamarckism. In short, the synchronic theory, by its explicative power with
respect to instinct, allows Darwin to overcome creationist objections about
complex behaviour and to propose a gradualist explanation of such phenomena
in accordance with community of descent. Nonetheless, the narrow synchronic
theory condemns Lamarckism, panchrony, and subordinates mental powers to
structure.

Conclusion
Darwin’s investigations on behaviour are central to his different theories of
community of descent with modification. The question of instinct makes
appear the different periods of his thought. Although the linear succession from
diachrony to synchrony and then panchrony is noticeable in Darwin’s different
works, the persistence of panchrony, since Darwin’s proto-synchronic period,
is startling. Contrarily to the caricatural interpretation of the Darwinian theory,
panchrony represents Darwin’s complete and unified thought. In Natural
Selection, useless behaviours and anti-adaptive instincts, treated by the
panchronic approach, are already identified. Such abnormalities are particularly
important with respect to what could be called the Darwinian cultural project.
It is from useless behaviours and anti-adaptive instincts that Darwin explains,
in The Descent of Man and in The Expression of the Emotions, the emergence
of culture through a gradual deselection of natural selection that should be
opposed to Tort’s (2003) reverse effect of evolution that maintains a change in
natural selection from the survival of the fittest to the survival of the weakest.
Studying Darwin’s different theories of instinct renders possible the
understanding of underestimated and parallel domains of the Darwinian
studies. For example, Darwin’s theory of a non-adaptive origin of language can
be unified around the importance of behaviour by convoking the deselection of
natural selection, sexual selection and the heredity of habits in the context of
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expression. In short, the study of Darwin’s theories of instinct contests the
centrality of both the Origin and natural selection.
In the context of an incessant biologisation of the social sciences, the
reinterpretation of Darwin’s theory could legitimise the independence of such
disciplines from natural sciences. The renewal of the Darwinian studies could
lead to the development of aborted theories, such as a non-adaptive explanation
of the origin of language. Considering Darwin as an ethologist seems to be a
way to escape the reductionism to which his theory has been subject.
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C H A P T E R THIRTEEN
Revisiting the Radical Communitarian
Defense of Liberty
J.O. Famakinwa
The idea of communitarian liberty is a paradox. It is a paradox because
communitarianism was, as a political philosophy, traditionally interpreted to be
incompatible with liberty. Communitarianism (radical model) emphasizes the
moral supremacy of the cultural or political community. The community is (not
liberty) morally expected to be salvaged in all circumstances. In the case of a
moral conflict between the community and liberty, the community ought to be
respected. This is the crux of radical communitarian primacy thesis attributed
to Michael Sandel, Charles Taylor, and Alasdair Maclntyre. It has been
suggested that most radical communitarians deny the relevance of rights to
various forms of liberties in a community regulated by love and mutual
friendships. Is radical or utopian communitarianism compatible with liberty?
Today, there is a radical shift in the communitarian methodology due to the
moral need to reconcile theory and practice. The shift is couched in the
moderate communitarian theory.
Moderate communitarians like Amitai Etzioni, Kwame Gyekye, Robert
Bellah and others balance rights and responsibilities. Most members of
Responsive Community reject radical communitarian non-recognition of
liberties. Moderate communitarianism is about the moral compatibility of
liberal and communitarian values, not about the primacy of either the
community or liberty.
Contrary to the general view in communitarian scholarship, this article will
argue that radical communitarianism is compatible with liberty though
emphasizes the moral supremacy of the community. On the other hand, the
paper argues that though moderate communitarianism attempts to balance
rights and responsibilities, the individual and community cherished values, the
theory still implies the moral supremacy of the community. We wish to argue
that it is possible, under certain condition, for a radical communitarian to prefer
liberty to community. The radical communitarian suggested commitment to the
value of love (a conscious emotional attachment to something i.e. community
or somebody) and mutual friendship, in a sense, implies the possible
acceptance of liberty. Second, it is argued that a typical radical communitarian
community could accept liberty as the common good. In view of all these, the
conclusion is that the gap between radical and moderate communitarianism is
not as wide as generally believed in communitarian scholarship. The method of
philosophical analysis of key issues and concepts is adopted. The conclusion is
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that radical or utopian communitarianism is also compatible with liberty like
the new communitarian theory formulated by Responsive Community.

Revisiting the Radical Communitarian Defense of Liberty
Introduction
Is radical communitarianism compatible with liberty? Under what
conditions will a radical communitarian prefer liberty to community? Today,
the traditional gap between communitarianism and liberalism is fast
disappearing. In the seventies and early eighties, it was almost a contradiction
to describe someone as a liberal communitarian or a communitarian liberal.
However, the situation has changed. According to Philip Selznick it is now
possible to describe a person as either a communitarian liberal or a liberal
communitarian1. Communitarians and liberals now embrace reconciliatory
approaches to issues which hitherto divided them. Communitarianism and
liberalism are rival theories. However, at the level of practice, the traditional
gap which hitherto existed between them is fast disappearing. Today the
liberal-communitarian debate witnesses the demise of absolute rule.
Fortunately however, this article is not about the old liberal-communitarian
debate. Rather it focuses on communitarianism as a political philosophy. In this
article, we argue that contrary to the general views among radical and moderate
communitarians, radical communitarianism is, like moderate communitarianism,
compatible with liberty. It is possible for members of a typical radical
communitarian community to, under certain conditions, prefer liberty to
community. This thesis is the latest twist in the moderate communitarian
interpretation of radical communitarianism demonstrated in the work of
moderate communitarians like Amitai Etzioni, Robert Bellah, Philip Selznick,
Kwame Gyekye and their colleagues.
Before the argument in support of the thesis is presented, it is necessary to
do a brief consideration of communitarianism as a political philosophy in order
to situate the subsequent arguments in proper context. This paper has three
main sections. In the first section, the radical communitarian minimum claim is
examined. The second section juxtaposes radical communitarianism to
moderate communitarianism. We argue that both radical and moderate
communitarianism are, under certain conditions, compatible with liberty and
community respectively. In the third section, specific arguments in support of
the compatibility of radical communitarianism with liberty are presented.
The Radical Communitarian Minimum Claims
Radical communitarianism emphasizes the moral supremacy of the
community. The community should be salvaged in all circumstances. In the
case of a moral conflict between the community and liberty, the community
1

Selznick, P. (1998). ‘Foundations of Communitarian Liberalism’ In: A. Etzioni (ed.), The
Essential Communitarian Reader, 3-13. New York: Rowman & Littlefield.
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ought to be respected. The higher moral value placed on the community is
attributed to Michael Sandel, Charles Taylor, and Alasdair Maclntyre. 1 As
mentioned above, radical communitarianism emphasizes the irrelevance of
rights within the structure of an intimate and harmonious community regulated
by shared values, love and mutual friendships.2 Ordinarily, love (not liberty) is
the foundation of family relationships. Similarly, a typical human community
regulated by love and mutual understanding will make our reference to liberty
in social interaction unnecessary. The communitarian love is a conscious
emotional attachment to something or someone. The same love creates in the
mind of the individual the sense of belongingness and emotional attachment to
the community.3 Michael Sandel’s communitarianism rejects the over
celebration of rights in John Rawls A Theory of Justice.4 For Sandel, though
the liberal priority thesis “has a deep and powerful philosophical appeal’, it
fails because the ‘liberal vision about the moral status of rights is not selfsufficient but parasitic on the notion of community it officially rejects’.5
The rivalry between the politics of right and the politics of common good
is central to Charles Taylor’s communitarian views. Taylor, like Sandel, rejects
the liberal atomistic conception of the individual. The individual is a political
animal , a being whose survival is tied to his or her interaction and cooperation
with other community members.6 Community membership enables rights to
flourish. The community makes human rights possible just as the foundation of
a building guarantees its durability. The community is central to various forms
of liberty just as petrol or gas causes the mobility of a car.7 Alasdair
MacIntyre’s methodology (socio-historical contextualism) emphasizes the
moral supremacy of the cultural community. In his view, all we possess “are
fragments of conceptual scheme”.8 The cultural community (not the individual)
is the arbiter of values.

1

Etzioni, A. (1998). The Essential Communitarian Reader, 3-13. New York: Rowman &
Littlefield.
2
Sandel, M. (1983). Liberalism and the Limits of Justice. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press. Also see Tomasi, J. (1991). ‘Individual Rights and Community Virtues’ Ethics 101(3):
521-536.
3
Etzioni, A. (1998). The Essential Communitarian Reader, x. New York: Rowman &
Littlefield. Also see Gyekye, K. (1997) Tradition and Modernity, 36-7. New York: Oxford
University Press.
4
Note in A Theory of Justice, Rawls is of the view that ‘the rights secured by justice are not
subject to political bargaining or to the calculus of social interests ……each person possesses
an inviolability founded on justice that even the welfare of the society as whole cannot
override. See John Rawls A Theory of Justice Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard
University Press. Pp3-4
5
Sandel, M. (1992). ‘The Procedural Republic and the Unencumbered Self’ In: S. Avinery & A.
De – Shalit (ed.), Communitarianism and Individualism 12-28.Oxford: Oxford University
Press.
6
Taylor, C. (1992). ‘Atomism’ In: S. Avinery & A. De – Shalit (ed.), Communitarianism and
Individualism 29-50 Oxford: Oxford University Press.
7
Ibid.
8
Maclntyre, A. (1981). After Virtue London: Duckworth.
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The radical communitarianism imputed to Michael Sandel, Charles Taylor
and Alasdair MacIntyre implies the absolute endorsement of the moral
supremacy of the community.1 In the case of a moral clash between the
community and rights to liberty, the former ought to be preferred because the
community is morally superior to the individual. The point about the moral
supremacy of the community is the dominant view in communitarian
scholarship, which suggests that a radical communitarian would always prefer
the community to various forms of liberties. However, unbeknownst to
moderate communitarians, the radical communitarian point about love and
mutual understanding is a subtle admission of the centrality of liberty to social
interaction. Therefore, we believe that the moderate communitarian
interpretation of radical communitarianism could be misleading. The moderate
communitarian view that radical or unrestricted communitarians over-celebrate
the community is exaggerated because the theory is compatible with liberty at
the level of practice. In the next section we briefly examine the moderate
communitarian minimum claim.
Moderate Communitarianism
As suggested above, the communitarian theory has witnessed a major shift
in methodology and substantive issues, due to the moral need to reconcile
theory and practice. Moderate communitarians appreciate the need to recognize
the moral importance of the community and right to liberties. Second,
moderate communitarians are of the view that the recognition of rights to
various forms of liberty and the sanctity of the community is salutary because
the over celebration of the community is risky. A totalitarian community
exposes the individual to various forms of oppressions, authoritarianism and
‘may unduly penetrate the individual.’2
The moderate communitarian theory is a reconstruction of rights and
responsibilities with a view to accommodating the two values in the
community. The project of reconciliation represents a new direction of
scholarship in communitarian-liberal debates and a bold departure from the
radical communitarian approaches. Etzioni clearly states the major concern of
moderate communitarianism on behalf of his members:
While the old communitarians tended to stress the significance of
social forces, of community, of social bonds………the new
communitarians have been concerned from the onset with the
balance between social forces and the person, between community
and autonomy, between the common good and liberty, between
individual rights and social responsibilities.

1

Gyekye, K. (1997). Tradition and Modernity New York: Oxford University Press.
Etzioni, A. (1998). The Essential Communitarian Reader. New York: Rowman & Littlefield
Publishers.
2
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Philip Selznick emphasizes the need to “combine a spirit of liberation and
a quest for social justice, with responsible participation in effective
communities.”1 Moderate communitarianism ‘is a call for a deep reconstruction
of liberal theories and policies’.2 The moderate communitarian reconstruction
occurs in the following ways. Though a HIV patient has a right to engage in
sexual activities, he or she lacks the right to spread the virus in the community
by engaging in unprotected sex. The same HIV patient has, like other members
of the community, a right to privacy but without the right not to declare his or
her HIV status. Failure to do so might endanger the community at large.
Furthermore, someone’s right to build a house on a piece of land
legitimately acquired does not, at the same time, include a right to block public
drainage system. No person is expected to do this because of the love (the
conscious emotional attachment) that exists between him or her and the
community. While a land owner has a right of ownership over his or her landed
property, the right ought to be exercised with a full sense of responsibility. For
instance, the rightful owner of a food processing company has a right over the
company without a right to hoard the processed food, thereby creating artificial
scarcity in the community. The hoarding might have unfavorable consequences
on the entire community. A right to association excludes a right to form or join
a secret cult whose activities are inimical to the progress and stability of the
whole community. A right to freedom of expression is limited by the law of
libel. The spirit of oneness which exists among members discourages any form
of anti- community activity.
As suggested above, moderate communitarians exaggerate radical
communitarian moral preference for the community. Though radical
communitarianism, at the level of theory, emphasizes the moral supremacy of
the community, it is compatible with some form of liberty at the level of
practice. At this point, it is noteworthy to say that the radical
communitarianism of Sandel, Taylor and MacIntyre (if it is indeed radical) is
never in support of a totalitarian community. Sandel’s argument in support of
limiting the liberal rights to liberty does not amount to the total rejection of
liberty. If a taxi driver is told to limit his or her speed, it does not mean that the
driver should apply the brake and halt the taxi. If a physician tells a diabetic
patient to limit his or her food consumption, it does not mean that the patient
should completely stop eating. Will radical communitarians reject moderate
communitarian project of balancing rights and responsibilities stated above?
At the level of practice, radical communitarians, like moderate
communitarians,will permit the right of a HIV patient to engage in sexual
activities with the same moderate communitarian proviso stated above. Radical
communitarians neither deny the individual the right to build a house on a
piece of land legitimately acquired nor deny the individual either the right to
association or the right to freedom of expression. Radical communitarianism is
compatible with the right to freedom of movement limited by trespass. The so
1

Selznick, P. (1998). ‘Foundations of Communitarian Liberalism’ In: A. Etzioni (ed.) The
Essential Communitarian Reader. 3-13. New York: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers.
2
Ibid. p.3
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called radical communitarianism of Sandel, Charles Taylor is compatible with
rights to various forms of liberties. Michael Sandel, like moderate
communitarians, only advocates the limits of rights not the total rejection of
rights.1 Where do all these lead us?
For me, the so-called gap between radical and moderate communitarianism
is a fiction. How? As suggested above, though radical communitarianism is
about the moral supremacy of the community at the level of theory, it is
compatible with liberty at the level of practice. Second, while moderate
communitarianism is about balancing rights and responsibilities, most
moderate communitarians occasionally accept the moral supremacy of
community too. Therefore, the gap which exists between radical and moderate
communitarianism is not as water tight as generally believed especially by
most moderate communitarians. For instance, Etzioni (a moderate
communitarian), in agreement with Sandel (a radical communitarian), is of the
view that the rights receive their guarantee in the communitarian community.2
Moderate communitarians are of the view that “strong individual rights
presume respect for strong obligations to the common good…. no society can
flourish without some shared formulation of the common good.”3 Moderate
communitarianism “gives great weight to the social frameworks within which
all ideals find their limits as well as their opportunities…... seeks a new blend,
one that treasures liberal values and institutions but also takes seriously the
promise of community and the perils of ignoring the need for community.” 4
Democratic communitarianism (a form of moderate communitarianism) “is
based on the value of the sacredness of the individual”, and, at the same time,
“realized only in and through communities”.5
A healthy community guarantees healthy individuals. Kwame Gyekye’s
recognition of rights (within the framework of his version of moderate
communitarianism) is for the sake of the community because the “visionary
power of the individual could help the community to locate the appropriate root
to development”.6 According to Gyekye, “rights are not to be asserted or
insisted on with belligerency, for communal values such as generosity,
compassion, reciprocities and mutual sympathies are far more important than
rights…….. moderate communitarianism cannot be expected to be obsessed
with rights”.7 The communitarian society, perhaps like any other type of
1

