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This volume is dedicated to Donald V. Poochigian 

(1943-2017) 
 

The Point  
Aaron Poochigian

*
 

 

Last month my Pops the Sage, the Brain, the Wiz, 

waxed geometric, just between us guys: 

"What is a point? A locus without size. 

No length, no width, no depth, but there it is." 

By then the specialist in What Exists 

had grown so shrunken he would not survive. 

(The tapeworm tubing keeping him alive 

seemed to be drinking life out through his wrists.) 

I get it: skin and ticker, lung and joint, 

we wither faster than we feel we should. 

What learns to walk lies down again for good. 

A rotten deal. But what about that point 

void of affliction, misery and prayer? 

No length, no width, no depth, but it is there. 

 

It seems fitting to dedicate this volume to Don: after all, he helped make the 

conference. 

I met Don in 2005, at the first International Philosophical Conference held by 

ATINER. The conference had all the marks of a new born with colic, but Don's 

quirky sense of humor and his unexpected takes on philosophical issues helped 

many of keep our sanity, and see the value in the enterprise. He was a loyal 

supporter of the conference's aim of broadening the scope of international 

philosophical conversation. Don attended all the meetings through 2015; even 

when his health prevented his coming to Athens, he remained one of the steadiest 

contributors to the "back side" of a blind-reviewed journal. His wise counsel was 

invaluable: if the program had to be rearranged at the last minute because someone 

had to cancel, even when he wasn't there, he was always ready to respond to one 

of my emailed cries for help.   

But he was more than a professional colleague--someone, you see here and 

there are meetings.  He became a good friend to many of us. Outside the confines 

of the conference and the work of publishing the proceedings, he was someone I 

turned to for advice and general discussions of the state of the world. I counted 

him as a friend, as did others. He will be missed. 

 

Patricia Hanna 

Editor 

 

                                                 
*
Aaron Poochigian is an accomplished poet, novelist and translator. He is a Professor in the 

Department of Modern and Classical Languages and Literature at California State University/ 

Fresno. 
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Introduction 

 
Patricia Hanna 

 

 

This volume is a collection of papers selected from those presented at the 

12
th

 International Conference on Philosophy sponsored by the Athens Institute 

for Research and Education (ATINER), held in Athens, Greece, 22-25 May 2017. 

This 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-six papers 

by philosophers from twenty-five countries were presented. The fifteen papers in 

this volume were selected for inclusion after a process of blind-review.  

The papers chosen for inclusion give some sense of the variety of topics 

addressed at the conference. However, 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.  

Since its inception in 2006, the conference has established itself as a place 

where philosophers from all areas of the world and all sub-genres can gather to 

engage in philosophical discussion. We now have a group of dedicated 

philosophers who serve as the reviewers for the proceedings. They are committed 

to raising the standards of this publication; as a result, we are now able to 

ensure that each submission if 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 them for their extraordinary work. 
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C H A P T E R   ONE 

 

Aristotle on Eudaimonia 

 
Maria Magoula Adamos 

 

 

There are two interpretations of Aristotle's notion of eudaimonia in the 

Nicomachean Ethics: the dominant and the inclusive. According to the 

dominant view, Aristotle sees eudaimonia as a dominant end, which consists 

of a single good, theoretical activity. On the inclusivist view, the highest 

human good, eudaimonia, is an inclusive end composed of a number of 

other intrinsic goods. Both of these views have a difficulty reconciling the 

notion of eudaimonia given in Book X of the Nicomachean Ethics and the 

rest of the work. So, many proponents of both views believe that there is an 

inconsistency between X 7-8 and the preceding material. In this paper I 

shall try to show that Aristotle is consistent throughout the Nicomachean 

Ethics. That is to say, Aristotle's notion of eudaimonia in Book X is not 

different from the one he employs in Book I and the rest of the work.  I 

shall also argue for an inclusivist interpretation of eudaimonia. Unlike most 

inclusivists, I think that the inconsistency between Books I and X is just 

apparent. One way of showing this is by focusing on the ergon argument in 

Book I. I shall argue that it strongly suggests an inclusive account of 

eudaimonia. If one takes the ergon of human beings to be a life or activity 

of the soul in accordance with reason (kata logon) and virtue (kat' areten), 

then the highest good is one that promotes this kind of life. A life in order 

to be guided by reason and express virtue must include both theoretical 

and practical virtues. If I am right, then the two accounts of eudaimonia in 

Books I and X can be reconciled and they are not as incompatible as they 

first appear to be.   

 

Keywords: Aristotle, eudaimonia, ergon argument, Nicomachean Ethics 

 

 

Introduction 

 

There are two interpretations of Aristotle's notion of eudaimonia: the 

dominant and the inclusive. According to the dominant view, Aristotle sees 

eudaimonia as a dominant end, which consists of a single good. Those who 

support this view think that in the Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle presents an 

intellectualist account of the human good, identifying it with theoretical activity, 

the activity of study or contemplation. On this view the best life for human 

beings consists in just one activity and all other goods or activities are good 
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only as so far as they promote that activity.
1
 The proponents of this view base their 

arguments on certain passages in the first and tenth books of the Nicomachean 

Ethics. The main difficulty of this view consists in accounting for the role practical 

virtues play in the best life. For an implication of the dominant view is that one 

should do everything one can (including presumably morally impermissible acts) 

in order to maximize and promote theoretical activity.
2
  

On the inclusivist view the highest human good, eudaimonia, is an inclusive 

end composed of a number of other intrinsic goods which one should pursue in 

life.
3
 

Both of these views have a difficulty reconciling the notion of eudaimonia 

given in Book X of the Nicomachean Ethics and the rest of the work. So many 

proponents of both views believe that there is an inconsistency between X 6-8 and 

the preceding material.
4
 

In this paper I shall try to show that Aristotle is consistent throughout the 

Nicomachean Ethics. That is to say, Aristotle's notion of eudaimonia in Book 

X is not different from the one he employs in Book I and the rest of the work. I 

shall also argue for an inclusivist interpretation of eudaimonia. Unlike most 

inclusivists, I think that the inconsistency between Books I and X is just apparent.
5
  

One way of exploring the above questions is by focusing on the ergon 

argument as it is presented in Book I. I shall argue that it strongly suggests an 

                                                 
1
Many scholars hold this view: W.F.R. Hardie in "The Final Good in Aristotle's Ethics" in Aristotle: 

A Collection of Critical Essays, Moravcsik, J.M.E. ed., New York, 1967, Anthony Kenny in The 

Aristotelian Ethics, The Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1978, Richard Kraut in Aristotle on the Human 

Good, Princeton University Press, Princeton, 1990, and Robert Heineman ―Eudaimonia as an 

activity in Nicomachean Ethics 1, 8-10‖ in Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy XXXIII, Selley D. 

Ed., Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2007. 
2
Cooper, who also endorses the dominant view, seems to think that the person who has attained 

the highest good at times would exercise other virtues as well in order to promote his theoria 

(Reason and Human Good in Aristotle, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, 1975:99-101, 155-80).  
3
Proponents of the inclusivist view are: J. Ackrill in "Aristotle on Eudaimonia" in Essays on 

Aristotle's Ethics, Rorty A. ed., University of California Press, Berkeley, 1980, Timothy Roche 

in "Ergon and Eudaimonia in EN: Reconsidering the Intellectualist Interpretation", in The 

Journal of the History of Philosophy, 26:2 1988, D. Keyt in "Intellectualism in Aristotle" in 

Essays in Ancient Greek Philosophy, Anton J.P. and Preus A. eds., SUNY Press, Albany, 1983, 

Amelie Rorty in ―The Place of Contemplation in Aristotle‘s Nicomachean Ethics‖ in Essays on 

Aristotle's Ethics, Rorty A. ed., University of California Press, Berkeley, 1980, and David Charles 

in ―I-David Charles‖ in Aristotle on Well-Being and Intellectual Contemplation, Aristotelian 

Society Supplementary Volume, Vol. 73, 1, 1999, 205-223). 
4
Among those who believe that there is an inconsistency between X 6-8 and the rest of the 

work are J. Ackrill, in ―Aristotle on Eudaimonia‖, J. Cooper, in Reason and Human Good in 

Aristotle‖, W. F. Hardie, in ―The Final Good in Aristotle‘s Ethics‖, and T. Nagel in "Aristotle on 

Eudaimonia" in Essays on Aristotle's Ethics, Rorty A. ed., University of California Press, Berkeley, 

1980. 
5
Philosophers who appear to be inclusivists as well as reconciliators are David Keyt in 

―Intellectualism in Aristotle‖ and Amelie Rorty in ―The Place of Contemplation in Aristotle‘s 

Nicomachean Ethics‖. However, my account depends on different grounds than theirs. A. 

Rorty thinks that Aristotle meant to reconcile the life of theoretical study with the life of political 

science, and that the statesman is at the same time a philosopher (378-379). Keyt thinks that 

Aristotle advocates a mild intellectualism (368-372). 
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inclusive account of eudaimonia. If one takes the ergon of human beings to be a 

life or activity of the soul in accordance with reason (kata logon) and virtue 

(kat' areten) --meaning a life in accordance with virtue under the guidance of 

reason-- then the highest good is the one that promotes this kind of life. Seen in 

this light then, eudaimonia consists of a life guided by reason in a way that 

reflects virtue. A life, in order to be guided by reason and express virtue, must 

include both theoretical and practical virtues. According to this interpretation, 

eudaimonia is exemplified in theoretical activity, but it also includes all other 

goods, which are ends in themselves, such as the moral virtues the exercise of 

which is the end of political science. If I am right, then the two accounts of 

eudaimonia in Books I and X can be reconciled, and hence, they are not as 

incompatible as they first appear to be.   

 

 

Preliminaries 

 

In the Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle identifies the highest good with 

eudaimonia or happiness
6
 and he tells us that every human activity and action 

aims at this good (1097a 23). Moreover, eudaimonia is final, self-sufficient, and, 

unlike other goods, is unconditionally complete since we always choose it because 

of itself and not for the sake of something else (1097b 1). Furthermore, 

eudaimonia is an activity expressing a complete virtue and it presupposes a 

complete life, that is, a long lifespan. 

In Book X 6-8 Aristotle says that eudaimonia is theoretical activity or 

contemplation. Theoretical activity is the highest good because it involves nous 

or understanding which is the most divine element in human beings (1177a15).  

Theoretical activity is said to be the best, the most continuous, the pleasantest 

and the most self-sufficient human good. The just and other virtuous people all 

need external goods in order to live. But while all other virtuous people need 

others as partners and recipients of their actions, the wise person is capable of 

studying by herself; and, although she also needs others, she is more self-sufficient 

than other virtuous people.  

Yet, nowhere in the Nicomachean Ethics until Book X does Aristotle mention 

that eudaimonia consists in theoretical activity. He does say in Book I that the 

life of theoretical activity is one among the three lives which are candidates for 

the happy life: the life of physical pleasure or gratification, the political life and 

the life of study. But, having dismissed the life of physical pleasure, he postpones 

his discussion of theoretical activity, and goes on to discuss the life of political 

science.  

Political science, according to Aristotle, pursues the good for the city as well 

as for the individual, and for that reason it is more divine (1094b10). This seems to 

contradict what Aristotle says in Book X. In Book X he praises theoretical activity 

because it is self-sufficient, since the person who contemplates does not need 

                                                 
6
In this paper I will use the terms eudaimonia and happiness interchangeably. However, one 

should keep in mind that happiness is not the exact translation of eudaimonia. Rather, eudaimonia 

should be understood as flourishing in life, or doing well in life. 
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others in order to engage in this activity. This view seems to be highly 

individualistic and to go against what Aristotle had said in Book I.   

But, we wonder, why does Aristotle dismiss the good or the end of political 

science in Book X? In Book VI (114120-1141a6) he mentions that theoretical 

wisdom must be distinguished from political science. Political science studies 

human beings and is concerned with virtues of action, and as such it cannot be the 

highest science, since human beings are not the highest beings in the universe. 

Wisdom on the other hand, is concerned with the excellence of our knowledge 

about the finest beings and principles. According to Aristotle, the rank and 

worth of a science is relative to the worth of that which is being studied.   

Further in Book X Aristotle tells us that the life of practical virtues or political 

science is secondary compared to the life of theoretical activity for a number of 

reasons: a) theoretical activity involves leisure, whereas all virtues of action (or 

of political science) require trouble; b) theoretical activity does not aim at some 

further end, whereas all other virtues aim at something else other than themselves; 

c) theoretical activity is choice-worthy for itself alone, whereas other virtues are 

choice-worthy for something else other than themselves; and, d) virtues of action 

are secondary because they are merely human and not god-like (1177a1-1178b35). 

It seems that the two Books stress two different aspects of human beings. In 

Book I Aristotle is concerned with what is human as such and he does not 

compare humans to another, higher class of beings, such as gods. In Book X 

however, Aristotle is concerned with nous (understanding) which is the god-like 

aspect of human beings. He makes a comparison between humans and gods 

and concludes that gods are not concerned with actions since "anything that 

concerns actions appears trivial and unworthy of the gods" (1178b15-20). The 

gods are the happiest beings because they engage in theoretical activity. As a 

result, any human activity which resembles that of the gods would be the happiest 

and most blessed: "For the whole life of the gods is blessed and human life is 

blessed to the extent that it has something resembling this sort of activity" 

(1178b 25-27).  

In Book I and throughout the Ethics until Book X Aristotle asserts that 

happiness or eudaimonia is the supreme end of human action and the highest good 

for human beings. But if eudaimonia is concerned with human actions, then it 

must require practical virtues. However, it seems as if in Book X Aristotle 

dismisses this view, since he holds, that our happiness consists in the god-like 

activity of contemplation and he points out that gods are not engaged in actions. 

Although Aristotle mentions that there is another, secondary, kind of life, which 

is expressed by practical virtues, he does not tell us what the relation is between 

these two kinds of lives. Does the life of theoretical activity include practical 

virtues? Should one prefer the first kind of life to the second? Does the first kind 

of life include the second?
78

 These are questions that I will try to answer in the 

                                                 
7
The apparent inconsistency between Book X.7-8 and the rest of the Nicomachean Ethics made 

some scholars argue that X.7-8 belongs to an earlier, different treatise. For in their view, X 6-8 

has a very close resemblance to Plato's moral theory. (See J. D. Monan, Moral Knowledge and 
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remainder of this paper. 

 

 

The Ergon Argument 

 

In his search for the best good Aristotle considers the ergon or function of 

human beings. A human being, Aristotle notes, has some kind of ergon. By ergon 

Aristotle understands something that a thing does which specifies the sort of 

thing that it is. The human ergon is a certain kind of life. But, what kind of life that 

would be?  

Aristotle thinks that the human soul consists of three parts: 1) the nutritive 2) 

the perceptive and 2) the rational. However, the ergon of human beings cannot be 

nutrition and growth since plants share this characteristic also. Similarly, 

perception cannot be the ergon of human beings either, since animals have 

perception as well. Therefore, the ergon, which is idion (particular) to human 

beings, is a life in accordance with reason (kata logon zein) (1098a1-4). Moreover, 

the good of all things that have ergon consists in performing the ergon well. 

Let us take a closer look at this argument:  

 

What then could this [ergon] be? For living is apparently shared with plants, 

but what we are looking for is the special function of a human being; hence 

we should set aside the life of nutrition and growth. The life next in order 

is some sort of perception; but this too is apparently shared, with horse, ox 

and every animal. The remaining possibility then, is some sort of life of action 

of the [part of the soul] that has reason... Now we take the human function 

to be a certain kind of life, and take this life to be the soul‘s activity and 

actions that express reason. The excellent man‘s function is to do this finely 

and well. Each function is completed well when its completion expresses the 

proper virtue. Therefore, the human good (i.e. eudaimonia) turns out to be 

the soul‘s activity that expresses virtue. And if there are more virtues than 

one, the good will express the best and most complete virtue.  Moreover, it 

will be a complete life. For one swallow does not make a spring, nor does one 

day; nor similarly does one day or a short time make us blessed and happy 

(1098a5-16). [italics mine] 

 

The ergon argument shows that the two characteristics of the highest good 

or eudaimonia are: a) a life that expresses reason, and b) a life that expresses 

virtue. 

As we have seen, Aristotle believes that the good of a thing depends on the 

function of that thing. This suggests that there is a very close relationship between 

the best good (eudaimonia) and the ergon of human beings, since the best good is 

                                                                                                                                 
its Methodology in Aristotle, The Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1968:108-111). Although this is a 

possibility of course, I do not think that Book X 6-8 is inconsistent with the rest of the work. 
8
Gabriel Richardson Lear argues that according to Aristotle the excellent rational activity of moral 

virtue is an approximation of theoretical activity. (G. Richardson Lear, Happy Lives and the Highest 

Good: An Essay on Aristotle‟s Nicomachean Ethics, Princeton University Press, Princeton, 2005). 



An Anthology of Philosophical Studies 

Volume 12 

 

8 

going to be the one that allows the human being to perform her ergon excellently. 

Now if the function of human beings is a life or activity of the soul in accordance 

with reason, then the best good of human beings must be the one that promotes 

and enables them to perform this ergon excellently. 

When Aristotle says that the human good is the soul's activity or a certain 

kind of life, which expresses virtue, he means a life which includes both practical 

and intellectual virtues. For in Book VI 1144a8 Aristotle explicitly says: "...[W]e 

fulfill our function in so far as we have practical wisdom and virtue of character".  

If we take life in accordance with reason to mean a life under the guidance of 

reason, then the best good for human beings cannot consist only in theoretical 

activity. Undoubtedly theoretical activity enables us to reach the highest degree 

of eudaimonia, since it exercises only reason, which is the most divine element 

in us, but reason alone is not enough for the function of human beings.   

A human being is a syntheton, a compound, Aristotle tells us. Her life 

includes performance and action, and in order to function well she needs also 

practical virtues, for, "thought by itself, [...] moves nothing; what moves us is 

thought aiming at some goal and concerned with action"(1139a36). Moreover, 

action requires decision and this involves nous and desire. Desire, in turn, requires 

an employment of the part of the soul, which does not possess reason. Hence, 

Aristotle cannot imply that only theoretical activity is needed for the achievement 

of eudaimonia. Indeed, in Book X he holds that complete virtue depends both 

on decision and on action. A person who engages in theoretical activity, which 

is primarily a divine activity, still remains a human being and as such he "chooses 

to do actions expressing virtues. Hence he will need the sorts of external goods 

for living a human life." (1178b5-7). Thus, those who contemplate do act ethically, 

and they do engage in moral conduct. They are not ethical egoists
9
 caring solely 

for their own eudaimonia, disregarding moral virtues in order to promote their 

own engagement in theoretical activity; nor are they like the gods, who engage 

only in theoretical activity. If this were the case, then the whole bulk of the NE 

would not make much sense, since it is devoted mostly to the topic of practical 

virtues and the manner of their acquisition. Nowhere in X 6-8 does Aristotle say 

that we should not have virtues of character and that we should do everything we 

can (including vicious actions) in order to maximize our own theoretical activity. 

What he does say, however, is that the virtue of understanding (nous) needs fewer 

goods than the virtues of character. Indeed, it would be nonsense for Aristotle 

to say that theoretical activity by itself would be sufficient for the happiness of 

a human being. For he admits: "However, the happy person is a human being, 

and so will need external prosperity also; for his nature is not self-sufficient for 

theoretical activity, but he needs a healthy body, and needs to have food and 

the other services provided"(1178b32-36). In addition, Aristotle states that those 

who engage in theoretical activity are most loved by the gods because they honor 

nous or understanding, since these people "attend to what is beloved by the gods 

                                                 
9
Ethical Egoism should be distinguished from a Self-Interested theory of morality. Although 

according to both theories a person who acts morally is motivated because of her self-interest, an 

ethical egoist in order to pursue her goal would not take the good of others into consideration.   
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and act correctly and finely" (1179a30) [italics mine]. This passage suggests that 

there is in fact a link between theoretical activity and virtues of character, for, 

those who engage in theoretical activity "act finely and correctly".   

But one may wonder why those who engage in theoretical activity "act finely 

and correctly" if virtues of action are within the realm of practical wisdom 

(phronesis)? What is the link between theoretical wisdom (sophia) and practical 

wisdom (phronesis)? Here we have to remember that practical wisdom is 

concerned with the right choice concerning the goal of action, whereas theoretical 

wisdom is concerned with "beings whose origins do not admit of being otherwise" 

(1139a8) and not with actions. Aristotle gives us his view regarding the relation of 

the two kinds of wisdom in Book VI: "practical wisdom (phronesis) does not 

control [theoretical] wisdom (sophia) or the better part of the soul, just as medical 

science does not control health. For it does not use health, but only aims to bring 

health into being. Hence it prescribes for the sake of health but does not prescribe 

to health" (1145a6-14). In this passage Aristotle uses the medical science - health 

analogy in order to draw the relation between practical wisdom and theoretical 

wisdom. He says that as medical science aims to bring health into being, practical 

wisdom aims to bring (theoretical) wisdom into being. But what does this mean? I 

think that what Aristotle is after here is this. Practical wisdom is aiming at the 

right choices concerned with actions. However, since theoretical wisdom does 

not employ the part of reason that makes choices, the wise person has to employ 

her practical wisdom in order to make the right choice in a given situation. A 

wise person who chooses to contemplate obeys the instruction of the practical 

part of reason, which is exemplified in practical wisdom. That is, if it weren't for 

the practical wisdom, the wise person would not have made the choice of 

contemplation to begin with. But this also suggests theoretical and practical 

wisdom are closely connected.  

Can a person engage in theoretical study and lack practical wisdom? To all 

appearances this is possible. However, although this person employs the finest 

part of her reason (the theoretical), she cannot be called happy. For such a person 

fails to fulfill her ergon. As we recall, in Book I Aristotle says that the ergon of 

human beings is a certain kind of life in accordance with reason and virtue. A 

person who has theoretical wisdom and lacks practical wisdom does not use 

reason in its fullest, for she neglects the calculating or practical part of reason.  

As a result, a person who engages in theoretical activity but lacks practical wisdom 

and practical virtues cannot perform her ergon well, and hence, cannot attain 

eudaimonia, although it is true that on Aristotle's view she is engaged in the 

most valuable kind of activity, theoretical activity. 

There is another way in which the ergon argument shows that eudaimonia 

does not consist in theoretical activity alone. As we have seen, Aristotle takes it 

that the ergon of human beings must be peculiar to our species. If our ergon is 

just contemplation, then it cannot be peculiar to us, since this seems to be the 

ergon of the gods as well. As Ackrill notes
10

, virtuous activity in accordance 

with practical reason is much more peculiar to human beings than theoretical 

                                                 
10

Ackrill, "Aristotle on Eudaimonia", p. 27. 
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activity. Indeed, Aristotle in the Eudemian Ethics says that the human being alone 

of animals is the starting point of actions; "for of nothing else should we say that it 

acted" (1222b18-20).Now since practical reason is concerned with actions, then it 

is reasonable to assert that the virtuous activity of practical reason is more peculiar 

to us than other beings, including gods. 

Some tried to meet this objection by arguing that when Aristotle says that 

the function of human beings must be peculiar to human beings, he does not 

mean to separate us from all classes of living beings (including gods), but only 

from other animals and plants.
11

 I don't see why should we take Aristotle to be 

arguing that our peculiarity consists only in what sets us apart from animals 

and plants and not other living beings such as gods. To think that he has only 

plants and animals in mind is to have already formed a view regarding the human 

ergon. It is true that in Book X 7-8 Aristotle takes gods as models to be imitated, 

since gods are exercising the most valuable human virtue, theoretical wisdom, 

all the time. But this does not entail that because gods engage in theoretical 

activity that theoretical activity should also be our ergon.  

The above remarks aim to show that Aristotle does not exclude practical 

virtues from the life of eudaimonia. Although theoretical activity is the happiest 

activity, it is not the only activity that is needed for the attainment of eudaimonia; 

practical virtues are also required. If this is the case, then Books I and X can be 

reconciled.  The practical virtues to which Aristotle devotes the greatest bulk of 

the EN are essential to eudaimonia and, they must be included in a person's life, 

if we are to call such person happy. Even though the life of theoretical activity is 

preferable to that of the political science, it still includes the practical virtues with 

which political science is concerned. Hence, in Book X Aristotle does not dismiss 

the good of political science. Instead he enriches it with yet another, more valuable 

good: theoretical study. 

According to another, different, interpretation of the ergon argument, "life 

kata logon" and "kat' areten" means that the human ergon consists only in the 

exercise of reason in accordance with theoretical virtue.
12

 For Aristotle there 

says: "if then the ergon of human beings is an activity of the soul in conformity 

with reason or not without reason (kata logon e me aneu logou)...then the human 

good proves to be an activity of the soul in accordance with virtue (kat' areten)" 

(1098a7-18). According to this reading, what Aristotle has in mind in the ergon 

argument is not practical wisdom and practical virtues, but only theoretical virtues 

because their exercise involves nothing but the rational part of the soul (nous). 

According to this, rival, interpretation, since eudaimonia depends on the ergon, 

which is idion (peculiar) to human beings, the highest human good can be 

                                                 
11

Kraut in Aristotle and the Human Good (p. 314) seems to think that by considering what is 

peculiar to human beings, Aristotle does not mean to set human beings apart from gods but only 

from other animals and plants. Kraut says that this is because if Aristotle meant to set us apart 

from gods, then what he says in Book X 6-8 would not have made much sense since in these 

chapters Aristotle urges us to imitate the gods as much as possible. This however, does not 

show that Aristotle thinks that our function should consist in just one type of activity. 
12

Cooper, Reason and Human Good in Aristotle, pp. 99-101. 
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identified with theoretical activity. There is a passage in Book X of the NE where 

Aristotle does identify the human being with nous or understanding: "For what is 

proper to each thing's nature is supremely best and pleasantest for it; and hence 

for a human being the life expressing understanding [nous] will be supremely best 

and pleasantest, if understanding above all is the human being. This life then will 

be also the happiest" (1178a5-8) (italics mine). Here Aristotle seems to equate the 

human being with his nous. In fact he uses this as a premise to draw the conclusion 

that "the life expressing understanding (nous) is the best, the pleasantest and the 

happiest". Indeed, if we hold that a human being is only nous, and that the activity 

of nous is the ergon or what is proper to the nature of human beings, then it is 

plausible to hold that the happiest life of human beings is equated only with 

theoretical activity. However, one can read this passage differently when one 

considers that elsewhere in the same chapters, Aristotle counts understanding as 

an element in us (1177a15-17). How can Aristotle identify the human being with 

his element? Rather, what he means is that nous is one element of the syntheton 

(or compound) which is more peculiar to humans than others, and as such can 

be thought of as identical with the human being, in a sense that it is more valuable 

than the other elements of the human syntheton. A human being can be said 

metaphorically to be identical to her reason in the sense that reason is the faculty in 

us that set us apart from other animals and plants. Even in ordinary English we 

metaphorically tend to identify a person who is the head of an organization, 

company, country, etc. with the organization, company or country.
13

   

Yet, there is a phrase in the conclusion of the ergon argument which seems 

to give support to the view that the phrase "kat' areten" (or in accordance with 

virtue) of the ergon argument connotes only theoretical virtue: "And if there are 

more virtues than one, the good will express the best and most complete virtue 

(ei de pleious hai aretai kata ten aristen kai teleiotaten" (1098a17-19). Here it 

might be the case that Aristotle means theoretical virtue, which is exemplified in 

theoretical activity.  But if we take this view, then we must also hold that practical 

virtues are irrelevant to eudaimonia. For what is important for our eudaimonia 

is to try exercise the virtue of theoretical activity as much as possible. But this 

does not fit well with rest of the text where Aristotle discusses practical virtues 

and the ways of acquiring them (often noticing that they are important for 

eudaimonia). Even if this reading does succeed in reconciling the two Books (I 

                                                 
13

According to John Cooper, by identifying the human being with his nous here Aristotle appeals to 

his psychological theory from De Anima. There Aristotle identifies the human being with his 

theoretical nous, and distinguishes the nous from the syntheton (or the compound). Then he ascribes 

practical virtues to the syntheton. On this view theoretical wisdom (sophia) is not a virtue of the 

syntheton but of the (theoretical) nous. Therefore, the highest good (if a human being is to be 

identified to his nous) is theoretical wisdom, for this is the only conceivable virtue of a human 

being qua nous. (Reason and Human Good in Aristotle, pp. 168-176). Although this argument 

has a lot of merit, and it seems to coincide with what Aristotle says in X 6-8, it has the unhappy 

consequence to go against what Aristotle says in the rest of the Ethics. But as I have tried to show, 

there is another possible reading of this passage, which does not show Aristotle to be inconsistent 

with the rest of the work. Besides, even if Aristotle identifies the human being with her nous, it does 

not follow from this that he has only theoretical nous in mind. The term nous, as used by Aristotle in 

the EN, applies to both theoretical and practical reason. 
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and X), it does not solve another inconsistency. For even if Aristotle meant 

theoretical activity to be the human good in the ergon argument and the tenth 

book, what he says in the rest of the Nicomachean Ethics is inconsistent with 

such interpretation.  

An alternative and more plausible reading of this passage would be to take 

"the best and most final or complete virtue" to mean practical as well as theoretical 

virtues. In that case, virtue is used in the neutral inclusive sense, which connotes 

both types of virtues. Furthermore, a virtue can be most final and consequently 

best, if it includes all virtues rather than one single virtue. Nowhere before this 

passage does Aristotle state that virtue should be understood only as theoretical 

virtue. Besides, right after the ergon argument Aristotle refers to the ethical 

method and practical virtues, which would be surprising if by "complete virtue" he 

just meant the theoretical virtue. Thus, it seems that by "best and complete virtue" 

Aristotle must not mean a particular virtue, but a general and inclusive idea of 

virtue. 

Indeed, there is a passage in Book I which suggests that Aristotle is not 

committed to the view that the ergon of human beings consists of the exercise of 

reason alone. In Book I he tells us that the human ergon consists in "some sort of 

life of action of the part of the soul that has reason‖ (1098a2-3) [italics mine].
14

 

However, action requires an interaction of the desiderative and the part of the 

soul that has practical reason. Thus, the human ergon cannot consist in the 

exercise of reason alone, but rather it consists in the interaction of all the parts 

of the soul under the guidance of reason. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Our examination has not revealed any inconsistencies in Aristotle‘s usage 

of eudaimonia in the Nicomachean Ethics. In particular, in the ergon argument 

Aristotle employs an inclusive interpretation of the good
15

. Consequently, 

eudaimonia consists in a kind of life that expresses virtue under the guidance of 

reason both theoretical and practical. So, eudaimonia includes both theoretical 

and practical virtues.  

 

                                                 
14

Hardie concedes the point, but thinks that it suggests that Aristotle is inconsistent in the ergon 

argument. The reason for this is that he is interpreting the "best and most teleiotaten areten" in 

the conclusion of the ergon argument as "the best and most perfect virtue". And, from this he 

concludes that by "the best and most perfect virtue" Aristotle refers to theoria. I tried to show 

that there is not a basis in the ergon argument for such an interpretation. 
15

Roche ("Ergon and Eudaimonia" 177-184), Keyt ("Intellectualism" 366-367), and Ackrill 

("Aristotle on Eudaimonia" (27-29), also argue that the ergon of human beings consists in the 

exercise of both practical and theoretical virtues. However, they base their arguments on different 

grounds that those I have presented.   
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Willing, Unwilling, and Binding Addiction:  

How Self-manipulation Can Set You Free 

 
Audrey L. Anton 

 

 

Since the advent of Harry Frankfurt’s notion of the willing addict, 

philosophers have reconsidered our notions of control and volition in free 

action. In this paper, I consider conditions for free action in light of an 

additional addict: the willingly dry addict. The willingly dry addict has a 

history of unwilling addiction but has her addiction under control. Since 

this addict has the will that she wants, like Frankfurt‟s willing addict, she 

is free. However, the method by which she becomes free requires avoiding 

behaviors she might otherwise exhibit while in an intermediary state of 

irrational and unfree behavior. I argue that attention to the moral psychology 

of this addict illuminates why direct and complete control over the will at 

the time of action is not necessary for free action. When control is lacking, 

our behavior can still be free if there is a minimal causal connection between 

our prior rational decisions and achievement of our goals. Since it is more 

rational to anticipate irrational moments and manipulate oneself into 

surviving them than it is to insist that this time will be different, such 

behavior is free (and freely executed) despite the agent‟s lack of control at 

the moment of acting. 

 

Keywords: Free Action, Frankfurt, Precommitment, Binding, Addiction 

 

 

Introduction 

 

In, ―Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person,‖ Harry Frankfurt states 

that one acts freely when one has the will one wants (1988a). Frankfurt appeals 

to two kinds of addicts—the unwilling addict and the willing addict—to illustrate 

this point.
1
 Objectors complain that, because a willing addict only acts freely when 

she happens to want what she is determined to do, Frankfurt‘s description of free 

action is inadequate.
2
 I consider viewing this objection in light of an additional 

addict: the willingly dry addict who, like the unwilling addict, has a history of 

                                                 
1
Frankfurt discusses a third kind of addict—the wanton addict—who does not care which 

desires become her will. She is not a person. For this reason, I restrict this discussion to the other 

two types. 
2
For example, see Leon 2001. 
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compromised freedom regarding her addiction but who, unlike the unwilling 

addict, has control over her addictive desires (―a-desires‖) and behavior. This 

addict demonstrates how rationally anticipating irrationality can yield free action 

even when the agent is rendered volitionally impotent at the time of acting.  

 

 

Frankfurt’s Addicts 

 

Frankfurt‟s View Summarized 

 

According to Frankfurt, a person acts freely when the will she has is the will 

she wants. One‘s will is identified by ―the desire (or desires) by which he is 

motivated in some action he performs‖ (1988a, p. 14). Frankfurt adds, ―An agent‘s 

will, then, is identical with one or more of his first-order desires,‖ which is a desire 

to  and ‗-ing‘ refers to an action (1988a, p. 13). One‘s will is the will one wants 

when one‘s highest-order volition matches that will. A higher-order volition is a 

desire whose object is itself a desire (e.g., one might want to desire to exercise 

(1988a, p. 12)) and the agent wants the object of her higher-order volition to be 

effective; as Frankfurt puts it, she wants the desire in question to be her will (1988, 

p. 14). Agents with higher-order volitions already have the corresponding first-

order desire. However, this pairing is no guarantee that the agent will act 

accordingly, as desire strength and efficacy can vary (1988a, p. 15).  