Sandel, M. (1983). Liberalism and the Limits of Justice Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.
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Etzioni, A. (1998). The Essential Communitarian Reader. New York: Rowman & Littlefield
Publishers.
3
Etzioni, A. (2004). The Common Good. Cambridge: Polity Press.
4
Selznick, P. (1998). ‘Foundations of Communitarian Liberalism’ In: A. Etzioni (ed.) The
Essential Communitarian Reader. 3-13. New York: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers.
5
Bellah, R.N. (1998). ‘Community Properly Understood: A Defense of Democratic
Communitarianism’ In: A. Etzioni (ed.) The Essential Communitarian Reader. 15-19. New
York: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers
6
Gyekye, K. (1997). Tradition and Modernity, New York: Oxford University Press.
7
Ibid. p.65
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human society, deeply (uncompromisingly) cherishes the social value of peace,
harmony, stability, solidarity and mutual reciprocities and sympathies. 1 All
these show that moderate and radical communitarianism could, at the level of
practice shift ground. In the next section the compatibility of radical
communitarianism with liberty at the level of practice is argued.
The Radical Communitarian Liberty
Moderate communitarianism is appealing. Unfortunately, it does not take
care of most of our moral worries. Though under certain conditions it might be
possible to successfully reconcile rights and responsibilities, there is little hope
that this will always be achieved in all cases. The individual right to privacy
could clash with the overall interests of the community. The right of a HIV
patient to privacy (who refuses to disclose his or her HIV status) could affect
the whole community if he or she engages in unprotected sexual activities. In
this case, both moderate and radical communitarians would support the
community to take appropriate action to prevent the spread of the virus in the
community.2 Undoubtedly, strict obedience to traffic light serves the over all
interest of the entire community. There is bound to be chaos on the road if
motorists refuse to obey traffic lights or road signs. Radical as well as moderate
communitarians will support the community in its efforts to sanction
recalcitrant motorists.
However, though radical communitarianism emphasizes the moral
supremacy of the community, as suggested above, the theory is compatible
with liberty at the level of practice. While communitarians (radical) will
support the moral need on the part of motorists to obey traffic light and signs
they will also respect occasional disobedience of some traffic regulations. An
ambulance driver on an emergency assignment could justify his or her
disobedience of the traffic light in order to save the life of a patient. Under this
situation, the patient’s right to life is morally more superior to the obligation to
obey the community erected traffic light. Furthermore, though radical
communitarians support the overall community harmony and peace, they do
not need to regard general community peace as the ultimate value in all cases.
Radical communitarianism could be argued to be compatible with freedom
of religion. Most multi-religious communities respect rights to religious
choices. As a matter of fact, it serves the interest of such a multi-religious
community to allow its citizens to freely make their religious choices. The
unrestricted or what Etzioni describes as “old communitarians” stresses “the
significance of social forces, of community, of social bonds and of social
harmony”.3 Interestingly, respect for liberty is one of the means to guarantee
the basic communitarian social bonds and harmony. A multi-religious
community that allows each citizen to freely make his or her religious choice is
likely to be at peace than a community that attempts to impose a particular

1
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religion on others. In fact a radical communitarian community could,
collectively, embrace liberty as a community value.1
Furthermore, the radical communitarian values of love and mutual
friendships imply, in a sense, the primacy of liberty. A community regulated by
love implicitly endorses a form of liberty. Love is basically about making free
choices. A radical communitarian community regulated by love and mutual
friendship will grant members the right to choose their friends and love ones
since friendship is voluntary. A community which compels members to choose
their friends will sacrifice mutual understanding. The demand for the free
choice of whom to love is compatible with radical communitarianism. In
practice, it is impossible for every member of a community to demonstrate the
same degree of love to one another. Members of a typical radical
communitarian community are not expected to keep the same friends, marry
the same husbands or wives. If this is accepted, it follows that even a radical
communitarian community will allow members the freedom to choose their
lovers. It also follows that in such a radical communitarian community the
freedom to choose will be a fundamental value while love will be a derived
value from the liberty to choose.
Finally, if members of a radical communitarian community are brought
together by love then granting the same members the right to choose their
lovers is one of the means to extend the same love to them. The respect for
someone’s rights to choose his or her friends might turn out to be one of the
ways to demonstrate our love towards him or her.
Conclusion
This article examines the moderate communitarian interpretations of
radical communitarianism. Two key points are argued: first, (i) that though
both radical and moderate communitarianism are regarded as separate models
of communitarianism, the gap generally believed to exist between them is not
water tight. Second, (ii) that contrary to general moderate communitarian
interpretation of radical communitarianism, the latter is compatible with liberty
as moderate communitarianism is compatible with the view about the moral
supremacy of the community.
Furthermore, it is also argued that a community regulated by love and
mutual understanding among members will embrace the individual freedom of
choice. The recognition of the importance of mutual friendship in a typical
radical communitarian community implies the recognition of the moral
supremacy of liberty. A typical radical communitarian community regulated by
love and mutual understanding will permit each member to make a voluntary
choice of whom to love.
Finally, on the basis of the points just mentioned, this article concludes
that radical communitarianism is not antithetical to liberty as suggested by
most moderate communitarians.
1
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C H A P T E R FOURTEEN
The Segregation of Applied Arts from
Fine Arts and the Status of Fashion
M. Mirahan-Farag
This paper attempts to argue that segregating 'applied' arts from 'fine', 'high,' or
'pure' arts is superficial, and therefore, Fashion, which has been labelled for a
long time as 'applied' art, is fully equal to 'fine' art. Pursuing that, I attempt to
refute the claim that there is a distinction between 'fine' and 'applied' arts. Thus,
I shall argue that: 1) the main claims raised against the so called 'applied arts'
are false, and 2) art cannot be applied in the first place.
To be sure, there was no such distinction between 'fine' and 'applied' arts in
the history of art until the rise of Kant's theory of 'Disinterestedness' and
'Purposelessness' of art. The implications of Kant's theory have led to what is
called 'the autonomy of art' argument, which briefly implies that producing a
utilitarian object, or an object that appeals to the mass audience, necessarily
obliges the producer to take into consideration commercial, economic, social,
and many other factors while producing that object. The result of such a
process would be: a non-autonomous artwork, if art at all.
Thus, in this paper, I shall argue that art is autonomous by its very nature,
not only when producing disinterested or non-utilitarian objects; and therefore
there cannot be a non-autonomous art since art for an artistic object is like the
DNA for cells of a body. Hence, the aim here is to refute the traditional
undermining view to fashion and its products; a view that deprives the
literature of fashion from many contributions which may come from
philosophers who can enrich such literature in very new and creative ways.

Introduction
Since the eighteenth century, Kant's idea that aesthetic appreciation
ought to eschew concepts has exerted great influence. Taking on
many different forms, it has helped to keep function and related
notions on the margins of aesthetic theory (Parsons and Carlson
2008:24).
To be sure, genres that are referred to nowadays as 'fine' arts such as
sculpture, painting, music...etc were not distinct from other arts that Kant calls
'mechanical.' The latter ones have been later on called 'applied' arts as they
produce utilitarian objects. Yet, in the twentieth century, there was a clear
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tendency towards deepening the segregation of 'applied' arts from the 'fine'
ones, especially after the extensive literature that was written about the avantgarde art vs. what Clement Greenberg (1939) calls 'kitsch'. Since then, and
although the postmodern theory of art has retrieved some dignity for the
applied arts after it has reattached art to realms of life, such a segregation
between the 'fine' and 'applied' arts is still well established in the literature.
Hence, the aim of this paper is to refute the claim that there is a distinction
between 'fine' and 'applied' arts. Accordingly, I shall argue that: 1) the main
claims raised against the so called 'applied arts' are false, and 2) art cannot be
applied in the first place. Pursuing that, I shall start with discussing the impact
of Kant on the modern theory of art, and how his theory of 'Disinterestedness'
and 'Purposelessness' of art has led to introducing what is known in the
literature as the 'autonomy argument' to which the 'individuality argument' is a
subordinate. The 'autonomy argument' maintains that if an object has a
utilitarian aspect (like the fashion objects for instance), then it cannot be a
'pure' artwork which means that it is not 'high' or 'fine', if an artwork at all. The
'individuality argument', as it were, comes here to maintain that utilitarian
artworks lack individuality because the artist who creates them neither cares
about expressing him/herself as an individual artist, nor cares about expressing
the people to whom s/he introduces his/her artwork.
I shall refute the latter two arguments by highlighting the innately
autonomous and individual nature of art. That is, I shall argue that 'applied' arts
are equal to 'fine' or 'high' arts because there is no real distinction between the
art that consists 'fine' artworks and the art that consists 'applied' ones and that
art is autonomous and individual by its very nature no matter whether it is
'applied' or not. After that, I shall come more radically to refute the notion of
'applied arts' and show that art cannot be "applied" in the first place, and
therefore the class of 'applied art' cannot exist.

The Impact of Kant
Glenn Parson and Allen Carlson (2008) have gone through this discourse
of Kant's impact on the modern and even the postmodern theory of art in their
book entitled Functional Beauty. Before Kant's theory of 'Disinterestedness'
and 'Purposelessness' of art that appeared in The Critique of Judgment,1 the
conventional meaning of the word 'art' as it appears in most of the dictionaries2
1

For the full original translated text on theories of ‘disinterestedness’ and ‘purposelessness’ of
art, see Kant, Immanuel. (1982). The Critique of Judgement. Translated by James Creed
Meredith. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
2
All dictionaries used in this argument are listed only hereinafter, will not appear in the
References, and will be referred to their numbers only in the following footnotes. More than 20
other dictionaries were used in this study, however, they are not mentioned here due to the
space limitations.
1. Longman Dictionaries. (1995). Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English;
Essex: Longman Group Ltd. Pp. 63-4
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(especially etymological ones) used to refer to 'skill' as it comes from the old
French art, which comes from the Latin word artem (the accusative of ars) (see
all dictionaries except 4). This is the first meaning that appears in dictionaries
alternatively with another meaning of the word 'art' which is related to the
Latin word artus, meaning 'to fit' or 'to join' (see dictionaries 3, 4, 6, 7). In
those dictionaries, the word ars appeared to mean 'skill' in doing or producing
anything whether material or intellectual.
Another meaning of this word is to do with learning certain sciences (see
dictionaries 2, 3, 5, 6, 7), which were known traditionally as 'the liberal arts'
(see dictinoaries 2, 3, 6, 7). They are: grammar, logic, rhetoric, arithmetic,
geometry, music, and astronomy (see dictionaries 6, 7). Hence, the original
meaning of the word 'art' refers to the concept of 'skill', which does not
necessarily include or refer to any spiritual or metaphysical content, such as
expression, beauty, individuality, autonomy, or the like. Rather, it refers to 'the
ability to do something well, especially because you have learnt and practised
it'.
By detaching art from life, art movements (such as the 'art for art's sake')
which followed Kant's theory have worked considerably to create the category
of 'applied arts' as opposed to the 'fine' ones. Although the postmodern and
contemporary theories of art have reconnected art to life, they still do not put
'applied' arts at the same level of 'fine' arts. To be precise, this inferior view of
arts the products of which are utilitarian actually reached its peak with the
avant-garde theory and practices of art that praised the so called 'individuality'
and 'autonomy' of art and artist. 1
When it comes to fashion design and fashion products, we can see that,
according to that view, fashion might not be considered as art at all, except for
some designs that are known as 'fantasia'. 'Fantasia' in the fashion world refers
to the odd and exaggerated designs that are very unlikely to be used in normal
conditions for everyday life, but rather they are introduced during fashion
shows to demonstrate the artistic intelligence of the designer. In fact, this
'fantasia' concept is a clear example of how the artworld dismisses the fashion
world from its sphere due to the 'autonomy' and 'individuality' claims (as it will
2. No authors. (1811) Barclay's Complete and Universal English Dictionary.
Liverpool: Nuttall, Fisher, and Dixon. (pages have no numbers).
3. Onions, C. T. with the assistance of G. W. S. Friedrichsen and R. W. Burchfield.
(1966). The Oxford Dictionary of English Etymology. London: Oxford At the
Clarendon Press. Pp. 52-3.
4. Partridge, Eric. (1961) Origins: A Short Etymological Dictionary of Modern
English; London: Routledge and Kegan Paul. P. 27.
5. Room, Adrian. (1986). Dictionary of Changes in Meaning. London and New York:
Routledge and Kegan Paul. Pp. 27-8.
6. Shaw, Harry. (1975). Dictionary of Problem Words and Expressions; McGraw – U.
S. A.: Hill Book Company. P. 245.
7. Wedgwood, Hensleigh (1859). A Dictionary of English Etymology. London: Trübner
& Co. P. 64.
1
Noel Carroll has written about this, especially in criticizing Clive Bell's formalism. For
example, see Carroll, Noël. (2001).
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be discussed below), and it also shows how almost everybody in the art
institution submits to those claims. That is, since a fashion designer will not be
considered by critics as an 'artist' unless s/he makes designs that "look"
disinterested, non-utilitarian, and non-commercial; the designer have to
introduce such designs in his/her collections to prove that s/he is able to
produce "autonomous" artworks. So, the designer him/her self in many cases
submits to the notion that 'prêt-a-porter' cannot be artworks.