Frankfurt illustrates acting freely and of one‘s own free will by comparing 

two addicts. The willing addict has a desire to abuse her drug of choice and she 

wants her desire to use to be her will.
3
 For example, imagine a person who is 

an alcoholic but who also believes that life is suffering and there is no meaning 

in the world. However, for whatever reason, suicide does not appeal to her. She 

might conclude that, to get the most out of life, she ought to remain drunk. This 

addict takes her drug freely and of her own free will (1988a, p. 25). The unwilling 

addict, on the other hand, has a desire to desist drug use and a higher-order 

volition that this lower-order desire be effective, yet it rarely is. It is easy to see 

why Frankfurt would refrain from calling this person ―free‖ under his analysis: 

―The unwilling addict‘s will is not free. This is shown by the fact that it is not 

the will [she] wants‖ (1988a, p. 21).  

 

A Challenge to Frankfurt‟s Analysis 

 

Mark Leon (2001) criticizes Frankfurt‘s assessment of the willing addict on 

the basis that, while she acts freely, her will is not free, because her ―desire to take 

the drug will be effective regardless of whether or not [she] wants this desire to 

constitute [her] will‖ (Frankfurt 1988a, pp. 24-25). The main difference between 

the willing and the unwilling addict is the endorsement of the addictive desire. As 

                                                 
3
For an interesting account of willing addiction, see Cowen 1991, pp. 369-70. Cowen provides 

an example of how members of a certain culture could have reasons to become addicted to a 

popular substance. Such individuals ―make a deliberate decision to become an addict‖ (p. 369). 
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Frankfurt himself admits, the willing addict‘s addiction ―has the same physiological 

basis and the same irresistible thrust as the addictions of the unwilling and wanton 

addicts (1988a, p. 24). Leon capitalizes on this admission:  

 

For consider what would happen if his will suddenly turned negative. Given 

the specification of the case as quoted above, as one where the addictive 

desire has an irresistible thrust, it is clear that there would be no difference 

precisely because the agent is not in charge (2001, p. 438).  

 

Frankfurt concedes that alteration in higher-order volitions results in no 

change in action, but he maintains that the agent‘s action was free prior to the 

alteration.  

 

Complete and Continuous Control? 

 

The dispute depends upon the essential nature of free action. Critics (like 

Leon) seem to hold that free action involves directly controlling one‘s will to 

be the will one wants even when one‘s higher-order volition could change on a 

dime. This requirement is too strict; I suspect few people enjoy that level of 

control.
4
 Frankfurt‘s addicts and Leon‘s objection to Frankfurt‘s view illuminate a 

problem concerning how we think of free action and free will. While it is intuitive 

to imagine freely willing an action that is immediately executed as a result of the 

will, such instances constitute only a subset of freely willed actions. For example, 

agents also behave freely when they demonstrate extended agency. 

Neil Levy (2006) argues that addiction compromises an agent‘s capacity for 

extended agency. Extended agency is the result of a unified self carrying out a 

plan to satisfy a higher-order volition whereby the agent actively endorses 

intentions and means to achieving that end over the course of time. The addict‘s 

experience is less fluid. However, I am reluctant to conclude that the addict‘s 

experience is not free. Indeed, should free action require uncompromised extended 

agency, some of the most impressive feats might not qualify as free. There are 

many achievements (most likely the greatest achievements) whose fruition is 

interrupted. Anyone who sincerely considered giving up in the middle of a: 

footrace, marriage, book project, battle with cancer, rescue mission, etc. but who, 

nevertheless, persisted would be classified as having a compromised capacity 

for extended agency. It appears that a fully intact capacity for extended agency 

is a special kind of free agency few of us enjoy. It is hardly a requirement for 

free action.  

 

                                                 
4
Furthermore, adopting such a strict criterion might undermine the freedom of many acts we 

either blame or credit because they are freely performed (e.g., we might praise abstention, in 

part, because the agent could so freely use her drug instead). I do not mean to imply that all 

actions for which we are responsible are freely performed. Like Frankfurt (1988b), I believe we 

may be blameworthy for behaviors we do not perform freely, such as negligent omissions and 

habitual behavior. See Anton 2015, chapter 5. 
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Wet to Dry 

 

It is a fact of human experience that our preferences shift. Sometimes we are 

lucky and our first-order desires shift with them. Addicts may not be so lucky. 

Even when they are, luck might play too significant a role. When a willing addict 

has the will she wants, it may be a happy accident that she does. If the will that 

she wants changes, it is not clear how she can bring it about that her new volition 

be fulfilled. This addict, by acquiring a new second-order volition, is thrust into an 

unfree state. From this position, it is a wonder how anyone freely acts in such a 

way as to secure the status as a willingly dry addict. 

 

The Paradox of Transitioning between States of Addiction 

 

To my mind, a decent theory of addiction can account for dry addicts.
5
 

Similarly, a good account of free action would make sense of how one transitions 

from being an unwilling addict to being a willingly dry addict. When considering 

how an addict characterized in Frankfurt‘s terms could make such a transition, 

many questions arise. For example, take the Frankfurtian willing addict. This 

addict acts freely and of her own free will. If she were to suddenly prefer to refrain 

from use, her new goal would be to become a willingly dry addict. However, 

even willing addicts do not make this transition immediately. If one were to 

successfully make such a transition, we would doubt that the person was ever 

actually addicted. Willing addicts whose second-order volitions change spend 

some time in an intermediate state as unwilling addicts. But unwilling addicts 

do not act freely regarding their addiction. Therefore, Frankfurt‘s view renders 

cases in which addicts become dry utterly mysterious.  

This is odd because typically, if one is free, one is free to go from one‘s 

current free state to another free state. For example, imagine that I am at a coffee 

shop, and I am wholeheartedly resolved to complete a paper. When I arrived, I 

had a higher-order volition to sit in the large comfortable chair near the fireplace in 

hopes of preventing the back pain I often receive from sitting too long in the 

wooden chairs, as pain certainly interferes with my ablity to concentrate. After 

some time, my higher-order volition changes. Despite my coffee-drinking, I have 

grown sleepy. Sitting in a comfortable chair induces sleep, thus compromising 

my ability to concentrate on my work. My earlier higher-order desire to act such 

that I avoid back pain weakens in the company of a new higher-order desire—a 

desire to move to a wooden chair so that I may sit erect and concentrate on my 

work. When this happens, I move. I am fortunate to be in a state where my will 

                                                 
5
Some theories such as Loewenstein‘s, Becker and Murphy‘s, and Ainslie‘s explain how a person 

may become an addict, but they do not explain how an addict reaches a willingly dry state. For 

example, according to Loewenstein‘s theory, an addict develops visceral cravings that can be cue-

conditioned. The more an addict uses and acquires such cravings, the less volitional control she has 

over her actions. Ainslie has arguments for how one becomes dry, however they are not entirely 

convincing. See Mele 1996 for a critical assessment of Ainslie‘s use of personal rules. 
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is the will I want, even if the will I want is subject to change.
6
 The addict cannot 

always behave as such—especially when a-desires are triggered. A person who is 

a willing addict at time t1 but has a different higher-order volition at t2 (that is, at t2 

she becomes an unwilling addict) may not be able to adjust her will accordingly. 

Paradoxically, a repentant formerly willing addict would have to be in an 

unfree state to go from one particular free state to another regarding her addiction. 

This transition may seem paradoxical for two reasons. First, it seems impossible to 

go from being an unwilling addict to a willingly dry addict freely; it appears 

the only way a Frankfurtian agent could make such a move is to spontaneously 

experience a change in first-order desire strength (the ―happy accident‖ that 

troubles us so). Second, we have reason to believe that people do actually make 

such a move, and instead of celebrating their ―fortune‖ in experiencing a different 

will, we attribute to them credit for their success.
7
  

 

Binding as Precommitment  

 

One of the most successful tactics addicts use to go from being unwilling 

addicts to willingly dry addicts is binding, (a.k.a. precommitment). A person binds 

when she makes it either impossible or unlikely that she make a certain choice in 

the future that she presently deems undesirable. One may presume that people bind 

because they have reason to be concerned that, though they judge a choice to be 

undesirable, they may be disposed to elect that option under certain circumstances.
8
 

In order to preclude ourselves from behaving in this undesirable manner, we go 

out of our way to make such a choice difficult or impossible to realize.  

Binding is somewhat paradoxical. While acting under the influence of 

precommitment, one‘s options are limited, thus one‘s behavior is constrained; 

however, people employ binding for the sake of future liberation. Binding, in 

limiting behavioral options, frees us from (or spares us) the consequences of poor 

choices we might otherwise make. An addict might invest in binding in the interest 

                                                 
6
Greenspan calls this reflective self-governance (1999, pp. 330-32) 

7
While Frankfurt does allow that shifts in higher-order volitions could happen spontaneously or 

even without much thought, it is evident that addiction precludes such a quick change (1988a, 

p. 22).  
8
I say, ―disposed‖ here since there are competing views of the moral psychology behind giving in to 

a-desires. For example, George Ainslee (1999) argues that addiction is explained by hyperbolic 

discounting whereas Neil Levy (2006) argues that an addict‘s fractured personality both renders the 

agent unable to fully endorse what she wants most and this means that there is a sense in which the 

agent does do what she wants; however, she also does what she doesn‘t want. Tim Schroeder (2010) 

argues that, since addicts are irrational, any theory of addiction that presents addicts as giving in to 

desires is inadequate, since doing what one wants is rational. Schroeder implements his own theory 

of desire to show that an addict‘s addiction moves her to act unfreely under addictive influence and 

this psychological interaction is distinct from those involved with desiring. Schroeder‘s view 

contrasts with Becker and Murphy‘s (1988), which maintains, ―addictions, even strong ones, are 

usually rational in the sense of involving forward-looking maximization with stable preferences‖ 

(Becker and Murphy 1988, p. 675). The blanket term ―disposed‖ does not commit my discussion to 

any particular theory of addiction. 
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of future freedom, even though binding is essentially restrictive; it compromises 

freedom of action at a particular time.  

One authority on the matter, Jon Elster, sketches a definition of ‗binding‘ 

in his works Ulysses and the Sirens (1984) and Ulysses Unbound (2000).
9
 While 

Elster claims that this definition is not a list of necessary and sufficient conditions, 

it provides somewhat clear parameters for discerning instances of genuine 

binding when an agent freely elects to limit future freedom so that she may 

achieve the will that she wants. Elster‘s definition consists of five main principles: 

 

i. To bind oneself is to carry out a certain decision at time t1 in order to 

increase the probability that one will carry out another decision at time t2 

(1984, p. 39).  

ii. The earlier act should affect the set of options available later; in particular, 

it should limit at least one of the former options (1984, p. 42).
10

 

iii. The decision taken at t1 sets up some causal process in the external world 

(ibid.).  

iv. The resistance against carrying out the decision at t1 must be smaller than 

the resistance that would have opposed the carrying out of the decision at t2 

(1984, p. 44). 

v. The act of binding oneself must be an act of commission, not omission 

(1984, p. 46). 

 

It might be the case that some account of binding could be sufficient to 

explain how an addict can be so strongly influenced by her desires, yet maintain 

agency by exerting some kind of control (albeit indirect) over her actions. I 

suggest that binding is just one way that we can influence our influences so we 

have more control over our psychological motivations, options for actions, and 

ultimately, behavior.  

 

 

                                                 
9
While Elster is not the only person to sketch criteria for precommitment, I find his criteria very 

helpful. Ainslie (2000) lists four ways a person may precommit (p. 95). Elster and Mele object to 

Ainslie‘s use of ―personal rules‖ and devices for precommitment (as do I). However, in employing 

Elster‘s criteria, I do not mean to rule out cases where an individual does not entirely prevent herself 

from taking an option, but instead renders it unpleasant by orchestrating unwanted consequences 

(the ridicule of friends, the loss of money if purchasing something non-refundable, etc.). 
10

I am not entirely convinced that addicts must meet this second principle in order to be successful. I 

believe it would depend on the strength of the newly introduced option in comparison to the strength 

of the addiction. I imagine some addictions are so gripping that nothing could entice an agent 

away, given the option. However, many addicts can refrain from using in front of the police, or even 

their children. If the new option involves disappointing someone the agent is truly motivated to 

please, this might be sufficient for getting the addict over the impulse to use. True binding in the 

sense that Elster presents is certainly sufficient for aiding an addict in recovery. However, I believe 

looser (if you will) restrictions can serve certain addicts (or akratics) well also. 
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Binding & Addiction 

 

Drying Off 

 

The above discussion may be a satisfactory explanation of why a Frankfurtian 

account reveals the need for binding. However, the need for binding raises a 

further question. How is it that agents with such second-order volitions can act 

on those volitions on some instances to bind themselves, but not on others when 

they are tempted? First, we must remind ourselves that the addict‘s autonomy is 

not compromised globally. The addict might be in a position to switch seamlessly 

in response to preference shifts when new desires are disconnected from a-desires.  

Second, if Frankfurt is correct, when we have a second-order volition we 

already have a corresponding first-order desire. If ever there were a moment when 

this first-order desire weren‘t overpowered by the other first-order desires, it 

could contribute to our actions. Here we may rely on past theorists‘ findings. For 

example, George Ainslie (2000) argues that certain rewards seem more desirable 

as they increase in proximity. George Loewenstein (1999) claims that current or 

proximate a-desire cravings behave much like visceral factors. Tim Schroeder 

(2010) argues that addicts are ―mugged‖ by their midbrain rewards system at 

the time of akratic choice, and this phenomenon can be perceived as foreign to 

one‘s rationality. Still, the long-term effects of the brain‘s reward system can 

help explain abstinent addiction, as some studies indicate felt cravings do not, 

in fact, produce desires that would make using rational for the agent but instead 

indicate that forces other than desires contribute to addictive behaviors. If any 

combination of these theories is correct, we can understand why, despite our 

second-order volition, we may act contrary to it on some occasion.   

Let us illustrate the need for binding with a case. Imagine that Amy, an 

unwilling alcoholic, wishes to decline an invitation to a drinking party she expects 

to receive by phone later that evening. She was never a morning drinker, so at 

8:00 am she feels no strong desire to attend. She is so confident in her decision 

at 8:00 am that she simply resolves not to answer the phone later, thus avoiding 

the issue altogether. However, at 7:45 pm, after a long stressful day at work, 

Amy finds herself lonely and longing for companionship. The phone rings, and 

welcoming the sound of a friendly voice, she answers. At that moment, Amy 

might believe she will decline the impending offer. When she tries, her friend 

reminds her that she worked hard all day and deserves to let loose. Such 

persuasion wakens Amy‘s first-order desires to go to the party. In fact, drinking 

was always a social thing that relieved stress for Amy. Perhaps attending the 

party without drinking will have the same effect?  

It is not difficult to imagine how the rest of the story goes. As Loewenstein 

suggests, self-binding requires an intellectual appreciation of one‘s powerlessness 

against future desires (1999, p. 253). As Ainslie argues, the more proximate the 

reward of a given desire, the more desirable that reward seems (2000, pp. 85-

90). Therefore, it makes perfect sense that our agent is in a better position to 

decide to bind herself earlier in the day than she would be if she waited until 
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the last moment to exhibit willpower. Earlier in the day, her desire to remain 

dry might be dominant and can be employed to devise binding mechanisms. If 

Frankfurt is correct that the asymmetry of desire strength compromises an agent‘s 

freedom to act, then the decision to bind early on in the day might be both possible 

and profitable.  

 

Staying Dry 

 

The above discussion sketches how an addict might refrain from use on a 

given occasion. Let us speculate further how such a person could maintain 

abstention and achieve a securely dry state. Suppose we have an addict who is 

very skilled at developing devices for binding. Suppose she manages to do this 

for a long time. Why should we believe that she could ever achieve a willingly 

dry state? Why is it that she can reduce the amount of binding and remain dry? 

There is no easy answer to this question other than the evidence. There simply 

are too many cases to ignore of addicts who could only refrain from use via 

binding initially and later managed to rely less and less on binding. The best 

explanation that I can offer for this phenomenon is the following. Perhaps the 

addict develops a habit of refraining.
11

 Perhaps the prolonged denial of the 

substance contributed to some psychological reconditioning of her first-order 

desires.  

The addict is not necessarily free of first-order desires for her drug. One 

reason many dry addicts consider themselves addicted for life is because the 

cravings never fully desist or, even if they do, they would return with tenfold 

force if the drug were taken. Either way, it is likely that the strength of cravings 

wanes over time with abstinence. Theorists such as Loewenstein or Schroeder 

might say that addicts can be conditioned by the reward of having the will that 

they want. The pleasure we experience in successfully acting on our higher-order 

volitions reinforces their companion first-order desires. As Al Mele suggests ―an 

agent‘s problem is compounded by his belief that he is likely to succumb to a 

relevant temptation in the future‖ (1996, p. 112). However, if an agent experiences 

continuous successful binding ―they may believe, reasonably, that their past 

abstentions‖ increase the likelihood ―that they would continue to abstain‖ (Mele, 

1996, p. 108). Regardless of how it happens, addicts do quit use of their drug of 

choice. Initially, unwilling addicts need binding to refrain from using their drug. 

Eventually, they may be able to abstain at will. 

 

 

Taking Control: Rationally Anticipating Irrational Behavior 
 

Critics might suggest that real free action occurs only when the agent 

intentionally and willingly does what she judges at the time to be best. But why 

is it so important that the agent‘s intention be formed and effective at the time 

                                                 
11

For a theoretical account of this possibility, see Schroeder 2010. 
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of achieving her will? We do not, for example, insist that the consequences of 

our actions be direct or immediate in order to consider them our own. Imagine 

that at noon on Monday Ben intends to kill Jerry by poisoning Jerry‘s Cherry 

Garcia ice cream, and Jerry only eats it and dies Wednesday at a time in which 

Ben was otherwise occupied. Are we to say that Ben did not freely kill Jerry? 

Must we make the absurd claim that Ben freely tried to kill Jerry but he did not 

actually freely kill Jerry (even though, as a result of his efforts, Jerry is dead)? 

Worse still, imagine that Ben has second thoughts just as Jerry consumes the 

ice cream. Ben happens to be miles away, and Jerry isn‘t answering his phone. 

Jerry dies before anyone can intervene. Must we say that Ben did not willingly 

kill Jerry? While it would be true that Ben tried to save Jerry, it is also true that 

Ben was the person who intentionally put Jerry in harm‘s way. His effort to undo 

what he did in the past does not nullify the connection between his earlier action 

and the end result. In a court of law (as well as the court of common sense and 

public opinion), Ben would be found guilty of intentionally killing Jerry. His 

change of heart might be worthy of consideration in the penalty phase of a trial, 

but it does not disassociate him from his bad act and its devastating consequences.  

Why is it so important that the immediate intention of an action line up 

(uninterrupted) with the result of the action in order for it to be considered a free 

action? I contend that it is not so important. Both our intuitions and our practices 

reveal as much.  

In addition to freedom of the will, we also associate rationality with free 

action. In order to act rationally, let us say, one must act in accordance with 

one‘s judgment and that judgment must be based in reality (i.e., the agent is not 

hallucinating, or otherwise mentally ill). Therefore, the unwilling addict‘s behavior 

is irrational; she does not do what she judges to be best.  

It would appear that Frankfurt is content to consider such behavoir unfree. 

For theoretical reasons beyond the scope of this paper, I do not believe we are 

obligated to draw this conclusion.
12

 However, it is interesting that we might 

consider the willing addict‘s behavior more free than that of the unwilling 

addict. If there is any truth to this intuition of ours, it would seem that a certain 

degree of rationality may enhance our freedom. 

There is a sense in which the bound unwilling addict‘s behavior is more 

rational than that of a typical unwilling addict who fails to secure the will she 

wants. After all, a complete lack of appreciation for induction is certainly 

irrational. An unwilling addict would be irrational to expect herself to resist 

temptation in the future when she has a history of trying (and failing) to do so. 

Nevertheless, she is capable of acting rationally (and therefore, freely) through 

methods such as binding. It is rational to anticipate and try to head-off future 

irrationality. It is more rational to anticipate irrational moments and manipulate 

oneself into surviving them than it is to insist that this time will be different, 

despite the evidence.   

                                                 
12

See Anton 2015 (esp. chapters 5-7). 
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Furthermore, when agents do manage this achievement, we attribute the 

achievement to the agent and recognize the achievement as freely gained. We 

do not celebrate someone‘s sobriety as a fortuitious accident of psychology; we 

congratulate abstinent addicts for their success and their continuous efforts to 

resist temptation. An abstinent addict‘s sobriety is an achievement—it is their 

achievement. It is not theirs the way one might be entitled to an inheritance. It is 

theirs in that it was earned by them. We recognize the dry addict‘s state as freely 

achieved and, what‘s more, impressive given the behavioral acrobatics one must 

master in order to bring about such change in oneself. 

Instances such as that just described do not render direct control over behavior 

irrelevant; they challenge our notions of the degree and type of control required 

for free action. I contend that direct control over behavior is not required for free 

action. When agents achieve an end indirectly but through deliberate measures, the 

rational connection between their deliberation and the acquisition of their goal 

satisfies any control condition free action may require. 

When I refer to rationally or deliberately pursuing an end, I am not suggesting 

that irrational behavior (such as standard akratic behavior) is never free. It is 

not the case that the goal achieved must be a result of what the agent has most 

reason to do.
13

 What I believe the abstinent addict shows is that at times of 

volitional weakness, rational maneuvering can compensate for a lack of volitional 

control and qualify the behavior as free. In other words, my suggestion might be 

seen as disjunctive. Agents act freely when they have a certain degree of control 

over their behavior; that control can be mostly volitional or mostly rational. In 

fact, there must be some modicum of each type of control, but when one type is 

lacking significantly, an excess of the other can compensate for this lack, 

providing the overall degree of control characteristic of free actions. 

 

 

Acceptable External Influence 

 

Since an unwilling addict‘s freedom is compromised by some disconnect 

between her second-order volitions and first-order desires, she requires additional 

assistance in achieving the will that she wants. But what constitutes this 

―additional‖ assistance? Does the assistance have to be of a certain sort to qualify 

as a rational extension of her considered decision? Here I shall propose that we 

consider the nature of acceptable external factors to satisfy the following 

conditions: 

 

I. The external influence (binding, assistance, etc.) is effective in helping the 

agent bring it about that she behave in accordance with her higher-order 

volitions. 

                                                 
13

I am indebted to an anonymous commenter at the 2017 ATINER annual philosophy conference in 

Athens, Greece for pointing out the need for this caveat. 
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II. The agent benefitting from the external influence intends for the external 

influence to contribute to her securing the will that she wants in the way 

that it does. 

III. The agent is justified in believing that the external influence is likely to 

facilitate her success in avoiding temptation. 

 

The first condition is descriptive of successful binding. If the external 

influence is not effective, then the agent either fails to have the will that she wants 

and does not behave freely, or she achieves the will that she wants via some other 

means (willpower, luck, etc.). In either case the scenario would not constitute 

an instance of acting freely as a result of rationally anticipating irrational behavior. 

The second condition provides the connection between the agent and her 

behavior that establishes the agent‘s behavior as her own. In order to illustrate 

the second condition, let us consider the following thought experiments: 

 

Inheritance: S wants most to become a millionaire, but S has no present plans 

or prospects for making it the case that S aquires $1,000,000+. S has a wealthy 

distant cousin who inexplicably bequeaths said wealth to S. This cousin dies, 

making S a millionaire. 

 

Frustration: S is a paraplegic and wants more than anything to go for a walk. 

One night, in a fit of rage, S curses the heavens for allowing S to be a 

paraplegic. The heavens hear this, and charitably decide to make S well and 

ambulatory. S takes hereself for a walk. 

 

Laziness: S wants to want to exercise more to improve her health, so she 

walks to work in the morning. S knows that after a long day, she will not 

have the willpower to walk home, and is likely to phone a friend or even a 

cab for a ride. In order to ―head-off‖ this potential irrational behavior, S leaves 

her cell phone at home. Though she desires to catch a ride home at the end 

of the day, S walks because she had previously rendered herself incapable 

of fulfilling her present first-order desire to call a ride. 

 

Each case involves causally significant external factors in order for the agent 

to achieve what she most wants. However, only in the case of Laziness can the 

agent be said to have freely achieved the will that she wants.  

Inheritance shows how mere desire satisfaction is not sufficient for free 

action. The agent must have some causal contribution to it coming about that 

her desire is satisfied in order to behave freely. While Inheritance is an example of 

doing (or becoming) what the agent wants, it is a matter of luck that this is the 

case.  

While the agent in Frustration is causally connected to her favorable 

outcome, she is not so connected as a result of any intention to do so. Frustration 

is an example of what action theorists call a wayward causal chain. The agent 

causally contributed to achieving the end, but the bazaar and unpredictable way 
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such causation occurred is so foreign to the agent‘s reasonable assessment of 

her power to control outcomes that it renders the agent‘s causal contribution 

irrelevant to her ownership of the outcome. However, in Laziness the agent has 

the will that she wants precisely because she reasonably manipulated external 

factors with the intention of securing her preferred will. 

In addition to the insufficiency of a causal connection, a modified version 

of Frustration can illustrate the significance of the third criterion: 

 

Prayer: S is a paraplegic and wants more than anything to go for a walk. One 

night, in a moment of hopefullness, S prays to the heavens and asks for her 

legs to be healed. The heavens hear this, and charitably decide to make S 

well and ambulatory. S takes herself for a walk.  

 

At first blush, the agent of Prayer seems to be employing external forces 

in a satisfactory way to get what she wants. It seems ad hoc to rule out S‘s binding 

on the basis that she does not appear to deserve credit for her improved physical 

state. What‘s more important is the fact that S is not justified in believing her 

prayers would be answered. S‘s expectation is grounded in the possibility, not 

the likelihood, of S‘s prayers being answered. This possibility of which I speak 

is not only a matter of probability (i.e., it is not unjustified solely because its 

probability is low); it is a matter of faith. Even the most devout of theists maintain 

that while prayer is a positive practice for the faithful, it is no guarantee, and 

humans ought to focus on reasonable goals, the achievement of which we may 

have some significant influence over. Unless S has a history of similar experiences, 

or S has reason to believe that others like her have, S has no inductive evidence 

supporting the rationality of using prayer as a mechanism for self-control.  

In order for an agent to rationally bind future behavior such that their action is 

free, the agent must be able to intend and plan for the success of the mechanism. If 

one is merely hoping for its success the way that one hopes her lottery ticket is a 

winner, the tiny odds can compromise the rationality of the decision, as no agent 

can reasonably expect her efforts will succeed (this is the significant difference 

between what we hope for and what we anticipate). A rational connection between 

the decision to bind and the result of the binding is necessary for a bound agent to 

freely have the will she wants, despite being volitionally bound at the time of 

action. 

 

 

Concluding Remarks 

 

In each of the above cases the agent achieves her goal as a result of 

intermediate external causal influence. However, only in the case of Laziness is 

the causal influence an extention or partner of the agent‘s own rational will. 

Perhaps this is one reason that the agent in Laziness deserves a certain amount 

of credit for achieving the will that she wants, unlike the subjects of the remaining 

S-examples. On the one hand, such cases involve significant influences (both 
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internal and external) that are, at a particular time, beyond the agent‘s control. 

On the other hand—and most importantly—these influences were arranged and 

crafted by the agent herself. The fact that unwilling addicts have the power to 

bind themselves means that they are, in some very real sense, in control of 

themselves. While the addict‘s addiction limits the ways in which she can achieve 

the will that she wants, it does not render her impotent in this regard. Since a 

rational connection between adopting a goal and its acquisition can be compatible 

with intermediate challenges to volitional control, it is possible to manipulate 

oneself into acting freely. 
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Teaching philosophy in Turkey has been fundamentally affected by both 

historical and cyclical socio-political problems. At the same time, the method 

used by the teachers in classrooms and competence of teachers also influence 

students‟ attitude towards teaching philosophy. The purpose of this study 

is to investigate the methods used by high school philosophy teachers and 

the teachers’ experiences regarding philosophy teaching. Thus, the problems 

of teaching philosophy have been identified and solutions for these problems 

have been discussed. The population of this study is high school philosophy 

teachers in Turkey. Data have been collected through snowball sampling 

technique through an on-line questionnaire. The results have been analysed 

based on multivariable analysis which has helped us to identify the problems 

and suggested some possible solutions. 

 

Keywords: Philosophy Teaching, Philosophy Teaching in Turkey 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Philosophy teaching in Turkey is basically affected by historical and 

conjectural socio-politic problems. Students‘ attitudes to philosophy teaching, 

techniques used by teachers and qualification of teachers also have an impact on it. 

In general, philosophy teaching in Turkey is realized at two levels for 

universities and high schools. There are philosophy departments in literature 

faculties of 65 universities and philosophy education departments in faculties 

of education of 3 universities. But philosophy teaching mostly takes place in high 

schools. Therefore, the target population of this study comes from high schools. 

The aim of this study is to examine the approaches that the high school 

teachers have and their experiences on philosophy teaching. Thus, the problems 

about philosophy teaching have been identified and solutions for those problems 

have been discussed. We also aim to determine more effective and sustainable 

philosophy teaching approaches based on teachers‘ experiences and approaches 

in philosophy teaching.  

                                                 
1
This work was produced from the project SBA-2017-8173 ID, which is supported by the BAP 

unit of Çukurova University. 
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The study‘s population consists of philosophy teachers in Turkey. Data was 

collected on the basis of sampling. In accordance with the findings that were 

found as a result of the study, recommendations on how sustainable and effective 

philosophy teaching can take place will be discussed. 

 

 

Literature Review 

 

There are several studies on philosophy teaching in Turkey. For example, 

the studies done by Kuçuradi (1969; 1977; 1987), Tozlu (1986), Cicicoğlu (1985),  

Kale (1994), Kafadar (1994), Öğretmenin Dünyası Dergisi (1998), Felsefelogos 

Dergisi (1998; 2000), Çotuksöken (2003), Akdağ (2002; 2003), Dombaycı (2002, 

2008), Yavuz (2004), Karakaya (2006), Yapıcı (2008), Ünal (2016) are the most 

cited ones in this field. 

In Turkey, there are field studies on philosophy teaching such as Ergün ve 

Yapıcı (2007). In the study that Ergün and Yapıcı (2007) conducted among high 

school students and teacher candidates at universities between 2000-2003, the 

problems they identified regarding philosophy teaching are as follows: according 

to the participants, subjects are very abstract (95%), and are not related to daily 

life (92%), concepts are also found to be very abstract (91%), teachers do not 

teach according to the level of students (80%), students are expected to memorize 

the information provided (77%), mostly  lessons are taught on persons‘ views 

(76%), lessons are taught monotonously (73%), lessons are taught using only 

one book (73%), teachers are also bored of the subject (60%), teacher are not 

competent in their subjects (46%), periods are inadequate. 

According to the results of a study in which Akdağ (2002) evaluated 

philosophy teaching for the students;  

 

 Whether the students solve the questions about philosophy doing the 

university entrance exam determines the interest of high school students. 

For instance, the students who come from the branches in which they 

will not solve philosophic questions like the students in physical sciences 

have quite negative thoughts about effective learning in philosophy and 

it‘s good for nothing when compared to the students in social sciences 

who will solve philosophic questions. 

 Girls are more participative than boys in philosophy classes and they think 

more positively about philosophy lessons‘ effectiveness. 

 The students from foreign language intensive high school and Anatolian 

high school are in a more motivated studying tempo and give importance 

to the all lessons. Those students show interest to the philosophy lessons 

more than the ones at other high schools because they want to keep up 

their secondary education success point high. Besides, private high school 

students have less interest in philosophy classes. 
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 The students from less-crowded classes generally have more positive 

opinions than the students from more-crowded classes about philosophy 

lessons‘ effectiveness. 

 There are different attitudes to the philosophy in terms of the interests that 

students internalised. For example, the ones who are interested in 

psychology have more positive attitudes than the ones who are interested 

in sport and science. 

 Also, the students who read other books rather than schoolbooks are more 

interested in philosophy and have more positive thoughts than the students 

who do not read at all. 

 

According to Biçer‘s (2013) findings, the reasons that students consider 

philosophic knowledge useless and students‘ readiness levels are low affect the 

philosophy lessons badly. 

 

 

Methodology 

 

The methodology of this study consists of literature review and field research. 

The field research was carried out by the investigator himself. 

The population of the study is high school philosophy teachers in Turkey. 

Data are collected through snowball sampling technique using an on-line 

questionnaire. 

184 philosophy teachers working at 6 different high schools in 49 different 

cities of Turkey participated in the survey. Between February 23 and March 20, 

2017, the data obtained from the field were subjected to frequency analysis and 

the results were compared with the findings of previous research conducted on 

the same subject. 

 

 

Findings 

 

Findings from literature review and fieldwork are presented under three 

subheadings: ―1) the background of philosophy teaching in Turkey, 2) experiences 

and approaches of teachers and 3) Teaching methods and techniques applied in 

philosophy teaching‖  

 

 

The Background of Philosophy Teaching in Turkey 

 

Philosophy teaching in the Turkish context was neglected until 1880s.   

According to some researchers (Yıldırım 2013; Kafadar‘a 1994a; 1994b; 

2000; Bolay 1994; Akyüz 1993), Science and philosophy movements in Islam 

world, initially, started when  Greek philosophy works were translated at Beytü‘l 

Hikme that Caliph Memun founded as a formal translation and research institute in 

Bagdad in 830. Medreses were the educational institutions where fıqh education 



An Anthology of Philosophical Studies 

Volume 12 

 

32 

was given. Although there was philosophy in the curriculum of Nizamiye Madrasa, 

it was belittled soon and removed from the curriculum and then substituted by 

kalam. Gazali‘ severe criticisms of philosophy and philosophers disgracing kalam, 

prohibiting being too busy with mathematical sciences, played an important role in 

philosophic studies‘ losing their significance in Islam world. Philosophy was 

totally removed from the curriculum and even a mentality settled which considered 

philosophy among harmful/evil sciences. However, for the first time, Philosophy 

lesson called ‗Kalam Science‘ was in senior class curriculum at Civil Service 

School (Mülkiye) in 1879. Eventually, it was substituted by kalam lessons. Then, 

philosophy of law was added in 1884 to curriculum at Law Faculty. When the 

university, having been closed twice before, was opened again in 1900, organized 

philosophy was included for the first time. We see that along with Second 

Constitutionalism (1908), philosophy terminology started to appear and be studied 

at high schools. Philosophy classes which were two hours in a three-year 

education rose to ten hours after declaration of Republic in 1923.We see that 

philosophy classes actually took part in college curriculum of Literature 

Departments at university level in 1900. 

A lesson called ‗Madrasa Preacher‘ was put in madrasa curriculum for the first 

time by the name of philosophy in 1914. In 2. Constitutionalism period, philosophy 

lessons were offered in secondary education. In Republic period, philosophy was 

present in regular weekly classes in all curriculums at high schools. So, we see that 

philosophy lessons have been one of the main components in secondary education 

of Turkish education system since second Constitutionalism. 

And, in Republic period, Philosophy education at universities first began at 

Philosophy Department of Literature Faculty at Istanbul University and then, 

new philosophy departments were opened in parallel with the improvements of 

universities. Instead of Istanbul Darülfünun, Istanbul University was founded. 

Because there was no Faculty of Theology in this pattern, not only lessons such 

as Islamic Philosophy, Religion Philosophy and Islam sects, Kalam were removed 

but also a course on Turkish Philosophers was included instead of Islam 

Philosophy in Literature Faculty. Today, higher education on philosophy is studied 

at Philosophy Departments and Philosophy Teaching Departments of several 

faculties of many universities in Turkey. But, nowadays, philosophy courses and 

the time devoted to them were decreased day by day in secondary education. 

The fact that modern Turkish philosophy appeared and had to develop in a 

setting where socio-politic problems are confronted deeply has been a misfortune 

for philosophy in Turkey. This feature, identified briefly as ‗being pragmatic‘ of 

Turkish thinking has not surpassed in its improvement process, led to the 

establishment of an attitude in which philosophy was perceived as a worldview. In 

Second Constitutional Era, the philosophy‘s being perceived as worldview, and 

even pressing philosophy into service in this aspect continued having new traits 

in Republic Period when the process of westernization gained acceleration. 

Today, socio-cultural and economic factors impede philosophy teaching 

(Akdağ, 2002). For instance, the reasons that philosophy‘s not providing much 

income or being a job with high status and also people being interested in 
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philosophy are affected in several ways, religious or political factors made 

philosophy teaching difficult. Yet, nowadays, effective philosophy teaching is 

urgently needed to protect and maintain society‘s achievements beside political 

and cultural achievements. 

Since the declaration of Republic of Turkey, philosophy curriculums were 

modified seven times in 1924, 1938, 1957, 1976, 1985, 1993, and 2009 (Kafadar 

1994b). A new program has been studied by 2017. 

 

 

Experiences and Approaches of Teachers 

 

Philosophy teachers have an important role and heavy duty in philosophy 

teaching. That‘s why it is a must to reveal the difficulties of philosophy teaching 

and how a sustainable and more effective philosophy teaching should be 

implemented based on present philosophy teachers‘ experiences. 

 

 

Effective Philosophy teaching   

 

―Teaching of philosophy is not only knowing philosophers‘ ideas in historical 

process. It is an activity that is associated with issues, events and situations in 

everyday life and also an activity functioning in everyday life‖ (Ergün and Yapıcı 

2007). Therefore, it is necessary to know how much philosophy teachers can 

fulfil this activity. For this, reason, the opinions of philosophy teachers working in 

different cities and schools of Turkey were consulted. According to the information 

provided by 184 participants, the effectiveness of teaching philosophy in Turkey 

has been determined in the following table.  

Teaching philosophy is most effective in ―students‘ being able to comment 

on various thoughts‖ (x̅ = 3.65). Then it can be respectively said that teaching 

philosophy is influential in ―students develop thinking skills‖ (x̅=3.54), and 

―students develop a certain point of view on the events in the world‖ (x̅=3.47). 

On the other hand, there is also a negative effect in teaching philosophy such as 

―students‘ getting bored of philosophy lessons‖ (x̅=2.51). Teaching philosophy 

can be least effective in ―students‘ determining goals‖ (x̅= 3.04). 

It cannot be said that students do enough activities about ―organizing data 

better, improving problem-solving skills, increasing decision-making power 

and gaining a unique worldview‖ during studying philosophy. 

For example , according to the general average of the items in the table 

(x̅=3.2174 and σ =0.659), it is possible to claim that the teaching of philosophy 

does not go far beyond theoretical knowledge accumulation.   
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Table 1. Effective Philosophy teaching (%) 
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The students can now set goals. 6.5 19,6 43,5 24,5 6,0 3.04 0.972 

The students now have a growing 

power to make decisions. 
5,4 17.9 39.1 27.7 9.8 3.18 1.018 

The students now have problem-

solving skills. 
3.3 22.8 37.5 29.3 7.1 3.14 0.959 

The students now organize 

information better. 
3.8 21.2 38.0 29.9 7.1 3.15 0.963 

The students have now improved 

their communication skills. 
2.7 13.6 32.6 41.8 9.2 3.41 0.931 

The students are bored of 

philosophy lessons. 
14.7 34.2 38.0 11.4 1.6 2.51 0.935 

The students began to take a certain 

worldview after the philosophy 

lessons. 

3.8 15.8 44.6 29.3 6.5 3.19 0.912 

The students see the information as 

something to be consumed. 
15.2 37.0 39.7 7.1 1.1 2.42 0.871 

The students can comment on 

various thoughts. 
1.6 6.5 34.2 40.8 16.8 3.65 0.893 

The students have further improved 

their cognitive skills such as 

interpretation, deduction, analysis 

and synthesis. 

3.3 10.9 38.6 35.3 12.0 3.42 0.949 

The students develop thinking 

skills. 
2.7 13.0 29.3 37.5 17.4 3.54 1.013 

The students develop a certain 

point of view on the events in the 

world. 

1.6 14.7 32.1 38.0 13.6 3.47 0.958 

The students accept all kinds of 

differences among people. 
3.3 11.4 39.7 34.2 11.4 3.39 0.946 

The students now have a better 

understanding of their personality 

traits and potentials. 

1.6 16.3 38.0 35.3 8.7 3.33 0.908 

The students can build democratic 

consciousness. 
1.1 11.4 40.8 38.6 8.2 3.41 0.838 

 

A positive correlation is also found between the teachers' professional 

experience and the efficacy of teaching philosophy. The time philosophy teachers 

spend in teaching leads to positive results in the effectiveness of teaching 

philosophy. 
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Table 2. Relationship between Teaching Experience and Efficacy of Teaching 

Philosophy  

Chi-Square Tests Value df Asymp. Sig. (2-sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 1295,647
a
 1134 ,001 

Likelihood Ratio 584,466 1134 1,000 

Linear-by-Linear Association ,220 1 ,639 

N of Valid Cases 184   
a. 1204 cells (100,0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is ,01. 

 

The Outcomes of teaching Philosophy  
 

One of the main purposes of teaching philosophy is to train informed 

individuals who can recognize problems. It is only possible in this way to educate 

citizens who are developed in both cognitive and affective aspects, who are 

sensitive to the problems in their surroundings, who can produce solutions when 

necessary, which fulfill their responsibilities, who are aware of their social 

responsibilities and whose individualities are developed (Kale 1994; Kızıltan 

2012: 335). 

 

Table 3. The Outcomes of teaching Philosophy (%)  
 

Outcomes  
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The students are able to point out 

social problems more frequently in 

the philosophy lessons. 

1.1 9.8 36.4 38.6 14.1 3.55 0.822 

The students point out more 

frequently to world problems in the 

philosophy classes. 

4.3 13.0 36.4 33.7 12.5 3.37 1.005 

The students can give examples from 

current life in the philosophy lessons. 
1.1 8.2 32.6 42.9 15.2 3.63 0.877 

The students know how to use what 

they learn in the philosophy lessons 

in their current lives. 

2.7 22.8 39.1 29.3 6.0 3.13 0.926 

The students are able to understand 

the concepts of philosophy and, if 

necessary, make their definitions 

correctly. 

2.2 14.1 49.5 25.5 8.7 3.24 0.881 

The students are able to relate 

philosophers' views, as well as to 

learn the ideas of different thinkers, 

in philosophy lessons. 

2.7 16.8 44.0 28.3 8.2 3.22 0.917 

The students can establish relationships 

between various philosophical issues 

and their problems. 

2.2 15.2 47.8 28.3 6.5 3.22 0.860 

The students think/feel that they are 

taking philosophy lessons in an 

environment of freedom. 

4.9 15.8 28.8 34.2 16.3 3.41 1.068 
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The results show that (Table 3) teachers believe that philosophy teaching 

mostly provides the students with the achievement of giving examples from 

contemporary life in philosophy lessons (x̅= 3.63). On the other hand, students 

are able to refer to social problems more frequently in their philosophy lessons 

(x̅=3.55). Students are able to refer more frequently to world problems in 

philosophy lessons to a certain extent (x̅= 3.37). Therefore, students seem to be 

very good at using what they learn in philosophy lessons in their lives (x̅=3.13). 

According to the general average of the items in the table (x̅= 3.347 and σ 

=0.740), it can be said that the behaviours expected to be given to the students 

by the teaching of philosophy are realized in a proportional manner. 

Perhaps the most important reason why the rates are lower than the expected 

aims of philosophy teaching may be that students are not interested in philosophy 

courses. 

According to the data that Ünal (2016) got from the field including results of 

interviews made with the philosophy teachers at high school; philosophy lessons 

bring qualities respectively ‗improving students‘ thinking skills‘, ‗students‘ 

gaining a point of view‘,  ‗Students‘ accepting the differences‘, ‗students‘ self-

awareness‘  and ‗forming democratic consciousness‘. On the other hand, there are 

some difficulties in getting these qualities. Those difficulties may derive not only 

from students respectively  ‗students‘ interests and expectations‘ but also ‗lessons‘ 

being abstract, ‗socio –cultural reasons in which prejudgements are about 

philosophy or the reasons arising from schoolbooks, structures‘ ‗examination 

system‘ ‗Teachers‘ point of view‘ ‗Students‘ readiness levels and inadequacy of 

periods. 

According to the data of this study, the participants state that the attitudes 

and expectations of learners towards learning philosophy are the most influential 

factors in philosophy teaching. According to the research results, students are 

indifferent to philosophy teaching ―because to be a philosopher is not a job in 

which they make a lot of money‖ (x̅= 3.50) as a profession and ―philosophical 

questions do not score much in entrance examination to university‖ (x̅=3.48). 

Apart from these pragmatic reasons, they are also indifferent to philosophy 

teaching because ―there is prejudice against philosophy lessons in community 

for reasons such as religious , political etc .‖ (x̅=3.30). There are also students 

who think that ―learning philosophy is difficult‖ (x̅=3.13) and that ―philosophy 

lessons are offered as a theoretical set of information‖ (x̅=3.24).  

These findings are similar to the findings of Ergün and Yapıcı (2007), and 

Akdağ (2002). 
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Table 4. The Reasons why Students are not interested in Philosophy (%) 
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Because philosophy lessons are 

offered as a theoretical set of 

information. 

8.2 17.4 32.1 27.2 15.2 3.24 1.153 

Because philosophical questions 

do not score much in entrance 

examination to university. 

8.2 15.8 23.9 24.5 27.7 3.48 1.272 

Because philosophy learning is 

thought to ruin personal 

psychology. 

29.3 30.4 22.3 12.5 5.4 2.34 1.181 

Because the philosophy textbooks 

are quite inadequate in the 

philosophy teaching. 

8.7 16.3 26.6 29.3 19.0 3.34 1.208 

Because the number of hours of 

the philosophy lessons is quite 

inadequate for philosophy 

teaching. 

13.6 10.9 25.5 29.3 20.7 3.33 1.294 

Because to be a philosopher is not 

a job in which they make a lot of 

money. 

8.7 13.0 20.7 34.8 22.8 3.50 1.224 

Because learning philosophy is 

difficult. 
12.5 13.0 33.7 31.0 9.8 3.13 1.150 

Because there is prejudiced 

against philosophy lessons in 

community for reasons such as 

religion, political etc. 

7.1 21.2 24.5 28.8 18.5 3.30 1.199 

 

 

Teaching Methods and Techniques Used in Philosophy Teaching 

 

Teaching method is the way to get the student to the target (Fidan 1996: 168). 

―Since philosophy has emerged as a product of human endeavour to steer forward, 

criticize data, seek new solutions‖ (Öner 1995: 12), ―it should be taught by using 

many different methods, not by one method‖ (Yılmaz, Cihan and Şahin 2005: 

202). 

According to the data obtained from the questionnaire, teaching methods 

and techniques mostly preferred by philosophy teachers in philosophy teaching 

in Turkey are as follows:  
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Table 5. Teaching Methods and Techniques Used by Teachers (%) 

Methods and Techniques Never 
1-2 

times 

3-4 

times 

5-9 

times 

10 and 

up 

Mean 

x̅ 

St. D. 

σ 

Lecture by teacher. 6.0 14.7 14.1 18.5 46.7 3.85 1.312 

Group discussion. 7.1 22.8 16.3 24.5 29.3 3.48 1.314 

Problem solving. 13.6 29.9 26.6 14.1 15.8 2.89 1.269 

Case study. 14.1 21.2 23.9 14.7 26.1 3.17 1.396 

Individual study. 11.4 30.4 19.6 15.8 22.8 3.08 1.355 

Concept analysis. 15.8 23.9 22.8 15.8 21.7 3.04 1.380 

Brainstorming. 9.8 12.0 14.7 22.3 41.3 3.73 1.363 

Seminar. 50.0 28.8 12.0 4.9 4.3 1.85 1.091 

Text analysis. 33.7 37.0 13.0 8.7 7.6 2.20 1.212 

Question-and-answer. 1.1 2.7 7.1 12.0 77.2 4.61 0.822 

Role-playing. 51.6 22.3 15.2 6.0 4.9 1.90 1.160 

Teaching with scenarios. 66.8 20.1 8.7 2.7 1.6 1.52 0.887 

 

According to the results, philosophy teachers mostly prefer ―lecture by 

teacher‖ (x̅= 3.85). Then, respectively, they prefer ―group discussion‖ (x̅= 3.48) 

and ―case study‖ (x̅= 3.17) methods. They least prefer the ―problem solving‖ 

(x̅=2.89) method.  

They mostly use ―question-and-answer‖ (x̅= 4.61) technique as a teaching 

technique. Then, respectively, they prefer ―brainstorming‖ (x̅=3.73) technique. 

The least preferred techniques are "scenarios" (x̅= 1.52), "seminar" (x̅=1.85) and 

"role playing" (x̅=1.90) techniques. 

According to the study conducted by Yılmaz, Cihan and Şahin (2005), 

philosophy teachers use the ‗direct instruction method‘ most for the average 

three (x̅=2.77). Then, they use respectively ‗question and answer teaching method‘ 

(x̅=2.37), ‗discussion method‘ (x̅=2.28) and case method (x̅=2.23). ‗Drama 

method (x̅=1.49, ‗panel method‘ (x̅=1.24), micro teaching method (x̅=1.25) and 

‗computer assisted instruction‘ (x̅=1.11) are the least used methods. 

In fact, three general strategies for teaching philosophy are proposed. These 

are: 1. Expository Teaching Strategy, 2. Discovery Teaching Strategy and 3. 

Research/Inquiry Teaching Strategy. The methods and techniques used by these 

strategies are shown in the table below (Tan and Erdoğan), 2004): 

 

Table 6. Teaching Strategies 

Teaching Strategies Methods Technics 

Expository Teaching 

Strategy 

Lecture, demonstration Demonstration, brainstorming, 

question-answer etc. 

Discovery Teaching 

Strategy 

Discussion, problem 

solving, case study etc. 

Circle discussion, debate, panel, 

question-answer, brainstorming etc. 

Research /Inquiry 

Teaching Strategy 

Problem Solving, 

Project etc. 

Inquiry, experimentation, field 

work, project, use of tools like 

computers, discussion, 

demonstration, group work, role 

playing , research, simulation , 

drama, debate etc. 
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By looking at the methods and techniques used by teachers, we can say that 

philosophy teachers in Turkey mostly follow the ―expository teaching strategy‖ 

(x̅= 3.26; σ = 0.792), then the ―discovery teaching strategy‖ (x̅= 3.22; σ = 0.804) 

and the ―research /inquiry teaching strategy‖ (x̅= 2.27; σ = 0.742). 

One of the recommended teaching methods and techniques for effective 

teaching in philosophy teaching is constructivist teaching methods and techniques. 

These can be listed as ―using eternal texts, using analogy techniques, using 

mythology and tragedies, use of drama technique and using related poems with 

lectures‖ (Kızıltan 2012).  

It has been determined that teachers do not use constructive teaching methods 

and techniques very much in teaching philosophy in Turkey. 

 

Table 7. Constructivist teaching Methods and Techniques 

 

Methods and Techniques Never 
1-2 

times 

3-4 

times 

5-9 

times 

10 

and 

up 

Mean 

x̅ 

St. D. 

σ 

Using literary texts 21.7 40.8 19.0 11.4 7.1 2.41 1.156 

Using analogy techniques 25.0 22.3 22.3 15.2 15.2 2.73 1.387 

Using mythology and tragedy 21.7 32.6 23.9 12.0 9.8 2.55 1.231 

Using poems related with lessons 28.8 32.1 25.5 7.1 6.5 2.30 1.152 

 

The methods and techniques that philosophy teachers in Turkey least resort to 

teaching philosophy are the constructivist ones. It is found that they used an 

average of one or two times during a period (x̅= 2.50; σ = 0.880). 

The data show that philosophy in Turkey is taught in a traditional style. 

The teaching that will be carried out in any field should be carried out with 

certain tools and equipment considering all learning situations of the student 

(Oğuzkan 1985: 72).   

 

Table 8. Teaching Materials (%) 

Teaching Materials 
Neve

r 

1-2 

times 

3-4 

times 

5-9 

times 

10 and 

up 

Mean 

x̅ 

S. 

σ 

Maps such as information, 

concept or mind map. 
17.9 22.3 21.2 19.0 19.6 3.00 1.387 

Diagrams like Venn 64.1 19.6 8.7 4.3 3.3 1.63 1.032 

Using schemes such as 

organization or flowchart. 
41.8 29.9 15.2 9.2 3.8 2.03 1.135 

Pictures like strips, photos, 

banners and posters. 
18.5 25.5 19.6 18.5 17.9 2.92 1.379 

Printed materials. 17.4 28.8 24.5 13.6 15.8 2.82 1.313 

Video and film. 16.3 25.5 24.5 19.6 14.1 2.90 1.291 

Real objects. 48.4 25.5 13.0 7.1 6.0 1.97 1.201 

Overhead transparencies. 84.8 6.5 4.3 1.1 3.3 1.32 0.874 

Voice recordings. 72.8 16.8 5.4 2.7 2.2 1.45 0.885 

Computer software. 41.8 23.9 10.3 9.2 14.7 2.31 1.459 

Projection. 71.7 13.0 5.4 3.3 6.5 1.60 1.155 

Smart board. 17.9 4.9 12.5 10.3 54.3 3.78 1.563 

Blackboards. 2.7 3.3 3.8 8.7 81.5 4.63 0.914 
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The results show that, teachers of philosophy mostly prefer using the 

blackboard as a teaching material (x̅=4.63). Their second preference is ―smart 

boards‖ (x̅= 3.78) Teaching concepts in philosophy teaching occupies a special 

place. The use of two-dimensional maps, such as an information map, a concept 

map, or a mind map (x̅=3.00) is an important achievement. It can also be seen 

that they use two-dimensional materials such as striped pictures, photographs, 

banners, and posters from (x̅= 2.92). They use overhead projectors, tape recorders, 

projections, and diagrams like vein diagrams at a low rate. 

 

Evaluation of Open Ended Questions 

 

According to philosophy teachers the problems in teaching of philosophy 

in Turkey are like an interwoven ball of problems. As well as the problem of 

teacher mastery of field, there are also problems arising from the indifference 

of society and the state to teaching philosophy. If we were to progress step by 

step, the first one is cultural readiness for philosophy. This readiness for 

philosophy is generally in a negative state. Depending on this negative state, 

philosophy teaching is seen as "insignificant", "unnecessary" and "harmful" by 

school administrators and teachers in other branches besides students. The first 

negativity starts here because the administrators express the philosophy lessons 

only as lessons that the students will do tests related with any school subject for 

university entrance exam. Also, in the current philosophy curriculum and lessons, 

it is preferred to teach "the history of philosophy" instead of teaching how to 

philosophize. This situation reduces the effectiveness of philosophy courses. It 

even causes philosophy lessons to be seen as hours of doing tests for other lessons. 

It is a concrete reality that philosophy courses are not compulsory but optional. 

Moreover, students are only interested in studying for LYS (examination for 

acceptance to university). There are very few philosophical questions in this exam. 

The parents, and therefore the students, tend to care about educational profit rather 

than the education itself. 

At the same time, this type of negative readiness for philosophy also 

negatively affects philosophy teachers. That is why teachers need more effective 

teaching tools in order to be able to teach philosophy effectively. So the 

proficiency and competence of the teacher has become more important. There is 

also a need for a good education program, good teaching materials and effective 

teaching methods and techniques that can realize this program. But, negative 

readiness for philosophy affects teacher competence in negative way. Hence, 

the teaching of philosophy is becoming a dilemma. All these lead students to 

have a negative attitude towards philosophy of education. However, philosophy 

should be effective in understanding the limitations of the world for the life. 
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Discussion 

 

The aim of the philosophy lesson is to make students understand the world 

they live in, the society and cultures with a critical point of view. It is accepted/ 

known that philosophy lesson helps a person‘s setting an objective for his life, 

expressing his own opinions regardless of dominant opinions, associating different 

situations, commenting on many things, standing against the events  as a person 

(Kızıltan 2012; Ünal 2016: 3172). But, if it is not conducted effectively, philosophy 

teaching will be meaningless. So, if modern teaching principles and methods are 

used, the fact that students consider the lesson as an abstract activity will be 

eliminated and philosophy lesson will be more effective and comprehensible 

(Ünal 2016: 3187).  

According to Ünal‘s suggestion, in order to make philosophy lessons more 

effective, schoolbooks, course content and examination system should be revised 

and regulated, philosophy lessons should be compulsory and periods should be 

added, and periods should be arranged into each year equally. Besides, in-service 

teacher training programmes should be planned for the philosophy teachers about 

effective methods in philosophy teaching. 

According to the suggestion of Akdağ (2002), high school education should 

not be a preparation for LYS (examination for acceptance to university), 

philosophy lesson teaching program should be regulated especially and periods 

should be added. Questions should be asked in science section of LYS. Reducing 

the class size will raise the interest for philosophy. Classes with 25-30 students 

are ideal. Generally, an organisational change to create a cultural school climate 

that will provide reading habit will increase the interest for philosophy. For 

instance, to do this, campaigns like ‗I‘m reading a book‘ should be organised. 

There may be suggestions that philosophy lessons should be included in all the 

classes at high school and even, being seen as a ‗thinking education‘, philosophy 

lessons can be recommended to be taught beginning with primary school. 

 

 

Conclusions 

 

The detection of philosophy teaching difficulties is a presupposition, but 

teaching philosophy should be given by being associated with other branches 

outside philosophy. 

In Turkey, philosophy curriculum is based on philosophy history instead of 

making philosophy. But, philosophy should be made in philosophy lessons. To 

do this, special teaching methods that are proper for philosophy lessons should 

be developed. Constructivist teaching techniques can be recommended. Teaching 

programs should be student-centred. 

As a result of all data, it can be said that the teaching of philosophy in Turkey 

rotates in a simple circle. A kind of circle that emerges as negative attitudes and 

prejudices against philosophy, the inability of effective teaching of philosophy, 

and the inability to reach the aims of philosophical teaching. 
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The first condition of breaking this cycle is to get rid of these prejudices 

against the philosophy teaching in society. Then the others will come in turn. 
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In a first century epistle that focused on harmony in community, the Apostle 

Paul wrote to his Greek audience, “Whatever is true, whatever is noble, 

whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable 

– if anything is excellent, or praiseworthy – think about such things.”
1
 This 

paper seeks to consider whether philosophers have grounds to recommend 

homeschooling as a potential source of educational matrix that can impart 

what is true, noble, right, pure, lovely, admirable, excellent, and praiseworthy 

to the next generation. Is there a case to be made for the ideal of 

homeschooling as a location for the cultivation of good ideology and 

pedagogy? If we were to suspend politics and geography would we find 

something of enduring philosophical value that should be allowed to 

spread and bloom in our global societies, this new/old iteration of 

education re-localized to the family? Or is this an axiological impossibility? 

Can society trust families to impart individual values and a community 

cultural ethos? To whom do children belong? Are they members of Plato‟s 

Republic, belonging to the collective? Are children Rousseau‟s Emile, 

individuals on their own journeys of self-discovery? Or are children 

epistemologically building knowledge through engagement within and 

between communities, as Dewey envisions? The author will first consider the 

definition and history of home education, and then make the case, through the 

lens of a selection of major philosophies, that it has merit as an educational 

modality. She will also point out some of the difficulties with homeschooling, 

and suggest a both/and approach to educational preferences that situates the 

rights of the child over those of parents or the state. She tentatively suggests a 

means to balance the needs of the individual and community and advocates 

for schooling choices.  
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1
Philippians 4:8 (New International Version) 



An Anthology of Philosophical Studies 

Volume 12 

 

46 

Introduction  

  

Homeschooling has experienced a significant resurgence over the past 25 

years
2
 and has caused numerous academic and social concerns.

3
 Critics worry 

that homeschooled students will fall behind their peers or will ―not have adequate 

opportunity to develop their own views and may be ill-equipped for a democratic 

citizenship that requires critical self-awareness and respectful engagement with 

diversity.‖
4
 Yet empirical research is inconsistent and inconclusive, and academic 

and civic outcomes remain unclear,
5
 neither allaying nor substantiating such 

concerns. Homeschooling does, however, offer a promising space for curricular 

and pedagogical differentiation, creativity, innovation, and scope for more 

ideological variability. This is circumscribed in the public school setting by the 

sheer numbers of students being served and the unavoidable bureaucracy and 

standardization that comes with any large organization. Additionally, a customized 

vision of learning holds important advantages in meeting the needs of particular 

subsets of learners.
6
 For example, proponents claim that homeschooled girls are 

more inclined to develop a strong sense of self; boys are cited as side-stepping 

their disproportionate learning disability and attention deficit diagnoses
7
 due to 

pedagogical and curricular flexibility; greater individualized learning for special 

needs students is often possible; and victims of bigotry and bullying can be 

educated in safer learning environments.
8
 

The fact of the matter is that homeschooling is happening, and thus it is urgent 

that we as philosophers navigate this new/old educational landscape.
9
 Moreover, 

there are those who say, ―without difference education cannot become better,‖
10

 

and it would be forfeiture for philosophers not to risk the political discomfort 

of engaging the possibilities presented by this alternative educational paradigm. 

I feel there is great scope for critical consideration as the ―rise of home education 

offers the chance to consider the legitimacy of current understandings of 

education‖
11

 and to imagine new possibilities in the future. We as philosophers 

can be participants in shaping the future of homeschooling and its regulation. 

My contribution to the homeschooling discourse is to offer an axiological 
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reconciliation that makes the case that homeschooling has merit as an educational 

modality. 

 

 

Methodology 

 

For those who are familiar with the field of philosophy of education, I am 

going to avoid the long-standing debate between philosophers and educators
12

 

as to the nature of their relationship and impact on each other‘s realms. I ask the 

reader to postpone disciplinary introspection, and rather to join me in thinking 

of the two in an evolving dialogical relationship
13

 within the field of philosophy of 

education. Let us assume the view that philosophy of education is working 

towards making positive contributions to education discourses by building the 

case for how things could and should be. Offerings to theory and practice are 

done in a way that bridges the abstract and the practical, while ―making sense 

of the current educational situation … and proposing better ways to educate that 

are responsive to the reality of the situation and to the range of the ideals that it 

activates.‖
14

 I see philosophy of education as a tool to understand the why of 

education through the exploration of the aims of education; the why of practice; 

and the why that forms a critique and a license to ―envision things how they should 

be ideally.‖
15

 For, as Mr. Emerson emphatically states to his questioning and 

recalcitrant son, George, in E.M. Foster‘s novel, A Room with a View, ―By the 

side of the everlasting Why there is a Yes – a transitory Yes if you like, but a 

Yes.‖
16

 Philosophy affords us questioning and leads us to critique. Moreover, it 

pushes us to envisage and pursue a better way: to seek a Yes. 

A philosophy of education inquiry is not like scientific research that seeks 

to determine facts that can be proved, disproved, verified, quantified, and 

replicated. And it is not the metaphysical, abstract theory of ―pure‖ philosophy, 

for it seeks to link conceptual work to educational application.
17

But my work 

here traverses the divide between what is and what should be, to ―try to make 

the case for what is the best, the right, the good, the beautiful, the fair and just, 

the true.‖
18

 This is accomplished by establishing a fruitful argument with sound 

warrants, using reason to make my case; but also by harnessing intuition, emotions, 
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and imagination to communicate and relate the argument effectively.
19

 My 

argument is directed to make a normative claim ―open to continual reexamination 

and continual amending and extending,‖
20

 that fosters movement along a pathway 

of consciousness-raising in education through an exploration of the potential 

found in home education. Methodologically in my philosophical argument
21

 I 

intend the ideals I share to be more than personal opinion by drawing on the work 

of Plato, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, John Dewey, and contemporary scholar, Barbara 

Thayer-Bacon. I suggest it will guide others to consider the merit of homesc-

hooling as an educational modality that values, within reason, the rights of the 

child above those of the parent or the state, and supports school choice over 

limitation.  

 

 

Defining Homeschooling 

 

Education is perceived most commonly as the structured transmission of 

knowledge, which occurs at a particular time in a particular place, is intentional, 

and can be evaluated.
22

 Obviously not all transmission occurs in this prescribed 

way. There are times when information is informally passed on and is not part 

of a written syllabus or curriculum. Then there are those moments outside of 

school structures, usually in social-cultural contexts, when we experience and 

internalize things in the milieu. In its essence, homeschooling is a marginal but 

expanding elective approach to the compulsory education of children
23

 that 

overlays the formal, informal, and milieu aspects of education. It takes the ubiquity 

out of education being synonymous with schooling, and returns parents to the 

forefront of their child‘s education.
24

 

The term homeschooling is defined by some as ―parent-led, home-based 

education…an age-old traditional educational practice that a decade ago appeared 

to be cutting-edge and ‗alternative‘ but is now bordering on ‗mainstream.‘‖
25

 

Others dismiss the location of homeschooling as increasingly irrelevant and situate 

its distinctiveness in who is doing the educating rather than where it is being 

conducted.
26

 Homeschooling is thus demarcated by the fact that the child‘s parents, 

for a myriad of reasons and with multiple philosophical and methodological 

approaches, are determining the nature of the educational experience. Teaching 

is done either by delivering full-time, direct instruction or ―delegating responsibility 
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to learning cooperatives, online providers, and even the children themselves (as 

happens in child-directed un-schooling).‖
27

 Homeschooling is legally permitted 

in some countries. In these countries it is regulated and state-funded to varying 

degrees depending on locality. Participation is either allowed freely or permitted 

only as an alternative to public education in extreme circumstances. However, in 

many countries, mandatory public school attendance is the only schooling option 

permitted
28

 and those who chose to homeschool face fines, imprisonment, and loss 

of custody.
29

 It is a worldwide phenomenon
30

 although participation ranges 

widely.
31

 

Upon historical review I suggest that there are two, albeit loosely strung, 

homeschool collections: the ideologues and the pedagogues.
32

 The ideologues 

see education as a means to impart their values in ways that mimic school-like 

arrangements, while the pedagogues seek to break with the institutionalism of 

school and cultivate a ―flexible, student-directed approach to learning.‖
33

 And this 

brings us to the function of philosophy in the context of this intriguing movement. 

 

 

Homeschooling as a Philosophically Appropriate Educational Modality  

  

To help explore the terrain of homeschooling I am going to borrow the 

metaphor of the ship from Foucault.
34

 Foucault, in his 1967 lecture Des Espace 

Autres, warns us that ―[i]n civilizations without boats, dreams dry up, espionage 

takes the place of adventure, and the police take the place of pirates 

[adventurers].‖
35

 He sets up a juxtaposition of utopia and his inversion, the vehicle 

of heterotopia, as a means to understand space. For my argument I ground this 

esoteric collocation in the ideal education (utopia) and the possibilities of 

alternative education modalities, in this case homeschooling (heterotopia).The 

heterotopia is that which is non-hegemonic, and it takes us on a journey that 

seeks to mirror utopian visions of schooling. However, as a parallel, it is not a 

limited or an imaginary ideal; it is a real space that is other. It is a medium of 

possibility the invites imaginings and exploration – like Foucault‘s spatial dreams 

and adventures. 
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Axiological Examination of Ethics  

 

As we embark on our voyage of discovery, we see that our compass is the 

philosophical area of axiology, or the theory of values.
36

 Axiology considers what 

is right and wrong, good and bad, beautiful or ugly.
37

 Axiology encompasses 

ethics and aesthetics. Let us look at both in the light of homeschooling. Our ship of 

homeschooling carries us on our educational adventure, but as good navigators, 

we know we must attend to our compass. So what is true north when it comes 

to the ethical considerations of homeschooling? If ethics seek to tell us the correct 

conduct or custom, I believe the primary issue, then, is the question of parental, 

states‘, and children‘s rights. 

 

Ethical Concerns: Parental Rights 

 

Contemporary philosophers have argued that parents should be afforded ―a 

measure of privacy and an associated right of non-interference from the outside… 

[and] enjoy ‗a right against all the rest of society to be indulged, within wide limits 

to share life with each child and thus inevitably to fashion the child‘s environment 

as they see fit, immune from the scrutiny of and direction from others.‘‖
38

 The 

qualification is then made that parental discretion should be broad, but that a firm 

threshold should exist regarding requisite state intervention in cases of child 

endangerment. 

The universal standard suggested by the UN Convention on the Rights of the 

Child encourages parents, regardless of locality or schooling preferences, to do 

what is in the best interest of the child.
39

 The rights of parents, as suggested by 

the UN, are to have the freedom to do one‘s duty, or assume the responsibility 

of care, and should not be equated with ownership, even though the parent is 

―causally responsible for a child‘s existence.‖
40

 However, exercising these parental 

rights and duties are undeniably socially relative and subjective
41

 even within 

the confines of the UN‘s assertions regarding the rights of children. For example, 

ambiguity remains where determining what constitutes appropriate access to mass 

media, appropriate discipline strategies, and respect of the culture of the home 

and others.
42

 A possible solution to the dilemma of the parent‘s right to determine 

educational choice could be that they have legitimate parental authority, but not 

a carte blanche right. It is a prima facie right (care of children that is assumed 

suitable until demonstrated otherwise) to the privacy to guide and care for their 
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children, rather than an autonomous, unconditional right over the child.
43

 

Rightfully, ―such a determination should make clear that the protected liberty is 

binary: absolute deprivation of choice would infringe on parental rights, but 

adding requirements to the parental obligation while not precluding the choice 

to homeschool or to teach certain matters would not be.‖
44

 This way the captain 

(parent) of the ship of homeschooling remains autonomous unless ship veers 

dangerously off course.  