An Overview of the Individuality and Autonomy Arguments
In the light of the 'autonomy argument,' there has been hostility against
mass art (such as Cinema, T.V, and the like) as it has been accused of lacking
autonomy since it is a form of industry. In his book A Philosophy of Mass Art,
Noël Carroll (1998) discusses arguments that are raised against mass art.
Comparing the arguments mentioned in that book, one would immediately
realize that most of the arguments that are raised against fashion design qua art
form have also, and maybe originally, been raised against mass art. Viewing
fashion design as a kind of mass art is based on the grounds that commercial
and utilitarian objects (in general) share with mass art many aspects, such as
attempting to approach the majority of the possible audience, and being
produced for mass consumption.
The claim that utilitarian objects are commercial implicitly criticises that
their designers should take into consideration industrial, economic, marketing,
cultural and other factors, which is supposed to be an obstacle to the autonomy
of art since artworks should come to existence spontaneously without any
restrictions that might be imposed on the artist due to those considerations. We
can find the same accusation in Adorno and Horkheimer's rejection of film as
art (Adorno et al. 1990). Adorno and Horkheimer's argument, which Carroll
(1998) calls 'the freedom argument', shares the same hostility against the
commercial nature of mass art, and the view that it has been produced solely
for mass consumption expressed by Dwight MacDonald in his “massification
argument)(MacDonald 1957, 16-17).
On the other hand, MacDonald contrasts mass art with folk art since mass
and folk arts are produced to satisfy and attract the vast majority of the
audience. Nevertheless, MacDonald argues that folk art, contrary to mass art, is
an expression of the people, and therefore folk art maintains the necessary
individuality of an artwork, while mass art does not. (For a development of
this, see Goran 1983). Adorno and Horkheimer as well as MacDonald discuss
several dimensions of this claim: that mass art (and here I similarly discuss
applied art in general and fashion design in particular) lacks individuality and
autonomy, and therefore it is indistinctive, non-free, suspicious, and
conditioned. Many moral, social and political aspects have been assigned to
this conclusion; yet, as the space here is limited, I shall focus only on refuting
what is called the 'individuality argument' and the 'autonomy argument.'
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The Individuality Argument
This argument maintains that utilitarian arts are neither expressive of the
individual artist nor of the people, and thus they are not autonomous. I shall
start with the notion of 'the people', which refers to folk art. Dwight
MacDonald, as I mentioned above, contrasts mass art with folk art, and argues
that mass art is not expressive of the people since it is necessarily imposed on
them. For MacDonald,
[F]olk Art grew from below. It was spontaneous, autonomous
expression of the people, shaped by them ... to suit their needs. Mass
culture is imposed from above …its audience are passive consumers,
their participation is limited to the choice of buying and not buying
(Carroll 1998: 17).
According to this view of the relationship between a people and its folk
art, MacDonald treats a people as a 'whole' or as one virtual personality: i.e. as
one artist. Consequently, if folk art comes from that whole people and is
introduced to it, then it is still an expression of that whole virtual artist.
However, even when we take such analysis to be true, and I shall come to this
later, most of the folk art is originally produced for commercial and practical
purposes, or 'to be used', including folk dance. Yet, MacDonald considers the
folk art as autonomous.
In fact, if folk art comes from the people, as MacDonald argues, then it
presupposes a common denominator because it expresses the majority and
appeals to them. Folk art is called 'folk' because it does not represent the taste
of an individual, but of a whole folk. So, to refute such an argument, let's
imagine the process by which folk art, has come to existence.
The autonomous character of art, which is supposed to be innate in its very
nature, implies that the birth of the ideas which determine the form and content
in an artwork happens in one person's mind, not in the minds of a whole
people. Yet, since folk art, like any other art, is 1) a human activity, which
necessarily implies that it is a social practice, and 2) it deals with producing
objects to be used in everyday's life by everybody in that society; then, the
ideas that are first born in that person's mind, i.e. the artist's mind, are
originally grown in the womb of the collective mind of that people; a collective
mind of which the folk artist's mind is a part. In other words, as I imagine, in
folk arts, it is always one artist who starts a tradition, and then, it becomes a
tradition when the whole people adopts it. However, in folk arts, the original
artist is always forgotten because the idea of art as an individual practice the
autonomy of which happens by its detachment from the society becomes
impossible. The original artist sees him/her self and art as a thread in the weave
of the society; and because such art activities are threads in the weave, and
very much supported in the whole cloth by, and interlaced with, other threads,
they appear everywhere in the whole cloth, and they therefore are seen as if
they do not have an individual origin.
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Folk art is the fruit of thousands of years of weaving, and that is why it is
difficult to trace the individual origin now after all those years. Art, because it
grows in the collective mind of the society although it first comes through the
mind of one person, expresses the features of that collective mind, and appeals
to other humans whose minds are formulating, and are formulated by, such a
collective mind. That is how and why that mind is collective in the first place.
Being able to appeal to the mass audience then does not mean that mass art
or applied arts are not expressive of the individual artist. It rather means that
the artist's mind is sensitive enough to assimilate, whether consciously or
unconsciously, universal aesthetics into his/her individual work. The desire in
the audience to own such appealing artworks, in many cases, could be a result
of the feeling that those artworks express what that audience themselves wish
to express. Such artworks, therefore, express the artist as much as they do the
audience and vice versa. Take for example fashion design: a design introduced
in Milan is sought after and sold all over the globe. If you ask those who buy or
seek to buy that design you will find many of them talking about how the
design provides each and every one with individuality, and how it expresses
his/her personality. Yet, to make things clearer, in the following I shall argue
that all art is autonomous by its very nature and not by the virtue of being
purposeless or disinterested.

The Autonomy Argument
Etymologically the word [autonomous] goes back to the Greek autos,
'self,' and nomos, 'law.' But [the autonomous] has been used in different ways
at different times and places..." (Hermermén 1983:35). The standard definition
of 'autonomous' is 'having the power to govern a region without being
controlled by anyone'; or, 1having the ability to work and make decisions on
one's own, without the help of anyone'. 'Being for its own sake,' 'governed by
itself,' and 'expressive of the individual artist' are supposed to be the only, or at
least the most guaranteed, ways to provide art with its autonomy: "avant-garde
art has detached itself from society by becoming autonomous – by becoming
art for art's sake" (Carroll 1998: 31). The question here, however, is whether
detaching art from society possible at all?.
Detaching art from any social context is itself a social decision and a social
action. To be sure, art cannot be detached from society since artworks are
necessarily about something in the world whatsoever, and are placed
somewhere in the world, which is a social place. The artist's mind itself is a
social product, and an artwork as a product of a social product (i.e. the artist's
mind) must be social, if the word 'social' means 'belongs or is connected to or
influenced by society' in any way. In other words, even if avant-garde artworks
do not represent social matters, they are still about society since they represent
the artist's social decision of dismissing social issues from his/her work. On the
other hand, the language used to create and to interpret such a work (let it be a
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symbolic language or otherwise) is necessarily a social product, which implies
that its product (i.e. the artwork) is itself a social product.
Thus, taking into consideration social matters, putting the audience
preferences into the heart of the production process of an artwork, or bearing in
mind what may appeal to a great number of people does not work against the
autonomy of art, because art is social by its very nature. However, would the
last conclusion answer the following questions: is there a distinction between
'applied' and 'fine' arts? Can be art applied?

Can Be Art Applied?
To answer this question, I shall first start with refuting the claim that
utilitarian arts, which are called 'applied' arts, are not as 'pure' and 'high' as the
'fine' arts. Let us begin with analysing the lingual meaning of the word
'applied'. This word comes from the verb 'apply,' of which the words 'add' and
'use' are some of its main meanings that relate it to this kind of semantic use in
the phrase 'applied arts'. The word 'applied' then will mean 'added', 'used' or 'to
be used'.
Considering the first meaning, namely 'added', it indicates that this kind of
art is added to something. The thing to which art is to be added is, therefore,
supposed to become an artwork only when art is added to it. Consequently, that
object, under this logic, cannot be seen as more than a carrier of art. However,
even if we accept this to be true for the sake of argument, this does not imply
that there is any reason to consider that artwork as a 'second class' or a 'nonpure' artwork, since the art that has been added to it is still 'art'. In other words,
if art has identity, this implies that art which is added to an object is equal to
any other art which is not added to any object. Therefore, 'art' that is applied is
still 'art' no matter whether it is 'added' or not, and consequently, art that is
added to an object cannot be different from any other art that is not added, if
we agree that art can be added in the first place.
Thus, all art is equally valuable because it is art, and not because it is 'high'
or 'fine.' (See Levinson 2006.) This is to say,
...philosophical reflection on art would be idle unless art were
valuable to us, and the significance of any question that arises in
philosophical reflection on art derives directly or ultimately from the
light that its answer throws upon the value of art ... In sum: artistic
value is intrinsic, sentiment-dependant, intersubjective, anthropocentric
and incommensurable (Budd 2004: 262-71).
Thus, being 'applied' does not change the fact that that which is 'applied' is
art, i.e. valuable in itself regardless of its ontological subsistence whether it is
added or not. However, is there an actual possibility for 'art' to be added at all?
As mentioned above, the word added indicates that there is already two things
exist: the thing you add and the one to which you add. But is it the case with
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'applied' art? From an ontological point of view, can I say that an object already
exists and the artist adds art to it? Does art has such a material existence to be
added to something else? Can we imagine art as a gown that can be put on or
off? If art can be applied, then, it can also be removed; yet, can we imagine the
process of removing art from an object? If an object is an 'artwork', then, is
there any possibility to imagine that 'art' as separate from the 'work' in that
object?
When an object is an 'artwork', it means that the existence of that object is
equal to, or identical with, the existence of 'a work of art'. This means that
constructing that object is equal to, or identical with, constructing a work of art.
Thus, the object is the work of art itself, and not something separate from it. In
other words, any utilitarian art object is an 'artwork' because it has been
artistically structured, which means that 'art' is what structured that object, and
therefore, such art has become for every single molecule of the object, as it
goes, the same as the DNA for every single cell in a body.
To make the idea clearer, consider an example that Sherri Irvin (2005)
gives in his paper The Artist Sanction in Contemporary Art. Irvin indicates that
if a painting is hanged in a reversed position, the visible appearance of that
reversed painting is not a feature of the work, unless the artist does something
to sanction the consideration of this feature since the sanctioning of a mode of
presentation serves to sanction a connection between the object and the work.
In this example, the phrase 'sanctioning a connection between the object and
the work' implies that Irvin assumes a distinction between them, since a
connection requires the artist's sanction whether implicitly or explicitly. Irvin,
therefore, gives this example to emphasise that the features of the object could
be different from the work. However, I shall use this argument to prove the
total opposite.
In the last example, the object – which is the picture – is itself the artwork,
and the work is what constructed the object in the way it is. For this reason, viz.
because the object and the artwork is one and the same thing, when the object
is reversed, it loses its artistic features as an artwork, the features that are
sanctioned by the artist. In other words, when the visible features of the object
change, it loses the identity that has been sanctioned by the artist, and loses its
identity qua artwork. This means that the visible features of the object are
identical with the visible features of the work, since a change in the former
necessarily implies a change in the latter and vice versa.
The conclusion I want to draw here is that art cannot be 'applied' because it
cannot not be separable from the object through which art manifests itself (or
its features) since the work that constructs that object is a 'work' of art. The
same argument above applies to other meanings of the word 'applied.'
Thus, refuting the alleged difference between 'applied' and 'fine' or 'high'
art shows that if something is produced to be used, this does not mean it is not
art, or that it is a second class one, because art cannot be classified in such a
classicism sense. The judgment should not depend on the purpose or the
intention behind producing an object, because, on the one hand, there is no
152

The Segregation of Applied Arts from Fine Arts and the Status of Fashion

decisive way by which one can be sure about such purpose or intention, and on
the other, there is no reason to think that the intention to make a non- utilitarian
object is superior to the intention of making a utilitarian one (even after reading
Kant's argument!). Taking into consideration the rules of the market place
cannot restrict the creativity of an artist.
In fact, the ability to create a product that aesthetically attracts thousands
or millions of people in spite of all economic and industrial restrictions as well
as cultural differences is a genius work. And, after all, what is the difference
between making an artwork for commercial purposes and making another to
win a prize in an art competition? In both cases the competitor takes into
consideration the 'market place,' what is going on in the field, to whom s/he is
going to present the work, and how to win. Whether the gain is money, fame,
or whatsoever, it is all the same: it is all gain.
For example, if an artist loves to represent nature in painting in the 18th
century's classic style, s/he can do that for his/her own pleasure, but s/he cannot
apply for an art competition with such work. Why? Because this type of
artwork is not "in fashion" anymore. So, although painting is a 'high' art, to be
considered as a 'professional' artist or to win, one needs to take into
consideration what will appeal to critics and arbitrators. Take any other
example from any other 'fine' art as you like: music, poetry, sculpture...etc: the
artist MUST take into consideration the rules of the game of that art in order to
win. How that would be different then from the fashion artist who takes into
consideration the rules of the game of his/her art?

Conclusion
As shown above, the individuality argument led us to the autonomy one,
both of which have been refuted in this paper. utilitarian artworks then, under
which the 'applied artworks' might be classified, are as 'high' and 'pure' as other
works of the 'fine' art. That is because applied arts perform the idea as a
process, which makes the 'idea' for the object as the DNA for the body cells. To
be exact, processing an object presupposes the 'idea' that carries the
information that is necessary to build or process that object in the same way the
DNA carries the information responsible for forming all parts and tasks in a
body. If such an 'idea' is that which is 'art' in an 'applied artwork', and if such an
'idea' is that which is supposed to be applied to/in make/making the object an
'artwork', then the resulting 'artwork' cannot be separated, isolated, or
distinguished from the 'idea' which processed, formed, and built it. Hence, the
object which has become an 'artwork' by virtue of being processed, built, and
formed as an art 'work' cannot be seen as distinguished from the 'idea' that is
supposed to be that which is the art in this entire story.
Hence, as shown over this paper, the failure to draw the distinction
between 'applied' and 'fine' arts in terms of autonomy and individuality shows
that there is no tangible difference between the so called 'applied arts' and other
'fine', 'high', or 'pure' ones. Moreover, the fact that art cannot be applied to an
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object since it cannot be removed from it shows that the category of 'applied'
art cannot exist in the first place and therefore Fashion and similar art genres
must not be described in terms of being 'applied' or in terms of any similar
description.
Thus, segregating 'applied' arts from 'fine' ones is superficial. Fashion
design thus is as 'high', 'fine' and 'pure' as the avant-garde art. To be precise,
there is no distinction between 'fine' and 'applied' arts in any sense that makes
the latter inferior to the former.
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C H A P T E R FIFTEEN
Antichristian Christlichkeit and Athleticism in
Nietzsche's Philosophy of Life
Joachim L. Oberst
Abstract
A deep suspicion toward the human body has plagued Christian thinkers and
believers. Critics of Christianity have seized upon this resentment of the human
body as evidence of Christianity’s metaphysical nihilism. Friedrich Nietzsche
epitomizes the critique. To understand it one must gather a concrete picture of
the Christian self-conception as it presents itself in the biblical accounts,
notably in the words of Nietzsche’s antipode, the apostle Paul. An assessment
is best done with the degree of authenticity available to us through the original
texts. The language of the New Testament speaks its philosophy through the
lived experience of faith for the purposes of expressing the ethical reality of its
truth. Reliance on the original Greek is important, because, as Martin
Heidegger recognized, ‘an actual understanding [of primordial Christianity]
presupposes a penetration into the spirit (Geist) of New Testament Greek.’
Once we see the truth of faith at work in the lifelong everyday struggle for
redemption, we may be able to witness in the practice of faith itself an ‘athletic
struggle’ (ἄθλησις παθημάτων) that needs the body to execute the struggle
(ἀγών). When Nietzsche’s critique is measured against this lived experience of
the Christian struggle of faith, we may discover that despite his total
condemnation of Christianity Nietzsche shares much of the original Christian
message, what he calls ‘Christianism’ (Christlichkeit), that motivated his
resentment of it.