 

Ethical Concerns: States Rights 

 

Envision if we were to translate the mandatory state requirement of 7-12 years 

of compulsory education to a comparable adult instance. It would be tantamount to 

7-12 years of conscription or a prison sentence. The state‘s role must come 

secondary to the role of the parent and should be that of safeguarding
45

 not 

drafting students into compulsory state-run programs, no matter how beneficial 

they may wish them to be. With the prima facie right to relative authority and 

privacy awarded to the parent, the state should be afforded the ability, in a 

universal social contract, to assume it‘s right, as parenspatriae
46

 (legal protector of 

those children unable to protect themselves) if that parent fails in their role and 

a course-correction is needed. In a legal sense,  

 

[T]he availability of that choice [to homeschool or send children to private 

schools] promotes salutary diversity in viewpoint and experience. Yet… 

states should similarly be assured of clear constitutional authority to protect… 

their homeschooled youth.47 

 

The case can also be made that an additional role of the state is to ensure that 

the ―child‘s right to an open future‖ be protected.
48

 This means that their education 

should be preparing them for a life within the community of their origin and the 

larger state and global communities. The right of a child to an open future provides 

parents the freedom to pass on their cultural and religious values, but gives the 

state rights to regulate that the education afforded children prepares them for a 

functional role in the greater community. This should take the form of an 

expectation of basic political and ―moral literacy that teaches the rights and 

responsibilities associated with citizenship‖ and an appreciation for why they 

are important to the individual and the community at large.
49
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Ethical Concerns: Child Rights 

 

Since ethical considerations form the compass directing our metaphorical 

journey when it comes to schooling choices, the rights of the child are our true 

north. Parents should see themselves as trustees and understand that seeking 

appropriate formal educational options for their child is part of their custodial 

duties.
50

 This condition places the child as primary while also affording parents a 

choice of educational modalities to best serve their child. Naturally, their education 

should meet some minimum standard of adequacy.
51

 What the minimum standard 

should be and how that is to be assessed is beyond the purview of this discussion, 

but let us assume that the homeschool parent can be reasonably expected to 

ensure that their child will achieve adulthood with the skills of literacy, numeracy, 

and civic awareness that will enable them to provide for themselves, barring 

some sort of mental or physical impairment. This standard suggests a means of 

accountability that protects the child from bad parental choices, and prevents 

the state from inflicting bad options on the child as in the case of inadequate 

public school options. 

Given that schooling in most parts of the world now is compulsory, if the 

state is to avoid charges of repression – if not despotism – reasonable choice is 

essential.If the parent wishes to avoid charges of indoctrination or neglect, they 

need to ensure the child is not withheld from the community, is equipped to 

engage with the community, and that the community is not deprived of the child‘s 

contribution.The student‘s developmentally appropriate autonomy and stability 

should be held as the ultimate ethical right. 

 

Axiological Examination of Aesthetics  

 

Aesthetics is another axiological dimension of our compass of ethics that needs 

to be addressed in terms of homeschooling. Aesthetics encompass the perception 

of what is beautiful, amongst other things. Can we see that homeschooling is, 

indeed, pure, lovely, admirable, and excellent?
52

 What is potentially appealing 

is an education that purposes ―to enable and actively encourage the children to 

participate fully in the life of that family‖ while remaining ―outwardly facing, 

in terms of strong relationships with the broader community.‖
53

 The ideal―[i]n a 

society that values, as Western liberal democracies tend to, personal autonomy, 

a well-functioning family is one which lives out the tensions between personal 

freedoms and community life, and prepares the child to be able to make reasonable 

decisions about the kind of life they want to live.‖
54

 I suggest we can perceive, 

with aesthetic appreciation, the pleasantness of familial love and affection in 

the shared learning experience within the family and amongst the community, 
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and say, ―Behold, how good and how pleasant it is for brethren to dwell together 

in unity!‖
55

 This aesthetic is also rooted in empirical evidence that shows ―that 

when children are in supportive environments of parental love and faith… children 

tend to excel.‖
56

 We can also see beauty in such a learning environment that 

exhibits symmetry and balance between the needs of the family and it‘s individual 

members and the greater community. However, the balance between the rights 

of the individual and family to personal autonomy and the needs of the community 

are not always so easily found.  

 

Dominance of Community Rights 

 

Plato‘s response to the issue of balancing the rights of the individual with 

those of the community can be seen in his rendering of a just state in his work 

The Republic
57

 where he favors state-run mandatory education that privileged 

community needs. The Republic was in essence a conversation about creating 

the perfect state. Plato, channeling Socrates, dialogues with his comrades about 

the necessity of virtue, wisdom, temperance, courage, and justice as traits of the 

state and the individuals therein. The value of individuals was based on what they 

had to offer the state as citizens and they were all given ―the same fair opportunity 

to contribute their valued talents.‖
58

 This plan seems egalitarian and fair. However, 

the family is replaced with all that is utilitarian, from copulation to systematic 

childcare.
59

 His use of a rigged system for the mating rights to avoid procreation of 

less desirables and infanticide to eliminate non-acceptable offspring
60

 clearly 

demonstrates that that elitist state rights superseded those of the citizens. Plato 

wishes to offer all free males an equal chance at a liberal education and exposure 

to what is good and beautiful (through censorship
61

), but this is done through 

filtering at conception, birth, and at various stages of childhood, all with the 

ultimate aim of fostering good citizens. While the merits of an orderly state where 

the majority are equipped to contribute according to their strengths are appealing, 

there is clearly a loss of what is good for the individual. Deception of the less 

intelligent and destruction of unwanted children are most unlovely, and jar our 

aesthetic senses.  
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Dominance of Individual Rights 

 

Self-taught Enlightenment philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau answers with 

his anthem for the individual student in his work Emile.
62

 He advocates trying 

not to spoil the child with the corruptions of the world, and to give the child free-

reign to self-actualize. Aesthetics form the romantic basis of Rousseau‘s curriculum 

where the unspoiled child, free from the contaminants of society, blooms. The 

child is left to explore nature and to develop in a solitary fashion with only a tutor 

to act as a facilitator. Individual self-development reigns supreme and the 

community is seen as harmful, and thus those who educate are charged only with 

protecting children so that they can develop to their full potential.
63

 Education is to 

form men not citizens, in Rousseau‘s view. This informal autonomous or natural 

learning occurs in contemporary homeschooling contexts where the ―idea of 

‗natural‘ play-based learning is seen as an idealized, romantic view of childhood.‖
64

 

But then we are back at our conundrum of balancing the rights of the individual 

with those of the community, because some argue that this view is ―incompatible 

with the educational needs of citizens in a post-industrial society.‖
65

 

 

Balancing Individual and Community Rights 

 

This brings us to John Dewey, a Pragmatist, whose philosophy of education 

brought Rousseau‘s progressive thinking into school spaces with child-centered 

pedagogy and sensory learning.
66

 His philosophy of education seeks to engage 

individual learners
67

 within a ―socially charged miniature community.‖
68

 Dewey 

opposed social Darwinism, an organizing system that relegated people to certain 

pre-determined roles, like Plato‘s citizens in the Republic. He did not shy away 

from society, as Rousseau advocated, but rather emphasized inclusive cooperation 

to build social intelligence that could be conditioned by societal institutions to 

effect progressive change in a democratic society.
69

 When Dewey considered how 

democratic theory applied to education, he called us to consider the actions of 

good parents to determine what community should want for its children.  

Dewey embraced the social nature of education and qualified the worth of this 

social endeavor by how engaged students were because of shared interests and 

how much freedom there was to interact with other groups.
70

 He provides a helpful 

benchmark for to ensure his ideal is mirrored in homeschooling. The manner in 

which it is undertaken must promote free ―intercourse and communication of 
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experience‖ and provide for participation of all members on equal terms.
71

 Dewey 

came to this understanding through taking the same journey I have taken through 

historic philosophies of education. 

Contemporary philosophy of education scholar, Barbara Thayer-Bacon, has 

incorporated balance the rights of the individual and community that Dewey 

demonstrated in her conception of a democratic learning community and suggests 

a congruous approach. Such a learning community tries to do ―justice to both the 

individual and the group by focusing on the interconnected, interdependent, 

interactive relationship that exists between the self and the community.‖
72

 This 

clearly can be applied to learning in the child‘s first community, the family, as 

well as a traditional school setting. Thayer-Bacon suggests that for democratic 

communities to work they need to be ―caring and just, inclusive and affirming, 

balanced and harmonious, and allow for dissonance and discord, striving to meet 

the needs of the individual selves and the group.‖
73

 She goes on to describe how 

such a democratic learning community requires time to develop relationships, that 

there need to be shared interests and free interaction, opportunities to contribute 

successfully, and a measure of caring.
74

 Clearly, these qualities can be found 

within the family unit and help make the case for the home being a location for the 

democratic learning spaces Dewey and Thayer-Bacon imagined. 

 

 

Problems at Home? 
 

We have voyaged on the boat of heterotopia (homeschooling) and visited the 

ports of some of education‘s most famous philosophers. We have been reminded 

of their utopian ideals and employed an axiological compass to think about the 

real possibilities of homeschooling ethically and aesthetically. However, not every 

voyage can be trouble-free, and we have noted some problems philosophically 

with balancing the needs of the individual and those of the community when it 

comes to rights. Hopefully a balance has been struck to ensure privacy not 

isolationism, appreciation of values not indoctrination. We have tentatively 

determined that the rights of the parent and state are subordinate to those of the 

child. We have also seen that we can support the needs of the individual child 

within his or her family, provided there is an outward view to equipping the child 

for a place, not only in their family community, but also in the community at large. 

These difficulties navigated to some degree, there remain a number of squalls 

in the discussion about homeschooling. Problems include parents who simply do 

not take good care of their children, who fail to oversee their children‘s schooling 

faithfully, or who change education options for their children without careful 

consideration and planning. Their withdrawing and re-enrolling their children 

creates further social and academic gaps.
75

 Thus, a mix-and-match approach can 
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become haphazard and detrimental to the child. Yet, the fact remains, where 

traditional schools are fairly uniform in their structure, homeschooling can be 

tailor-made.
76

 This makes for homeschooling curricular and pedagogical 

innovation, places the child‘s needs as primary, and empowers the parent educator 

to focus on optimizing their learning based on their unique requirements. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

Seeing that homeschooling can meet the ethical threshold with caveats, but 

perceiving the potential gain, I suggest we continue our journey with a both/and 

approach. With our axiological compass to direct us and to check us when we 

are off course and the rights of the child are being impinged, we can see how 

choice offers new territory for our educational explorations. A both/and approach 

acknowledges that, for most children, education begins, and develops, within the 

home and in ―modern industrial societies that usually runs contemporaneously 

with a period of compulsory schooling.‖
77

 There is a natural and logical overlap, 

rather than the false dichotomy between formal and informal education.
78

 This 

might include full-time public or private schooling, flexi-schooling where students 

attend school part-time, or not attending a traditional school in favor of 

homeschooling.
79

 It can be an answer to Mary Wollstonecraft‘s hope for a middle 

ground between ―inadequate pedagogy and supervision of the boarding school 

and the confinement of an adult-dominated ‗private‘ education‖ with the use of 

homeschooling cooperatives, virtual classrooms, and social clubs
80

 to reunite the 

child with their family while connecting them to others. 

Additionally, there is something instinctively compelling about an education 

that is individually tailored to the needs of the child, and paced according to the 

pupil‘s natural rhythms and those of the family.
81

This both/and approach is not 

seeking to engage in a bifurcated argument about whether homeschooling or 

traditional schooling are superior or inferior to each other,
82

 but to redirect our 

attention to the critical role parents can play in meeting the educational needs 

of their unique children with continuity (they don‘t stop being parents at the end of 

the academic year), and a lifetime of insight (beginning with the day their child 

was brought home). 

This paper has sought to reflectively consider whether philosophers have 

grounds to recommend homeschooling as a potential source of educational matrix, 

which can impart what is true, noble, right, pure, lovely, admirable, excellent, and 

praiseworthy to the next generation. By providing axiological evidence of the 
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potential for truth, nobility, rightness, purity, loveliness, admiration, excellence, 

and praiseworthiness, I have considered the definition and history of home 

education. I have made the case through the lens of a selection of major 

philosophies that it has merit as an educational modality. I have acknowledged 

some of the difficulties with homeschooling, but have advocated parental choice 

rather than limitation, with the proviso of the possibility of state intervention when 

the rights of the child are threatened. I leave the reader with my recommendation 

to support a continuing voyage that seeks a both/and approach to educational 

preferences. 
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C H A P T E R   FIVE 

 

The De(con)struction of Ethical Foundation 

 
Simon Glynn 

 

 

The paper deconstructs traditional attempts to found or ground ethical values 

on religion and its institutions, scriptures, faith, law, emotions, conscience, 

intuition, reason, objective sensory experience, or indeed anything transcend-

dental to, or simply transcending, the "lived" relationships to which they are 

subsequently applied.  

 

Keywords: Morality, Ethics, Non-Transcendental, Non-Foundational.  

 

 

Traditional Sources of Morality: A Critique 

 

Law 

 

Seeking a basis for morality some turn to the law. Yet clearly there is no 

necessary relationship between morality and law, for the laws of one country or 

state often conflict with those of another, as do the principles on which they are 

based. Indeed, even if one law or legal system were in fact moral, the problem 

which we would then confront would be how to determine which. That is to say 

that -- and here we encounter a version of "Meno's Paradox" articulated by 

Socrates
1
 -- if we have no knowledge, independent of the legal code, of what is 

of moral value, or good, then we are unable to judge which, if any, legal system is 

in fact moral. While if, alternatively, we are able to make such a judgment, this 

can only be because have such independent knowledge of ―the good‖, thereby 

rendering appeal to the legal code redundant.  

Furthermore, even should we determine that one country's or state's laws were 

more moral than another's, laws are constantly revised and changed, and thus 

temporally relative, whereas it is generally agreed that moral principles -- as 

distinct from particular judgments, which may be context dependent
2
 -- are, if 

                                                 
1
Socrates argued that there could be no point in searching for the truth, for if one did not already 

know what it was, then one would not recognize it if one came across it. While if, alternatively, 

one could recognize the truth, that could only be became one already knew what it was. The search 

for truth was, therefore, either hopeless or redundant; an analysis, the logic of which is no less 

applicable to the search for the good, or moral. 
2
Such contextual dependency does not, of course, apply to Deontological moral systems such as that 

adopted by Immanuel Kant, but are prevalent in Teleological systems such as those advocated by 

the Utilitarians. 
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not absolute (in some strongly transcendental sense)certainly unchanging. While 

the claim that changes in the laws within a society are indicative of their 

approaching ever closer to such an absolute standard of ―the good‖ presupposes 

some independent knowledge of that standard which would, as before, render 

appeal to the law redundant. Moreover, it is often clear that changes in the law 

simply reflect shifts in the political power of those factions within a society which 

are able to influence the framing of laws; laws which, in any event, on occasion 

change back and forth as political power shifts from one faction to another.  

 

 

Emotions  

 

Nor are simple subjective emotions per se an adequate moral guide, for not 

only are they often influenced by prejudice and self-interest, but they are 

notoriously open to cultural conditioning and manipulation. For instance, while 

most have few qualms about killing cockroaches, slugs and other "uglys", many 

get upset about killing "pretty" animals, such as baby seals or mink; while any 

animal or insect perceived to be a threat to our health, as are sharks, mosquitoes 

and snakes for example, is often killed without compunction, even if, like certain 

mice for example, they are "pretty". Further, if we can eat them, or if they can 

provide us with skins to dress ourselves up in, even the prettiest and least 

threatening of animals may be "fair game". As for cultural conditioning, most 

Europeans and North Americans for example, who have no problem eating sheep, 

pigs, cows, and even baby veal calves, regard the killing and eating of horses 

by the French as morally reprehensible, not to say disgusting. Nor, tragically, is 

it only our feelings about, and consequent behavior towards, non-human animals 

that are influenced by prejudice, self-interest and cultural conditioning! We in 

the US, are, after all, generally much less concerned for innocent civilians killed 

by US drone strikes, than we are about our own citizenry killed by terrorists, just 

as we were much less concerned for the hundreds of thousands of innocent 

Japanese and German civilians killed by the firebombing of the non-military 

civilian targets of Tokyo and Dresden, and the nuclear bombing of civilian targets 

in Hiroshima and Nagasaki, than we would have been for the deaths of even a 

few of our own civilians. 

 

 

Conscience 

 

Similarly, conscience, that "internal voice" which many take as their moral 

guide, though perhaps not so susceptible to the aforementioned factors as our 

emotions, is nevertheless far from immune from these same distorting influences. 

For example, the British not only killed many Africans and Indians prior to and 

during colonization with a clear conscience, but often apparently in accordance 

with the dictates of conscience to rid the world of ―barbarians‖, ―heathens‖ or 

―heretics‖, and their ilk, just as Christians killed many with different religions 
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in the Crusades and other "Holy Wars". Similarly, early immigrants into North 

America, many of whom had been driven from Europe by religious persecution, 

and who were, concomitantly, often rather serious about maters of religious 

conscience, seemed to feel as little moral concern about killing Native Americans 

or driving them off their land and/or despoiling their environment, as those who 

currently would extract resources from Central and South America, and Africa, 

seem to feel about doing the same to native populations there today! 

Further, such are the powers of cultural conditioning that, until the collapse of 

the Soviet Block, many US citizens seemed to have as little moral objection to 

the possible use of nuclear weapons against Soviet civilians, as Soviet citizens 

seemed to have to their possible use against US civilians. Indeed many who 

would find it morally reprehensible to kill a person who had done them a great 

wrong, are, in supporting their government‘s possession of nuclear, biological 

and chemical weapons of mass destruction, apparently prepared, with few qualms, 

to support, or at the very least accept, the killing of  millions upon millions who 

they have never met, and certainly would have nothing against where it not for 

the fact that those millions were, by accident of birth, members of a nation that 

their (the weapons possessor‘s) government might see as an enemy! Or even, 

regardless of whether or not the nation of potential victims constitutes any threat to 

the potential killer's nation, if -- as reflection upon recent history might seem to 

suggest -- that nation happened to be resource rich! And often -- and here the 

irony is overwhelming -- on the grounds of the claim that the potential victims' 

government has made virtual slaves of its people. The best way to liberate these 

individuals from slavery therefore apparently being to kill them!    

That so many support such views with clear consciences has much to do with 

the fact, elucidated by Freud's analysis of the origin and function of the Super 

Ego, that so called "moral conscience" is extremely malleable and susceptible to 

conditioning or "education"; a point not lost on the many religious groups, from 

home and madrassa schooling "Fundamentalists" to church schooling Catholics. 

Not without justification are the Jesuits able to boast, "Give us the child until 

he (sic) is seven, and we will give you the man (sic)". 

 

 

Religion and Religious Institutions 

 

Nor are things improved by appealing directly to a religion or religious 

institutions, for insofar as different religions often have significantly different 

and conflicting views, as do different sects (e.g. Shi‘a and Sunny, Catholics and 

Protestants) and even sub-sects (e.g. Roman and so called "American" Catholics) 

one can only determine which group to appeal to if one already has an independent 

criterion by which to judge which, if any supposedly religious view, is moral. 

Thus, while internal, or intrinsic, inconsistencies enable all but the faithful, 

or their secular counterparts, irrational bigots, to discount any intrinsically 

inconsistent views as necessarily wrong, with regard to intrinsically coherent 

views Meno's Paradox again asserts itself. That is to say that if we do not have 

knowledge of the morally good independent of the religious view(s) we are to 
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judge, we are unable to determine which, if any, is moral, while if we do, appeal to 

the religious view is redundant. In either case then, religious world views are of 

no help. 

Furthermore, even if this were not so, it is rather clear that religions too 

often reflect our prejudices, self-interest or socio-cultural interests. After all, the 

Dutch Reform Church, believing, with other Calvinists, in predestination, not only 

accommodated, but often advocated, slavery in South Africa, just as many 

American Baptist Churches advocate(d) racial apartheid in the USA.  

Furthermore Christians and Muslims have a long history of bitter conflict, 

from the Crusades and "Holy Wars‖-- when Christians slaughtered thousands 

upon thousands of Muslims (and in 1099 many Jews and Non-Roman, Orthodox, 

Christians coexisting peacefully with Muslims in Jerusalem) -- through religious 

conflicts in Lebanon, as well as in the former Yugoslavia -- where Christian Serbs 

engaged in exterminating Muslim ethnic Albanians -- to the most recent conflict 

between, on the one hand, Taliban and al Qaeda Muslims in Iraq and Afghanistan, 

and on the other the predominantly Christian USA; battles in which many on 

each side are firm in the belief that they have "God on their side".  

Nor do such bloody conflicts take place merely between different religions, 

for they are no less present with in particular religions. The wars between 

Catholics and Protestants throughout centuries of British history, and most 

recently in Northern Ireland, no less than those between Sunni and Shi‘a, being 

grounded not merely in conflicting economic and political interests, but conflicting 

"moral" views as well. While even within the same confessional group there are 

often diametrically opposed views of morality. Thus within the Catholic faith for 

instance, there are conflicts between those Roman Catholics who hold not merely 

abortion, but contraception, homosexual practices, divorce, and even heterosexual 

sex between unmarried adults, to be immoral in all circumstances, and some of 

their American brethren who nevertheless continue to regard themselves as 

Catholics even while, Papal infallibility notwithstanding, rejecting one or more of 

these views; just as, similarly, there are marked moral differences – apparently 

significant enough to have resulted in the bombing of several Sufi shrines in 

Pakistan for example-- between Fundamentalist or Salafist Wahhabi Sunnis, and 

the more liberal Sufi Sunnis. All of which serves to underscore the socio-cultural 

relativism of religious beliefs.  

 

 

Scriptures 

 

Not that one fares any better by turning directly to "the" scriptures, even those 

which, as many Fundamentalists insist, are unmediated by the Church's, or other 

religious institutions‘, interpretation. For in the first place it is not clear which 

scriptures, the Koran, Talmud, Sutras, Vedas, or Bible etc., (and if the Bible which 
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edition), one should turn to. Indeed, here yet again, Meno's paradox asserts itself.
3
 

Yet even if it did not, the idea that one could simply read off a moral code from 

whichever scriptures one decided to adopt is naive on two counts. 

First there often appear to be conflicts even within scriptures of the same 

religion. For instance, not only does "Thou shalt not Kill" appear often to stand 

in glaring contradiction to "an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth", which in 

turn seems at odds with the instruction to ―turn the other cheek‖, but equally, 

though perhaps less obviously, it seems also, in some circumstances – such as 

in the case of those of us who can imagine circumstances in which we would 

want others to help euthanize us – to stand in contradiction to the injunction to 

"do unto others as you would have them do unto you‖. But even if this were 

not so, secondly, the idea that one can reach a "fundamental" understanding, 

unmediated by prejudices, presuppositions or contexts, of whichever scripture 

one cares to adopt, flies in the face both of hermeneutic insight and the facts. 

Thus, notwithstanding the aforementioned conflict with other parts of The Bible, 

"Thou shalt not Kill" appears as unambiguous a moral precept as one could hope 

for. Yet understood apparently "literally" it would not only preclude the killing of 

cockroaches and other pests, but even bathing and the taking of antibiotics, on 

the grounds that such practices kill bacteria, not to mention chemotherapy 

and/or radiation, aimed at killing cancer cells! While even the suggestion that it 

means that one should not kill sentient beings is taken as nonsense by most of 

the vast majority of Christians who are non-vegetarian. Indeed, most Christians 

do not even interpret it as an injunction against killing Humans, as is evident 

not merely from supposedly ―Just war theory‖ articulated by many Christian 

theologians, and the ―Holy Wars‖ and Crusades, not to mention the burning of 

Heretics such as Bruno by ―Holy Mother (Catholic) Church‖, but also from the 

fact that Christians and their Churches have often actively engaged in or condoned 

killing others for reasons unconnected with religion; different Christians often 

taking opposite sides. Thus, self-professed Protestants constituted the great 

majority of those actively supporting both British and German forces in the two 

world wars. While finally a not insignificant number of Christians, including, 

ironically, the vast majority of so called ―Fundamentalists‖ seem to be able to 

interpret this commandment, with breathtaking conviction, as requiring a stand 

against Abortion while simultaneously advocating for the Death Penalty! 

Nor, of course does the blatant reinterpretation of the first commandment 

as "Thou shalt not Murder" get one far, for Murder, being unlawful killing, makes 

the law the criterion of morality, a position already rejected above as untenable 

for the reasons already given there. A position which, in making morality hostage 

to precisely the very cultural relativism which the religious, taking themselves to 

be absolutists, so deplore, would mean that the execution of a convicted murderer, 

even when a minor, being quite lawful in the United States and Sudan, and 

unlawful, and therefore regarded as murder in the civilized world, was therefore 

at once both moral and immoral.  

                                                 
3
That is, the scriptures in and of themselves, cannot be or provide evidence for their own authority. 

Rather, such evidence could only be provided by an independent source which would undermine 

their claim to absolute or final authority. 
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God 

 

One might of course claim that Murder, defined as "unlawful killing", means, 

in the Biblical context, killing unsanctioned by God's, rather than ―Man's‖ (sic) 

law, but this is singularly unhelpful as it merely replaces the problem of interpreting 

that one commandment with the infinitely more complex problem of interpreting -

- on the basis of, quite literally, God only knows what, but presumably, for a 

Christian for example, "the" (or perhaps we should say "a") Bible -- what God's 

law is. And here again, in line with Meno's paradox, unless one already has 

independent knowledge of what, if any, killing is sanctioned by God‘s law, in 

which case the whole exercise becomes redundant, one has no way of knowing 

which of any number of the aforementioned internally or intrinsically coherent yet 

externally or extrinsically conflicting interpretations, is correct.  

Moreover, even were we able to determine "God's" view of what the law vis a 

vis killing and other moral issues should command, the question -- raised by Plato 

in the Euthyphro, and reformulated by St. Thomas Aquinas -- would then be, 

"Is it good because God commands it" or "Does God command it because it is 

good"? If the former, and whatever God commands, regardless of what it may 

be, is taken to be good simply because God commands it, then the claim that "God 

(and/or his commands) is good" so far from being an evaluation or exhalation of 

God's morality, is merely a dogmatic (or "trivial", analytic) tautology, simply 

reflecting the fact that we have chosen to define goodness as whatever it is that 

God may command. If, on the other hand, the claim that "God is good" is to be 

understood, as Aquinas insisted it should be, as an objective (or synthetic) claim 

that, as a matter of fact, God's commands and actions conforms to a criterion of 

goodness established independently of them, then God‘s view of the morally 

good becomes epistemologically redundant in face of this independent standard. 
 

 

Faith  
 

Consequently, and here yet again the logic of Meno's paradox asserts itself, 

either we have independent insight into what is good or moral, in which case 

religion is redundant when it comes to providing a moral standard, or we do 

not, in which case the acceptance of any view, whether "religious" or not, as truly 

moral, would seem to be based upon faith. And as with the acceptance of any 

world view or ideology without sufficient justification (and indeed even in some 

cases in the face of reason and/or evidence to the contrary) the appeal to faith is 

-- notwithstanding the claims of Kierkegaard and others to the contrary -- to 

degenerate into dogmatism or bigotry of the worst, and potentially most dangerous, 

kind.  

For instance, the Nazis' continued belief in Aryan supremacy and Jewish 

degeneracy, were, in light of clear evidence to the contrary,
4
 therefore plainly 

                                                 
4
For example, decisive refutation of faulty genetic theories of Aryan supremacy, and clear 

sociological evidence that in Germany of that period Jews were more likely to be members of 
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articles of faith, which had the gravest consequences. Indeed, to the "true" believer 

the fact that his/her claims are unjustified, or better yet, patently false, may be seen 

precisely as a test of his/her faith, and thus additional "reason" to accept them.
5
 

 

 

Intuition, Reason and Experience
6
 

 

But if faith fails us, what then of Intuition? Unfortunately, while there may 

have been some general agreement amongst Oxford Dons in the time of John 

Austin (a major proponent of Intuitionism) as to what was and what was not 

"the right thing to do" this would seem to have been more a product of their 

extreme socio-cultural homogeneity -- the vast majority being the Public (i.e. in 

Britain top ranked Private) School conditioned/educated sons of the British haut 

bourgeois -- than of any access to truly universal principles. Indeed, those who 

have eluded such narrowly confining institutions have often found that what may 

seem self-evident to those who have not, is profoundly counter intuitive to them. 

The general problem then being which of any number of competing ―intuitions‖ is 

definitive, thus leaving us were we started, with no clearly defensible moral insight. 

Turning to Reason (by which, in this context, I mean reason in its most 

fundamental form, which is to say Logic) in the first place -- as Kurt Godel's work, 

which proved that no system can be self (axiomatizing or) justifying (the bootstrap 

problem) shows
7
 -- reason (or logic) itself is no less in need of justification than 

the moral code which it might be enlisted to support. The success of any attempt to 

justify a moral code by reason or logic alone thus presupposing the justification 

of reason or logic itself.  

Now such a justification may, indeed, be forthcoming. After all I have used 

reasoned argument throughout to support my claims, and my justification for 

doing so is intrinsically related to my understanding of the nature of reason or 

logic, which, following Hegel, I take to be the form or structure of the relationship 

between concepts. Thus, for example the concept or class furniture includes the 

concepts table and chair, as well as a number of other concepts, as sub sets, while 

the concepts table and chair exclude each other. We can therefore say that while 

no tables are (as opposed to, are used as) chairs or vice versa, and all chairs are 

furniture, not all furniture is chairs, or tables, or either chairs or tables. 

Concomitantly if "X" is a table it is not a chair, but is furniture, while if "Y" is 

                                                                                                                                 
stable, traditional families than were gentiles, and therefore less responsible for the spread of 

syphilis (charged against them) than were gentiles etc. 
5
Examples of such beliefs within Christianity would be the empirically refuted belief of Catholics in 

the transubstantiation of the Holy Eucharist, and the logically contradictory notion that God is 

self-causing, or that as immaterial, and therefore by definition not occupying any space at all, God 

is nevertheless everywhere, not to say male!  
6
It is widely held that all knowledge claims must rest upon either Intuition, Experience or Reason, or 

a combination thereof, as must ultimately, any attempt to circumvent such limitations by appeals to 

"authority", as the decision as to which sources are, and which are not, genuinely authoritative, 

can ultimately only be justified by Intuition and/or Experience and/or Reason.  
7
Either we assume that the system or method (e.g. reason) by which we may seek to justify a claim 

is itself justified, or we do not. If it is indeed justified then self-justification is redundant, while if it 

is not justified then self-justification is impossible. 
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furniture it may or may not be a table, or a chair, etc. Consequently, so far from the 

universality of reason or logic deriving from, and being indicative of, the 

transcendental -- as Kant and others who wished to fight a rear guard action 

against the Enlightenment‘s replacing of the spiritual with the rational claimed – it 

derives from the mundanely pragmatic fact that to violate rational or logical 

principles (by claiming, for instance, that though "X" is a table, and all tables are 

furniture, ―X‖ is not furniture) is to so disturb the relationships between concepts, 

and thus the concepts themselves (which are intrinsic to our comprehension or 

understanding) as to render our thoughts and utterances incoherent and incompre-

hensible, not merely to others, but to ourselves also. 

But even though we may thus be able to justify adherence to reason 

(understood as logic), given that, as such, it is only a formal structure, lacking 

content, clearly it is impossible to validly deduce from a logical argument any 

conclusion that is not implicitly presupposed by or in its premises. Thus, the 

attempt by Kant and others to ground morality in reason notwithstanding, moral 

principles may only be logically deduced if they are somehow already implicitly 

assumed as premises; in which case the problem of providing justification for 

such implicitly presuppositions remains.  

Turning finally to our sensory Experience of the material world, clearly this 

cannot provide us with moral principles. For, notwithstanding the claims of Searle 

and others to the contrary, it is evident that we cannot derive principles concerning 

what ought or ought not to be the case from objective experiences of what is or is 

not the case; that no quantity of facts can, in and of themselves, give rise to 

qualitative values, which are plainly of an altogether (logically) different type; 

arguments to the contrary, as per our immediate insight above, clearly implicitly 

presupposing what they purport to prove. 
 

 

Conclusion 
 

Clearly then those supposedly definitively authoritative sources from which, 

and methods by which, moral principles have been generally thought to be derived 

and justified have been shown to be incapable of fulfilling either role. Indeed, 

more fundamentally, as Meno‘s paradox suggests, any determination of which 

sources and/or methods are authoritative in deriving and justifying moral principles 

would seem to necessarily presuppose definitive knowledge (whether explicit, or 

as per Plato‘s supposed solution, implicit) of the very principles which they 

purport to provide and justify.  
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A number of publications on the methodology of the social sciences set forth 

and discuss statements to the effect that qualitative research requires 

commitment to constructivism that is incompatible with the existence of 

objective reality and objective knowledge. I argue that these statements 

should be rejected and that researchers can, and should, avail themselves 

of the true and useful insights enshrined in constructivism without any 

commitments to more contestable philosophical theories. In my paper I use 

the following definitions: 

 

i. Metaphysical constructivism about a type of entities is the view that 

such entities are what they are because of what people think or say. 

ii. Epistemological constructivism is the view that our knowledge is 

composed of elements – such as concepts, statements, and theories – 

that are the way they are because of convention or because of 

something that people think or say. 

 

As “constructivism” is used to designate a great variety of metaphysical and 

epistemological views, I do not claim that my arguments apply to all 

philosophical stances described by this term. Granted, however, my two 

definitions there are good reasons to accept both metaphysical and 

epistemological constructivism and the two following theses: 

 

a) Metaphysical constructivism about social reality is independent of 

metaphysical theories, such as materialism and idealism, about 

the ultimate nature of all reality. 

b) Epistemological constructivism does not entail subjectivism or 

relativism.  

 

Keywords: Constructivism, qualitative research, social reality, ontology, 

relativism. 
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Introduction 

 

During the last four decades, metaphysical anti-realism and epistemological 

relativism and subjectivism have become prominent in writings about the 

philosophical foundations of qualitative methods in social and educational 

research (Howell, 2012; Krauss, 2005; Erickson, 2011; Lincoln, Lynham and 

Guba, 2011). These views are expressed in different ways. Some say that there is 

―no objective reality‖ (Krauss, 2005, p. 761), others that reality is a ―phenomenon 

of the mind‖ (Howell, 2012, p. 4).The expression ―multiple realities‖ is often used 

to suggest the relativist and subjectivist view that people who think in different 

ways live in different worlds and that what is true for one person may be false 

for another. 

The publications I have cited so far are about the history and philosophy of 

qualitative research. Similar statements, to the effect that what there is depends on 

what people think, can also be found in several works that purport to be more 

practical. John W. Creswell, whose textbook on qualitative methodology is widely 

used, says for instance: ―When researchers conduct qualitative research, they are 

embracing the idea of multiple realities‖ (Creswell, 2013, p. 20). Likewise, Steinar 

Kvale and Svend Brinkmann (2009, p. 49) claim that knowledge is subjective. In 

a third popular textbook, Steven J. Taylor and Robert Bogdan (1998, p. 18) 

defend a position between the view ―that reality exists and can be more or less 

objectively known by an unbiased observer‖ and that of the ―postmodernists 

who believe that objective reality does not exist and that all knowledge is 

subjective and only subjective‖ (Taylor and Bogdan, 1998, p. 18). Some other 

textbooks do not take sides but still claim that qualitative researchers need to take 

a stand on questions about the ultimate nature of reality. Kristin G. Esterberg, 

for instance, says that even though answers to these questions cannot be supported 

by rational argument since they are ―essentially, matters of faith‖, the researchers 

have to choose between thinking that there is a social world ―out there‖ or that 

all social life is ―constructed‖ (Esterberg, 2002, pp. 9–14). As I will argue later, 

there is no reason to think that these two options exclude one another. 

In different works these philosophical assumptions carry different labels, 

one of the most common being ―constructivism‖. In his book about the philosophy 

of methodology, Kerry E. Howell says, for instance, that according to construc-

tivists there is no external objective reality (Howell, 2012, p. 16). Throughout 

the book he writes about the whole world as either constructed or as existing 

independently of what people think, and makes no distinction between natural 

and social reality. In the fourth edition of The Sage Handbook of Qualitative 

Research, Yvonna S. Lincoln, Susan A. Lynham, and Egon G. Guba (2011, p. 

100) likewise describe constructivism as an epistemological and metaphysical 

theory that supports thoroughgoing relativism and subjectivism.  

Although most recent works I have come across concerning the philosophical 

foundations of qualitative research concur in their denial of the existence of 

objective reality and objective knowledge, there are also dissenting voices, e.g. 

Steven Eric Krauss (2005), Martyn Hammersley (2008), Joseph A. Maxwell 
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(2012), and Tomas Pernecky (2016). They all concede that relativism and 

subjectivism are rampant in the field, or as Maxwell puts it, ―the dominant view 

in published statements on this issue is that qualitative research requires a 

thoroughgoing constructivist and relativist ontology and epistemology that holds 

that reality is itself a social construction, and has no existence outside of this 

construction‖ (Maxwell, 2012, p. viii). Nevertheless, Krauss, Hammersley, and 

Maxwell all support critical realism and argue that qualitative researchers had 

better adhere to a realist ontology where the world is supposed to exist 

independently of what we think. Pernecky (2016) describes different philosophies 

of qualitative research without taking sides. He argues, however, that both 

constructivism and qualitative methods can go hand in hand with many different 

metaphysical and epistemological views, including scientific realism and 

epistemic objectivism. 

Much of what modern advocates of critical realism say about relativism has 

been said before. Ever since the time of Plato, philosophers have maintained 

that those who try to argue for relativism about all knowledge undermine their 

own position since, according to their own account, the knowledge that knowledge 

is relative is also relative. Ben Kotzee (2010) makes a rejoinder of this type to 

the cultural relativism most prominent in the social sciences and humanities 

and points out that ―discovering things like ‗this is true in that culture, but not 

in this other culture‘ itself presupposes a neutral, non-relative position from which 

to identify what is true in different cultures‖ (Kotzee, 2010, p. 181).
1
 

The word ―constructivism‖ is used to designate a great variety of philosophical 

views (Phillips, 1995), and although some of the works cited above describe it 

as involving a denial of objective reality and objective knowledge, they do not 

contain any arguments to prove that such a denial follows from any particular 

account of how social reality and knowledge are constructed. Commenting on the 

use of the term, Edmore Mutekwe, Amasa Ndofirepi, Cosmas Maphosa, Newman 

Wadesango, and Severino Machingambi (2013, p. 55) maintain that it is seldom 

clearly defined but often used to ―distinguish the good guys (constructivists) from 

the bad guys (traditionalists).‖ Because of this loose and varied usage, it is perhaps 

impossible to argue for or against constructivism in general. I will therefore not 

try to do that but, instead, stick to the following definitions of metaphysical and 

                                                 
1
Relativism is not the only strange philosophical theme that recurs in publications about qualitative 

research. Another one is an account of positivism as a version of naïve realism (see e.g. Taylor and 

Bogdan, 1998, p. 18; Lincoln, Lynham and Guba, 2011; Howell, 2012). Howell (2012, p. 41), for 

instance, labels the positivists‘ conception of reality ―naïve realism‖ without any references to works 

of philosophers who called themselves positivists. As Joel Michell (2003) and Maxwell (2012) 

argue, texts on qualitative methods use the term ―positivism‖ to describe views that are very far 

from those advocated by Auguste Comte and Ernst Mach in the nineteenth century and Carl Hempel 

and Rudolf Carnap in the first half of the twentieth century: ―When advocates of qualitative methods 

specify what it is that they disagree with in ‗positivism‘, it turns out to be the epistemological and 

ontological realism that they mistakenly attribute to it‖ (Michell, 2003, bls. 17). Contrary to these 

attributions, positivism was a brand of anti-realism. Like Kant before, the positivists tried to 

eliminate doubts about the veracity of science ―by removing the gulf between appearance and 

reality that makes skepticism possible in the first place‖ (Searle, 1995, p. 168). 
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epistemological constructivism. The view I call metaphysical is also sometimes 

described as ontological. 

 

i. Metaphysical constructivism about a type of entities is the view that such 

entities are what they are because of what people think or say. 

ii. Epistemological constructivism is the view that our knowledge is 

composed of elements, such as concepts, statements, and theories that are 

the way they are, because of convention or because of something that 

people think or say. 

 

I shall argue that granted these two definitions, researchers can avail 

themselves of the true and useful insights enshrined in both metaphysical 

constructivism about social reality and epistemological constructivism, without 

committing themselves to strange and contestable statements about the non-

existence of objective reality or objective knowledge. In particular, I shall 

argue that there are good reasons to accept both epistemological constructivism 

and metaphysical constructivism about social reality, and also that there are 

good reasons to accept the two following theses: 

 

a) Metaphysical constructivism about social reality is independent of 

metaphysical theories such as materialism and idealism about the ultimate 

nature of all reality. 

b) Epistemological constructivism does not entail subjectivism or relativism.  

 

The position I defend is compatible with critical realism and it is similar in 

some ways to the views supported by Krauss (2005), Hammersley (2008) and 

Maxwell (2012).  

 

 

Idealism and Anti-realism 

 

Although I believe we can do qualitative research in education and the social 

sciences without any commitment to big philosophical theories such as idealism 

and materialism, I think it is worthwhile to unearth the roots of some of the anti-

realist views described above. Some of them go back to Immanuel Kant who 

argued, in his Critique of Pure Reason, that our knowledge of the geometry of 

space, and various other basic features of the physical universe, could not be about 

a reality that existed independently of the human mind, because then it would 

be contestable and subject to doubt.  

Maybe we should grant that empirical knowledge of mind-independent space 

can never guarantee the truth of geometrical propositions such as that the angular 

sum of all triangles is exactly 180 degrees. Since no instruments of measurement 

are absolutely exact, empirical tests can only show this to be true within some 

margin of error, and only of triangles in parts of space that are close enough to 

be accessible and big enough to be measureable. So if it were known with 
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―apodeictic certainty‖, as Kant (1781/1980, p. 85) thought it was, that the 

propositions of Euclidean geometry applied to physical space, then that space 

would not be a mind-independent reality that we only knew empirically. Kant 

concluded that the laws of nature were imposed on the world by our ways of 

perceiving and thinking, and that any reality behind appearances was forever 

beyond our ken. A simplified version of his argument can be laid out this way: 

 

Premise 1: If the geometry of space is known with certainty, then space is 

mind-dependent. 

Premise 2: The geometry of space is known with certainty. 

Conclusion: Space is mind-dependent. 

 

Kant supported premise 1 with some of the most sophisticated arguments in 

the history of western philosophy and took them to prove his conclusion because 

he did not worry much about premise 2. Since his time, however, it has dawned 

upon the world of science that premise 2 is false. Scientific conjectures about 

the curvature of intergalactic space and strange geometries inside atomic nuclei 

are anything but indubitable. Nevertheless, Kant‘s conclusion is the foundation 

of later idealistic philosophy. As Jeremy Dunham,  Iain Hamilton Grant, and  Sean 

Watson (2014) put it in their book about the history of idealism: 

 

Once Kant opened up the question of the determination of experience, the 

whole area was ripe for various forms of exploration. If experience is 

determined by a priori cognitive structures, then what if those structures are, 

themselves, determined by factors outside themselves? Such questions 

came to dominate the intellectual history of the twentieth century in a variety 

of forms (Dunham,  Grant, and Watson, 2014, p. 99). 

 

In his history of continental anti-realism, Lee Braver (2007) tells a story that 

begins with Kant, goes through the works of Hegel, Nietzsche, and Heidegger, and 

ends with Foucault, Derrida, and contemporary continental philosophy. In this 

story, the contribution of mind to reality becomes more and more subject to 

change. Kant described fixed categories that structure the only world we can 

know. He thought that, although the basic features of the physical universe were 

mind-dependent, they were the same for all people at all times. Hegel argued that 

the categories changed from one historical epoch to another. For Heidegger they 

depended on transient conceptual schemes ―which determine humanity's essence 

along with the rest of reality‖ (Braver, 2007, p. 472), and some of his successors 

describe them as even more fleeting and ephemeral. 

The subjectivism, relativism, and anti-realism in textbooks about qualitative 

research seem in many cases to be, at least partially, fuelled by these developments 

in continental philosophy. This is, however, not saying that philosophical idealists 

generally support such views. According to Dunham, Grant, and Watson (2014), 

labelling all types of idealism anti-realist begs the question concerning the 

character of reality. Many types of idealism involve accounts of what reality is 
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independently of what we think and, to the best of my knowledge, most idealists 

believe that materialism would be false even should it be universally believed 

to be true.  

The core tenet of idealism, that ideas or minds are in some way primary and 

the material secondary or derivative, entails neither subjectivism nor relativism. In 

the history of western philosophy we have many examples of objective idealism 

(Dunham,  Grant and Watson, 2014, p. 26). Nevertheless, those who think that 

the physical universe is a phenomenon of the mind, and that material things are 

what they are because of what people think or say, typically subscribe to some 

form of idealism. The types of metaphysical constructivism about the world of 

nature that I know of are subspecies of idealism. As I will argue in the next section 

of this paper, metaphysical constructivism about social reality is, nevertheless, 

equally compatible with idealism and materialism.  

I do not know of any conclusive arguments for or against the view that ideas 

or minds are in some way primary and the material secondary or derivative. What 

I think I do know, is that some of the most prominent strains of modern idealism 

were originally based on an assumption that is not true, namely that the geometry 

of space and some other basic features of the physical universe are known with 

certainty. It does not follow from that, however, that idealism is false. Questions 

about the relation between mind and matter are still open. If I am right about 

this, then, in so far as it is advisable to use the least controversial premises that 

suffice to ground one‘s conclusions, people doing qualitative research should 

avoid using theoretical foundations that involve either idealism or materialism. 

 

 

The Social World 

 

Regardless of what we otherwise think about metaphysics, we need to 

distinguish social reality from the natural world. Borders between states, for 

instance, are social phenomena in a sense that rivers are not. Political states and 

the borders between them do not exist unless people take them to exist, and 

they vanish as soon as they are not recognized. Once there was a border between 

East and West Germany. It isn‘t there anymore. It ceased to be when people 

decided to unify Germany. After that, the fences were just fences, and not a 

border. A few centuries ago, there was no border between the United States and 

Mexico. These political bodies did not exist. The border became reality when 

these states were recognized, and the recognition was all it took to create the 

border. 

The requisite recognition does not have to amount to endorsement. Someone 

who thinks that the world would be better without any states or borders realises 

that borders are acknowledged by the general public and by legislatures that are 

accepted as such. We can know that some social fact depends on subjective 

attitudes without believing that those attitudes are right or beneficial. 

In a footnote to the first chapter of his Capital: A Critique of Political 

Economy, Karl Marx says that ―one man is king only because other men stand 
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in the relation of subjects to him. They, on the contrary, imagine that they are 

subjects because he is king‖ (Marx as cited in Searle, 2010, p. 107). Marx‘s 

point about kings is similar to the one I am making about borders. Anyone can 

be dressed in a purple robe and eat off a plate of gold, but it is not possible to 

be a king without being recognized as such. Fences and walls can be just about 

anywhere, but they are not borders unless people take them to be borders. 

Borders and kings are borders and kings because of what people think or say. 

Therefore, metaphysical constructivism (as defined by i) is the true account of 

how and why they are what they are. Rivers, on the other hand, will continue to 

flow to the sea no matter what people think or say. They did so before there were 

any humans around and will probably continue to do so after the last man has 

passed away. 

What I have said about states, borders, and kings applies to all sorts of social 

institutions, e.g. marriage and money. Marriage comes to exist through a verbal 

utterance, typically following a ceremonious declaration given by a priest, 

provided the utterance is thought of as binding. Tokens, coins, or digital data 

are money by virtue of being accepted as money. Metaphysical constructivism 

about such social phenomena is obviously, and even trivially, true. It is not a 

theory one can choose to reject. Talking of borders, kings, marriage, or money 

as existing independently of what people say, think, and believe is simply wrong, 

just as wrong as talking about rivers as upshots of human discourse or 

declarations. 

A distinction between the social and the natural is necessary, regardless of 

whether we think of the whole of reality as mind-dependent or not. If the world 

only exists as experience or as something mind-dependent, then the demarcation 

between the social and the natural must be drawn within experience or within the 

mind. 

The most sophisticated account of social phenomena as constituted by 

declarations and beliefs that I have read was expounded by John R. Searle. In his 

book, Making the Social World: The Structure of Human Civilization, he argued 

that although statements about social facts are objective ―the facts corresponding 

to them are all created by human subjective attitudes‖ (Searle, 2010, p. ix). 

Summarizing his account of social reality, he says that lots of phenomena are 

mental in an obvious sense, e.g. hopes, fears, and pains, while others, such as 

mountains and molecules, are totally independent of the mind. In addition to 

the mental and the non-mental, we need to introduce a class of phenomena that 

are social, such as money and marriage. They are not actually located in our 

minds but are, however, dependent on our attitudes. Searle takes care to distinguish 

the social from mental states, which, ―exist regardless of what anybody outside 

thinks about them‖ (Searle, 2010, p. 17). Since Searle published his account of 

how social reality is created, J. P. Smit and Filip Buekens (2017) have provided 

a plausible game-theoretical description of the mechanism whereby important 

elements of the social world are constructed. 

About this social reality that only exists by virtue of what people say or 

think, we can, as Searle (2010, p. 18) says, have objective knowledge. The 
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distinction between epistemological subjectivism and objectivism is independent 

of the distinction between metaphysical subjectivism and objectivism. Once 

this has been said clearly, as Searle does, it can hardly be a matter of dispute. My 

knowledge of where the border is between Mexico and the United States is about 

as objective as my knowledge about where the Rio Grande flows to the Gulf of 

Mexico. Facts about social geography are objectively known, as are facts about 

physical geography, although the former are what they are by virtue of what 

people think or say. 

Searle‘s account of social reality is constructivist in the metaphysical sense. It 

is unlike most works on constructivism, however, because it is primarily analytical, 

not normative and political. 

 

 

That things could be otherwise 

 

In his monograph, The Social Construction of What? Ian Hacking says that 

the very first book to have ―social construction‖ in the title was The Social 

Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the Sociology of Knowledge by Peter Berger 

and Thomas Luckmann (Hacking, 1999, p. 24). In this book, originally published 

in 1966, Berger and Luckmann (1966/1971) argued that although social reality 

is constituted by subjective meanings, people tend to reify it and experience it 

as objective facts they cannot control. According to their account, people see 

much of social reality in the same way that the subjects Marx wrote about saw 

their king: as something that is what it is, independently of what they think about 

it. Through reification, the social world thus becomes alien and inhuman. 

The constructivism of Berger and Luckmann is, like Searle‘s account of 

social reality, a metaphysical theory. It is, though, not only an account of what 

social reality is. It is also meant to describe how and why people experience it 

as something other than it is, and come to think of it as facts they cannot change. 

Berger and Luckmann did not see this as giving rise to any subjectivism or 

relativism about knowledge. Rather, they maintain, ―the scientific universe of 

meaning is capable of attaining a good deal of autonomy as against its own social 

base‖ (Berger and Luckmann, 1966/1971, p. 104), and they seem to think that 

knowledge about how social reality is constructed by humans is both objective and 

liberating. 

Ian Hacking (1999) argues that since the publication of Berger‘s and 

Luckmann‘s book, most scholars who write about the social construction of this 

or that want their works to serve some moral or political purpose. Social 

constructivists about a type of phenomena, X, tend to hold that ―X need not have 

existed, or need not be at all as it is. X, or X as it is at present, is not determined by 

the nature of things, it is not inevitable.‖ He adds that constructivists often go 

further and urge that we would be better off ―if X were done away with, or at 

least radically transformed‖ (Hacking, 1999, p. 6). 

Sally Haslanger (2012, pp. 183–218) draws upon Hacking‘s work and 

provides a detailed and well-worked analysis of how and why the insights gained 
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by unmasking the ontology of gender and race as socially constructed are 

compatible with realism and objectivism. On her account, objective properties 

and differences abound, and we can use them to classify people and things in 

better or worse ways.  

Both Hacking and Haslanger point out that many social phenomena are 

obviously constructed in the sense that they are contingent upshots of social 

arrangements. Constructivists, however, normally do not bother to emphasise 

that something is socially constructed unless it is mistakenly thought to be 

inevitable or independent of human talk, thought, customs and social institutions. 

Therefore, we do not find books about the social construction of money or the 

British monarchy (Hacking, 1999, p. 12). The very point of calling something 

socially constructed is, according to Hacking, to show that it is less inevitable 

and more dependent on human thoughts, discourse, actions, or social conventions 

than it is taken to be. Some of the targets of constructivists‘ criticism are what 

Hacking (1999, pp. 103–109) calls interactive kinds. The class of criminals is 

an example, because classifying a group of people as criminals is apt to change 

their thoughts and conduct. Applying the concept thus affects the social reality 

it is applied to. Examples abound since criminalizing activities of various kinds, 

from abortion to cannabis use, has wrought havoc in countries around the globe.  

Knowledge about phenomena that are socially constructed sometimes interacts 

with the subject matter it is about, changing people‘s subjective attitudes and 

thereby the reality that is constituted by these attitudes. There are also other ways 

in which knowledge and information change the reality they are about. Writing a 

diary may, for instance, help someone mend his ways and thus affect the biography 

that is produced. In such cases we can even say, as Brinkmann and Kvale (2015, p. 

63) do, that truth is made rather than found. That, however, doesn‘t make whatever 

people put in their diaries true.  

Berger and Luckman, and most of their immediate successors, did not 

advocate universal constructivism, as some recent textbooks on qualitative methods 

seem to do. In my view, metaphysical constructivism about the whole of reality 

is not only wildly implausible but also irresponsible. Claiming that the whole 

of reality is socially constructed would make the effects of a nuclear holocaust 

as dependent on how we think and talk as the effects of criminalizing drug abuse. 

It is hard to see how those who are constructivists about the whole of reality could 

counter someone who claims that atomic bombs can be rendered harmless by 

changing the ways we conceive of scorching heat or self-propagating nuclear 

chain reactions. (The reason that they ought to be destroyed and banned is that 

it is an objective truth that they can kill us all, quite regardless of what we think or 

say.) 

Maybe it is neither customary nor fashionable to talk about the social 

construction of phenomena such as borders and money that are obviously 

constituted by thoughts and verbal utterances. Still, it seems to me that the time 

has come to be more mindful that the nature of borders and money depends on 

human attitudes and utterances. (The monetary regime was, for instance, radically 

changed by political decree when the gold standard was abolished in 1971.) Tens 
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of millions of refugees and debts that are exhausting whole societies are 

consequences of social facts about borders and money that are what they are 

because of what people think or say.  

So far, I have pointed out reasons to accept metaphysical constructivism about 

social reality. I have also argued that these reasons are independent of grand 

metaphysical theories such as materialism and idealism. It remains to explain 

why I am also in favour of epistemological constructivism. 

 

 

Theories, Models, Maps, and Descriptions 

 

Hammersley (2008) argues that constructivism about knowledge is partially a 

platitude because all accounts of reality are man-made and based on traditions. 

He also argues, quite convincingly in my view, that this gives us no reason to 

believe that two contradictory accounts can both be true, or that all attempts to 

describe reality succeed. Likewise, Maxwell (2012) expounds constructivist 

epistemology and argues that it is compatible with his view of knowledge as 

objective: 

 

We believe that the earth was round and revolved around the sun long before 

humans understood this, and most of us believe that global warming is 

occurring, with potentially serious consequences for humanity, regardless of 

how many people deny it. We also believe that our knowledge about these 

things is never complete or infallible, but is always partial and subject to 

revision (Maxwell, 2012, p. vii). 

 

Maxwell and Hammersley are both fallibilists, as both think of scientific 

knowledge as uncertain and subject to review. According to the chapter on 

scientific realism in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy ―realists are 

generally fallibilists‖ (Chakravartty, 2016). In this same chapter, it is also argued 

that social constructivism about knowledge, i.e. accounts to the effect that 

knowledge depends on social factors, can be consistent with realism. 

I suspect that one of the reasons why some researchers prefer subjectivism 

and relativism to fallibilism, is that they are unwilling to cope with the uncertainty 

they face if they admit that the reality they try to investigate and understand 

exists independently of their theories, models, maps, and descriptions. This 

unwillingness seems to be intensified by talking of research as knowledge 

production, something akin to industry and commerce rather than a never-ending 

journey, search, or conversation. This metaphor makes people ill at ease with the 

truth that they cannot tell for certain whether their works contain real knowledge, 

or just hypotheses that may later turn out to be false. 

I shall end this with a few words in support of the type of epistemological 

constructivism advocated by Hammersley and Maxwell, i.e. the view that our 

knowledge is composed of concepts, statements, models, and theories that are 
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the way they are because of human conventions or something that people think or 

say.  

Statements about what we know, or think we know, rely on a conceptual 

repertoire that is largely dependent on social conventions but also partially 

constructed through decisions and agreements, as, for instance, the metric system 

of measurement. This is generally true regardless of whether we are talking 

about knowledge of nature or society. A map showing rivers and other aspects 

of physical geography is quite as much dependent on cartographers‘ conventions 

as maps showing borders and other aspects of social geography. There is no 

way to draw a map without relying on some interpretation of lines, symbols, and 

colours that depend on what people think or say. This does not make the knowledge 

depicted on a map subjective in any sense. A map showing a border where there is 

no border, or a river where there is no river, is simply and objectively wrong. 

Knowledge about some reality that supervenes on subjective attitudes can be 

quite as objective as knowledge about the brute facts of nature. As Hacking (1999) 

points out, rent, for instance, is socially constructed and only exists because of 

something people assume and believe. A tenant can, nevertheless, have objective 

knowledge about the consequences of not paying her landlord. 

To sum up, that some aspects of reality – such as borders, money, rent, or 

marriage –are socially constructed does not exclude objective knowledge about 

them. Neither does the fact that something, such as a river, is the way it is 

independently of what we think, imply that theories, models, and maps of it are 

anything other than man made. 

We can make different maps: one with, say, 10 meters and another with 50 

meters between contour lines, one using colours to show population density, and 

another using the same colours to depict annual precipitation or zoning 

regulations. Different maps serve different purposes and there are countless 

ways to map, correctly, the same territory, none of which is the one and only right 

way. This has, though, nothing to do with subjectivism or relativism. No matter 

what conventions cartographers adopt, their maps are useless if they do not match 

some facts about the surface of the earth. And yes, facts that only exist by virtue of 

something people think or say, about borders and zoning for example, are socially 

constructed facts about the surface of the earth, and not about the human mind. 

It is a matter of course that, if a part of the Mexican border is in the same place as 

the Rio Grande, and the river is not in my mind, then neither is the border. We do 

not have to choose between thinking of the social world as either constructed or 

out there. It is both. 

I think something similar is true of knowledge of the type that is typically 

acquired by using qualitative methods of research. There is no one right way to 

describe another human being, or a day in the life of a school-class, any more 

than there is one right way to map a territory. Countless different descriptions 

can be true. If someone thinks this gives occasion to talk about multiple realities, I 

have no objection provided it is recognized that there are also countless different 

descriptions that are false. I prefer, though, to think of one reality that is so rich 
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and multifarious that no theory, model, map, or description can capture but a tiny 

bit of it. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

In this paper, I have argued that metaphysical constructivism is true about 

social reality but not about physical reality or the world of nature. I have also 

argued that this applies regardless of whether the ultimate truth about the universe 

is some sort of idealism or materialism, and that researchers can, and should, 

avoid committing themselves to proposed answers to unsolved metaphysical 

quandaries or strange and contestable statements about the non-existence of 

objective reality and objective knowledge.  

Finally, I have argued that epistemological constructivism is generally true 

about all theories, models, maps, and descriptions. It applies regardless of whether 

the subject matter is social or natural reality, and this fact about human knowledge 

has nothing to do with subjectivism or relativism. 
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Wonder as the Experiential Origin of Philosophy: 

A Critiue of Hierarchical Taxonomy of Knowledge 

 
Chin-Tai Kim 

 

 

Among the many genealogies of philosophy, Aristotle’s view that wonder is 

the experiential origin of philosophy supports his placement of theoretical 

knowledge at the top of an epistemological hierarchy. His elevation of 

theoretical knowledge pursued for its own sake does not agree with his 

conception of practical knowledge pursued for the realization of well-being, 

the highest good. Plato his teacher interpreted theoretical, practical and 

aesthetic pursuits as aspects of the subject’s erotic progress that culminates in 

a quasi-mystical experience of their unity. Kant‟s transcendental critique 

of theoretical knowledge culminates in a surprising thesis of the primacy 

of the practical. The history of Western philosophy shows that epistemology 

at times regulates and at times serves the construction of belief systems, 

contradicting Descartes‟ view that epistemology should and can be a 

presupposition-free propaedeutic to philosophical inquiry that finds absolutely 

evident truths to ground a system of theoretical knowledge. An epistemologist 

should realize and acknowledge that an epistemological view must have 

substantive presuppositions that belies its claim to transcendental purity, 

that it may purposely or unconsciously play an apologetic role of defending 

an existing theory or ideology or a reformist or revolutionary role of 

championing the new, and that epistemology should therefore include a 

critique of the epistemological tradition illumining the pattern of interaction 

between epistemology and other subdiscipines of philosophy and disciplines 

outside it for the purpose of balancing and construction and critique. 

Theoretical thinking, especially the philosophical, as Otto Neurath said, is 

like sailors’ rebuilding their ship on the open sea. The ship, it should be 

added, is made of heterogeneous materials that should fit one another and 

has to be in motion toward a destination.  

 

Keywords: motive for pursuit of knowledge; epistemic forms and hierarchy; 

cognitive faculties; knowing and being; the primacy of the practical 
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Interpretive Character of a Genealogy of Philosophy  

 

The beginning of philosophical thinking is not an objectively chronicled 

event. Aristotle may conceivably have tried to imaginatively relive the experience 

of earliest Western philosophers to support his claim that philosophy begins in 

wonder.
1
 But it is more plausible to think that he was voicing one of diverse 

conceptions of a discipline that already had a century-old tradition of self-

reflection. His genealogical statement assumes a phenomenological tenor. Wonder, 

he may have said, responds to the epiphany of an object to the subject with a 

partially concealed nature, beckoning the subject with a promise of self-revelation 

as a reward for respectful and diligent inquiry. The wonderer‘s urge to know 

precedes any interest in application of knowledge. Not that knowledge sought 

is inapplicable but inquiry needs no non-epistemic impetus or purpose. This 

knowledge is theoria,
 
a

 
sight.

2
 

Aristotle conflates two different concepts of theoretical knowledge, 

psychological and axiological: knowledge sought for its own sake, and knowledge 

having intrinsic value (hence deserving to be sought for its own sake).What
 

satisfies the one concept may not satisfy the other.
  

He owes an explanation of the relationship between fact and value. It is 

implausible to say that factual knowledge that a person with pathological curiosity 

seeks, ipso facto, is intrinsically valuable as it will be to say that a theory a scientist 

seeks to make envisioned technology possible, ipso facto, lacks intrinsic value. 

The world indeed has pragmatic propensity to appreciate applied theory over 

theory with unknown applicability. To a further complication of his classification 

of knowledge, Aristotle says that the first principles and causes of things make 

up the content of the scientific layer of theoretical knowledge.
1 

The question 

arises whether knowledge of particular facts can still be called theoretical. He 

can so claim consistently as long as the former is sought as a step toward 

knowledge of the universal, not for any non-epistemic purpose and he does not 

make the necessity and universality of propositional content of knowledge the 

definitive feature of the theoretical. And the fact that some objects of practical 

knowledge may be universal and necessary normative principles confirms that 

the necessity and universality of known propositional content cannot be the 

mark that distinguishes the theoretical from the practical.
3
 

A practical science, Aristotle says, seeks knowledge not for its own sake but 

for the sake of realizing well-being. Ethics is the basic practical science, with 

politics as its culmination. Politics seeks knowledge for the sake of the well-

being of the society that integrates that of its citizens. Aristotle elevates well-

                                                 
1
Aristotle, Metaphysics 982

b
11-27.    

2
‗theory (n.) 1590s, "conception, mental scheme," from Late Latin theoria (Jerome), from 

Greek theoria "contemplation, speculation; a looking at, viewing; a sight, show, spectacle, things 

looked at," from theorein "to consider, speculate, look at," from theoros "spectator," from thea "a 

view" (see theater) + horan "to see," which is possibly from PIE root *wer- (3) "to perceive."‘ 

Online Etymology Dictionary (http://etymonline.com/) 
3
Aristotle, Met. 1025

b
25, 1026

a
18-19 ,

a
1-3.

2
Op. cit., 982

a
-982

b
.  

http://www.etymonline.com/index.php?term=theory&allowed_in_frame=0
http://www.etymonline.com/index.php?term=theater&allowed_in_frame=0
http://www.etymonline.com/index.php?term=*wer-%20(3)&allowed_in_frame=0
http://etymonline.com/
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being to the status of the highest good, what is deservingly sought as an intrinsic, 

unconditional, final and self-sufficient good by all humans.
4
 The elements of 

well-being include favorable natural endowments such as physical beauty, high 

intelligence, attractive personality and fortunate social circumstances such as 

good birth. But lucky endowments can only be its incidental features. The concept 

of a good as an object of possible deliberative pursuit excludes givens of nature 

or history from among its essential constituents. Aristotle indeed defines well-

being as activity in accordance with virtue, moral and intellectual.
5 

Moral virtue is 

a habit (hexis), a disposition of character, to choose the mean between two 

extremes, excess and deficiency.
6 

Reason contributes to the formation of moral 

virtue by finding a mean in a practical situation but its judgment needs to be 

complemented by a will strong and disciplined enough to Produce a choice and 

its implementation. This point is made clear by his conception of practical 

syllogism as an inference from moral and factual premises to a moral conclusion 

completed with an action the conclusion describes. A completed practical 

syllogism thus is a collaborative product of reason and the non-rational part of 

human nature.
7 

Conceivably a person who suffers from incontinence needs a 

non-intellectual discipline to build moral virtue. Practical reason and will are both 

faculties capable of improvement and moral virtue is achievable by effort. 

Intellectual virtue or wisdom is the possession and enjoyment of pure knowledge 

of truths. But such virtue is possible only for relatively few endowed with high 

intelligence but its realization still requires disciplined effort. 

Practical knowledge containing a conception of well-being obliges the will 

while theoretical knowledge of facts may not. Productive sciences seek knowledge 

of rules and techniques of making artifacts that can oblige the will of a potential 

user. Poetics offers knowledge of rules for composing a good play, tragic or 

comic. The desirable result of a person‘s viewing of a good tragedy performed 

on stage, Aristotle holds, is the catharsis from the spectator‘s mind of excess 

fear and pity harmful to well-being.
8 

Poetic knowledge thus indirectly serves 

well-being, a moral end. Rhetoric for Aristotle serves the production of persuasive 

speech as a ―counterpart‖ of dialectic.
9
 Dialectic and rhetoric presuppose the 

system of laws of logic but apply them for different purposes through appropriate 

uses of language. Persuasion of the public of the true, the good or the just must 

redound to the well-being of the community. It may be said that the products of 

technical knowledge have potential use and their correct use will redound to 

someone‘s well-being.     

 

                                                 
4
Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1097

a
15-37-1097

b
1-22. 

5
Op. cit., 1098

a
13.    

6
Op. cit., 1106

b
36-1107

a
1-8. 

7
Ibid. 

8
Aristotle, Poetics, 1449

b
24-31. 

9
Aristotle, Rhetoric Bk.1, Ch. 1, 1354

a
1, 12-14; 1355

a
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The Issue of Primacy  
 

Aristotle‘s view that philosophy begins with wonder and that theoretical 

inquiry values knowledge it seeks for its own sake seems to place theoria at the 

top of an epistemic hierarchy. But his message is ambiguous, arguably inconsistent. 

A question to address is what his criterion for primacy is, whether it is appropriate, 

and whether theoretical knowledge meets it. 

While Aristotle‘s view that knowledge sought for its own sake has primacy 

has some intuitive plausibility, an issue arises from the fact that he recognizes 

something other than theoretical knowledge, well-being, as intrinsically valuable 

as well.  More should therefore be said about theoretical knowledge than that it 

is sought for its own sake to support a thesis that such knowledge should be given 

primacy over all other forms of knowledge.  

It may be suggested that a form of knowledge that is genetically prior to 

another should be accorded relative primacy. Can theoretical knowledge be 

considered prior to the practical by this criterion? Aside from the questionable 

date of the first experience of wonder, it is likely that the earliest human thinking 

was oriented to solving pressing problems of survival in a harsh natural 

environment among hostile human neighbors. It is likely that only after the 

basic conditions of survival were secured could humans start applying their 

mental resources to satisfy their intellectual curiosity. Furthermore, cultural history 

teaches us that instead of immediately redirecting their mental functions under 

improved living conditions from involvement with survival tasks toward 

theoretical inquiry they exercised their creativity in making myths and constructing 

religions with heavy deployment of desire, hope and imagination. Theoretical 

activity is likely to have followed a lengthy and arduous pre-philosophical 

process of mental distancing from a mythopoeic and religious way of thinking 

though this should not mean a hasty endorsement of Comte‘s Positivist theory 

of the necessary sequence of three developmental stages of human consciousness 

and civilization—the superstitious, the metaphysical and the positive.
10 

The 

genetic priority of theoretical inquiry is highly unlikely and the claimed primacy 

of genetically prior knowledge is disputable. A cultural historical account of the 

rise of philosophical thinking would have greater explanatory value than 

Aristotle‘s experiential account. 