Introduction: Sisyphus Revisited
In this paper I will examine a tension that has marked the Western
tradition of Christianity. A deep suspicion toward the human body with its
extensions into the mind has plagued Christian thinkers and believers since the
inception of the Christian faith. Much of the critique galvanized against
Christianity has received its incentive from this resentment. Friedrich
Nietzsche, a self-proclaimed ‘Antichristian’ epitomizes the critique. To
understand his scathing criticism, it is important to construct a concrete picture
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of the Christian self-conception as presented in biblical accounts, notably in the
words of Nietzsche’s antipode, the apostle Paul.1
An assessment of the Christian essence is imperative and best done with
the degree of authenticity available to us through the original texts. The
language of the New Testament speaks its philosophy through a terminology
that is specifically coined by the lived experience of faith for the purposes of
expressing the ethical reality of its truth.2 Reliance on the original Greek text is
important here, because, as the German philosopher Martin Heidegger
recognized, ‘an actual understanding [of primordial Christianity] presupposes a
penetration into the spirit (Geist) of New Testament Greek.’3 Once we see the
truth of faith at work in the lifelong everyday struggle (ἀγών) for redemption,
we may be able to witness in the practice of faith itself an ‘athletic struggle’
(ἄθλησις παθημάτων)—as the apostle Paul puts it—that needs the body as the
condition for the possibility of its ‘execution’ (ἀγωνίζομαι ἀγῶνα).
What happens in the Sisyphean effort of faith is an inconspicuous growth
away from the fallen state of the ‘human-all-too-human’ condition back toward
humanity’s original state of godlikeness. Here Nietzsche and Paul speak the
same language of faith,4 what Muslims call ‘jihad’ and Kierkegaard (in his
Concluding Unscientific Postscript) terms ‘persistent striving,’ an infinite
approximation of divine perfection. Faced with the impossibility of the task,
believers recognize time as the crux of the matter of life. The problem of finite
existence bears its futile solution: the burdensome being of time. Christians are
always pressed for time by the rush of time. Constantly running out of time it is
the abundance of time that throws the believer from one predicament into the
next. There is no relief. The hermeneutical circle is vicious. Thus, the goal in
life is not reaching a final end as the ultimate state of being, which would be
the end of life. The goal of life is a relentless reaching out for the end as the
prospect of salvation, which bears the seed of salvation. Christian life is a race
against time. In its inception Christianity is this intensified living. Motivated by
the prospect of salvation it already gives the experience of salvation. Hence,
Christians are engaged in a transitive living of time. The religiosity of the
‘Christian experience lives time itself,’ ‘lives temporality as such,’ as
1

Nietzsche sees Paul as the founder of Christianity, the mendacious religion of nihilism that has
severed all ties to healthy living. Paul has remained Saul, the persecutor of God. Cf. The
Wanderer and his Shadow [85], The Antichrist [41], [42], [47]. In: Walter Kaufmann (1982).
The Portable Nietzsche, 68, 616-618, 627f. New York: Penguin Books. Henceforth referred to
as PN.
2
I rely on Kierkegaard’s insight into the supremacy of subjective truth. Cf. Søren Kierkegaard
(1974). Concluding Unscientific Postscript, 284. Princeton: Princeton University Press.
3
He does so in his lecture course ‘Introduction to the Phenomenology of Religion’, held at
Freiburg University during the winter semester of 1920–21. The lecture course is published in
Martin Heidegger (2004). The Phenomenology of Religious Life. Trans. Matthias Fritsch &
Jennifer Anna Gosetti-Ferencei, 48. Bloomington/Indianapolis: Indiana University Press.
Martin Heidegger (1995). Phänomenologie des Religiösen Lebens. GA 60. Ed. Matthias Jung
et al., 68. Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio Klostermann.
4
Gen. 1: 26. 27. For Paul cf. Rom. 3: 5 & 1 Cor. 3: 3: κατὰ ἄνθρωπον. I Cor 3: 4: οὐκ ἄνθρωποι
ἐστε;
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Heidegger puts it.1 The meaning of life lies in this redemptive struggle for
salvation. In inconspicuous tribute to Sisyphus the Christian faith seeks its
victory in defeat.
The Sisyphean athleticism of this enterprise calls for examination. When
Nietzsche’s criticism is measured against the lived experience of faith, we may
discover that despite his condemnation Nietzsche shares much of the original
Christian message that motivated his resentment of it.

The Athletic Struggle of Faith
The apostle Paul likens the profession of faith to the comportment and
outfit of the Roman soldier, since military discipline has its life-saving virtues
(Eph. 6: 10-20). When he does so, Paul speaks metaphorically, not literally. As
soon as he has identified the specific pieces of the Roman war equipment, he
redefines them, not just as symbols, but as real instruments of peace for the
Christian cause of redemption. An image of a soldier of a different order
emerges, namely that of the ‘good soldier of Jesus Christ’ (II Tim. 2: 3-4),
who, like the Roman soldier, is armed, yet not with weapons made of metal,
but with an armor of a different kind. ‘For,’ Paul says, ‘we do not wage our
battle against blood and flesh’ (Eph. 6: 10-20), but against the forces of evil
and darkness. Those forces must be met with a different set of ammunition,
which disarms and defeats, paradoxically, by being disarmed and prone to
defeat. Rom. 12: 21 spells it out: μὴ νικῶ ὑπὸ τοῦ κακοῦ ἀλλὰ νίκα ἐν τῷ
ἀγαθῷ τὸ κακόν. ‘Do not be defeated by evil, but with the good defeat evil.’
These words by Paul are consistent with the preaching of Jesus Christ in his
sermon on the mount. The key message of the sermon in Mt. 5: 39 must be
read properly. Not ‘not to resist evil’ is the core message that Jesus is trying to
advance here, but ‘not to resist with evil’ (μὴ ἀντιστῆναι τῷ πονηρῷ) is the
principal tenet of his teaching—against all popular translations including that
of King James. The dative τῷ πονηρῷ has an instrumental sense. It correlates
and resonates directly with the dative Paul employs (τῷ ἀγαθῷ) in the Roman
passage and is thus instrumental for the proper reading.
The primordial battle of faith must be understood as a spiritual struggle
fought with ‘the full armor of God’ (πανοπλία τοῦ θεοῦ). God’s armor is
categorically different from the common war equipment. Unlike the Roman
war attire it consists of the girdle of truth (ἀλήθεια), not deception, of the
‘breastplate of justice’ (θώραξ τῆς δικαιοσύνης), not wrongdoing, of the boots
of peacemaking (εἰρήνη), not warfare, of ‘the shield of faith’ (θυρεὸς τῆς
πίστεως), not self-reliance, of ‘the helmet of salvation’ (περικεφαλαία τοῦ
σωτηρίου), not destruction. ‘The sword of the spirit’ (μάχαιρα τοῦ πνεύματος)
is God’s redeeming word itself (ῥῆμα θεοῦ). This categorical change of armor
does not change the nature of life as a physical struggle. The battle is the same.
It is still fought over life and death, but it is fought differently, because life and
1

Phänomenologie des Religiösen Lebens, 80, 82. The Phenomenology of Religious Life, 55, 57.
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death are understood differently. Christian believers do not indulge in
egotistical self-advancement, but fight for the liberation of themselves for the
universal good.1 Justice, truth, peace and the trust of faith in them are the
defining moments of a better life, of a life that is better by virtue of these
lasting values. Thus death is no longer the final moment of life. It has
crystallized into the defining element in life.
It is essential to the Christian self-conception to recognize the literal force
with which it speaks. Its metaphors are symbols in the true sense of the word.
They reveal a reality hidden in nature. In the total commitment to the mission
of faith time itself becomes the engine of the Christian life driven by the
prospect of salvation. The ambition is not fooled by (the) illusion (of a better
afterlife), but fueled by the lived experience of both desperation and salvation,
of redemption not from, but through despair. The Christian life is life-, is thisoriented, not lost in the beyond of an afterlife. Once the ethical strife of actual
living emerges from the military imagery of the Christian teachings, they lose
their exclusive metaphorical force to speak with the literal force of live flesh
and blood. The spirituality of the Christian faith depends on the physical reality
of the human body. There is no faith outside of the concrete reality of the
physical world. Faith is to be lived in this world, not as its negation, but
confirmation. The meaning of life is life itself, not its destruction, but
preservation. The literal force that speaks through the military metaphor of the
Christian language does not promote, but condemn war. War functions as a
metaphor insofar as it relates the believer to life as a struggle that may well end
in death. The strife of life is essentially an athletic enterprise, not a military
operation. The indefatigable athlete represents best the religious fervor of the
believer. Faith in its essence is an athletic endeavor, both in the spiritual and
the physical sense. It is here where, unbeknownst to Nietzsche, Nietzsche and
Paul do actually meet.

The Pneumatic Struggle of Faith
The New Testament Christian would never ‘parade [his] body to celebrate
himself’ (παραδῶ τὸ σῶμά μου ἵνα καυχήσωμαι), but burn it to death to
illumine the divine (παραδῶ τὸ σῶμά μου ἵνα καυθήσωμαι). 2 Nietzsche speaks
of this burning desire in his poem ‘Ecce Homo’:
Ja! Ich weiss, woher ich stamme!
Ungesättigt gleich der Flamme
Glühe und verzehr ich mich.
Licht wird alles, was ich fasse,
1

Yes! I know now whence I came!
Unsatiated like a flame
My glowing ember squanders me.
Light to all on which I seize,

Rom. 12: 17: προνοούμενοι καλὰ ἐνώπιον πάντων ἀνθρώπων. Focus on what is good for all.
Cf. I Cor. 10: 33: μὴ ζητῶν τὸ ἐμαυτοῦ σύμφορον ἀλλὰ τὸ τῶν πολλῶν. I do not seek what
benefits me only, but the benefit of the many.
2
Cf. I Cor. 13: 3 with its text variants.
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Kohle alles, was ich lasse:
Flamme bin ich sicherlich.

Ashen everything I leave:
Flame am I most certainly!1

The flame of striving for the divine is relentless, and itself already a
reflection of the presence of what it is reaching for. In its glowing light the
flame reveals the divine power of self-sacrifice. Its origin is as its destiny the
catalyst for its burning self-consumption to illumine all that, which it is striving
for. Faith in the divine battles the ego’s self-love. The yearning for selfimportance is the nemesis of humanity. The bloated ego negates faith.
Consequently, not to boast and gloat (μὴ … φυσιοῦσθε) is a key Christian
command (I Cor. 4: 6). Since Christian love, the charity of caritas, by its
definition of ἀγάπη, in contrast to the laws and forces of nature (φύσις), does
not puff up (οὐ φυσιοῦται) the ego (I Cor. 13: 4), pride finds no room for
natural growth (φύσις) in people of faith (πίστις). The flame of faith contains
that growth through self-consumption. Divine virtues consume the ego’s
selfishness to illumine the lasting values of eternal life.2
Paul is acutely aware of the distinction between the ways of nature
(φυσική) and the spirituality of faith (πνευματική). He recognizes in the forces
of nature the principle of life (ψυχή). While life with the egoisms (πάθη) of its
instincts (ἔπιθυμίαι τῶν καρδιῶν) consists in its will to live (ὄρεξις), faith has
the power of freedom (ἐλευθερία) from this will (II Cor. 3: 17). Spirit’s
(πνεῦμα) control over the life-force (ψυχή) of nature (φύσις) generates in the
life-long struggle (ἀγών) of faith a new body in gradual replacement
(ἐπενδύσασθαι … ἐνδυσάμενοι οὐ γυμνοί) of the old. The pneumatic aging
process culminates in a sudden (ἐν ἀτόμῳ, ἐν ῥιπῇ ὀφθαλμοῦ) and total
exchange (πάντες δὲ / ἡμεῖς ἀλλαγησόμεθα) in the moment of death, ‘when our
earthly tent-house is taken down’ instantly (ἐὰν ἑπίγειος ἡμῶν τοῦ σκήνους
καταλυθῆ).3 Christian believers are engaged in a mysterious transformation
1