Another possible criterion of primacy is that a form of knowledge has 

primacy over another provided the former is presupposed by the latter but not vice 

versa. Logic is presupposed by ontology but not vice versa and the latter by 

physics but not vice versa, and so forth. The statement that ontology, indeed all 

theoretical sciences are presupposed by ethics and politics in the logical and 

methodological sense is not objectionable. But this cannot further mean that 

ontological knowledge is not, and should not be pursued as a foundation for, 

hence for the sake of, other kinds of theoretical knowledge. Aristotle did not 

call logic or any other methodological disciplines theoretical sciences on grounds 

                                                 
10

 The Positive Theory of Auguste Comte.tr. Harriet Martineau (London: George Bell and Sons, 

1953). Vo. 1, p.1.   
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that they dealt with no specific subject matter though applicable in all of them. 

His special view of the Organon aside, he must accept the thesis that a more 

general science, logic included, is applicable to, hence can be pursued to ground, a 

more specific one. But as we are not concerned about the order of parts of 

theoretical knowledge but its order relative to the practical, the question of greater 

relevance is whether theoretical knowledge as a whole is presupposed by and is 

prior to practical knowledge for that reason. 

Well-being, the highest good that is the object of practical knowledge, 

Aristotle thinks, includes theoretical knowledge as one of its elements. If a rational 

person believes that well-being is his or her highest good and also that theoretical 

knowledge is an essential element of well-being, then he or she, in pursuing 

well-being, must pursue theoretical knowledge in order to realize well-being 

and he or she, in pursuing theoretical knowledge, cannot pursue it for its own sake 

but must do so mindful of its teleology as an element of well-being. Aristotle 

would have to break out of the inconsistency of thinking that theoretical 

knowledge must but cannot be a necessary element of well-being. An additional 

point should follow. We are interested in the comparative primacy of theoretical 

and practical knowledge, not of theoretical knowledge and well-being. The 

following may be said in support of the primacy of practical knowledge. The 

coherent system of comprehensive knowledge of the relationship between well-

being and theoretical knowledge is prior to its theoretical element considered in 

itself because the nature of the latter and its role cannot be determined without 

reference to the whole. That comprehensive system is practical. Practical 

knowledge therefore has primacy over the theoretical. 

The Pythagorean School had a curriculum encompassing all that could pass 

for theoretical sciences like mathematics, ontology and cosmology as well as 

practical sciences like ethics and productive sciences like medicine and 

musicology. ―Philosophy,‖ the term they are credited for inventing, did not for 

them mean a specialized discipline but all disciplines that contribute to the body of 

wisdom. The Pythagorean criterion for differentiating knowledge from pseudo-

or quasi-knowledge was epistemological and methodological rigor but not the 

Aristotelian criterion of being pursued for its own sake. All knowledge, the 

Pythagoreans thought, purifies the knowing soul and the latter‘s purification is a 

requirement for its desired liberation from a repeated cycle of metempsychosis. 

All forms of genuine knowledge have a teleological unity as a soteriological 

instrument.
11 

The system of knowledge as a whole is thus practical. 

Those who would hesitate to view Buddhism as a religion out of a theistic 

bias would not hesitate to classify it as a system of ontological, cosmological, 

anthropological, psychological and ethical beliefs that support a soteriology, 

psychological and ethical beliefs that support a soteriology. Buddhist thinking 

starts with a dawning awareness that suffering is an inescapable feature of all 

life. The rise of such awareness must have been preceded by much lived 

                                                 
11

Robin Waterfield, translator and commentator, The First Philosophers: The Presocratics and 

the Sophists (Oxford World‘s Classics), T6, p. 96; T8, p. 96; F1, p. 97; T14, pp. 98-99. 
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experience, immediate and reflective, with an ethos and comprehensive worldview 

that likely includes an ethics and even a soteriology. But the realization that 

suffering permeates all life should bring a radically new agenda for life with an 

overriding purpose of gaining liberation from suffering. The activity of the seeker 

of liberation resists the divisive categories of the theoretical, practical and 

productive. Knowledge of the Four Noble Truths, unavoidability of suffering, 

causation of suffering by craving and illusory selfhood, cessation of suffering 

through the elimination of its cause, and effectiveness of the Noble Eightfold 

Path, supplemented by the doctrines of dependent origination and five skandhas 

has as its essential value its conduciveness to salvation from suffering and 

transmigration, a practical end if you will.
12 

Buddhist knowledge surely is not 

theoretical in the Aristotelian sense but essentially instrumental. Kant would 

later develop a more systematic argument for the primacy of the practical. His 

transcendental idealist epistemology severely limits the scope of theoretical 

knowledge to analytic truths that link concepts logically, synthetic a posteriori 

truths of matters of fact, and synthetic a priori truths about the subjective 

conditions of the possibility of experience and that of objects of experience.
13

 

The subject of transcendental consciousness cannot, however, suppress its desire 

to know if it is free from natural causality, if it is mortal or immortal, what 

awaits it if it survives its physical dissolution, or if there exists an omnipotent, 

omniscient, just and merciful deity who governs the universe. That is, the human 

subject desires full knowledge of its own nature and destiny. But Kant‘s 

transcendental critique dissuades the human subject to pursue such knowledge. 

It is ethics the practical science that provides occasion for introducing and 

justifying suppositions and postulates about transcendent matters. The human 

obligation to act in accordance with the moral law, the categorical imperative, 

requires the freedom of human will, its independence from natural causality 

and power to originate a causal series in nature, the metaphysical implicate of 

autonomy.
14

 Though the reality of freedom is unknowable, it can be thought in 

consistency with all possible knowledge. The human necessity of acting to exist, 

the necessary acceptance by humans as rational beings of their obligation to act 

in accordance with the moral law, free will as a presupposition for moral choice 

and action, and the conceivability of free will together justify the required 

supposition that will is free.
15

 Furthermore, a being that accepts its moral 

obligation desires the necessary realization of the summum bonum, the full 

realization of the moral potential in each person exactly matched with deserved 

happiness. Immortality, an indefinite sequence of empirical lives, and the 

existence of an omniscient, omnipotent, just and merciful deity who will help 

each person fully realize his or her given moral potential through progress in an 
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infinite duration and enable an incremental progress toward a perfect matching 

of moral desert and eudemonic reward are postulated and hoped to be true. 

Religious faith thus is interwoven with the contents of will, desire and hope.
16

 

The scope of practical concerns transcends and comprehends the theoretical. The 

primacy of the practical for Kant is grounded in the practical orientation of the 

whole system of transcendental knowledge. 

Kierkegaard‘s conception of faith bears relevance. The beginning of faith 

according to him is occasioned by the experience of a divine power and authority 

issuing an absurd command contrary even to moral sense answered with 

unquestioning obedience. Though Kierkegaard does not present himself as a 

mystic, he has affinity with philosophers with mystical bent like Rudolph Otto 

who bases theological knowledge on an experience of mysterium tremendum et 

fascinans.
17 

What matters in the present context is the implication of Kierkegaard‘s 

conception of faith about the relationship between theoretical and practical 

knowledge. The rational and the ethical (insofar as it has rational ground) do not 

ground themselves and their supposed transcendent ground cannot be known in 

any expanded transcendental critique. While Kant still tries to provide a rational 

justification for supposing reason‘s power to choose and act in accordance with 

its own moral legislation, Kierkegaard reconceives freedom to be the power of 

will to choose without rational justification, even against reason. Significantly, 

an absurd leap of faith Kierkegaard speaks of is one that ―teleologically‖ suspends 

the ethical to deserve ―eternal happiness.‖
18

 As teleology of any kind signifies the 

serviceability of means to an end, a leap of faith for eternal happiness cannot be 

totally absurd. Kierkegaard thus obtains reason‘s permission to champion the 

irrational. While endorsing the thesis of the primacy of the practical, Kierkegaard 

reinterprets the practical as transcending the rational. Kant sees little theological 

significance in religious experience, hence accepts no responsibility of interpreting 

it. His formidable challenge is that of imbuing the language of metaphysical 

postulates with any significance. Kant‘s philosophy needs a more complete theory 

of meaning than he provides.
 

                                                                                                                       

 

Plato’s Search for the Unity of Truth, Beauty and Goodness 

   

Plato the teacher of Aristotle, while recognizing the phenomenological 

diversity of the forms of cognitive experience, sought their unity by making use 

of his ontology. His faculty psychology carries the view that the three major 

faculties, reason, will and desire, can achieve functional harmony if reason has 

requisite strength to control the other. Knowledge for him essentially is reason‘s 

intuition of Forms in mutual communion. Intellectual intuition is self-certifying 

true judgment about its object directly present to the subject‘s mind. While the 
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objects of knowledge are immutable and eternal, its temporal human subjects 

pursue knowledge of them through progressive phases with distinct subjective 

features correlated with their diverse mimetic representations. Plato describes 

two apparently different paths, the erotic-aesthetic and the intellectual. The former 

begins as the desire for one beautiful body, then evolves to love of many beautiful 

bodies, then to that of beautiful laws and institutions, then to that of beautiful 

sciences, finally to that of their beautiful objects, Beauty and all Forms that 

commune with it. It is only at the fulfillment of the erotic-aesthetic process that 

the subject with total clarity realizes that the object it has been seeking is Beauty 

along with all other Forms that it beautifies.
19

 

A different account of the progress of human cognition given in Republic 

needs to be contrasted and integrated with the Symposium account of Eros. The 

Simile of the Divided Line in Republic Book VI,
20 

complemented by the Allegory 

of the Cave in Book VII,
21 

describes the mainly intellectual path to the goal of 

intuitive comprehension of the Forms where anamnesis (recollection) is the pivotal 

event in the soul‘s ascent to its destination. The epistemic subject (discursive or 

dialectical thinking), finally to noesis (intellectual intuition). The first two phases 

are forms of doksa (opinion) and the last two are forms of episteme (knowledge). 

The transition from opinion to knowledge is a radical mental and personal 

transformation occasioned by a realization that sensible particulars have their 

determinate being and value only by exemplifying intelligible universals, Forms. 

The subject is reminded of the Forms of which it had tacit knowledge by the 

particulars that exemplify them.
22

 

Two points are clear, namely, that Eros is the efficient cause of the spiritual 

progress of any subject and that the goal for any is intellectual intuition of Forms. 

We may interpret the erotic-aesthetic account in Symposium and the intellectual 

account in Republic to mean that the path to the goal may be experientially diverse 

but each must include a transformative moment of anamnesis. Love of one 

beautiful body is an analogue of imaging in that in both the subject is unreflectively 

obsessed with a particular sensible representation. Love of many beautiful bodies 

indicates a perception of beautiful particulars as similar but not quite an 

intellectual apprehension of a relational universal, Similarity. Love of laws and 

institutions must indicate a twofold appreciation of the beauty of the artifices 

and that of the minds which construct them. Laws and institutions are amalgams 

of sensible things like patterns of human behavior and attendant consciousness, 

the structures of situations of their occurrence, and intelligible objects like values, 

duties and justice. The mental activities that construct them mix sense experience, 

imagination, feeling, and conceptual judgment and inference. Though the 

intellectual and the intelligible are prominent features of this love it can be 

interpreted to lack still an intellectual intuition of Forms with knowledge that all 

particulars, sensible or intelligible, exemplify them. Love of science has special 
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significance. The erotic subject cannot love science unless it has participatory 

understanding. The subject must have considerable understanding of its purpose 

and rules of its conduct. It must know that the main purpose of science is to gain 

knowledge of the nature of its objects while its interest in laws and institutions 

is mainly practical. We can also speculate that the erotic subject understands that 

objects of science are essentially intelligible and that sensibles only serve as 

heuristic illustrations. Its reflective turn to its own activity can be interpreted to 

signify an interest in knowing whether its aesthetic experience has a subjective or 

objective origin. The erotic subject can opt for an idealist position such as Kant‘s 

that interprets judgments of beauty as projections of reflective appreciation of the 

harmonious free play of the faculties of imagination and understanding.
23 

In love 

of science, we may interpret, the subject raises a question about the nature of erotic 

experience and endorses the Platonic answer that its real objects are intelligible 

universals, Forms that the appearances occasioning such experience exemplify. 

What is called anamnesis can be understood better as a decision at the end of 

reflective thinking in favor of the realism of universals over alternatives it 

countenanced and resisted rather than as a sudden recollection in the literal 

sense of the word. In Republic, dianoia is described as a post-anamnemonic state 

where the subject knows that the Forms, abstract universals, are the objects of its 

cognitive pursuit though sensibles and intelligible particulars are countenanced 

and used as heuristic devices while the love of laws and institutions and even that 

of sciences seem to fall short of dianoia. The epiphany of Beauty as the true object 

of all forms of love, the Symposium equivalent of anamnesis, occurs only at the 

end of the erotic ascent.  

An account of Plato‘s attempt to establish the unity of experience would not 

be complete without due consideration of the significance of the Form of the 

Good in his system. A contrast between aesthetic and moral experience provides a 

clue. Aesthetic experience may be non-reflectively objective. A viewer of a 

beautiful object may be enraptured in its contemplation without reflective 

awareness. On the other hand no moral experience can be non-reflective. A 

minimally reflective moral experience, a pang of conscience or righteous 

indignation, for instance, must contain reflective awareness of the difference 

between a fact and a norm, the real and the ideal. A fuller moral experience would 

include self-awareness and a worldview that contexts it. In Republic, Socrates tells 

Glaucon, to the latter‘s assent, that the Form of the Good is even above being.
24

 

Socrates gives a rationale for so placing Goodness: it, like the sun, illumines all 

things to make them visible at the same time that it activates the power of vision in 

their perceiver. In other words, Goodness is the principle of the intelligibility of 

the whole system of reality as well as the enabler of intellectual vision. Being, 

Beauty and Goodness are so called transcendental Forms—Forms that commune 
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with themselves and one another.
25

 Yet Plato seems to accord a special status 

to Goodness in that it makes knowledge and love, the respective subjective 

correlates of Being and Beauty, possible. At the deepest level of human experience, 

Plato implies, we must realize that things are because it is good for them to be 

and that we ―love,‖ appreciate them because they are good.
26 

Plato‘s reason for 

according supremacy to the Form of the Good, however, is quasi-mystically 

obscure. 

 

 

Faculties, and Modes of Being and Consciousness  

 

Philosophical views on what possible forms of knowledge there are, what 

motivates their pursuit, and what places and roles in an epistemic system they take 

and play are obviously affected by the philosophical anthropological assumptions 

about the major faculties, their respective functions, their dynamic relationships, 

and their possible functional conflicts or harmony. The most noted battle of 

faculties is that between the senses and reason underlining the perennial opposition 

of empiricism and rationalism. The epistemologies of Plato and Aristotle are both 

shaped by a psychology that recognizes reason, will and desire as the major mental 

faculties. Noteworthy is the omission of imagination from their list. The classical 

neglect of imagination elicits more than an echo from Descartes, a more purist 

rationalist, who declares that imagination not only contributes nothing to cognition 

but impedes it.
27 

But Kant dramatically counters Descartes‘ declaration by 

introducing a new faculty of productive imagination that plays the transcendental 

function of synthesizing the pure categories with a priori structural determinations 

of time into the schemata of empirical objects.
28 

The different views of Plato and 

Aristotle on the relationship between reason and will, we have seen earlier, 

generate different views of practical knowledge. While will in Plato is inherently 

competent and docile to reason‘s dictates so that there cannot be a conflict 

between reason‘s practical judgment and will‘s disposition, will in Aristotle can be 

too weak or defiant to follow reason‘s dictates.Kant sides with Plato‘s ethical 

intellectualism in identifying moral will (Wille) with practical reason, the faculty 

of moral decision that can independently determine Willkühr, the empirical faculty 

of choice.
29 

The uneasy blending of Greco-Roman philosophy with Judeo-

                                                 
25

Sophist treats Being, Identity and Difference as the three highest Forms that commune with 

themselves and one another. Neither Beauty nor Goodness is ranked with them. But Plato must 

have intended to include them among the highest in a contemplated complete system.    
26

Plato‘s Forms are usually understood to be eternal intelligible beings that are a-causal. They are 

the intelligible archetypes of particulars and the objects of souls‘ love and admiration but are 

not efficient causes of the being or becoming of anything including themselves. The question 

arises whether the analogy of Goodness with the Sun making things visible and enabling the 

subjects to see is consistent with the thesis of the Forms‘ a-causality. 
27

Descartes, Meditations, ―Sixth Meditation‖.   
28

Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, A137-147, B176-187. 
29

Kant, The Metaphysics of Morals, in Practical Philosophy, trans. and ed. by J. Gregor (Cambridge 

University Press, 1996; originally published in 1797), 6:213–14, 226. 



Wonder as the Experiential Origin of Philosophy:  

A Critiue of Hierarchical Taxonomy of Knowledge 

 

91 

Christian thought resulted in the introduction of faith as an independent 

epistemological category to vie with reason for the highest place in an epistemic 

hierarchy, sometimes even topping reason in the fideist school represented by 

Tertullian‘s dramatic grounding of faith) further in the absurd.
30

 The metaphysics 

and psychology of will advocated By Schopenhauer,
31 

the Romantic elevation 

of feeling as in Schleiermacher,
32

 and the elevation of desire as the strongest 

motive (as in Freud) further illustrate the variability of faculty psychology with 

eighty epistemological implications. 

While Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, Kant use faculty psychology in various 

ways to back different epistemologies, other thinkers attempt to counter the 

divisive habit of thinking fostered by faculty psychology in a more radical way. 

Dialectic in Hegel‘s Absolute Idealism is a logical and historical sequence of 

Notions in their concrete realizations. Notions in their abstract essence are objects 

of intellectual knowledge but in their concrete wholeness they are lived modes 

of experience and being. Though a notional comprehension comes at the end of 

the dialectical process, it involves reliving the phenomena that manifest the 

notions in various forms. The question of what faculties the subject has and in 

what hierarchical order they operate loses meaning as the phenomena associated 

with the notions are all essential modes of the subject‘s concrete existence.
33

 

Existential ontologies like Heidegger‘s also mitigate the roles of faculty 

psychology by introducing the notion of an ontological structure, Existentiale, 

a structure of concrete existential possibilities that signify it in different modes. 

A mood and an intellectual understanding mean the same existential situation.
34

 

The Taoist notion of harmony with Tao is a significant non-Western analogue of 

the existential-ontological idea of the unity of being and subjectivity. Harmony 

with Tao is a peaceful letting-be of the ways of things in nature in a cosmic 

perspective combined with selfless, spontaneous channeling of nature‘s creative 

force through the forms of one‘s individual being.
35

 A subject of non-action acts 

but not qua individual but qua the cosmic spirit incarnate.  

A scientific pragmatism takes the option of abolishing the compartmentali-

zation of inquiry into the theoretical and the practical and viewing them as 

alternating complementary phases of reflective human interaction with the world. 

We seek knowledge to solve problems we encounter in life as we try to improve 

the body of our knowledge so it can better guide our future life. Pragmatism can 
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draw support from natural and human sciences and common sense not beholden to 

traditional faculty psychology.
36

 
 

 

Conclusion  
 

Genealogies citing wonder, suffering, awe, will to life or power, insatiable 

desire or any other kind of experience as the motive for philosophical thinking and 

associated maps of forms of cognition with indication of their special roles cannot 

avoid referencing and appropriating diverse elements of sub-disciplines of 

philosophy other than theory of knowledge including, notably, ontology, 

metaphysics, theory of human nature, aesthetics, ethics and politics as well as 

elements of scientific disciplines and theology. In Pre-Cartesian philosophy, 

theory of knowledge was seldom viewed as the presupposition less propaedeutic 

to philosophical inquiry. The epistemological turn in philosophy Descartes 

staged with revolutionary intent ironically showed that no epistemological critique 

of complete independence and purity is possible. Though epistemologism was 

discredited soon after it was proclaimed, an epistemologistic ideology and habit of 

thinking lingered on in some philosophical quarters to cause dismay as the 

regulative authority of traditional epistemological norms were ignored, questioned 

or rejected in proliferating new fields of knowledge and technology. But 

philosophy, epistemology included, is changing in adjustment to the cultural 

situation: it is opening, even removing, some of its internal borders and engaging 

more responsibly with external disciplines in natural, social and human sciences. 

While in the process philosophy may lose structural clarity and its habit of 

assuming regulative authority it may in fact gain in relevance as a catalytic 

agent in the production and processing of useful knowledge. A loss for philosophy 

may be a gain for increased creativity and integration of human consciousness and 

culture. Practical knowledge has, and has always had, primacy in the non-

controversial sense that all knowledge is sought by humans to serve human 

well-being. Admitting this by no means detracts from the value or diversity of 

inquiry but should reinforce researchers‘ sense of ethical responsibility. 
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Approaches to Philosophical Hermeneutics:  

Paul Ricoeur's Self-hermeneutics versus  

Henry Corbin's Ascendeantal Hermeneutics 

 
Seyed Amir Reza Mazari 

  

 

Paul Ricœur‟s criticism of Philosophical hermeneutics, highlighting metaphor 

and narrative resulting in self- hermeneutics, conspicuously differs from the 

approach taken by Henry Corbin. Initially, Ricœur narrative hermeneutics 

highlights two human fundamental aspects including tragic trait of human 

status never reaching a whole self-understanding as well as human 

responsibility to come up with an answer to such a complicated issue. 

Conversely, being well aware of time and its relation with narrative, Corbin 

does not address human status as tragic. He suspects that narrative can give 

birth to language but this birth could be more meaningful under the principles 

of Shiism. Ricœur, furthermore, refers to the possibility of both language 

nullification via the fundamental formalization in the contemporary time and 

refilling it through self-reminiscence of the richest interpretations attached 

to human via the existence of the sacred. Similarly, Corbin, referring to 

linking language with the sacred, regards such a refilling as a response to 

the revelation. The evaluation of the both thinkers’ interpretation of 

hermeneutics circle is the focus of the third aspect. To Corbin, being 

ascendental, hermeneutics context lies in Shiism. Conversely, the 

hermeneutics circle transformed to hermeneutics Arc by Ricœur is the 

commencing point of self- hermeneutics. 

 

Keywords: Ricœur, Corbin, language, hermeneutics Arc, Shiism 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Contemporary philosophy is recognized regarding philosophers attention to 

language. This language turning is highlighted by recent positivists, structuralists, 

post- structuralists and hermeneutists approach toward language. It should be 

noted that philosophers think of language as the reason to a majority of 

philosophical questions. 

Schleiermacher, a pioneer in modern hermeneutics, considers language as 

what needs to be not only the presupposition of hermeneutics but also all that 

should be found in it. In other words, those subjective and objective presuppositions 
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should be perceived through language. But, the relation between language and 

being was recreated with the arrival of Heidegger. 

What matters to Heidegger is not hermeneutics but he lays the foundation of 

his philosophy on question of being. He, in his later contribution to hermeneutics, 

considers language a place where being is brought to appearance. Language is 

the home to being. Furthermore, what appears in language is not merely a human 

issue but the world and being. "Language is not an expression of man but an 

appearance of being. Thinking does not express man, it lets being happen as 

language event" (Palmer, 1969:155). This introduction, as an important issue due 

to Heidegger‘s effect on Ricoeur and Corbin and especially the role language 

plays in their hermeneutics, leads to language analysis according to them. 

 

 

Ricoeur's Self-hermeneutics 

 

Ricoeur, like Gadamer, considers language as a key to understanding 

philosophical hermeneutics. He, from Philosophe de La Volonte to Oneself as 

Another, refers to linguistic and hermeneutic approaches. What he is seeking in 

these works is full language. 

He states that his main concern is revealing, ever-existing searching for 

new paths and generating or creating meaning. His philosophical trend tends to 

not only suggest how human language is creative but also show its variety. To 

serve this aim, he makes an attempt to use resources of language to devise his 

category of thoughts in language and hermeneutics. How to acquire a new meaning 

and reconfigure former meaning are his main questions. These hermeneutics-based 

questions are led through such thesis that being itself is a sort of interpretation. In 

other words, life, according to hermeneutics, self-interprets. On the other hand, 

whereas Heidegger directly focuses on a fundamental ontology, Ricoeur expands 

an issue according to whom is various, long, hard- to- pass paths of hermeneutics 

(Ricoeur, 1974:6( 

The nature of philosophy is to ask. Its main question is the question of being. 

This question is required to be discussed with other human sciences. Since 

philosophy does recognize its limitations. Thus, Heidegger's idea that man 

understands his being through his possibility is challenged. 

He, on the other hand, explains that meaning of being is always acquired 

through an indefinite process of cultural, religious, political, historical and scientific 

interpretations (Ricoeur, 1974:9-11( 

So the primary criticism idealism receives from Ricoeur directs its main 

doctrine: self- substance and self –knowledge since he believes the shortest path 

from self to self passes through other than self. Challenging the realm of a 

transcendental self, he introduces the concept of oneself as another, which is 

the title of one of his books. In this book, he talks about a self transcending the 

limiting hallucination of ―I‖ and unfolding its meaning through linguistic 

instruments of signs, symbols, stories, ideologies, metaphors and myths (Ricoeur, 

1992:16-18( 
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Based on what Ricoeur later calls "primary hermeneutics‖, hermeneutics 

specifically means to decipher symbols having double-meaning. Thus, "interpret-

tation is the work of thought which consists in deciphering the hidden meaning 

in the apparent meaning, in unfolding the levels of meaning implied in the literal 

meaning"(Ricoeur1974:13( 

The issue, however, Ricoeur faces is that there is no general hermeneutics for 

interpretation. Instead, opposing ideas are offered. Some consider it as the revival 

of senses and meanings coming to man as revelation, known as hermeneutics of 

trust, while others use it to disillusion and remove suspicion. The former accepts 

the meaning as it is understood. This meaning reveals a deeper truth in itself. 

On the other hand, the latter feels suspicious of meaning as it is offered to us 

and considers the possibility of consciousness being misled by meaning. 

This is supported by Marx, Nietzsche and Freud. Favoring the two mentioned 

ideas equally, Ricoeur highlights a distinguished sense to achieve objectivism and 

semantics. This leads him to resist not only Heidegger ontological hermeneutics 

but also Gadamer methodology failure. Revealing language crisis is the reason 

he mentions the two conflicting ideas. 

Therefore, choosing a route beyond not only Kant and Descartes rationalism 

but also Hussrel and Heidegger phenomenology as well as existentialists from 

one hand and explaining the interpretation challenges from another hand, Riceour 

manages to re-create fullness of language. 

A gift from modernity is what he calls this recreation." Language contains 

within itself resources that allow it to be used creatively. Two important ways 

in which these resources come to light are a) in the coning of metaphors and b) 

in the fashioning of narratives" (Pellaner, 2011:7) 

As of metaphor, the function of narrative is to generate new meanings through 

inventing new plots and characters.                                                      

"With metaphor, the innovation lies in the producing of new semantic 

pertinence by means of impertinent attribution. In narrative, the semantic innova-

tion lies in inventing another work of synthesis – a plot. By means of the plot, 

goals, causes and chance are brought together within the temporal unity of a 

whole and complete action" (Riceour, 1984: Vol 1. ix). He, however, highlights 

the distinction between the two in such a way that metaphor reigns in the field 

sensory, emotional and aesthetic values while narrative can configure our 

unformed, confessed temporal experience to invent new meanings. Thus, the 

major presupposition of the above mentioned is the temporal feature of human 

experience suggesting the interaction among experience, time and narrative. 

Such interaction conceives the self-hermeneutic philosophical plan of Ricoeur: 

"time becomes human time to the extent that it is organized after the manner of 

a narrative: narrative, in true, is meaningful to the extent that it portrays the 

features of temporal experience (Ricoeur, 1984: vol1.3). 
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Corbin's Enduring Exegesis Philosophy 

 

Henry Corbin, a French contemporary thinker, ranks of the highest among all 

orientalists. Linking western thought with Islamic agnostics, he is known to have a 

different category of thoughts in comparison with other thinkers. Henry Corbin 

organizes all his philosophical elements including the concepts such as exegesis, 

phenomenology, sacred history, contemplation, temple, angelology and 

Imamology
1
 to explain human situation in this world, to assist him in correctly 

understanding this situation – stranger consciousness- and ultimately to exit this 

stranger. 

By stranger consciousness, borrowed from Heidegger, Corbin suggests that 

man is just a stranger in this world and his home is somewhere else. His being 

influenced by Heidegger is evidently mentioned by Corbin himself; what I learnt 

from Heidegger was nothing but a hermeneutics chain relation from Schleier-

macher to the present time and the reason I am considered as a phenomenologist is 

that hermeneutics is mainly a key to unfolding the implied meaning of stated 

appearances (Stierlin, 1978:10).                                             

"But to a make use of a key to open a lock is not all the same thing as to 

confuse key with the lock. It wasn‘t even a question of using Heidegger as a key 

but rather, of making use of the same key that he had himself made use of, and 

which was at everyone‘s disposition" ( Corbin , 1976:2) 

Moreover, there are two aspects conspicuous in his thoughts; Imamology and 

individuation. 

He adapts an agnostic approach in the first aspect seeking to introduce Ima-

mology as an efficient theory in the contemporary human's life. On the other hand, 

individuation is making an effort to show human independence of any admini-

strator, such as a church or mosque, in order to make a connection with God. 

This is the connection of alone with the Alone; a relation between an individual 

and God- the Alone. 

An explanation of Shia exegesis is required to grasp his thoughts. In order for 

the individuation to prevail, the exegesis needs to be enduring. And this exegesis 

requires an Imam. 

According to Corbin, the main source of philosophical thought in Islam is 

spiritual interpretation or, in better words, the exegesis of Qoran. He insists on 

the close relationship between rationalism and exegesis in Islam since he is so 

concerned about understanding Qoran. To him, there is a striking difference 

between interpretation and exegesis. Interpretation and exegesis have to do 

with the literal and inner meanings of the words, respectively. 

                                                 
1
The literal meaning of Imam in Shia culture is spiritual leader. Shia followers believe that after 

Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), 12 Imams all of whom but 1 were his progeny would lead people for 

the next 250 years. The last of them would be Almahdi who is referred to as Imam-Alzaman 

who, according to Shia followers, went in to occultation. Mahdi is a "hidden Imam" who has already 

been born and who will one day return alongside Jesus to fill the world with justice. Imamology to 

Corbin is limited to these 12 people. 
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One of the main concerns of those supporting exegesis is the question of 

interpretation sufficiency. For interpretation is always associated with historical, 

linguistic and poetic evidence which helps to better understand the meaning of 

the text. However, they believe Qoran contains hidden layers which cannot be 

discovered unless through exegesis. 

Exegesis has a deep meaning to Corbin. It prevents any reductionism from 

happening to the language of revelation (religion). It is not a virtual language, 

i.e. the text of Qoran and other holy books is not considered as virtual which is 

seeking to reveal some truth in metaphor and parable. In other words, if the 

language of religion is to be considered as metaphoric, it may be regarded as 

nonfactual or even invalid to discover the facts. 

Thus exegesis is not only the exegesis of text but of "other" which is called 

exegesis of soul. It refers to turning the soul to essence of self. 

Exegesis of soul as the necessary condition for any exegesis is originally 

an agnostic self-understanding. Knowledge and morality, epistemology and spiri- 

tuality, are inseparable in this self-understanding. Also, agnostic anthropology, 

or self-understanding, is corresponding with agnostic cosmology. 

Accordingly, exegesis requires exodus not only from mere attention to text 

(exegesis of text) but also from daily life (exegesis of soul). 

In Islamic culture, exegesis has always prevailed. After Islam, Iran has been a 

house to men of exegesis in both Shiism and Sufism. Exegesis means to translate 

to the origin. It translates the text to its origin and truth and, indeed, is considered 

as transcending levels to higher ones. Thus, exegesis, in Iranian culture has 

nothing to do with referring the text to earthly and materialistic senses. 

Heidegger and Corbin are men of exegesis and hermeneutics. But this 

exegesis goes beyond interpreting apparent meanings and unfolding hidden ones – 

what it reveals to us is the link between aspects of understanding and those of 

being. In other words, the mode of understanding matches the mode of being 

and epistemology sets before ontology that is exactly Heidegger philosophy which 

can be interpreted as metaphysics of Being. Furthermore, the most fundamental 

issue to monotheistic religions is to understand the meanings of holy books in such 

a way to clarify true meanings and prevent incorrect understanding of meanings 

from occurring. 

The phenomenon of meaning is the link between the signifier and signified. 

Thus, although both hold this idea that exegesis starts from self, unlike Heidegger 

insisting on the distinction between philosophy and theology and trying to execute 

his hermeneutics ignoring theology and sacred text, Corbin carries out this 

responsibility within a divine context. Believing that not only the Holy Book but 

also guides (exegete) leading us in exegesis (hermeneutics) are essential, Corbin 

links exegesis (hermeneutics) and phenomenology with theology and avoids the 

accusations such as humanism and solipsism Heidegger may face. 

Nevertheless, what matters for Islamic culture in hermeneutics is how to 

exegesis religious texts without being affected by demythification and desacraliza- 

tion. Thus, a description of spiritual hermeneutics- the most appropriate equivalent 

to exegesis – seems vital. 
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Essentially speaking, exegesis means exegesis (hermeneutics) of soul, to 

Corbin. That‘s why he applies exegesis synonymous with spiritual hermeneutics. 

Two elements-previously discussed- lying within such an exegesis not only 

differentiate it from modern hermeneutics but also prevent religious texts from 

being desacralized. The two are, first, the thoughts of the alive Imam whether 

present or absent who sets before exegesis and leads us to correct exegesis and, 

second, the thoughts of personal exegesis, i.e. each believer himself is required 

to experience the exegesis since the exegesis others reach is fake to him. 

Presenting an efficient theory called Imamology, Corbin makes an attempt 

to explain spiritual life to cotemporary man.                                                       

He highlights that exegesis of whether text, soul, dream or even earthly events 

needs a turn to transcendental realms and revelation of hidden meanings in 

everyday life. 

Exegesis, in this sense, not only prevents Qoran from being alienated and 

reveals the transcendental meanings of it but also leads the soul to unearthly world. 

Thus, Imam does not play only the role as a trainer of Qoran exegesis but human 

instructor. Thus Qoran without Imam loses its function. That‘s why human needs 

Imam in order to reach the exegesis of Qoran and ascend his soul. So both Qoran 

and soul exegesis (spiritual hermeneutics) are both enduring exegesis (Corbin. 

1973: Vol 4.128) 

As previously mentioned, exegesis refers to a turn to the origin which contrasts 

discenssion. Through exegesis, Qoran sent through descent circle (revelation) 

needs to be turned to its origin through ascend circle. Furthermore, the one leading 

exegesis which is enduring needs to enjoy on enduring existence. Here emerges 

the necessity of Imam. That is why Shiism belief in Imam, especially Imam 

Almahdi according to Corbin, can better explain the nature of the spiritual word 

which is based on the Qoran and soul exegesis.                                                                                    

 

 

Conclusion 

 

In Arabic language dictionaries narrative bears two meanings; History and 

mimesis. Earthly events are nothing but symbolically expressing an internal 

event which is the history of soul. These events, according to Corbin, are the 

recreation of those first occurred in the world of soul. Thus, senses fail to lead 

us to understand the event of the sacred history since their meaning refers to 

the other world. 

Instead, this is only possible through spiritual hermeneutics since exegesis 

which can solely be acquired in transcendental realms which are metahistory 

occurs once the soul ascends. 

So those understanding the meaning of these events through spiritual 

hermeneutics feel no pressure to demythify Qoran since such sacred events are 

neither historical nor mythological (Corbin, 1971, Vol 2.190-191) 

This idea of Corbin is only realized when considered under the presence of 

Imam. In other words, stating the enduring exegesis of Qoran by means of Imam, 
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Corbin links the understanding of holy books to it. Thus understanding sacred 

is only possible through spiritual hermeneutics.                                          

Corbin agrees with Ricoeur as long as they deal with hermeneutics. That is, 

like Corbin and Heidegger, Ricoeur believes that full epoch is out of question. On 

the other hand, it is only Ricoeur who insists that language be recreated with 

the priory meaning, unlike Hussrel phenomenology. To him, language results 

from symbols; it addresses man who is born in the context of language. Thus, 

Ricoeur withstands the hermeneutics extreme opposing view toward resorting 

to language or symbols addressing man. 

The issue to be noted here is that he states that symbols are unclear so inter-

pretation and hermeneutics become of great importance. "Where one man dreams, 

prophesies or poetizes, another rises up to interpret. Interpretation organically 

belongs to symbolic thought and its double meaning" (Ricoeur, 1965:19).  

He suggests that the existence of man get involved in interpretation. This 

involvement is the result of combination of Heidegger language philosophy and 

religion phenomenology. Thus, full language is considered as the language of 

existence. This is the language addressing man prior to be addressed by him. 

What Ricoeur highlights are the full language, metaphor, and signifier and 

signified as well as the narrative unfolding the symbols. All in all, the path Ricoeur 

takes starts from the ambiguity of symbols and the truth of narratives, goes 

through a need to interpretation and concludes with the absolute reference-

existence- to validate this interpretation. Corbin, nevertheless, adds up to these 

steps. Indeed, although, he considers Ricoeur's path as extremely correct, he 

believes this idea threatened by relativism is the final step. 

Exegesis (spiritual hermeneutics) under the supervision of Imam seems a 

viable solution to this. In other words, he does not deny the role of ontological 

aspect but exegesis (spiritual hermeneutics) would probably be long-lasting under 

the enduring exegesis of Imam. 

Here is clarified the distinction between spiritual hermeneutics and modern 

hermeneutics; personal exegesis is the reference to validate hermeneutics while 

another aspect to this is the supervision of an Imam on exegesis. 
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Expression:  

The Manifestation and Articulation of Being 

 
Giuseppe Naimo 

 

 

The concept and associated concepts embodied by the term „expression‟ 

do an extraordinary amount of work in terms of linguistic scope, given the 

manifold uses. Seemingly, there is an endless range of ways the term is 

employed across many fields of enquiry. One might say metaphorically, 

that life is expression, the realisation of otherwise potential inexistence. This 

metaphoric use discloses something much more fundamental however. A 

summary of general dictionary definitions depicts the term „expression‟ as 

an „action making known one‟s inner thoughts and feelings’. By extension 

one’s facial countenance biophysically conveys an expression as such. 

Additionally, the physical nature of the concept of expression finds its most 

prominent root within science by the process involved in the quantification 

of all units of measure, irrespective of which unit of measure, all, as such, 

are reducible to five or a combination of these five „expressions‟: length, 

temperature, charge, mass, and time. Examining the physical dimensions 

furthermore, to include the genetic appearance of a phenotype characteristic 

or effect attributed to the expression of a particular gene (predisposed), 

illustrates a potential state, its actualisation rendered through the process 

of gene expression transforming an otherwise potential state into an actual 

state. In this paper, I argue that expression is so fundamental that phenome-

nologically it is disclosed as the process of actualisation. If that is the case, 

then all life and all art are forms of expression. So, what is the ontology of 

expression?     

 

Keywords: Expression, Manifestation, David Bohm, Implicate and Explicate 

Orders, Gilles Deleuze 
 

 

Introduction 

 

That which stands most primordially for any phenomenon captured by the 

term ‗expression‘ might well be thought, in scope, range, and variation, as 

synonymous for being? Though perhaps not immediately considered so, for that 

‗which is‘, and for the way that, ‗it is‘? When investigating nature from an 

ontological perspective, the primary or fundamental question, one asks, is, ‗what 

is? Predication follows. The noun ‗expression‘, refers mostly, to a presentation 

of some kind of thing, its manifestation, or way of being - as in a mood, a mode 
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-which indeed, can be said of both concrete and abstract things, in addition to that 

of events, objects, places, and thoughts. From the earliest attempts in Western 

thought, then, to ontologically establish the correct system of categories of being, 

commences, most prominently, with Aristotle‘s work Categories. Yet problems 

encountered with Aristotle‘s schema are indeed many, irrespective of its wide-

reaching influence on subsequent thinkers. Resolving, for instance, whether the 

established list of highest kinds or system of categories is philosophically 

defendable. Intelligible yes, but unfortunately there is no agreed justification for 

Aristotle‘s list due largely to him not articulating exactly how the list was in fact 

derived. Indeed, it is not clear what procedure he followed in order to generate the 

scheme. That would, no doubt, provide a framework to ascertain appropriateness, 

correctness, and the needed capacity to dismiss the charge of apparent arbitrariness 

(Studtmann, 2014). Furthermore, though several approaches over time have been 

offered, none however, have achieved agreed closure on the matter. 

But it is not Aristotle‘s categories that is of interest in this paper. Curiosity 

leads us to know. Knowing, among several internalizing factors, in part, requires 

distinguishing sense from sign. Naming or labelling the referent constitutes a basic 

requirement of language in any system of articulated and communicable thought. 

Ostensibly, that is one side of the process that we should not doubt, since it 

involves perceptual particularisation, hence, referential identity. However, by 

virtue of this process we encounter the age-old problem of reconciling the ‗one‘ 

and the ‗many‘ that sparked the ensuing great philosophical debates between the 

followers of Heraclitus and the followers of Parmenides. In other words, a variety 

of associated problems revolve around reconciling the universal and the particular, 

generality and uniqueness. Essentially, in highlighting this age-old dilemma, we 

illuminate the outstanding realization that we have not resolved the nature of 

being, specifically, as it relates to the process of manifestation or actualisation 

itself, and thus distinctively, not the manner or way things, are classified. That 

project is too vast of course, but on a finer point, we can at least make some 

headway. That headway can be achieved by focusing on what can be gleaned in 

the treatment and interrogation of concepts and functions captured by the term 

‗expression‘ and associated phenomena.  

Accordingly, the journey in this paper, progresses in two stages: firstly, by 

drawing upon Gilles Deleuze‘s (1992) research that explores the concept of 

expression as it was used in the works of Baruch Spinoza primarily, with additional 

contributions from the similar work and development of Gottfried Leibniz. 

Emphasis shifts, secondly, to David Bohm, whose interpretation of quantum 

theory provides a contrast to Spinoza whilst illuminating significant similarities 

that outweigh their differences. The implication of the term expression unfolds 

manifestly through an explanation of Bohm‘s theoretical depiction of physics, its 

development, and of nested orders that underpin his own theoretical interpretation 

of quantum theory. Expression (its cognate terms, e.g. Bohm‘s explicate order) 

it is argued in this paper, is an unfolding manifestation process. Conceptually, 

expression appears to be the embodiment of an actualizing process directive of 

existent and primary conditions for the psychophysical fabric of being. 
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Exploring the Concept of Expression 

 

The term expression, as a noun of action, is a performative term – a term 

defining action, articulation, and manifestation, yet intuitively, contains and 

discloses much more. When interpreting that captured by the term ‗expression‘ 

in any articulated form, involves the conjoined activity of sensory and cognized 

impression of information received by the percipient in the act of perception. 

The received information, from an Empiricist perspective, is treated as a kind 

of ‗impression‘, which an agent forms via an internalizing process by way of 

received sensation. Yet the transmission of received information is rendered in 

expression mode. In other words, aspects or dimensionality regarding the 

compositional nature of information, foremost of sensation, and of impression, 

must be readable/codable, at the very least, impression-able. Simply stated, 

phenomenal manifestation, is expression. Evidently, throughout history, these 

two terms, expression and impression, in a synonymous variety of guises, have 

been closely associated. Gilles Deleuze (1992, p.5) explicitly makes this point 

when surveying the many associated conjoined ideas, specifically on these 

following couplings―…implicatio and explicatio, enfolding and unfolding, 

implication and explication, implying and explaining, involving and evolving, 

enveloping and developing‖. Whilst implicit, we make explicit the missing 

contemporary related concepts of ‗subject‘ and ‗object‘, of ‗internal‘ and 

‗external‘, for their phenomenological significance.    

Deleuze‘s examination analyses the manner in which the concept of 

expression was developed by both Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz and Baruch 

Spinoza. For Spinoza, on the one hand, a universe unfolded resembles a cosmic 

big crunch whose transition moves from the bare ‗simplicity‘ of an Infinity, the 

composition a canvas that ‗maps‘ everything folded up as if to ‗fold back into a 

single point‘; for in my mind, reminiscent of Filippo Brunelleschi‘s‗vanishing 

point‘. Whilst Leibniz‘s monads, on the other hand, encapsulate the infinite 

points in the canvas such that each ―enfolds within its infinitely ‗complex‘ identity 

all its relations with all other such points, the unfolding of all these infinite 

relations being the evolution of a Leibnizian Universe‖ (Deleuze, 1992, p. 5). 

The concept of experience, its expression, is the realisation of an ongoing 

actualizing process, pertinently, when referenced to any self-organising system, 

such as a human being. For what impresses, can only be an expression of some 

kind. This is the crux of the matter indicative of a dual nature (impression/ 

expression) or dimensional aspects, without necessitating reference to a 

dichotomous relation. To illustrate this point, take for example, learning to play 

the piano. To adopt some physical gesture, or technique, when practicing a piece 

of music, is for the pianist, to mimic one‘s teacher. The act of impression, implicit 

in this example, is construed as the mirror image serving a process of learning, 

in order to copy, adopt, or adapt. But significantly, this process is concurrently 

an expression in process of articulation. The pianist expresses the movement 

being played. The problem I see, is that to recall an event or episode from memory 

is to recall the expression of that which, it is, indeed the memory of. Being mindful 

that recollection, invariably involves reconstruction, incorporating previous 
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experience and related knowledge. However, the process involved in the reception 

of information that consists of the content of experience, concomitantly forms the 

expression of the agent or organism in continued actualisation of experience as 

nested within the transformative process of being (i.e. physiological processes). 

This is indicative of a binary or double aspect process, but that does not seem to be 

the end of the story, for some desiderata remains unaccounted for.  

A glimpse of the desiderata can be gleaned in the study by Gilles Deleuze 

(1992) Expressionism in Philosophy: Spinoza, who ends the work with an 

admission: 

 

It is hard, in the end, to say which is more important: the differences between 

Leibniz and Spinoza in their evaluation of expression; or their common 

reliance on this concept in founding a Postcartesian philosophy (p. 335). 

 

As the title indicates, Deleuze‘s attention is with Spinoza. Deleuze first 

considers what is central to Spinoza as drawn from his Ethics. God, he 

understands, is a substance consisting of an infinity of attributes such that ―…each 

attribute expresses a certain infinite and eternal essence, an essence corresponding 

to that particular kind of attribute‖ (in Deleuze 1992, p.13). An unfolding through 

the developed stages of two primary levels of expression. The expressive nature of 

the attributes, like modes of thought, in the first level ―expresses the nature or 

essence of God in a certain and determinate way‖ (1992, p. 14). The second level 

refers to capturing the expression of expression itself. He explains, that substance 

expresses itself in attributes, each attribute expressing an essence. Attributes also 

express themselves in their subordinate modes, ―each mode expressing a 

modification of the attribute‖ (1992, p.14). But expression is not itself production 

from this interpretation, and only becomes such in the second level, as attributes in 

their turn express themselves (1992, p.14). God, as Spinoza construed, before 

expressing those attributes via the effects had ―already expressed all self in the 

self that is God‖ (Ibid). In this sense, expression constituting natura naturans 

before the actuated expression within God‘s self natura naturata (Ibid). 

Since ideas are modes of thought, singular or plural, they serve to express 

God‘s nature in certain and determinate ways. On this account, knowledge, is an 

expression of which what is known of things, bears a resemblance to God. On 

this Deleuze interprets: ―The idea of God is expressed in all our ideas as their 

source and their cause, so that ideas as a whole exactly reproduce the order of 

Nature as a whole‖ (Deleuze, 1992 p. 15).  

Among others, two cognate terms identified in Deleuze‘s work linked to 

the idea of expression are: explicare and involvere. For he says of definition, 

which not only expresses the nature of what is defined, but serves to involve and 

explicate it (Deleuze, 1992 p. 16). Similarly, attributes not only express the 

essence of substance, they also explicate it and involve it, on this account. Modes, 

as such, involve the concept of God in addition to expressing it, ―so the ideas 

that correspond to them involve, in their turn, God‘s eternal essence‖ (Deleuze, 

1992 p. 16). To explicate is to evolve, and to involve is to implicate; however, 
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the two terms, he notes, are not opposites, they are instead indicative of two 

aspects of expression. For Deleuze: 

 

Expression is on the one hand an explication, an unfolding of what expresses 

itself, the One manifesting itself in the Many (substance manifesting itself 

in its attributes, and these attributes manifesting themselves in their modes). 

Its multiple expression, on the other hand, involves Unity. The One remains 

involved in what expresses it, imprinted in what unfolds it, immanent in 

whatever manifests it: expression is in this respect an involvement (1992 p. 

16). 

 

Expression involves and explicates that which it expresses, while explicating 

and evolving it (Ibid). Related pairs of terms, specifically, ‗implication‘ and 

‗explication‘, ‗involution‘ and ‗evolution‘, historically have been associated with 

pantheism (vitalism) and because they are not opposed to one another, ―they imply 

a principle of synthesis: complicatio‖ (1992, p.16). In the tradition of Neoplatonism 

complication refers to the inherence of ―multiplicity in the One, and of the One 

in the Many‖ (1992, p.16). God is Nature construed ―complicatively‖. Nature, as 

such, which both ―explicates and implicates, involves and evolves God‖ (1992, 

p.16).The germane idea Deleuze maintains as drawn from Spinoza, is that the 

interplay of these notions, each contained in the other, constitutes expression, 

which became a central figure of ―Christian and Jewish Neoplatonism as it 

evolved through the Middle Ages and the Renaissance‖ (1992 pp. 16-17). Indeed, 

central to Spinoza‘s philosophy, is the notion that Nature comprises and contains 

everything, whilst being explicated and implicated in each thing, and since 

attributes involve and explicate substance, so it is with modes explicating the 

attribute on which they depend (1992, p.17).  

Ostensibly, the putative notion of expression is denoted as the act of ‗making 

public‘. In this sense, on the one hand, for the idealist, what is made public is a 

thought or an idea from the mind of the bearer, translated or decoded from the 

same in one‘s own mind. On the other hand, for the empiricist, what is made 

public is something external to the bearer, the reception of which is the real and 

of which its expression only passively incorporated (Landes, 2013, p.10). Could 

thought exist unexpressed? Think about it? What would, thought, be like, were 

it not for its expression? George Berkeley‘s famous dictum esse est percipe, its 

translation, to be, is to be perceived (Downing, 2013). The only way to know 

something is through its expression, and as such, every expression is concurrently 

a resonant trace or manifestation of being. To advance on this point, I turn to 

the work of David Bohm whose own interpretation of quantum theory provides 

a direct link to the concept of expression through his development of the implicate 

and explicate orders. Bohm, in Wholeness and the Implicate Order (1980), 

described the universe in holographic terms. Bohm maintained that a ―total order 

is contained in some implicit sense, in each region of space and time‖ (1980, p. 

188). The etymology of the word ‗implicit‘ derives late 16
th
 Century from ―French 

implicite or Latin implicitus, later form of implicatus ‗entwined‘, past participle 

of implicare” (Harper 2017). As Bohm indicates, the verb to implicate, means 
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‗to fold inward‘ (as multiplication means folding many times)‖ (Ibid). The holo-

graphic metaphor describes what Bohm suggests is indicative of how each region 

contains a total structure ‗enfolded within it‘. Resonates with Spinoza, I suggest, in 

more than a subtle way. However, the examples Bohm provides to illustrate this 

perspective of enfolded or ‗implicate order‘ and subsequent reasons of support, 

do not entail the same conclusions reached by Spinoza.  

The first example Bohm provides deals with the transmission of a television 

broadcast, whereby a visual image is said to be ―translated into a time order‖ 

carried by the radio wave. Points in close proximity to ―each other in the visual 

image are not necessarily ‗near‘ in the order of the radio signal‖ (Bohm, 1980, 

p.188). The radio signal conveys ―the visual image in an implicate order‖ and in 

turn, the ‗receiver‘ then, serves the function of explicating this order by ‗unfolding‘ 

it ―into the form of a new visual image‖ (Ibid). 

Another example of the implicate order Bohm (1980) provides deals with 

a transparent glass jar containing a viscous fluid (e.g. treacle). Bohm illustrates 

that the jar is equipped with a mechanical rotator affixed to its side to provide a 

means to stir the fluid slowly and thoroughly. By placing an insoluble droplet of 

ink into the fluid and then rotating the arm into a stirring motion, will gradually 

transform the ink droplet into a thread that extends wholly throughout the fluid. 

The fluid will appear like a shade of grey as the ink is dispersed, more or less at 

‗random‘, throughout the jar. However, when the rotator arm is turned in the 

opposite direction, the result is a reversed transformation, such that the droplet 

appears reconstituted back into the droplet form. Bohm explains, that even when 

the ink ―appeared to be in a random way, it nevertheless had some kind of order 

which is different, for example, from that arising from another droplet originally 

placed in a different position‖ (1980, p. 189). For the observer, what is not visibly 

clear is that even though ―this order is enfolded or implicated in the ‗grey mass‘ 

that is visible in the fluid … one could thus enfold a whole picture. Different 

pictures would look indistinguishable and yet have different implicate orders, 

which differences would be revealed when they were explicated‖ but only during 

the reverse rotation (1980, p. 189). Bohm likens what occurs in this example to 

what occursin a hologram, however, insisting that there are differences mainly 

in terms of one-to-one correspondences with the parts of the ink in the fluid as 

stirred in continuous motion. No such one-to-one correspondence exists in the 

functioning of the hologram. Bohm says that ―in the hologram (as also in 

experiments in a ‗quantum‘ context), there is no way ultimately to reduce the 

implicate order to a finer and more complex type of explicate order‖ (1980, p. 

189). 

An order, is best thought of as a ‗sequence or succession‘. In differentiating 

between the implicate and explicate orders Bohm points out, that in general, the 

laws of physics as conveyed to that juncture in the text were detailed in explicate 

order fashion. That is, the ―principle function of Cartesian coordinates was to give 

clear and precise description of the explicate order‖ (1980, pp. 189-190). As it 

were, historically, physics moved from a mechanistic view, whereby each thing 

had independence. In Newtonian terms, for example, time and space were absolute 
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features and totally independent of each other, as were particles. Atoms were 

thought to be indivisible, to be the basic units or building blocks that constituted 

the material universe. When Einstein introduced relativity, the mechanistic picture 

was challenged somewhat, but was nonetheless sustained because relativity is 

causally deterministic. Relativity theory requires continuity, strict causality 

(deterministic) and locality. In other words, nothing can travel faster than the 

speed of light, which was the foundational idea for Einstein because it provided 

the required reference point. His ambition was to produce the ultimate theory 

that would explain everything. That is, a Unified Field Theory that would bring the 

whole picture together into a unified and continuous whole. That ambition was 

never achieved and remains elusive.  

Moreover, when quantum theory was introduced the challenge to the mecha-

nistic view became stronger. Quantum theory is statistical and indeterministic. 

Movement is discontinuous, in terms of action being constituted of indivisible 

quanta. Entities, such as an electron, can express different properties (wave-like, 

particle-like or something in-between).Two particles having shared some relation 

over their history, such as two electrons making up a molecule, exhibit a peculiar 

non-local relationship, called quantum entanglement, perhaps best described as 

a non-causal connection even when far apart (Bohm, 1980, p. 222).  

Relativity and quantum theory seem contradictory, and as such, the possibility 

of a unification between the two theories appears unachievable. What is required 

is a ―qualitatively new theory from which both relativity and quantum theory 

are to be derived as abstractions, approximations and limiting cases‖ (Bohm, 1980, 

p. 223). What the two theories have in common, Bohm says, is undivided 

wholeness, hence, offers the best advantage point and way forward. Commencing 

with undivided wholeness requires dropping the mechanistic order. By retracing 

those historical steps in physics slightly, Bohm proposed, that the process of 

―formulating the laws of physics require that primacy be given to the implicate 

order, while the explicate order is to have a secondary kind of significance‖ (1980, 

p. 190). To convey this variation, Bohm introduced the term ‗Holomovement‘ 

to represent an unbroken and undivided totality to best describe the universe in 

terms of classical and quantum fields of physics.  

Bohm‘s illustration invites us to think about a hologram. The key feature of 

its functioning is that in ―each region of space, the order of a whole illuminated 

structure is ‗enfolded‘ and ‗carried‘ in the movement of light‖ (1980, p. 190). He 

then compares the movement of light to the signal that modulates a radio wave. 

Expanding on this to take into consideration the breadth and ways of the ―subtle 

structures that can be involved in this way (notably three-dimensional structures, 

visible from many points of view)‖ (Bohm, 1980, p. 190). Such order and measure, 

Bohm says, can be ‗enfolded and ‗carried‘ not only in electromagnetic waves but 

numerous other forms of movement (Ibid). Bohm creatively posited that the 

undivided wholeness of that which ―carries an implicate order is the 

holomovement, which is an unbroken and undivided totality‖ (1980, p. 191). 

Certain aspects of the holomovement, he illustrates, can be abstracted (e.g. light, 

electrons, sound, etc.), but ―more generally, all forms of the holomovement merge 

and are inseparable‖ (Ibid). The holomovement is not limited, he contends, and 
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not required to conform to any particular order, or is it bounded by any particular 

measure. The holomovement is ―undefinable and immeasurable‖ (Ibid).      

The implication of this approach and development that gives primary 

significance to the undefinable and immeasurable holomovement, Bohm explains, 

renders talk of a fundamental theory, upon which all physics rests, meaningless. 

But there is light at the end of the tunnel, Bohm clarifies, that ―each theory will 

abstract a certain aspect that is relevant only in some limited context, which is 

indicated by some appropriate measure‖ (1980, p. 191). Bohm‘s example is 

tracking a particle whose trace elements leave their marks of impression on the 

surface of the recording medium. The imprint or impression, taken on its own, 

in isolation, is rather meaningless. But the wave-particle properties of matter, as he 

suggests, when seen from the holomovement perspective, takes on significance in 

meaning. Accordingly, particles, rather than being regarded as autonomous like 

entities, objects separated and independent from an experiment, are to be seen as 

part of a movement in which they belong. The term particle, says Bohm, in the 

quantum context is misleading. The term ‗electron‘, for example, should be 

regarded as no more than a name by which attention is called to a certain ―aspect 

of the holomovement, an aspect that can be discussed only by taking into account 

the entire experimental situation and that cannot be specified in terms of localized 

objects moving autonomously through space‖ (1980, p. 196). Not denying that 

things, objects, do have a relative and limited degrees of autonomy under certain 

conditions. Qualifying, that in reality, nothing is a law unto itself. This leads Bohm 

to announce the idea that we have arrived at a new ―physical description in which 

‗everything implicates everything‘ in an order of undivided wholeness‖ (1980, 

p. 197). In other words, the unification of the classical and quantum worlds.  

Phenomena, in many instances, though relatively autonomous, will have 

limitations, more so, by their relations, which also have a bearing on how 

limitations are derived, are referred to as interactions. On this point, Bohm 

introduced the term ‗heteronomy‘ to describe a ―law in which many relatively 

autonomous things are related in this way i.e., externally and more or less 

mechanically‖ (1980, p. 197). The concept of ‗heteronomy‘ characteristically 

provides a means to apply analytic descriptions which enables existing descript-

tions involving analysis of the world into autonomous components and in certain 

contexts ―those in which classical physics is valid‖ (Bohm, 1980, p. 197). Broader 

contexts do however render limitations, because such analytic descriptions do 

not adequately capture the whole picture. To describe that whole Bohm posited 

the term holonomy, defined as ―the law of the whole‖ (1980, p. 198). Holonomy, 

does not exclude specifiable analysis, of aspects from each other, or of ―the 

interactions of these aspects within a system of heteronomy‖ (1980, p. 198). 

Noting that ―any form of relative autonomy (and heteronomy) is ultimately 

limited by holonomy, so that in a ―broad enough context such forms are seen to 

be merely aspects, relevated in the holomovement, rather than disjoint and 

separately existent things in interaction‖ (1980, p. 198). 

Contextualizing the process thus far, Bohm suggested that the shaping or 

understanding of a new order has been evolving that he termed the implicate 
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order (Latin root ‗to enfold‘, or ‗to fold inward‘). The implicate order captures 

the idea that everything is enfolded into everything. Its contrasting view, is of 

current physics, described as the explicate order in which things are unfolded, 

eliciting the idea that ―each thing lies only in its own particular region of space 

(and time) and outside the regions belonging to other things‖ (Bohm, 1980, p. 

225). The hologram metaphor unites the notion of order perceptibly and whose 

function is instrumental by providing a ‗snapshot‘ of this order. The actual order, 

according to Bohm however, has been recorded in the ―complex movement of 

electromagnetic fields, … in the form of light waves‖ (1980, p. 225). Light 

pervades the universe and ―in principle enfolds the entire universe of space (and 

time) in each region‖ (Bohm, 1980, p.225).Further expounding to say that this 

enfoldment and unfoldment occurs in the movement of other fields not just the 

electromagnetic; the cited examples he provides are, ‗electronic‘, ‗protonic‘, 

‗sound waves‘. The movement, Bohm argues, is only approximated by the classical 

concept of fields for there may be additional ones, as yet to be discovered (1980, 

p.225). Moreover, indicating, that the fields obey quantum-mechanical laws, 

entailing the properties of discontinuity and non-locality. Quantum laws may 

only be abstractions from yet unknown general laws of which we are now only 

recognizing some outlines (1980, 226).The totality, as Bohm describes, came 

to be known as the holomovement, and everything is to be explained in terms 

of forms derived from this holomovement. Its laws, whether fully knowable or 

not, are ―assumed to be such that from them may be abstracted relatively 

autonomous or independent sub-totalities of movement (e.g. fields, particles, etc.) 

having certain recurrence and stability of their basic patterns of order and measure‖ 

(Bohm, 1980, 226).             

An order, simply defined, refers to a ‗sequence or succession‘. But how are 

the orders related? That is, how is the implicate order related to the explicate 

order? The answer, Bohm explains, is that the ―explicate order can be regarded 

as a particular or distinguished case of a more general set of implicate orders 

from which latter it can be derived‖ (Sic) (Bohm, 1980, p. 226). The distinguish-

hing features of the explicate order from what is elicited is a ―set of recurrent and 

relatively stable elements that are outside of each other. This set of elements (e.g. 

fields and particles) then provides the explanation of that domain of experience 

in which the mechanistic order yields an adequate treatment‖ (Bohm, 1980, p. 

226). Due to the prevailing mechanistic view, these elements are taken ‗to be 

separately and independently existent‘, hence, seen as ‗constituting the basic 

reality‘. Subsequently, the ―task of science is to begin from such parts and derive 

wholes through abstraction, explaining them as the results of interactions of the 

parts‖ (Bohm, 1980, p.227). In contrast, for Bohm, there is an advantage gained 

when one operates from the perspective of the implicate order. One commences 

with the ―undivided wholeness of the universe, and the task of science is to 

derive the parts through abstraction of the whole, explaining them as approxi-

mately separable, stable and recurrent, but externally related elements making up 

relatively autonomous sub-totalities, which are to be described in terms of an 

explicate order‖ (Bohm 1980, p. 227).  
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Bohm illustrates this perspective with the example of a spinning bike wheel 

which gives an ―impression of a solid disc, rather than a sequence of rotating 

spikes‖ (Bohm, 1980, p. 233). When we think in ontological terms, what is, then, 

is ―always a totality of ensembles, all present together, in an orderly series of 

stages of enfoldment and unfoldment, which intermingle and inter-penetrate each 

other in principle throughout the whole of space‖ (Bohm, 1980, p. 233). Not 

denying that enfoldment and unfoldment can occur in various specific situations. 

Recall Bohm‘s ink droplet example given earlier, that other than its metaphorical 

use, whilst wonderfully illustrative, in isolation, elicited little significance. 

Likewise, from the mechanistic viewpoint for ―all that is primary, independently 

existent, and universal is thought to be expressible in an explicate order, in terms 

of elements that are externally related (and these are usually thought to be 

particles, or fields, or some combination of the two)‖ (Bohm, 1980 p. 235). But 

when operating from the perspective of the ―implicate order as basic, then, means 

that what is primary, independently existent, and universal has to be expressed 

in terms of the implicate order‖ (Bohm, 1980 p. 235). By extension, Bohm‘s 

analysis completes the picture by explaining that it is the ―implicate order that 

is autonomously active while … the explicate order flows out of a law of the 

implicate order, so that it is secondary, derivative, and appropriate only in 

certain limited contexts‖ (Ibid). Bohm says: 

 

…the relationships constituting the fundamental law are between the enfolded 

structures that interweave and interpenetrate each other, throughout the 

whole of space, rather than between the abstracted and separated forms that 

are manifest to the senses (and to our instruments) (1980, p. 235). 

 

The emphasis I have been placing on the concept of expression and its 

journey of uses throughout the ages suggests that the coupling of the terms such 

as impression and expression when seen from that now presented from Bohm‘s 

theory, does indeed, exact a primary and secondary ordering. Expression, the 

manifestation of things, is an unfolding process as it occurs in the explicate 

order, and which is recognized as such when brought ‗to hand‘, made concrete, 

tangible, or simply put, materialized as stable to the senses. ―The implicate order 

has its ground in the holomovement‖ and according to Bohm ―is vast, rich, and 

in a state of unending flux of enfoldment and unfoldment, with laws most of 

which are only vaguely known, and which may even be ultimately unknowable 

in their totality‖ (Bohm, 1980, p. 235).    
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Whereas Kant offers his categorical imperative as an unconditional command 

based on abstract reason apart from any concept of human nature and its 

needs, Marx offers his fundamental moral imperative as a conditional 

command based on his concept of human nature and its needs. Human nature 

evolved the abilities of rationality and freedom through the development of 

labor, social relationships, and language. However, human nature comprises 

not only these capacities of rationality and freedom but also the need to 

develop those capacities. For at the dawn of human evolution for Marx, 

consciousness and freedom are quite limited by nature and social others since 

consciousness appears here as instinctive consciousness or herd consciousness. 

The need to develop consciousness and freedom arises dialectically as human 

labor, language, and social relationships become more complex. For our 

successful interaction with nature and social others requires both negative 

freedom and positive freedom: negative freedom, because the human needs to 

be free both from inadequate ideas of nature and social others and from being 

dominated by nature and social others; and positive freedom, because the 

human needs to be free both for developing more adequate ideas of nature 

and social others and for mastering nature and developing more adequate 

social relationships. Of course, as Hegel pointed out in his analysis of the 

master-slave relationship and as Marx pointed out in his analysis of political 

and economic alienation, those who suffer human degradation and 

dehumanization whether in ancient slavery or in 19th century capitalism can 

become acutely aware of their need to become free. It is clear, then, that 

Marx's concept of the fundamental moral imperative that man should realize 

his capacities of rationality and freedom in labor and social relationships is 

rooted in his analysis of the development of rationality and freedom as man's 

highest needs. As a being with needs, whether these needs be natural ones 

such as food, drink, and shelter or, more properly, the human needs of 

rationality and freedom, man is a being with a vocation and a task. 

 

Keywords: Marx, Imperative, Stojanovic, Aronovitch, Gramsci 
 

 

Marx writes: ―The criticism of religion ends with the teaching that man is the 

highest essence for man – hence, with the categorical imperative to overthrow all 

relations in which man is a debased, enslaved, abandoned, despicable essence. . . . 

[Marx, 1844]‖ Nevertheless, although Marx calls his fundamental moral impera-
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tive a categorical imperative, it should be clear that this is only a parenthetical 

remark and that Marx's moral imperative should be understood as a hypothetical 

imperative rooted in his concept of the human essence. Whereas Kant offers his 

categorical imperative as an unconditional command based on abstract reason 

apart from any concept of human nature and its needs, Marx offers his fundamental 

moral imperative as a conditional command based on his concept of human nature 

and its needs. 

In philosophy prior to Hegel and Marx, most thinkers assumed rationality 

as a given. They did not see human nature as evolving from pre-human ancestors, 

and so there was no need to see how the capacity for language and thought 

developed. In contrast, Marxism understands human language and thought as 

evolutionary realities which have developed primarily through our practical 

relationships with nature and other humans [Marcovic, 331]. In his Theses on 

Feuerbach, Marx combines the active quality of the mind affirmed by Hegel with 

the materialism of Feuerbach. The result is that Marx sees human nature as 

profoundly affected by the material and social conditions of human life but even 

more importantly that he sees human action as creating and developing those 

material and social conditions. Consequently, Marx affirms, against Feuerbach 

that the human essence of rationality and freedom is not inherent in the isolated 

individual but is constituted through the social relationships that people have 

developed [Marx, 1970]. 