Friedrich Nietzsche. Fröhliche Wissenschaft. ‘Vorspiel in deutschen Reimen’: 62. In: Friedrich
Nietzsche (1997). Werke II. Ed. Karl Schlechta, 32. Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche
Buchgesellschaft. Friedrich Nietzsche (2001). The Gay Science. Ed. Bernard Williams. Trans.
Josefine Nauckhoff & Adrian Del Caro, 23. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.
Richard Hollingdale gives the following word-by-word translation:
Yes, I know whence I have sprung! Insatiable as a flame I burn and consume
myself! Whatever I seize hold on becomes light, whatever I leave, ashes: certainly
I am a flame.
Cf. R.J. Hollingdale (1999). Nietzsche. The Man and His Philosophy. Revised Edition, 77.
Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.
2
The following line from a Christian hymn (‘O breathe on me, o breath of God’) by Edwin
Hatch in Between Doubt and Prayer from 1878, confirms the reading: ‘… my will to yours
incline, until this selfish part of me glows with your fire divine.’
3
Cf. I Cor. 15: 51-52 & II Cor. 5: 1-3. This is a combined reading of I Cor. 15: 50-55 and II
Cor. 5: 1-10. While the passage in First Corinthians invokes the image of the end of times (of
this age—cf. I Cor. 15: 52: ἐν τῇ ἐσχάτῃ σάλπιγγι. σαλπίσει γάρ), the Second Corinthians
passage operates with the concept of the end of an individual life. Here life on earth is
understood as a temporary dwelling in a perishable tent to be replaced with ‘a building
(οἰκοδομή) from God,’ ‘a house (οἰκία) not made with hands [but] eternal in heaven.’ God’s
spirit, which is the spirit of faith, authors this eternal dwelling place. It is noteworthy that the
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process, the end of which ‘we [can only] recognize dimly and schematically [as
if looking] through a [fractured] mirror’ (βλέπομεν γὰρ ἄρτι [ὥς] δι’ ἐσόπτρου
ἐν αἰνίγματι). As the old, physical body of nature, made of flesh and blood
(σὰρξ καὶ αἵμα), gets consumed in this process, a new, ‘spiritual body’ (σῶμα
πνευματικόν) comes to the fore and shines through words and deeds until
complete revelation happens in the totality of death, ‘when we shall see [God’s
eternal truth] face to face’ (I Cor. 13: 12). The perfected spiritual body is the
body of resurrection (ἀνάστασις, I Cor. 15: 42). It replaces Adam’s mortal
‘body ensouled’ (σῶμα ψυχικόν) with the ‘living soul’ (ψυχὴ ζῶσα). Spirit, in
contrast, does not engender mortal life, but is the source of eternal life. It is
life-making (πνεῦμα ζωοποιοῦν) and in this sense, through its defeat of death
(κατεπόθη ὁ θάνατος εἰς νῖκος), life-saving (I Cor. 15, 45; Genesis 2: 7; I Cor.
15: 54-55; Isaiah 25: 8).
In light of his anthropology, Paul rejects all forms of natural boasting as
the ‘bragging of the flesh’ (II Cor. 11, 18). The urges of the flesh speak the
language of the ego. Since there is no ultimate satisfaction of the flesh, its
cravings become the target of faith. Faith’s task is to contain the relentless
demands of the flesh. It is important to distinguish Paul’s concept of the flesh
(σάρξ) from that of the body (σῶμα) here. While human being and body are
virtually indistinguishable, they are discretely distinct. Their conceptual
distinction, however, must (Δεῖ, I Cor. 15: 53) not assert their actual separation
in life. Nature’s aging process of life-long dying is a gradual process of their
alteration and as such a measure of temporality that stands in contrast to
eternity. While being solidifies through acts of faith into the last and lasting
abode of the spiritual body, the physical body made of flesh gradually
disintegrates—for the believer directly into the eternal body of resurrection, for
the non-believer it vanishes into the nothingness of naked being deprived of
any body after the flesh has died and the blood dried.
Essential to Christian religiosity is this acute experience of time as a lived
experience. The ‘factical life experience’ of New Testament Christianity,
Heidegger reminds us, ‘lives time itself,’ in the active-transitive sense of the
verb. The subtle grammar evokes the philosophy of New Testament theology.1
As temporality is being lived, transition toward eternity sets in. The process of
this transition has its physical reality in the experience of mortality. Life-long
dying consists in an inconspicuous separation from the flesh. Without faith’s
persistent activism, the divorce of the mortal body of flesh and blood from
Greek word for tent, σκῆνος, is a cognate with our word ‘skin’. For Paul the physical life of
flesh and blood is housed in a tent made up of perishable (φθαρτόν), mortal (θνητόν) skin,
which is categorically different from the imperishable (ἀφθαρσία), immortal (ἀθανασία) and
eternal (αἰώνιον). This is (1) why ‘flesh and blood cannot inherit [the resurrection (ἀνάστασις)
into (ἀναστήσονται / ἐγερθήσονται)] the kingdom of God’ (I Cor. 15: 50: σὰρξ καὶ αἵμα
βασιλείαν θεοῦ κληρονομῆσαι οὐ δύναται), and (2) how ‘this perishable must put on
imperishability, and this mortal immortality’ (I Cor. 15: 53: δεῖ γὰρ τὸ φθαρτόν τοῦτο
ἐνδύσασθαι ἀφθαρσίαν καὶ τὸ θνητόν τοῦτο … ἀθανασία). The transformation from the earthly
to the eternal through the spiritual (faith) defeats the finality of death’s destructive nature.
1
The Phenomenology of Religious Life, 55, 57. Phänomenologie des Religiösen Lebens, 80, 82.
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human being corrodes the perishable body (τὸ φθαρτόν) into the nothingness of
decomposition as the endpoint of natural corruption (φθορά, I Cor. 15: 42, 50,
53-54.). Since Paul cannot envision the human being as not being embodied in
some way, he must conceive of the nothingness of this fleshless bodylessness
in terms of nakedness. The metaphor of nakedness intends to grasp the
unthinkable: negative embodiment of fleshless being, human being
disembodied. Being—naked (γυμνός) in this sense, stripped of its physical
body through death, and left with a negative, fleshless body, a schematic
shadowlike placeholder that is in want of its spiritual replacement—longs for
this, its final and ultimate fulfillment of full spiritual embodiment. The
yearning of nakedness to overcome itself is a self-indictment. Caused by the
hybris of unbelief, naked being has failed to bring forth the second (δεύτερος)
and last (ἔσχατος), i.e. permanent attire of a spiritual body to take the place of
the first (πρῶτον), as this, the original human being (πρῶτος ἄνθρωπος),
Adam, made of earth (ἐκ γῆς χοϊκός), and mortal, is destined to vanish.1
Striving for divine perfection to correspond to the image of God (Gen. 1: 2627; 5: 1; I Cor. 15: 49) human being ‘must not be found naked’ (οὐ γυμνοί
εὑρεθησόμεθα, II Cor. 5: 3). Humanity is called to the truth of the scriptural
promise that ‘death is swallowed up by (the) victory (of life)’ (κατεποθῆ ὁ
θάνατος εἰς νῖκος).2
Resisting the Flesh’s Will to Power
The Christian truth does not pertain to believers only. As an eschatological
fact it has cosmological proportions and affects everyone. Unbelief is not
equivalent to the disobedience of disbelief. Non-Christians like pagans may
unknowingly (ἀνόμως) practice Christ’s teachings out of nature’s (φύσει)
common sense, a deep-rooted rational inclination (ἑαυτοῖς εἰσιν νόμος), as if it
is ‘written in their hearts’ (γραπτὸν ἐν ταῖς καρδιαῖς αὐτῶν) to do what is right
(ἐργαζομένων τὸ ἀγαθόν—τὸ ἔργον ἀγαθόν) and reasonable (τὰ τοῦ νόμου
ποιῶσιν—τὸ ἔργον τοῦ νόμου) without the specific intention to comply with
the explicit teachings of Christianity. Karl Rahner’s concept of the anonymous
Christian finds support in Paul who recognizes this possibility of the virtuous
pagan and righteous gentile (Rom. 2: 13-16).3 Not the knowledge of those who
1

I Cor. 15: 45-49. Cf. Gen. 2: 17: The day you eat from [the tree of the knowledge of good and
evil], you shall die (θανάτῳ ἀποθανεῖσθε).
2
I Cor. 15: 54. Isaia 25: 8. Cf. II Cor. 5: 4: οὐ θέλομεν ἐκδύσασθαι, ἀλλ’ ἐπενδύσασθαι, ἵνα
καταποθῆ τὸ θνητὸν ὑπὸ τῆς ζωῆς. We do not wish to be unclothed, but to be further clothed,
so that the mortal be swallowed up by life.
3
Karl Rahner (1976). Theological Investigations. Vol. 14. Trans. David Bourke, 283. London:
Darton, Longman & Todd:
We prefer the terminology according to which that man is called an ‘anonymous
Christian’ who on the one hand has de facto accepted of his freedom this gracious
self-offering on God’s part through faith, hope, and love, while on the other he is
absolutely not yet a Christian at the social level (through baptism and membership
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heard Paul’s message (οἱ ἀκροαταί), but the practice by those who do what is
called for (οἱ ποιηταί) is decisive (Rom 2: 13). The practice of the good and just
is driven by ‘the witness of conscience and assisted by critical reasoning.’ 1 Not
nature per se, but the individual creature is in its addictive selfishness the target
of the Christian faith.
If the cosmological fact of the Christian truth applies to everyone, Paul
provides a universal critique of humanity. Here his concept of the flesh (σάρξ)
is crucial. As the flesh exposes the addictiveness of sin (ἁμαρτία), it becomes
Paul’s metaphor for sin. The urges of the flesh affect everyone and can infect
anyone. It brings humans, like any animal, under egoism’s power (ἐξουσία).
Through the cravings of the flesh the will to live asserts itself as a will to
power. Survival depends on its compulsion. As greed it goes beyond basic
needs, but already the specific articulation of hunger and thirst itself as well as
the libido speaks the language of the flesh. Excessive satisfaction results in
addiction. For Paul the flesh is not just potentially, but essentially insatiable.
Since greed penetrates all aspects of human being, Paul warns against any
form of addiction. To drive his point home he engages in a play on words. I can
obviously decide to be engaged in anything I want. However, the fact that
‘everything is permitted to me’ (πάντα μοι ἔξεστιν) does not mean that doing so
is going to be beneficial (ἀλλ’ οὐ πάντα συμφέρει). In fact, if I execute the
power (ἐξουσία) of the freedom of choice excessively, it will overpower me
instead. Permission (ἔξεστιν) inconspicuously switches into oppression and
calls for prohibition (ἐξουσία). Hence, Paul warns, one ‘must’ beware of the
danger of addiction and ‘not fall under the power of anything’ (ἀλλ’ οὐκ ἐγὼ
ἐξουσιασθήσομαι ὐπό τινος, I Cor. 6: 12). The bare necessities have their
rightful place. ‘Food belongs to the belly, and the belly to food’ (I Cor. 6: 13).
But ‘humans do not live by bread alone’ (Deuteronomy 8: 3, Mat. 4: 4, Luke 4:
4). What exceeds the basic needs becomes an addictive force that does not
sooth but enslave me (ἐξουσιασθήσομαι). Self-inflicted slavery, however,
undoes (καταργήσει) the liberation of salvation by faith (I Cor. 6: 13, Rom. 3:
3, 4: 14). Since nature lacks the force of faith, its safeguards against addictive
self-enslavement are the evolutionary laws of the Darwinian survival struggle
of the fittest.

of the Church) or in the sense of having consciously objectified his Christianity to
himself in his own mind (by explicit Christian faith resulting from having hearkened
to the explicit Christian message). We might therefore put it as follows: the
‘anonymous Christian’ in our sense of the term is the pagan after the beginning of
the Christian mission, who lives in the state of Christ’s grace through faith, hope and
love, yet who has no explicit knowledge of the fact that his life is orientated in
grace-given salvation to Jesus Christ.
For a discussion of Rahner’s concept cf. Gavin D'Costa (1985). ‘Karl Rahner’s Anonymous
Christian - A Reappraisal.’ Modern Theology 1 (2): 131-148.
1
Rom 2: 15: συμμαρτυρούσης αὐτῶν τῆς συνειδήσεως καὶ μεταξὺ ἀλλήλων τῶν λογισμῶν
κατηγορούντων ἤ καὶ ἀπολογούμένων. Their conscience bears witness [to the works of the law
in their hearts] together with the dialogue of their thoughts that accuse and excuse them.
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Nietzsche, The Anti-Christian (Antichrist)
Christianity breaks the laws of natural selection. It turns the laws of
evolution upside down. Paul condemns all boasting (II Cor. 5: 12). Only
weaknesses may be shown off: τὰ τῆς ἀσθενείας μου καυχήσομαι (II Cor. 11:
30, II Cor. 12: 5. 9. 10). The unboastful love of faith (I Cor. 13: 4-7) flourishes
in the negation of pride, in the simplicity and modesty of humility and
patience. Talents are not self-authored. Gifts are given to those who have them.
It is here where Nietzsche’s opposition to a Christian ethic finds its strongest
application.
Nietzsche is less concerned with the immorality of an ethic of selfnegation than with a life-negating ethic. His indictment of Christianity
condemns the devolution of the triumphant selflessness of Jesus Christ
epitomized by the cross to the voluntary subjection to permissive servility
preached by the apostle Paul. What he detects in such submission is not the
virtue of humility but the vice of cowardice. The love-affirming philosophy of
life, manifest in the exemplary mission of Jesus Christ, has been supplanted by
the self-defacing and life-hating truth-trouncing of Paul’s theology of the cross.
There is a pride in the virtue of life, which lies in the joy and beauty of living.
For Paul, however, life is a nemesis, infected by the ‘sting of the flesh’ (ἐδόθη
μοι σκόλοψ τῇ σαρκί) with the sin of egoism on all moral and physical levels
of human existence (II Cor. 12: 7). Since Christianity is inextricably linked
with the teaching of Paul, Nietzsche must reject it by its name in the strongest
possible terms. Hence, the title chosen for one of his final works, The
Antichrist, written in the months preceding his fall into insanity. The antiChristian Nietzsche does not hurl his vicious polemic against the tradition and
institutions of Christianity blindly. In turn, readers must not be blinded by the
power of hatred amassed in the work to the conceptual distinctions resonating
in the book. Nietzsche is careful to differentiate between the life-affirming
‘Christianism’ (Christlichkeit) of Jesus Christ and the corruptive ‘Christianity’
(Christentum) of Paul and the Christian Church. Jesus was too busy living his
faith to get lost in futile dogmatic distinctions. Paul was too eager to preach a
salvation from this life to envision the possibility of a divine humanity.
Since nature’s will to power cannot be eliminated, Christianity had to
pervert it. The perversion of nature happened with the nature of the perversion.
Pity did the trick. It co-opted and reasserted the will to power against itself to
advance the decadence of a corrupted life with the force of envy and jealousy
against sound and beautiful living. What had once earned the right to live
became suspect and was stigmatized with the stamp of sin to the catastrophic
detriment of humanity. God became the god of the sick. Churches turned into
hospitals and became ‘tombs and sepulchers of [a sickening and dead] God.’1

1

AC 2, 6-8. In: PN, 570, 572-5. The Gay Science [125]. In: PN, 96.
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Conclusion: A Possible Resolution
The ‘Christian’ (christliche) Nietzsche
Nietzsche’s rejection of the Christian perversion of the will to power
detects in nature’s ‘law of selection’ life’s ‘law of development’. Insofar as
Christianity impedes natural growth, it negates life with its ‘practice of
nihilism’ called faith.1 This indictment, however, is not an endorsement of
Social Darwinism. Nietzsche rejects the crude application of the laws of
evolution to humanity. As he advocates the right to life of the ‘weaker’ and
‘degenerate type’ as key to individual and communal stability, he rejects ‘the
famous struggle for existence’ as ‘the only point of view from which to explain
the progress or the strengthening of a human being or a race.’2 There is no
opposition between weakness and strength. On the contrary, strength depends
on weakness. A later passage makes this even clearer. While the ‘armed peace’
is a fatal threat to humanity, it is total disarmament and fearless
defenselessness that constitutes the ‘means to real peace’. Nietzsche speaks
here like the New Testament Christian of the Sermon on the Mount: ‘Rather
perish than hate and fear, and twice rather perish than make oneself hated and
feared—this must someday become the highest maxim.’ How this may one day
happen, is not obvious. Why anyone should want to take the drastic step
toward total vulnerability is a mystery. However, here, too, Nietzsche gives us
a clue. The only way anyone would want to take the crucial step is ‘out of a
height of feeling’ (aus einer Höhe der Empfindung heraus).3 We may take
Nietzsche by his word here as the next paragraph in this aphorism suggests
together with an even later aphorism. A godly inspiration can prompt one to
rise up to the challenge of the divine burden of the overman to leave behind the
‘human, all-too-human’ and do what is necessary. An individual or community
who muscles up courage and will to tackle the task, has ‘become god[]’ himself
as Nietzsche commands we must, given the forsaken state of the godless
humanity.4
In The Antichrist Nietzsche brings this idea to the point of absolute clarity,
deliberately in the spirit of the Sermon on the Mount: ‘Not to resist, not to be
angry, not to hold responsible—but to resist not even the evil one—to love
him,’ is an achievement of the ‘divine man’ whose ‘practice’ of life is
epitomized by ‘his behavior on the cross.’5 This behavior is not borne of
cowardice, but the courage of liberty and the liberty of courage—what Paul
calls παρρησία—to stand ‘beyond and above any resentment.’ ‘[T]he freedom,
the superiority over any feeling of ressentiment’ is the ‘exemplary’ proof of the
truth (das Vorbildliche) in the life as lived by Jesus Christ that calls for
1

AC 7. In: PN, 573.
Human, All-too-Human [224] ‘Ennoblement through degeneration’. In: PN, 54-56.
3
The Wanderer and his Shadow [284] ‘The means to real peace’. In: PN, 71-3. Cf. Friedrich
Nietzsche (1997). Werke I. Ed. Karl Schlechta, 986-7. Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche
Buchgesellschaft.
4
The Gay Science [125] ‘The Madman’. In: PN, 95-6. Cf. Nietzsche, Werke II, 126-8.
5
AC 35. In: PN, 609. Cf. Nietzsche, Werke II, 1197.
2
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imitation.1 The proof lies in the height of feeling itself that comes with this
practice, as this feeling is both generated and motivated by the practice. 2 The
philological liberty that Nietzsche takes to render the exchange between the
crucified Jesus and the robber on the cross to make his point is telling:
The words to the robber on the cross contain the whole gospel. ‘This
was truly a divine man, a child of God!’—says the robber. ‘If you
feel this’—the redeemer says—’then you are in paradise, then you
are a child of God.’3
To Nietzsche, Jesus’ reply to the robber crucified with him proves the truth
of a life that has the courage and strength to accept death on the cross. The selfproof of this truth consists in the superiority of the ‘height of feeling’ that is
free(d) of any resentments. Such a state of being is nothing less than ‘divine’.
In inconspicuous reminiscence to Paul (Phil. 2: 5-11, cf. Acts 5: 30-31), to
Nietzsche too, and not coincidentally, does the literal and physical elevation of
Jesus on the cross correspond to the moral superiority of the metaphorical
height of feeling that is the essence of a total liberation from the human-all-toohuman to the state of salvation.
The magnanimity of the state of mind lays bare the intrinsic connection
between the exemplary humility of the first Christian Jesus Christ and the
shamelessly healthy and exuberantly athletic pride of the overman who in the
superior vision of a divine humanity recognizes the absolute necessity of
strength through courage toward redemption in free self-sacrifice as the
gateway to salvation.

1

AC 40. In: PN, 615. Cf. Nietzsche, Werke II, 1202.
This is also how Plato defines the divinity of the creator god, the demiurge in the Timaeus.
Freedom from (τούτου δ’ ἐκτος ὠν) ill feeling (φθόνος) liberates to absolute creativity. Cf.
Plato, Timaeus 29e. Aristotle agrees. Cf. Metaphysics A. 2. 983a2-3: ἀλλ’ οὔτε τὸ θεῖον
φθόνερὸν ἐνδέχεται εἶναι.
3
AC 35. In: Nietzsche, Werke II, 1197. This section of three sentences is missing inKaufmann’s
translation. Nietzsche’s original words are as follows:
Die Worte zum Schächer am Kreuz enthalten das ganze Evangelium. »Das ist
wahrlich ein göttlicher Mensch gewesen, ein Kind Gottes!«—sagt der Schächer.»
Wenn du dies fühlst«—antwortet der Erlöser—»so bist du im Paradiese, so bist du
ein Kind Gottes.«
2

165

An Anthology of Philosophical Studies
Volume 7

166

How to Resolve the Partiality-Impartiality Puzzle
Using a Love-Centered Account of Virtue Ethics

C H A P T E R SIXTEEN
How to Resolve the Partiality-Impartiality Puzzle
Using a Love-Centered Account of Virtue Ethics
Eric J. Silverman
It has long been argued that a weakness of many modern ethical theories is
their rejection of an adequate ethical role for intimate relationships. Nowhere
has this problem been illustrated as well as Bernard Williams’s famous
example of the husband who encounters two drowning people, one of whom is
his wife. According to Williams if the husband even seeks an ethical
justification for rescuing his wife first he has had ‘one thought too many’ and
has committed a serious offense against the relationship.1 He goes on to
conclude that such partial relationships are incredibly important to life and that,
‘. . . unless such things exist, there will not be enough substance or conviction
in a man’s life to compel his allegiance to life itself.’2 Therefore, he argues that
any ethical system that undermines these sorts of relationships is deeply
problematic. While Williams might be accused of overstating his point, there is
something fairly absurd in any suggestion that the husband in this scenario
should have flipped a coin or should have been preoccupied with treating both
drowning victims ‘equally.’ The whole concept of committing to a ‘spouse’
entails promising some types of partial treatment.
In contrast, many traditional modern ethical theories value some kind of
moral impartiality. According to such theories, all persons need to be
considered equally regardless of how the agent feels about them. The kind of
impartiality needed differs from theory to theory, whether it is equal weight in
the utilitarian calculus, or an impartial consideration of a person’s value as
required by obedience to the moral law expressed within the categorical
imperative regardless of one’s own inclinations, or some other form of
impartiality.
As a solution to this tension between two important central moral
intuitions, I argue that the most important aspects of both moral intuitions can
be fulfilled by a love-centered account of virtue ethics. This solution portrays
the ideal moral agent as one who has loving desires towards all persons, thus
fulfilling the intuition that an adequate moral theory requires impartiality
towards all. Yet, this theory departs from many ethical theories by portraying
1

Bernard Williams, Moral Luck: Philosophical Papers (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 1981), 18.
2
Bernard Williams 1981, 18.
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the type of relationship the agent has with others as a morally relevant
consideration that ought to shape the specific ways that love is expressed.
Thus, I proceed by describing an account of virtue ethics centered upon love
inspired by the views of Thomas Aquinas and go on to show how this account
can resolve the partiality-impartiality puzzle while fulfilling both opposing
moral intuitions.

An Account of Love
Any love-centered account of virtue ethics needs to offer an account of the
virtue of love. While there are various competing accounts of love, 1 I define
the virtue of love as a disposition towards relationally appropriate acts of the
will, consisting of a disinterested desire for the good of persons and a
disinterested desire for unity with persons, held as final ends.2 This account
accepts any desire that the agent is reasonably justified in viewing as beneficial
to the beloved as genuinely loving and therefore is not committed to any
particular account of the good.3 This flexibility applies both to what the agent
views as constitutive of the good as well as what means are viewed as likely to
bring about that good.
This account of love includes a universal scope for the persons who are
appropriate recipients of love. Personhood is the value to which love is the
appropriate response. Yet, personhood is never encountered in abstraction, but
only within particular individuals with whom we have various kinds of
relationships. Therefore, the fully loving agent has these desires towards the
self, close friends and relatives, and more distant persons as well as any nonhuman persons that may exist. However, the desires of love ought to be
expressed in differing ways dependent upon the nature of the lover’s
relationship with each individual.4

1

For four competing accounts of love see: Harry Frankfurt, The Reasons of Love, (Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004), David Velleman, ‘Love as Moral Emotion,’ Ethics 109
(1999), Niko Kolodny, ‘Love As Valuing a Relationship,’ Philosophical Review 112 (2003),
and Hugh LaFollette, Personal Relationships, (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 1996). I
have critiqued these accounts elsewhere.
2
This interpretation of Aquinas’s account of charity is influenced by conversations with
Eleonore Stump. Cf. Eleonore Stump, ‘Love, By All Accounts,’ Proceedings and Addresses of
the American Philosophical Association, 80 (2006): 25-43.
3
This claim represents a notable departure from Aquinas’s view, who held to an objective
account of the good. While I am ultimately optimistic that Aquinas’s views concerning the
good are correct, I do not have space or interest in defending those views here. Instead, I hope
to sketch a broadly acceptable love-centered account of virtue ethics that acknowledges that
those who do not share Aquinas’s view of the good as ‘loving’ in some important sense of the
word. For now, I leave defending Aquinas’s view of the good to others.
4
Thomas Aquinas’s account of charity is the historical source that has most influenced my view
of love, though time will not allow me to demonstrate the relationship between our accounts.
See Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologicae II-II 23-46.
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While a full defense of this account of love over alternative contemporary
views would take too much space to be practical,1 this account has at least the
following philosophical advantages. First, this account of love is relationally
flexible and applicable to the full range of human relationships. Unlike many
theories of love that are only applicable to romantic relationships and close
adult friendships this conception of love is applicable to the full range of
impersonal, personal, intimate, and internal relationships. It identifies the
essential similarities and differences between loving desires in these various
contexts.
Second, this view provides criteria for evaluating individual’s attestations
of love thereby distinguishing ideal or true love from mere sentiment,
infatuation, or delusion. While the stalker may be fully convinced of his love
for the stalked, he is not justified in viewing his obsessive interest as good for
the stalked. Any account of love that lacks the conceptual resources to
distinguish between such obsessive behavior and genuine or ideal love leaves
much to be desired.
Third, this account of love has explanatory power concerning the typical
normative experiences of love including the tenacity of love, the nonfungibility of the beloved, the strong feelings associated with love, etc. Love is
tenacious on this account because it is based upon personhood and shaped by
the nature of the type of relationship between lover and beloved. In contrast,
competing accounts that find a basis for love in the lover’s non-relational
attributes have difficulty explaining why love should not change as these
attributes change or when the lover meets someone whom possesses these
attributes in superior degrees. Similarly, the beloved in closer personal and
intimate relationships is non-fungible since such relationships are unique
within the lover’s experience. This explains why substitution cannot be made
without loss of value in the lover’s eyes. Furthermore, the intensity of feelings
associated with love is explained in terms of the varying strengths of desires
that are appropriate for varying types of relationships. The most intimate
relationships ground stronger desires than impersonal relationships thereby
explaining the strong feelings typically associated with love in the most
intimate relationships.2

A Love-centered Account of Virtue Ethics
What does a love-centered account of ethics entail? This account accepts
many typical features of contemporary Neo-Aristotelian virtue ethics. These
1

I have given a full defense of this account elsewhere. See Eric Silverman, The Prudence of
Love: How Possessing the Virtue of Love Benefits the Lover (Lanham, MD: Rowman and
Littlefield’s Lexington Books, 2010).
2
These problems with traditional ‘attributes based’ accounts of love are well documented by
Eleonore Stump. See. Eleonore Stump, ‘Love, By All Accounts,’ Proceedings and Addresses
of the American Philosophical Association, 80 (2006): 25.
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features include a focus on the agent’s character dispositions rather than her
particular actions apart from the dispositions they stem from, a portrayal of
virtues as excellence in human dispositions, an emphasis on the need for
practical wisdom (phronesis), a view of virtue as a threshold concept, and an
emphasis on the importance of moral psychology.1 In addition to such common
features of Neo-Aristotelian virtue theory, a love-centered account of virtue
ethics includes at least the following claims that distinguish it from other virtue
theories including Aristotle’s.
First, it holds that love is the greatest, the most important, and the most
central virtue.2 This view portrays love as a more central excellence than other
virtues. Since love pertains directly to the agent’s will in the form of a person’s
desires, this virtue is foundational in shaping the proper expression of other
virtuous traits. If we truly desire the good of persons and unity with them, these
desires will shape the way other traits are expressed. Many other traits, even
good traits in themselves, can be misused. For example, courage in the
narrowest Aristotelian sense is the tendency to experience and react to fear in
proportion to the actual danger in a situation.3 However, the ends one might
pursue with such courage might be laudable, neutral, or deplorable. The
deplorable criminal or the egoistic athlete may display ‘courage’ alongside
laudable figures such as the altruistic fire fighter or dutiful police officer. 4 Yet,
the love-centered model identifies love as a more central human excellence
than courage and therefore entails that the most virtuous form of courage will
be directed by love. Other good traits are only fully excellent as they are
directed by the ends of love. Even the kinds of reasons other traits provide for
action must be revised by the motivations provided by love. The ideal
courageous, temperate, just, or clever person is not courageous primarily for
the sake of courage or temperate for the sake of temperance, but rather for the
sake of love. Therefore, any excellence displayed by agents without love does
not instantiate that which is most important to character.
This insight is similar to Immanuel Kant’s observation that, ‘It is
impossible to conceive anything at all in the world, or even out of it, which can
be taken as good without qualification, except a good will.’5 While this view
stops short of endorsing Kant’s full claim, it agrees that perfection of the will is
the most important, foundational, and central human excellence since it both
directs the use of other virtues and cannot be misused for some morally evil
1

Discussions of these traits can be found in various places including: Aristotle’s Nicomachean
Ethics, G. E. M. Anscombe’s ‘Modern Moral Philosophy’, Rosalind Hursthouse’s On Virtue
Ethics (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1999), and Christine Swanton’s Virtue
Ethics: A Pluralistic View (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2003).
2
See ST II-II 23:6-8
3
See Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, BK. III.
4
Aquinas is among the earliest thinkers to identify this problem with many virtues. He claims
that even the thief displays something like courage by controlling his fear, but that this trait is
not a genuine virtue because it is used in ways contrary to love. See ST II-II 23:7-8
5
Immanuel Kant, The Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, H. J. Paton (trans.), (New
York, New York: Harper and Row Publishers, Inc. 1964), 4:393
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purpose. Therefore, the cultivation of love is a higher moral priority than other
virtues.
One implication of love’s centrality is that any time competing character
traits dictate actions or attitudes incompatible with love, the dictates of love
should be followed instead. If the virtue of ‘thrift’ demands cutting
expenditures, but the virtue of love demands increasing or maintaining
generous amounts of giving it is the dictates of love that ought to be followed.1
This pattern applies to any instance when competing virtues direct actions in
ways contrary to love. Thus, other virtues are modified by love’s direction.
This principle is at least part of what Aquinas refers to as love serving as the
‘form’ of all virtue.2
Another important implication of this view is that there is considerable
unity to the virtues centered in love. An essential trait of all other virtues is that
they must be compatible with love in order to qualify as bona fide virtues. In
these virtues’ ideal expression they will simultaneously embody love as well as
whatever other excellence they display. Any action that genuinely expresses
virtue will at least be compatible with love. Conversely, any inherently
unloving trait or action will be viewed as vicious regardless of whatever other
positive aspects it may possess.

A Love-centered Response to the Partiality-Impartiality Puzzle
One of the more striking claims concerning the partiality-impartiality
puzzle is offered by Elizabeth Ashford. She claims, ‘…in the current state of
the world, any plausible moral theory has difficulty in showing how agents’
impartial moral commitments and their personal commitments can be
harmoniously integrated.’3 It is this type of claim I will now seek to address.
How can a moral theory provide a structure that allow for harmony between
personal and impartial moral commitments?
The love-centered account addresses the tension between the moral
importance of impartiality and partial personal relationships by emphasizing
that the ideal loving agent has the same two types of loving desires, responses,
and attitudes towards all of humanity,4 but that they are expressed in ways that
are shaped by the agent’s relationship with each person. Thus, it is impartial in
that the ideal agent has the same two broad types of desires towards all, in that
the relationships that shape the proper expressions of love must be in principle
open to all, and in that all relationships must be compatible with genuine love
towards those outside of the relationships. The types of relevant relationships
1

I do not mean to imply that there is no situation when giving might need to be curtailed, I only
mean to suggest that prudent spending ought to ultimately promote the goals of love.
Therefore, thrift is not an overriding goal on its own.
2
See ST II-II 23.8.
3
Elizabeth Ashford, ‘Utilitarianism, Integrity, and Partiality,’ The Journal of Philosophy, 97
(2000): 434.
4
See ST II-II 31.3
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include one’s relationship with one’s self, close personal relationships, and
distant impersonal relationships. In each case, the loving person desires both
the good of and union with the beloved. The loving person is involved in
morally appropriate expressions of self love, morally appropriate close partial
relationships, and a loving disposition towards distant impersonal relationships.
While the same broad desires are held towards all people relationships serve as
a foundational consideration for shaping the proper expression of loving
desires. However, unlike many accounts of ethics, this view recognizes the
existence of relational bonds as morally relevant circumstances requiring us to
treat people differently from one another.
This account, like Aquinas’s,1 allows that many expressions of self love
are morally acceptable or even obligatory when balanced with the love of
others. For example, there are ways of benefiting the self that only the self can
pursue. Other people simply cannot exercise, learn, develop our psyche, invest
into our relationships, or cultivate discipline in our place. To suggest that self
love is morally problematic is to claim that these activities have no direct moral
standing, thereby leaving a substantial void in moral theory. Therefore, I reject
criticisms of moral duties towards the self such as those recently presented by
Michael Slote:
Our common moral thinking treats it as sometimes obligatory to do
good things for others and almost always obligatory to refrain from
harming them. But there is no similar moral obligation in regard to
benefiting oneself or refraining from doing damage to one’s
prospects or even one’s health….it makes no sense to suppose there
is an obligation to do things we are already inclined to do and can
naturally be expected to do. Since we naturally and expectably do
care for our own interests, there can’t be—there is no moral need
for—an obligation to do so.2
At least two claims within Slote’s argument are simply false. First, there
are activities that we ‘naturally and expectedly’ perform that we also have an
obligation to do. For example, it is natural and very common that we care for
our own children and do not intentionally harm them. Yet, only someone who
was skeptical about ethics altogether would suggest that there is no moral
obligation to refrain from intentionally harming one’s own children. Similarly,
even if we accept the claim that humans naturally and expected care for their
own interests, it does not follow that there is no obligation to do so.
Second, it is also false that humans are consistently inclined to care for
their own interests; at least if we are using an adequately complex long term
account of what it means to ‘care for’ our own interests. While it is correct that
everything one does is endorsed by the self in some important way, it is quite
contentious to claim that everything, or even most things, chosen by the self is
1

See ST II-II 25.4
Michael Slote, Morals From Motives (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2001), 11-12.
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motivated by self interest. In fact, people do sometimes make extreme
sacrifices for others. On December 4, 2006 Pfc. Ross McGinnis sacrificed
himself by jumping on a grenade to protect four other soldiers. Similarly, in a
Nazi concentration camp, Maximilian Kolbe voluntarily died in the place of
another captive. In addition to great acts of self sacrifice, many other decisions
are simply not made according to a prudent long term strategy of benefiting the
self. Some individuals commit suicide when years of pleasant life were quite
likely. Others choose to overindulge in short term pleasures such as fatty foods,
nicotine, or other drugs to a degree that shortens their life span thereby acting
against their self interests. And plenty of ethical systems, including mainstream
utilitarianism, Kantianism, and even egoism, do judge that in failing to care for
themselves properly such people fail in their moral duties. Therefore, Slote’s
criticisms against the possibility of moral duties towards the self fail.1
Just as the self is uniquely positioned to benefit the self, other types of
close relationships allow unique opportunities for beneficence. For example,
the existence of an ongoing parent-child relationship with a history that
includes the development of trust, intimacy, and mutual knowledge over time
allows goods to be brought about through the relationship that are impossible
to replicate outside of such a long term, intimate relationship of mutual
dependence. Consider the claim that a good parent ought to read at least an
occasional bedtime story to her own young child. Why is this partial treatment
appropriate when there is likely a worse off child within a short distance? One
obvious consideration is that the intimate setting of having a story read at
bedtime to the child entails that having a stranger read it is a very different
experience than having a trusted long term caretaker do so. And it is the
existence of that kind of long term particular relationship that this account of
virtue ethics recognizes as moral significant. Accordingly, the close proximity
within certain intimate relationships allows unique kinds of valuable goods to
be brought into existence that are not possible outside of such partial long term
relationships. These facts justify some, but certainly not all possible types of
partial treatment within close relationships.
Since morally appropriate partiality must be simultaneously compatible
with love towards those outside the relationship and compatible with similarly
situated persons engaging in similar types of loving partiality, there are many
morally inappropriate expressions of partiality. Using influence at one’s job to
get an unqualified friend a position is unloving both to one’s employer and to
other job candidates. Caring for one’s children so much that the needs of
1

Someone might mistakenly think that I have been unfair to Slote’s viewpoint. Since, I have
demonstrated that many people do not act with their own long term interests in mind, while
Slote might be misread as claiming only that ‘people care for their own interests’ in the most
general sense. Yet, a careful look at the quotation demonstrates that he wants to use the
premises: ‘people care for their own interests’ and ‘there cannot be a moral obligation to do
that which we naturally and expectedly do’, to conclude that ‘there is no moral obligation
against damaging one’s long term health.’ Since Slote clearly applies the claim that ‘there are
no moral obligations to the self’ to issues such as one’s own health, whether we are in fact
inclined to promote our own interests in such ways is quite relevant to the discussion.
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distant others are completely ignored is similarly unloving. When preference in
partial relationships leads to unloving attitudes in more distant relationships,
such preference is vicious rather than virtuous.
Someone might mistakenly object that this theory has too large of a role
for personal preferences and inclinations. For example, the Kantian tradition
has long distrusted the moral worth of inclinations.1 However, it is important to
realize that relationships are not reducible to preferences and inclination. The
fully loving person has the same general internal loving desires towards all
people, not just some, not just those relationally close to her, and not just those
she finds likeable or those whom she is naturally inclined to enjoy. The lover
may find himself with a troublesome relative, an uncooperative colleague, or
an unfriendly neighbor. Yet, these relational circumstances do not eliminate the
virtuousness of possessing loving desires towards them. These circumstances
may be relevant in shaping loving external actions in some way; for example, it
is probably vicious to lend money to a known drug addict no matter what sort
of relationship the lover has with them. Yet, the same underlying principles
apply in each set of circumstances; external actions are to be directed by the
same internal loving desires that are wisely applied to a specific set of external
circumstances including relational circumstances.
Furthermore, it is important to realize that the existence of a relationship is
an objective fact about the world. While certain relationships are established
due to subjective preferences or inclinations many relationships are
involuntary. We do not typically choose our parents or children. Other types of
relationships are only indirectly chosen such as those with neighbors,
colleagues, and fellow citizens. There are also relationships that might be
desired that one fails to obtain. So, we should be hesitant to view relationships
as simply a subjective inclination or preference. The truly loving father does
not treat one child as a favorite while neglecting others. Similarly, the
unpleasant uncle ought to be cared for much like the likeable aunt.

Conclusion
I have outlined the essential features of a love centered account of virtue
ethics and argued that it provides an attractive way to simultaneously address
both the moral intuition that morality ought to be impartial and the intuition
that we have special commitments within close relationships. This account
starts by recognizing the importance of grounding ethics in the moral value of
all persons. All persons are appropriate objects of love. Furthermore, love is
constituted by the same two types of desires towards all persons: desires for
their good and desires for a type of unity with them.
Yet, the love centered account of virtue ethics proceeds by recognizing
that certain types of goods can only be produced within certain kinds of
1

See Immanuel Kant, The Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, 4:393-397.
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relationships. A moral theory that fails to recognize the moral significance of
these relational circumstances will inevitably neglect these important goods.
Furthermore, such theories undermine personal harmony by demanding we
treat distant strangers in ways identical to our most intimate relationships. In
contrast, by using the nature of specific types of relationships to shape the way
love ought to be expressed, this account of virtue ethics allows close
relationships to possess a greater role in moral theory without allowing mere
inclination, sentiment, or preference to shape morality.
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C H A P T E R SEVENTEEN
Demarcation, Definition, Art
Thomas Adajian
Much philosophical energy has been spent on demarcation questions – in
philosophy of science, most notoriously, but also in philosophy of logic, and
aesthetics. The question of how to demarcate science from pseudo-science,
once regarded as central, commands relatively little attention today. In the
philosophy of logic, by contrast, the problem of demarcating the logical
constants is far less skeptically regarded. In aesthetics, where the problem is
how to demarcate art from non-art, the question as to whether the problem is a
real one or a pseudo-problem also continues to be debated. The hypothesis that
the demarcation questions in these three areas are parallel, or at least similar
enough to be interesting, is discussed. Some arguments for the conclusion that
the demarcation problem is a pseudo-problem are considered, as are some
demarcation proposals of a deflationist or minimalist sort. All are found
wanting.
It is not hard to imagine a philosopher saying something like this:
‘While it is generally agreed that a, b, c, should count as art, and that
d, e, and f should not, there is a vast disputed middle ground. Is g
art? Are h, i, and j? What about k and l? In these border areas our
intuitions from paradigm cases fail us; we need something more
principled. However, there is little philosophical consensus about the
basis for the distinction between art and non-art. Until this question
is resolved, we lack a proper understanding of the scope and nature
of art.’
Except for the last sentence, which raises a question that will be addressed
below, and assuming sensible choices as to the values that a, b, c, etc. take, this
seems a reasonable remark. In fact, though, the ‘quotation’ is based on the
following (MacFarlane, 2009):
‘While it is generally agreed that signs for negation, conjunction,
disjunction, conditionality, and the first-order quantifiers should
count as logical constants, and that words like ‘red’, ‘boy’, ‘taller’,
and ‘Clinton’ should not, there is a vast disputed middle ground. Is
the sign for identity a logical constant? Are tense and modal
operators logical constants? What about ‘true’, the epsilon of settheoretic membership, the sign for mereological parthood, the
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second-order quantifiers, or the quantifier ‘there are infinitely
many’? Is there a distinctive logic of agency, or of knowledge? In
these border areas our intuitions from paradigm cases fail us; we
need something more principled…. However, there is little
philosophical consensus about the basis for the distinction between
logical and nonlogical expressions. Until this question is resolved,
we lack a proper understanding of the scope and nature of logic.’
One can also imagine an actual philosopher saying this:
‘There is no delineation of the sciences. We can at best list them. It is
as if we could characterize the concept planet of the sun only by
reciting: Mars, Venus, Earth, etc., and could not tell by any general
principle whether the heavenly body epsilon is a planet or not. We
have a laundry list of the sciences, but no characterization of what a
science is – except a circular one….My focus will be the
demarcation of science: What distinguishes science from the extrascientific?’
This too seems a reasonable remark. As a matter of fact, though, it is not a
real quotation. But it is based on a real quotation from a well-known paper -entitled ‘What is Logic?’ -- in which Hacking writes (Hacking 1979):
‘But, as Tarski had earlier implied, there is no delineation of the
logical constants. We can at best list them. It is as if we could
characterize the concept planet of the sun only by reciting Mars,
Venus, Earth, etc., and could not tell by any general principle
whether the heavenly body epsilon is a planet or not. We have a
laundry list of logical constants, but no characterization of what
a logical constant is-except the circular one, that logical constants
are those which occur essentially in analytic truths.’
One could imagine a philosopher, in a similarly abstract spirit, saying this:
‘Here is a standard enumeration of the F’s, from an influential text
on the philosophy of F: ‘a, b, c, etc.’ The ‘etc.’ of course helps not
at all, since one is given no indication of what would count as a
permissible addition to the list.’ 1
Is ‘F’ intelligibly replaced by ‘art’? ‘science’? ‘logical constant’? The
sensible answer is: all three. If it would not be unreasonable to say that each of
the passages above could intelligibly have been written about art, or about
1

The ‘quotation’ is not real. But it is modeled on a remark by another influential philosopher of
logic, Susan Haack, citing -- and
tacitly complaining about the limitations of -- Quine’s
enumerative treatment of the logical constants. Haack, Philosophy of Logics, p. 23.
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science, or about logic, then it is worth considering the idea that there are
significant similarities between the demarcation problems in aesthetics,
philosophy of science, and philosophy of logic. If this is true, then we would
expect to see similar arguments occur across those three domains. Moreover, as
the quotations make clear, the idea that a laundry list constitutes an adequate
answer to the demarcation question is not well regarded, at least among some
well-respected philosophers of logic. If so, then laundry lists will, similarly,
make for inadequate answers to demarcation questions in philosophy of science
and in aesthetics.
The Demarcation Problem and its alleged Demise – Laudan
If it is granted, provisionally, that the demarcation question is importantly
similar across philosophy of science, aesthetics, and philosophy of logic, it
would be significant if it turned out to be a bad question. In an influential
polemic, ‘The Demise of the Demarcation Problem,’ Laudan claims just that,
concluding that (i) there are no epistemic features that all and only scientific
disciplines share, and that (ii) the history of the attempts to demarcate science
suggests that the quest for a demaracation device is not viable (Laudan 1983).1
Laudan’s main argument amounts to this:
1.
2.

Some scientific theories are well tested, others aren't;
Some branches of science are presently showing high growth rates;
others aren't.
3. Some scientific theories have made many successful predictions of
surprising phenomena; others haven't.
4. Some scientific hypotheses are ad hoc; others aren't.
5. So, there are no epistemic invariants across scientific activities/
beliefs/methods. (1 – 4)
6. If there are epistemic invariants in science, then they consist in
activities/beliefs/methods. (implicit)
7. So, there are no epistemic invariants across science. (5, 6)
8. Science can be demarcated from non-science by means of an
epistemic demarcation criterion only if there exist epistemic
invariants across science. (implicit)
9. So, science can’t be epistemically demarcated from non-science.
(7,8)
10. The only possible demarcation criterion is an epistemic one.
(implicit)
11. So, there is no demarcation criterion. (9,10)

1

Laudan, (1983), ‘The Demise of the Demarcation Problem,’ in Cohen, R.S.; Laudan, L.,
Physics, Philosophy and Psychoanalysis: Essays in Honor of Adolf Grünbaum, Boston Studies
in the Philosophy of Science, 76, Dordrecht: D. Reidel, p. 118.
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There are several problems here. One might wonder, first, how strong the
inductive stage of the argument is, and whether Laudan would endorse its
extension to other philosophical domains.1 Second, a narrow sense of
‘epistemic invariant’ seems to be in play: Laudan assumes that only beliefs and
activities and ‘modes of inquiry’ are reasonable candidates for epistemic
invariants. It is unclear that this list is complete: it might be thought that ideals
and desires can be epistemic (and invariant). What licenses the assumption that
the only possible demarcation criterion is an epistemic one, narrowly
construed? Third, the meaning of Laudan’s conclusion is not obvious. It is
highly implausible if taken to mean that there is no difference between science
and non-science. In fact, probably Laudan means that there is no absolutely
sharp distinction: he writes that an adequacy condition on any demarcation
criterion is that is be precise enough to be used to tell whether ‘various beliefs
and activities we are investigating do or do not satisfy it’; if not, Laudan says,
then ‘it is no better than no criterion at all.’2 This is wrong, if it means that
every candidate for a demarcation criterion that permits borderline cases should
be rejected for that reason alone. On the contrary, given the ubiquity of
vagueness, we should predict borderline cases. Failing to specify a sharp line
doesn’t disqualify a candidate demarcation criterion. Rather, if a sharp line can
be specified, that fact should make us skeptical about the reality of what is
being classified.

A Peircean Proposal
An approach that rejects a number of Laudan’s central assumptions about
the nature of science is Peirce’s. In one of his many meditations on the essence
of science, Peirce claimed that science is a ‘mode of life’
‘whose single animating purpose is to find out the real truth, which
pursues this purpose by a well-considered method, founded on
thorough acquaintance with such scientific results already
ascertained by others as may be available, and which seeks
cooperation in the hope that truth may be found, if not by any of the
actual inquirers, yet ultimately by those who come after them and
shall make use of their results. It makes no difference how imperfect
a man’s knowledge may be, how mixed with error and prejudice;
from the moment that he engages in an inquiry in the spirit
described, that which occupies him is science.’
1

For the same objection to the inductive argument to the conclusion that the search for a
demarcation criterion for art is doomed, see Robert Stecker’s ‘Is it Reasonable to Attempt to
Define Art?’ in N. Carroll, Theories of Art (University of Wisconsin Press 2000).
2
Cf. Robert Pennock: ‘Laudan’s entire critique of demarcation… expects a precise line that
can unambigiously rule any possible theory in or out of science….’ Synthese (2011) 178:177–
206, p. 184.
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Because he takes science to be a mode of life, Peirce remarks, it makes
sense ‘to take as the unit science the scientific mode of life fit for an individual
person.’ But, he continues, since science is ‘essentially a mode of life that
seeks cooperation, the unit science must, apparently, be fit to be pursued by a
number of inquirers.’1
On this approach, the demarcation criterion, properly understood, concerns
the nature of science as it is ideally incarnated in the way of life of the scientist.
The way of life of a scientist as scientist is defined as a way of life governed by
a purpose or ideal. What is most fundamental, and therefore what is to be
demaracated is, not, contra Laudan, scientific content, or, even, though this is
closer, scientific conduct. What is more fundamental than either of those is the
ideal spirit, purpose, or aim of (ideal) scientific conduct. (Under ‘content’ we
should include method; more on this below.2) Peirce’s view is broadly
deontological, even Kantian, not consequentialist: its primary focus is the
agent/scientist’s motivation for acting, not the independent features of her
action, among which are included its consequences. Science is on this view
defined in terms of the ideal of the scientific way of life: the disinterested,
unselfish, whole-hearted pursuit of truth. And truth, and the love of and desire
for it, is a metascientific norm. It is for Peirce, as for Kant, ‘a moral norm
legislating for both the aim and the methodology of scientists as scientists’
(Sullivan 1989). For Peirce, as for Kant, pure practical reasoning is primary,
and pure practical reason ‘best defends its own primacy by protecting the rights
of science… moral reason has both the right and obligation to defend the
scientific enterprise against dangers posed by political or religious ideologies
[i.e., pseudoscience]’ (Sullivan 1989).
Viewing the demarcation problem in the philosophy of science from this
Peircean/deontological perspective has several significant implications. First,
there is a clear parallel to art. The most influential twentieth century defender
of an aesthetic answer to the demarcation problem in philosophy of art,
Monroe Beardsley, defined a work of art as either an arrangement of
conditions intended to be capable of affording an experience with marked
aesthetic character or (incidentally) an arrangement belonging to a class or
type of arrangements that is typically intended to have this capacity (Beardsley
1982). If a demarcation criterion that that makes aesthetic intentions primary is
respectable in aesthetics, then a demarcation criterion that makes scientific
motivation primary cannot be rejected out of hand as a reasonable strategy in
philosophy of science.
Second, in a discussion of the question of a demarcation question in logic - whether second-order logic is logic -- the philosopher of logic Stuart Shapiro
(Shapiro 1989) remarks that ‘[t]o some extent, the issue comes down to what

1

Peirce, Collected Papers, (7.221)
A theory developed by a theorizer with false beliefs about methodology needn’t be
unscientific. Nor need the theorizing be unscientific -- that too is a matter of the motivations of
the theorizer. Conduct, whether informed by true beliefs about methodology or false ones, is
scientific conduct if its motivation is scientific.
2
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the purposes of logic are.’ That is, the idea that what matters to demarcation is
purposes or ideals is not alien to philosophy of logic.
Third, Peirce’s deontological approach explains something that should
strike us as surprising -- the moralistically loaded language employed in
demarcation debates. Why pseudoscience and not just non-science? If it is true
that what is definitive of science is, most fundamentally, a mode of life
animated by a moral ideal, then it is unsurprising that its adherents use such
strong rhetoric. Again (to turn to logic): why did the most influential American
logician of the twentieth century, Quine, introduce the striking term ‘deviant
logics’, rather than speaking more neutrally of alternative logics?1 Peirce’s
approach explains this rhetoric, and has, moreover, a corollary: though the
heavy-handed power politics that the scientific community employed against
Lysenko and Velikovsky should be condemned, what motivated the
suppression of their views may well have been moral outrage at the traducing
of an ideal.

Timeless Demarcation Criteria
One consequence of Peirce’s view that he saw very clearly is that,
especially in the very early stages of science -- but not only then -- there are
borderline cases:
‘If a man pursues a method which, although very bad, is the best that
the state of intellectual development of his time or the state of the
particular science he pursues would enable a man to take… we
perhaps cannot call them scientific men, while perhaps we ought to
do so…. They are, at any rate, entitled to an honorable place in the
vestibule of science….For my part, if these men really had an
effective rage to learn the very truth, and did what they did as the
best way they knew, or could know, to find out, I could not bring
myself to deny them the title [of scientist]. ‘2
Part of this has recently been denied. For example, Hansson, noting that
epistemic warrant varies across time, argues that the demarcation between
science and pseudoscience cannot be ‘timeless,’ since if it were, it would be
contradictory to label a standpoint as pseudoscience at one but not at another
point in time:
‘… after showing that creationism is in certain respects similar
to some doctrines from the early 18th century, one author
maintained that ‘if such an activity was describable as science
1

W. V. O. Quine, Philosophy of Logic (Harvard University Press, 1986), chapter 6.
Peirce, ‘On Science and Natural Classes,’ in The Essential Peirce, volume 2 (Indiana
University Press), p. 131.
2
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then, there is a cause for describing it as science now’ … This
argument is based on a fundamental misconception of science. It
is an essential feature of science that it strives for improvement
through empirical testing, intellectual criticism, and the
exploration of new terrain. A … theory cannot be scientific
unless it relates adequately to this process of improvement. At a
very minimum, this requires that well-founded rejections of
previous scientific standpoints are accepted. The demarcation of
science cannot be timeless, for the simple reason that science
itself is not timeless.’1
But consider the claim that the existence of a timeless demarcation
criterion entails (given that the amount of evidence available to the community
changes over time) that it is contradictory to say that a theory is science at one
point and pseudoscience at another. Here is a very crude) timeless epistemic
standard: (*) (x)(y) (if x is a time and y is a theory, then y is warranted at x iff y
answers to the evidence available at x) Suppose that the evidence is different
at t and at t+1, and that theory T answers to all the evidence available at t but
not to all the evidence available at t + 1. And suppose that a theory is scientific
at a time iff it is warranted at that time iff it answers to the evidence available
at the time. Suppose also that if a theory is not scientific, then it is
pseudoscientific. Does (*) entail that it is contradictory to say that T is
warranted at time t and not at t + 1? No: (*) entails that T is warranted at t and
not warranted at t +1, but not that it is a contradiction (it isn’t). Moreover, if it
is true at t that T is warranted at t and not warranted at t + 1, then it is true at
every time that T is warranted at t and not at t + 1. So, one might hold that a
theory is (in the sense that matters, by courtesy, if one likes) scientific if there
is at least one time at which it was warranted. And obviously, if (*) is a
timeless demarcation standard, then so is (**) (x)(y)(If x is a time and y is a
person, then if y at x had an effective rage to learn the very truth, and did what
she did as the best way she knew, or could know, to find out, then y is a
scientist at x).
Hansson seems to hold, moreover, that the fact that science by nature
strives for improvement implies that it is untrue that something remains
scientific even though evidence that overturns it becomes available -- since
striving for improvement requires that well-founded rejections of previous
[empirically less well-attested] scientific standpoints are accepted. But there is
a clear equivocation on ‘rejection’ here. If ‘well-founded rejection’ means
well-founded disbelief, then striving for improvement clearly does require
rejection. That is, it is rational to disbelieve an inferior theory. But if ‘rejection’
of a theory means to denial of scientific status to it, then the claim that the fact
that science strives for improvement entails the acceptance of ‘well-founded
rejections of previous scientific standpoints’ entails, absurdly, that only the
final theory is scientific. For every theory prior to the final one is such that it
1

Hansson, Sven (2009) 'Cutting the Gordian Knot of Demarcation', International Studies in the
Philosophy of Science, 23: 3, 237 — 243, p. 239
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can be improved upon. Moreover, one can without inconsistency rationally
disbelieve a theory, hold it to be scientific, and recognize that, because it
successfully fulfills an intention to improve over its predecessors, it is a
scientific theory.
In fact, the gist of Hansson’s argument seems simple: science is
progressive; whatever has the property of being progressive changes over time;
so, since what changes over time cannot be timelessly demarcated, science
cannot be timelessly demarcated. The argument is significant, and not just
because it has a premise which implausibly rules out the possibility that
something might be timelessly demarcated by means of a criterion according to
which, at every time, change is definitive. It is significant because it closely
resembles a very well-known argument from the philosophy of art, due to
Morris Weitz, which lies close to the Wittgensteinian roots of many attacks on
the project of demarcating or defining art. According to Weitz, the application
conditions of the concept of art can never be exhaustively enumerated, since
new cases can always be envisaged or created by artists (Weitz 1956):
‘The very expansive, adventurous character of art, its ever-present
changes and novel creations, makes it logically impossible to ensure
any set of defining properties. We can, of course, choose to close the
concept. But to do this … is ludicrous since it forecloses on the very
conditions of creativity in the arts.’
Weitz argues, that is, that art is creative; that whatever has the property of
being creative changes over time; and that, because whatever changes over
time cannot be timelessly demarcated, art cannot be. So his and Hansson’s
argument are very close relatives. Both move from a premise about the
dynamic nature of the definiedum to a conclusion about the impossibility of
demarcation:
1. X is F.
2. Whatever has F-ness changes over time.
3. What changes over time cannot have a (timeless) set of defining
properties.
4. So, X cannot have a (timeless) set of defining properties.
But if this is a bad argument in the art case, then – if the hypothesis of this
paper is correct -- it is a bad argument in the science and logic cases. And
Weitz’s argument has been almost universally rejected in philosophy of art
(see, for example, Davies 1991, Carroll 1999, Meskin 2008, among many).
After all, as often noted, it might be part of the definition of art that it involves
an exercise of creativity -- which would obviously avoid the ‘foreclosing of
creativity’ in the arts that Weitz feared.
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Who Needs a Demarcation Criterion?
At the outset, I noted that several prominent philosophers of logic have
expressed strong dissatisfaction with list-like ‘demarcations’ of the logical
constants, as failing to explain why what is on the list is on the list. I turn now
to a recent proposal about the demarcation of art, due to a prominent
contemporary philosopher of art, Dominic Lopes. Lopes claims that the
problem of demarcating art reduces to two problems: the problem of analyzing
art’s constituent micro-categories (the art-forms), and the problem of analyzing
what it is to be an art-form (Lopes 2008). If those two problems were solved,
according to Lopes, then a very thin definition of art – call it the Deflationistic
Definition (DD) -- would suffice: (DD) Item x is a work of art if and only if x is
a work in activity P, and P is one of the art-forms. So Lopes holds what we
may call the Adequacy of the Deflationist Definition thesis (ADD): If we had
accounts of the individual art-forms, and of what it is to be an art-form, then
DD would be an adequate definition of art.
But why accept ADD? Why think that, given theories of the individual
artforms and an account of what it is to be an art-forms, DD would be
adequate? Because, Lopes holds, it can explain puzzling revolutionary works
like Marcel Duchamp’s readymades, which at the time of their creation appear
to be non-art. Here’s how: any reason to say that a work belonging to no extant
art-form is an artwork is a reason to say that it pioneers a new art-form. Hence,
every artwork belongs to some art-form or other. Hence, if we had an account
of what it is to be an art-form, together with theories of all the individual artforms, no definition of art more substantive than DD would be needed. If this
proposal is on the right track, then it answers the question, If one wants to give
an enumerative account of what it is to be an F, and the list will in the future
be extended to new kinds of F’s, how does putting an ‘etc.’ on the end of the
list help?
But in fact this proposal seems misguided. By hypothesis, entertaining the
question of whether or not x belongs to a new artform requires grasping some
reason for x’s being art. Moreover, an activity might be ruled out as an art-form
on the grounds that no artworks belong to it. If so, determining whether a new
practice is an art-form requires determining, first, that its elements are
artworks. Art, therefore, seems conceptually prior to art-forms. Focusing on the
individual art-forms doesn’t, therefore, avoid the need for a definition of art.
Alternatively put: The philosophical buck can be passed from an account of the
macro-category of art to micro-level accounts of the individual art-forms which
are its realizers, plus an account of what it is to be an art-form, only if an
account of what it is for an activity to be an art-form doesn’t require getting
clear both on what it is to be art, and on what it is that makes an activity a
form. But that is required. Compare trying to get clear on the nature of thoughtexperiments, without separately analyzing both the thought component and the
experiment component.
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One might, to return to the abstract approach to demarcation issues with
which this paper began, consider a generalized form of Lopes’ proposal. The
aim is to demarcate the F’s from the pseudo/non-/deviant F’s. Lopes’ proposed
deflationary proposal, viewed abstractly, comes to this:
‘Nobody needs a theory of F. The problem of analyzing the macrocategory of F may be reduced to the problem of analyzing F’s
constituent microcategories, the individual F’s, and the problem of
analyzing what it is to be an F. If those two problems were solved,
then a thin definition of F would suffice: Item x is F if and only if x
is a work in activity G, and G is one of F’s microcategories. And, if
we had accounts of micro-categories of F, and of what it is to be an
F, that thin definition would suffice.’
It is obviously a straightforward matter to adapt this approach to the
philosophy of science case, as well as the philosophy of logic case. Consider
the former: Nobody needs a theory of science. For the problem of analyzing the
macro-category of science may be reduced to two problems: the problem of
analyzing science’s constituent micro-categories, the individual sciences and
the problem of analyzing what it is to be an individual sciene. If those two
problems were solved, then a very thin definition of science would be
adequate: Item x is a science if and only if x is a work in activity P, and P is
one of the individual sciences. And if we had accounts of the individual
sciences, and of what it is to be a science, then that would be an adequate
definition of science.
But clearly, this approach won’t work for the philosophy of science case
any more than it will for the art case, and for the same reason. Presumably, in
order to know what it is to be a scientific discipline we need to know what it is
to be scientific, and what it is to be a discipline. There are, after all, disciplines
that are not scientific and scientific entities – methods, communicative
practices -- that are not disciplines. But if we knew what it was to be scientific,
there would be no demarcation problem to begin with. A mere enumeration of
the existing sciences does not help at all, in the face of perplexity as to whether
a controversial candidate belongs on the list. For parallel reasons, the proposal
is no more plausible for the logic case.

Conclusion
Demarcation problems are not solved by laundry lists. Demarcation
problems are not pseudo-problems. Light may be shed on demarcation
problems by comparing them as they arise in philosophy of science, philosophy
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of logic, and aesthetics. A Peircean/deontological approach is worth further
investigation.
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