Human social relationships evolved the abilities of rationality and freedom 

through the development of labor, social relationships, and language.  However, 

human nature comprises not only these capacities of rationality and freedom but 

also the need to develop those capacities.. For at the dawn of human evolution, 

consciousness and freedom are quite limited by nature and social others since 

consciousness appears here as instinctive consciousness or herd consciousness 

[Marx and Engels 1976, 51]. The need to develop consciousness and freedom 

arises as human labor, language, and social relationships become more complex. 

For our successful interaction with nature and social others requires both 

negative freedom and positive freedom: negative freedom, because we need to 

be free both from inadequate ideas of nature and social others and from being 

dominated by nature and social others; and positive freedom, because we need 

to be free both for developing more adequate ideas of nature and social others 

and for mastering nature and developing more adequate social relationships 

[Gould, 110]. As Marx noted, the development of the distinction between mental 

and physical labor brought to our self-awareness the freedom involved in the very 

nature of human consciousness and labor and thereby gave rise to the conscious 

need to enhance freedom. Of course, as Hegel pointed out in his analysis of the 

master-slave relationship and as Marx pointed out in his analysis of political and 

economic alienation, those who suffer human degradation and dehumanization 

whether in ancient slavery or in 19th century capitalism can become acutely 

aware of their need to become free. It is clear, then, that Marx's concept of the 

fundamental moral imperative that we should realize our capacities of rationality 

and freedom in labor and social relationships is rooted in his analysis of the 
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development of rationality and freedom as our highest needs. As a being with 

needs, whether these needs be natural ones such as food, drink, and shelter or, 

more properly, the human needs of rationality and freedom, the human is a being 

with a vocation and a task [Marx, 1976, 306]. Human nature is not a bare fact that 

the human infant or child grasps as a finished reality. Human nature is the process 

which includes both the need to act upon and the need to be acted upon by other 

humans and nature. So, a child's culture and family confront the child with a 

vocation and a task. The family calls the child forth to develop comprehension of 

oneself and others as members of a family and culture and to master that 

culture‘s way of laboring upon nature to produce the material conditions of life. In 

fact, the products of human labor are not best understood as facts of nature but 

as the embodiment of social expectations and customs. "Human products exist in a  

network  of norms, of social use through which they acquire their identity, their 

'meaning', and which circumscribes the proper aim and mode of their employment 

[Marcus, 8].‖ The child has a task given to him by the family of becoming a 

human being, of learning how to fulfill one‘s needs as a member of one‘s culture, 

in accord with the norms and values of one‘s society. But the child is always 

potentially more than just a member of a culture.. The child is a species-being, a 

being who is potentially able to relate to other humans in other cultures and to 

nature as conceived of by any other culture. A human is capable of becoming 

conscious of those capacities of labor, sociality, rationality, and freedom that one 

shares with all other members of the human species. Furthermore, the human 

person is capable of choosing to develop these capacities as one‘s primary needs. 

The immediate stimulus for this choice occurs in the loss of freedom economically, 

socially, and politically in capitalism. As Marx has affirmed, "In the present epoch, 

the domination of material conditions over individuals, and the suppression of 

individuality by chance, has assumed its sharpest and most universal form, thereby 

setting existing individuals a very definite task. It has set them the task of replacing 

the domination of circumstances and of chance over individuals by the domination 

of individuals over chance and circumstances [Marx, 1976, 113].‖ The laboring 

and social relationships of capitalism do not by themselves give to us the task 

of freeing ourselves from their domination. We give ourselves that task, that 

moral obligation, by interpreting capitalism from the viewpoint of the needs of 

the proletariat for the development of rationality and freedom in and through 

labor and social relationships. When we dedicate ourselves whether individually or 

as members of a revolutionary group to fulfill these needs, then we give to 

ourselves the vocation and task of living in accord with the fundamental moral 

imperative that the freedom of each is the condition for the free development of 

all. We give ourselves this vocation and moral task by looking upon ourselves as 

members of the   universal society of persons whose rationality and freedom need 

to develop in mutually enhancing ways through labor and social relationships. 

Carol Gould affirms that the self-realization of self and community in 

mutually enhancing ways involves the moral concept of justice in which all 

individuals have an equal right to self as positive freedom. In mutually enhancing 

relationships, individuals not only respect each other as ends in themselves but 

also positively recognize and respect each other‘s concrete projects for developing 
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rationality and freedom. Such mutuality involves assisting each other to fulfill their 

human needs [Gould 176-178]. Since positive freedom is the selfdevelopment of 

social individuals, the more each individual enhances the other, the greater the 

development of each of them. This dialectical relationship provides richer 

possibilities for the social interactions among them and also for each one‘s own 

further development. It is through such relations of mutuality that, in Marx‘s 

words, ‗the free development of each is the condition for the free development 

of all [Gould, 176]. 

In the light of these reflections, we may state Marx's fundamental moral 

command as a hypothetical imperative in the following modus ponens syllogism: 

 

(1a) If the human as the being with needs has a vocation and task presented to 

self by one‘s culture of becoming a member of that culture both in one‘s 

social relationships and in one‘s labor,  and 

(1b) if the human chooses to understand one‘s needs of labor, sociality, 

rationality, and freedom from the viewpoint of the society of all rational 

and free beings, then the human  gives to oneself the moral task, the moral 

obligation, of developing rationality and freedom in mutually enhancing 

ways with all other humans through one‘s labor and social relations. 

(2a) The human as a being with needs has a vocation and task presented to 

the self by one‘s culture of becoming a member of that culture both in 

one‘s social relationships and in one‘s labor, and 

(2b) the human does choose to understand one‘s needs of labor, sociality, 

rationality, and freedom from the viewpoint of the society of all rational 

and free beings. 

(3)Therefore, such a human gives to oneself the moral task, the moral 

obligation, of developing rationality and freedom in mutually enhancing 

ways with all other humans through one‘s labor and social relations. 

 

As a modus ponens argument, this conditional syllogism is deductively valid: 

if the premises (1) and (2) are true, then the truth of (3) the conclusion follows 

with necessity. 

In evaluation we may affirm that premise (1a and 1b and the statement of 

premise (2 a) are both true. A human is obviously a being with needs and is 

confronted by one‘s culture with the vocation and task of learning to be human 

in that culture. Being human is not a finished fact but a challenge which the child 

is required to fulfill as a member of a culture. Consequently, if a person chooses to 

interpret oneself, not primarily as a member of one‘s culture, but as a member of 

the human species, then the human gives to oneself the vocation and task of living 

up to the expectations of that universal society of rational and free beings. But 

the question is whether the (b) premise in number (2) can be established as a 

necessary truth, which every human being must affirm because it is implicit in 

any act of human consciousness or choice, or as a contingent truth, which some 

humans choose to affirm in their understanding of and dedication to the value 

of all human life. 
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Stojanovic argues that not every human person affirms the (b) premise in 

number (2) ‗the human does choose to understand one‘s needs of labor, sociality, 

rationality, and freedom from the viewpoint of the society of all rational and free 

beings. Some people choose dependence rather than independence, enslavement 

rather than freedom, destructiveness rather than creativity, and irrationality rather 

than rationality [Stojanovic, 21]: 

   

One must also remember that when Marx spoke of man‘s essence he had in 

mind a dynamic, not static, structure, composed of certain potentials which 

man has not realized (either in full or in  part). These essential possibilities, 

in contrast to their opposites ought to be realized by man; and although Marx 

was not systematic in this respect, we can safely name a few name of them, 

such as freedom, creativity, universality, and sociability. Marx did not include 

any contrary tendencies in man's essence. Thus 'essence' for him was a value- 

selective as well as a cognitive term [Stojanovic, 19]. 

 

Marx, it is clear, does understand the human needs of labor, sociality, 

rationality, and freedom from the viewpoint of the society of all rational and free 

beings. However, it is not necessary that every person should understand and value 

these needs as Marx does. 

Aronovitch offers a way of responding to Stojanovich's argument that Marx 

has selected certain human potentials as morally worthy of being realized and has 

discarded other potentials. Aronovitch grants that we have both constructive and 

destructive potentials but argues that some human potentials "are clearly more 

essential or fundamental than others, not in any preconceived moral sense, but 

in the sense that the fulfillment of them, at least to some significant extent, is a 

condition for the fulfillment of virtually any other capacity [Aronovitch, 365].‖  

Aronovitch believes that Marx has correctly identified human freedom as the 

most fundamental human capacity which underlies all other human capacities. 

"For unless I can to a large degree shape my circumstances and myself, unless I 

realize my capacity for doing these things, I cannot set myself  to realizing any 

other, further capacities [Aronovitch, 365-366].‖ This capacity for determination 

of oneself through the modification of nature by labor involves both negative and 

positive freedom: negative freedom, because the individual is free from being 

determined by circumstances; and positive freedom, because the individual is free 

for creating one's own self through control of one 's environment. Without this 

negative and positive freedom, the individual would not be able to develop any 

of his other capacities as belonging to himself. Hence, the conscious desire to 

develop any capacity in the self or to control any external circumstance [necessarily 

assumes our human freedom] . . .  [Aronovitch, 366]. 

Although Aronovitch has a solid argument for freedom as the most 

fundamental human capacity in Marx‘s world view, he considers two objections 

to the use of that capacity as the basis for the moral obligation to value a universal 

community of rational and free beings. The first objection is that a person might 

not have a conscious desire to develop any capacity or to control any circumstance 

and hence would not implicitly desire to develop one‘s own freedom. Aronovitch's  
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response to this objection is that such a person would in effect be attempting to 

extinguish his life by not wanting to become anyone or do anything. Aronovitch 

questions whether such a person is contradicting himself by desiring not to desire, 

by choosing not to choose [Aronovitch, 366]. As Gewirth has argued, even an 

agent who takes steps to commit suicide nevertheless implicitly wills his own 

freedom. For he doesn't want any other person to interfere with him, and he wants 

to control his own actions for the paradoxical purpose of ending all further desire 

and conscious choice [Gewirth, 136-137]. 

The second objection Aronovitch considers is that even if freedom is the 

fundamental human capacity, it may not be logically necessary that desiring to 

develop this capacity requires cooperation with the moral community of all who 

share this capacity. His answer is that the (b) premise of number (2), ‗the human 

does choose to understand one‘s needs of labor, sociality, rationality, and freedom 

from the viewpoint of the society of all rational and free beings,‘ is not a logically 

necessary truth. It is logically possible that a person could seek to develop his 

own freedom by controlling others as in a master-slave relationship. It is only 

contingently true [Aronovitch, 341]. For Marx, it "is in and only in social 

conditions of approximate equality of wealth and power that the pursuit of self-

determination by any individual will naturally lead to and involve cooperation, 

for such conditions will simply not provide the systematic leverage for domination 

as a means to self-determination [Aronovitch, 391]. Both a capitalist society 

and a communist society uphold the value of self-determination, but the capitalist 

society is based upon inequality of economic and social conditions. Aronovitch 

sees Marx‘s argument against capitalism as fundamentally an argument against 

the libertarian, negative conception of freedom which ignores economic and social 

inequalities [Aronovitch, 391]. Marx's argument for communist society was based 

on his concept of positive freedom in which human labor and sociality helped to 

develop rationality and freedom as fundamental human capacities and needs. If 

rationality and freedom had not arisen within human laboring and social relation-

ships and if their very functioning and continuing development were not profoundly 

affected by our laboring and social relationships, then the argument for the moral 

value of communist society would be greatly weakened. 

McMurtry's interpretation of Marx's concept of human freedom as the basis of 

communist society agrees with Aronovitch‗s interpretation. Marx's concept of 

rationality and freedom is summed up in the phrase 'projective consciousness'.  

Consciousness is not tied down to only one perspective. Consciousness is capable 

of interpreting the world from the standpoint of any other, whether person or    

thing. Whether or not consciousness successfully frees itself from inadequate ideas 

of and interaction with others and successfully frees itself for developing more 

adequate ideas of and interaction with others can only be found out through our 

ongoing labor upon nature and our social relationships. It follows that if all 

laborers are to develop their potentialities of rationality and freedom to the fullest, 

then the economic, social, and political conditions under which people labor ought 

to be such that the freedom of each is the condition for the freedom [McMurtry, 

127]. 
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Since Marx's concepts of rationality and freedom are the basis of his argument 

for the moral value of the communist society, the question we can raise is whether 

his interpretation of rationality and freedom constitutes the only reasonable 

understanding of these fundamental human abilities. 

Markus argues that Marx‘s view of the human essence in which labor and 

sociality are the fundamental conditions underlying the origin and evolution of  

rationality and freedom "cannot be comprehended as a purely descriptive, value-

free abstraction, an 'explanation' that can be in some way ‗inferred‘ from 

empirically ascertained historical facts alone [Marcus, 76]. Markus affirms that 

Marx‘s conception of history assumes and presupposes the acceptance of a definite 

perspective, i.e., the affirmation of determinate, presently existing social needs 

that point in the direction of this perspective, the affirmation of the radical needs of 

the proletariat and the choice of values emerging from and determined by this 

perspective. The concept of ‗human essence‘ locates, articulates and explicates 

precisely these values, and at the same time it indicates the basic conditions of 

their realization through an analysis of the real condition humaine that is 

history. It offers, departing from our present conflicts and alternatives, a way of 

ordering the empirical data of history which permits us to comprehend it as a 

continuous process of development making the chosen historical perspective 

desirable and realizable. Naturally this ordering must be possible and permissible 

on the basis of the empirical data, and so it can and must be evaluated in 

accordance with the immanent criteria of theoretical thinking, of science. But 

these criteria can be met---generally speaking—by different views, interpretations 

and conceptions of history (of man, of society), departing from differing practical- 

historical perspectives, present 'alternatives,' related to different (among them: 

antagonistic) social needs and interests. Therefore, the Marxian concept of 'human 

essence 'necessarily, uneliminably presupposes and encloses the moment of 

practical choice [Marcus, 76]. 

Another possible view of human history and potential could be the nihilistic 

view that the rise of human intelligence has led to the development of engines of 

mass destruction that may very well lead to the end of the human species. Of 

course, the insight into this real possibility of the destruction of the earth could 

lead a person to dedicate oneself to the task of overcoming the threat of nuclear 

war because of one‘s continuing commitment to the great value of human life.  

However, the insight might lead to nihilism and withdrawal from life precisely 

because of the great tragedies of mass destruction of human life. Such a nihilist 

would be refusing to value human life. 

An even further possible view of human history and potential could be the 

view that people‘s abilities of understanding and choice vary greatly and that 

hence societies should be structured hierarchically. Is democracy an accidental 

development in a few countries in the world and totalitarianism the more likely 

outcome, or is totalitarianism on the wane and democracy the ideal to which we 

should dedicate ourselves? The answer to such a question is not simply determined 

by our understanding of the facts; the answer is determined in part by the values to 

which we commit ourselves. 
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As Gramsci has argued, the question, ‗what is man?‘ means ‗what can man 

become?' That is, can man dominate his own destiny, can he make himself, can 

he create his own life? We maintain therefore that means man is a process and, 

more exactly, the process of his actions [Gramsci, 351]. What human nature is and 

can be is not able to be answered apart from a practical perspective in that very 

process of history. For human nature is an historical process which consists of 

the ensemble of laboring and social relationships, and man is an active, choosing 

agent that process [Gramsci, 355-356]. For example, both the Christian concept 

of human nature and the Enlightenment concept of human nature can be 

understood as concepts dependent upon the historical perspective and commitment 

of humans in those ages. Gramsci affirms "that  both the religions which  affirm 

the quality of man as the sons of God and the philosophies which affirm the 

equality of humans as participants in the faculty of reason have been expressions 

of complex revolutionary movements (respectively the transformation of the 

classical world and the transformation of the medieval world) [Gramsci, 356].‖   

Of course, we would expect that the Christian understanding of humans as 

children of God was rooted in the practical commitment of the religious believer 

of what humans can and should become. But it is also true that the emphasis of 

Enlightenment philosophers upon reason involved a practical commitment to 

and vision of what humans can and should become. Although these philosophers 

held different concepts of reason, they held the common assumption that humanity 

should become more rational in our understanding of and actions in life. 

Brenkert‘s evaluation of the foundation of Marx‘s ethics is in agreement with 

that of Markus and Gramsci: 

 

There is no ‗neutral‘ theoretical characterization of reality which is separate 

from human needs and values. That which we know as human reality is 

known only through the social forms of life within which we live. Thus there 

is no sharp is/ought distinction. Rather that which man ought to be is 

discovered in the historical development which mankind effects. Marx‘s 

contention is that a correct characterization of man and his course of 

development shows that freedom, as Marx defines it, is the object of man.‖   

Thus, his characterization of man‘s history and development is his justification 

of his ethics [Brenkert, 210]. 

 

In the light of these reflections of Markus, Gramsci, and Brenkert on Marx's 

concept of human nature as dependent upon Marx's practical commitment, the 

second statement of premise (2b) ‗the human does choose to understand one‘s 

needs of labor, sociality, rationality, and freedom from the viewpoint of the 

society of all rational and free beings,‘ is a contingent truth. It is not logically 

necessary that every human understand the needs of human nature in the same 

way. Our human understanding of our needs is dependent upon our practical 

commitment to a vision of what human nature can and should become. Since 

Marx‘s fundamental moral imperative is based upon his understanding of human 

needs and since his understanding of human needs is based upon his vision of 
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what human nature can and should become, Marx‘s fundamental moral imperative 

is a hypothetical imperative, a moral task rooted in one's practical commitment 

to and understanding of the potentials of human nature. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

In this paper, we have reflected upon the nature of the fundamental moral 

imperative offered by Marx. This moral imperative is not best understood as a 

categorical imperative, for Marx does not base morality on the abstract nature 

of rationality. Rather, Marx bases his moral ideal of self-realization upon his 

analysis of the human needs to be fully rational and free. These consequently 

do not appear as finished facts but as processes in need of further development.  

We need both negative and positive freedom: negative freedom, we need to be 

free from inadequate ideas of and interaction with nature and social others; and 

positive freedom, because we need to be free for developing more adequate ideas 

of and interaction with nature and social others. Although in the early days of 

human existence and even up to the 19th century, Marx saw human rationality 

and freedom as more dominated by nature and social processes. 

Yet he also saw a gradual development of the powers of rationality and 

freedom in the growth of science, technology, and industry, and he envisioned 

the development of a new age where human action would be fully rational and 

free in all of our relationships with nature and social processes. Consequently, 

although material conditions and social processes are, at first, a powerful limit 

on rationality and freedom, Marx discerns the potential in humanity for negative 

and positive freedom. The fulfillment of this potential he summed up in the ideal 

of self-actualization. The truly wealthy person is the one whose deepest need 

involves both the need for his own self-development of rationality and creativity 

and the need for the development of rationality and freedom in other persons‘ 

development of rationality and creativity. Such a person has a correct concept 

of wealth since this person treats neither oneself nor other persons as things but 

as persons having a dignity for their own sake which ought not to be reduced to 

a commodity. Marx is not interested in the abstract affirmation of the ideal of 

self-realization but in the concrete, practical, and creative development of human 

relationships in labor and all other social conditions that will enhance human 

dignity. Marx's affirmation of the moral ideal does not result in a science of 

morality nor in an unchanging blueprint for a future society but in a radical critique 

of the present conditions alienating humanity from our mutual self-realization. 

Furthermore, this moral ideal is in part dependent upon Marx‘s commitment to 

the proletarian revolution. Human nature in every human infant is a potential 

which the individual's society teaches to comprehend and challenges to fulfill.  

Consequently, being human in any given culture is a vocation and social task.  

However, when an individual commits oneself to developing the human potentials 

of the proletariat and thereby comprehends oneself as a species-being, that is, 

as the being whose potentialities of rationality and freedom make oneself the 
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universal being, then that individual gives to oneself the fundamental vocation 

and moral task of self-realization in all persons. 

We have noted the agreement of several commentators on Marx that his view 

of the human essence cannot be understood as a purely descriptive, value-free 

explanation of humanity's historical development. It is not possible for a person 

to abstract oneself from one‘s position in history. A human person  is an active 

agent in history; and in choosing to interpret what it  means to be a human being, 

that person is really asking what one can and should become. Consequently, Marx's 

understanding of human history as disclosing the human potentiality for self-

realization depends in part upon Marx's practical commitment to the proletariat, 

There is certainly evidence in humanity‘s evolutionary development to support 

Marx's argument. His argument is not an arbitrary rearranging of the facts but a 

coherent interpretation and reasoned analysis of the potentials inherent in our 

human history. 
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C H A P T E R   ELEVEN 

 

Loyalty in Political Decisions and their Crossroads 

 
Ginés Santiago Marco Perles 

 

 

This paper pretends to analyze the role of loyalty in political decisions: 

first, drawing an attempt to define the concept of “loyalty” to join the many 

references that are extracted from the literature; secondly, revealing the 

scope and limits of the concept of loyalty; thirdly, entering the dilemma of 

whether we are referring to loyalty as a first principle or, rather, it is an 

ultimate goal of any relationship between political actors and citizens; and, 

fourthly, providing a set of guidelines for political leaders in order to 

understand the actual place of loyalty in political action. At all times is 

assumed as an axiom that loyalty is an intangible asset that underlies the 

essence of political communication and the subsequent processes of communi- 

cation between political actors and citizens. The reason for this choice lies 

in the need to find solid basis, which only the Moral and Political Philosophy 

can provide, and which become urgent in times like the present, characterized 

by pragmatism and utilitarianism, in which is not important the objective 

of communicative actions of a political nature but only to the consequences 

thereof, translatables into profit, maintenance or decrease of the number of 

votes, the only thing that is taken into consideration; definitely: increasing, 

conservation or loss of power. The methodology developed in this research is 

identified with critical hermeneutics, involving interpretation and understand- 

ding of factual circumstances, which consequences go beyond its initial 

protagonists. The results obtained in this research intend to answer the 

following questions: are we able to define a comprehensive framework of 

loyalty? How can we strengthen loyalty to political messages? And how 

political actors can become creditors of loyalty? 

 

Keywords: loyalty, trust, political communication, institutional communication, 

credibility, honesty. 

 

 

Purpose 

 

The purpose of this research has a double nature: theoretical and practical. 

From the theoretical level, it aims to develop an initial approach to the concept of 

loyalty: its scope and its limits. From the practical level, it seeks to help political 

actors to understand and effectively place loyalty in politics. It claims that loyalty 

has a direct role –as a virtue facilitator- and an indirect role –as a contextual 

catalyst- in political action. It also pretends to contribute to answer questions such 
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as: can we manage without loyalty?; what are the consequences of the absence of 

loyalty?; are politicians obliged to show certain sorts of loyalty?; etc.  

Therefore, this article proposes a definition of loyalty capable to be applied in 

the public affairs context. In order to do so, it is divided in two sections: the first 

section reviews the state of the art of loyalty from different philosophical 

approaches to finally propose a definition. The other section suggests how to 

build up an integral framework of loyalty to help to its contextualization founded 

on ten main elements of loyalty extracted from the definition. Finally, this paper 

concludes stating ten facilitators to promote loyalty for effective and ethical 

management.  

 

Etymological Approach to the Concept of Loyalty 

 

Loyalty has its philological background in Old French (loialté, leialté, lealté), 

which in Middle French became loalté and in Modern French loyauté (meaning, 

primarily, ―faithfulness to obligations‖). Its remoter roots are to be found in the 

Latin lex (law) and legalis (pertaining to law). 

Loyalty is now used much more broadly to refer to persevering commitment 

to some associational object. Indeed, Sophie Bryant plausibly suggests that if 

we wish to explore the term´s philological underpinnings, we should take the 

French loi as its base rather than the more remote lex
1
. Loi and its derivative loial 

had a more general meaning than lex, referring broadly to that which ought to be 

obeyed, hence loialté as faithfulness to obligations. Although those obligations 

may be seen as natural (as in a family or among friends), they may once have been 

more formal, indicating some compact between two parties. 

 

Philosophical Approach to the Concept of Loyalty (State of Art) 

 

After reviewing the specialized literature, we are able to argue the existence 

of a pluralistic sense of loyalty in the Contemporary Political Philosophy‘s 

tradition. In fact, we have found three dominant approaches: from the 

philosophical realism (Royce, 1908), from the theory of games (Fletcher, 1993) 

and from the analytic philosophy (Keller, 2007). 

 

1. According to Josiah Royce‘s definition
2
, a person is loyal when: first, she 

has some cause to which she is loyal to; secondly, when she is willingly 

and thoroughly devoted to her cause; and, thirdly, when she expresses her 

devotion in some sustained and practical way by acting steadily in the 

service of her cause. The instances of loyalty are: the devotion of a patriot 

to his or her country, when this devotion leads him or her actually to live 

and, perhaps, to die for his country; the devotion of a martyr to his or her 

religion; the devotion of a ship‘s captain to the requirements of his office 

                                                 
1
Cfr. Bryant, S. (1915): ―Loyalty‖, in Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics, ed. James Hastings. 

Edinburgh: T. & T. Clarke, vol. 8, p. 183.  
2
Royce, J. (1995): The Philosophy of Loyalty. (orig.: 1908) New York: MacMillan, pp. 16-17. 
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when, after a disaster, he works steadily for his ship and for the saving 

of the ship‘s company until the last possible service is accomplished so 

that he is the last man to leave the ship and he is ready, if needed, to drawn 

with his ship. Loyalty should never be understood as a mere emotion. 

Although adoration and affection may be related with loyalty, alone they 

can never constitute loyalty. Furthermore, the devotion of a loyal person 

involves a sort of restraint or submission of her natural desires to her 

cause. Loyalty without self-control is impossible. The loyal man or woman 

serves. That is, a person does not merely follow her own impulses. A 

person looks to her cause for guidance. The cause to which a person is 

loyal can never be devoted to something wholly impersonal. It concerns 

with other person or persons. Loyalty is social because if one is a loyal 

servant of a cause, one has, at least, possible fellow-servants. 

2. According to George P. Fletcher‘s approach
3
, loyalty, by definition, 

generates interests, partiality and identification with the object of one‘s 

loyalty rather than with its competitors. Loyalty expressed in relationships 

generates these partialities. The minimal demand of loyalty is the 

maintenance of the relationship, which requires the rejection of alternatives 

that undermine the principal bond. A loyal lover is someone who will 

not be seduced by another. A loyal citizen is someone who will not go 

over to the enemy in a time of conflict. A loyal political adherent will not 

―sell out‖ to the opposition. Some of the strongest moral epithets in the 

English language are reserved for the weak who cannot meet the threshold 

of loyalty: they commit adultery, betrayal, treason. There are always three 

parties: A, B, and C, in a matrix of loyalty. A can be loyal to B only if 

there is a third party C (another lover, an enemy nation, a hostile company) 

who stands as a potential competitor to B, the object of loyalty. The 

competitor is always lurking in the wings, rejected for the time being, but 

always tempting, always seductive. The foundational element in loyalty is 

the fact not present -the counterfactual conditional statement that if the 

competitor appears and beckons, the loyal will refuse to follow.  

3. According to Simon Keller‘s definition
4
, loyalty (―a fairly thin concept‖) is 

the attitude and associated pattern of conduct that is constituted by an 

individual‘s taking something‘s side, and doing so with a certain sort of 

motive: namely, a motive that is partly emotional in nature, involves a 

response to the thing itself, and makes essential reference to a special 

relationship that the individual takes to exist between herself and the 

thing to which she is loyal. To be loyal to something is to have loyalty 

towards it. To act out of loyalty to something is to be driven to action by 

the motive just described. 

 

After a comprehensive review of the main references about loyalty in Political 

Philosophy, we are able to consider the seminal Joyce‘s definition of loyalty as 

                                                 
3
Fletcher, G. P. (1993). Loyalty: An essay on the morality of relationships. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, p. 8. 
4
Keller, S. (2007). The limits of Loyalty. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, p. 21 
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the most comprehensive definition in order to do a weighted translation to the 

managerial sphere, without prejudice to incorporate elements of the other two 

definitions.  

Therefore, a person is loyal when: first, she has some cause to which she is 

loyal to; secondly, when she is willingly and thoroughly devoted to her cause; 

and, thirdly, when she expresses her devotion in some sustained and practical 

way by acting steadily in the service of her cause. This approach of loyalty can 

be adapted to the managerial sphere considering loyalty asa holistic, dynamic, 

assertive and free presumption of actions and/or interactions based on positive 

and constructive intentions that generate a specific environment or atmosphere 

of responsibility that end up in goals founded on motives and motivations 

generally prevailing from its predictable consequences. 

Nevertheless, Royce‘s study, though influential, has to face some difficulties 

that come from the History of Philosophy –as defends John Kleinig
5
-. 

First, a great deal of moral philosophy over the past two centuries has 

construed morality as a system of rules an principles and viewed moral theory 

as an attempt to provide a statement of and rational grounding for such rules 

and principles. The idea of morality as centrally –or even significantly- concerned 

with virtues and ideals, with character and commitment as well as conduct, has 

only recently (especially since Elizabeth Anscombe‘s provocative 1958 essay, 

―Modern Moral Philosophy‖) reclaimed the attention it once had in philosophical 

reflection
6
. 

A second factor was the first half of the twentieth century‘s philosophical 

preoccupation with moral theory rather than the concrete problems of human 

life –with metaethics rather than normative ethics (and even then with metaethics 

understood in a particular way). Until the social upheavals of the late 1960s 

returned Anglo-American moral philosophy to its traditional engagement with 

vital practical concerns, moral philosophers left to novelists, poets, playwrights, 

and others the task of working through the hard practical decisions that human 

beings must sometimes confront. It is no accident that a good deal of the still 

relatively meager discussion of loyalty has been generated by the practicalities 

of whistle-blowing in commercial/industrial, professional, and governmental/ 

bureaucratic organizations. More recently, resurgences or religious, ethnic, and 

nationalistic fervor have generated a renewed philosophical interest in patriotic 

and national loyalties. 

A third factor has been more pervasive. The liberal tradition, with its 

individualistic tendencies, has backed away from social theories friendly to the 

claims of loyalty. Indeed, Kenneth Minogue has suggested that liberalism may 

almost be defined as a settled aversion to making the mistake of demanding 

excessive loyalty. What Minogue means by ―excessive loyalty‖ is probably to 

be understood as any commitment to social arrangements that jeopardize 

individual autonomy. Minogue postulates that ―the history of the modern state, 

                                                 
5
Cfr.: Kleinig, J. (2014). Onloyalty and loyalties. Thecontours of a problematicvirtue. Ney York: 

Oxford University Press, pags. 3-5. 
6
Cfr.: Anscombe, E. (1958). ―Modern Moral Philosophy‖, Philosophy 33, n. 124, pags. 1-19.  
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from its beginnings in the sixteenth century, may be viewed as a centuries-long 

experiment in loosening the bonds of loyalty demanded from the subjects‖
7
. On 

one account, it is the autonomous individual, the rational chooser, prior to and 

only contingently involved in communal relations, who reigns supreme. Custom 

and tradition, hierarchy and social order, and the obligations of loyalty traditionally 

associated with them have been replaced by contract, with its self-assumed 

obligations. This liberal viewpoint urge to ―economize on loyalty‖ has had 

repercussions for other institutions (for example, the family) that have sought 

to influence conscience and choice. And, it might be argued, it is only as we 

have begun to recognize the personal and social fragmentation fostered by an 

excessive individualism that we have prepared to appreciate and reconsider the 

virtue of loyalty. 

A fourth factor is to be found in the partiality of loyalty –the fact that loyalty 

appears to be owed not generally but to particular people or groups. We have 

become deeply immersed in a tradition of moral thinking that construes morality 

as an overcoming of personal and partial concerns and that characterizes moral 

development as the replacement of these with a universalizable concern. Whether 

it is a Kantian commitment to acting according to maxims that we can will to 

be universal laws or a consequentialist pursuit of the greatest good, philosophers 

have frequently characterized moral deliberation in a way that does not easily 

accommodate the partial and personal character of loyalty. Although we are 

sentimentally drawn to ―our own‖ and those to whom we are close in time and 

space, it is said that morality is constituted by a deindividualization of sentiment, 

an abstraction from what is immediate and proximate, and an attachment to 

what is universal. The favoring of and commitment to one‘s family, friends, and 

country over those of others, when their being one‟s own appears to be the only 

way they differ from these of others, does not sit comfortably with a tradition that 

emphatizes the universalizable, impersonal, or impartial nature of moral concern. 

A fifth factor, often related to the foregoing, has been the prevalence of 

utilitarian thinking in postindustrial moral philosophy. Whatever specific account 

one gives of the burgeoning of consequentialist and especially or utilitarian 

thinking of morality, such tendencies have seemed inimical to the apparently 

self-sacrificial and nonmaximizing element within loyalty. 

Each of the foregoing reflects more general social and/or theoretical concerns 

that impact on the status of loyalty rather than problems that are specific to it. 

Loyalty, on such views, might seem to have been merely a victim of those larger 

movements of thought that affect so much or our social and intellectual endeavor. 

 

                                                 
7
Minogue, K. (1987): ―Loyalty, Liberalism and the State‖, in Feaver, G. and Rosen, F. (eds.): Lives 

and the Public Good. New York: St. Martin‘s Press, p. 203.  
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Towards an Integral Understanding of Loyalty 

 

A careful analysis of this proposed definition of loyalty can contribute to 

enrich its understanding and potential contributions enriching its comprehension to 

facilitate any contextualization of it, specifically, in the business context. In that 

sense, a careful observation of the definition out states three main dimensions. The 

first dimension conforms loyalty as a holistic presumption of a dynamic and 

assertive action (according to the Royce‘s thesis). The second dimension states 

that predictable actions or potential actions must be founded on motives and 

motivations (according to the Keller‘s thesis). The third dimension indicates that 

any action or potential action must be leaded by free and responsible actors 

(according to the Fletcher‘s thesis). This construction of loyalty based on these 

three dimensions has to be understood in an integral way because, although, 

loyalty is constituted by three dimensions, the sum of all of them do not 

necessarily conform it, see figure 1.  

 

Figure 1. A Miss Conception of Loyalty‟s Dimension 

 
Source: Own elaboration 

 

The complete comprehension of loyalty must integrate all its dimensions in 

order to conform them as a unique construct that represents its essence, see figure 

2. 

 

Figure 2. A Proper Integration of Loyalty‟s Dimension 

 
Source: Own elaboration 
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As a result, we can conclude that the absence of a missing dimension excludes 

the possibility to refer that action as being loyal. On the other hand, the presence of 

all those three dimensions doesn‘t necessarily implies the existence of loyalty 

because loyalty represents the integration of all of those three dimensions and not 

just their presence. This reflection raises a question: what does each of those 

dimensions represent or contribute to the understanding of the concept of loyalty? 

Although there are different ways to answer to this question, may be, a good 

one is to extract the main elements of each of the three dimensions of loyalty. 

In that sense, three main elements can be extracted from the first stated dimension: 

loyalty is an action or a presumption of action; loyal actions must be understood in 

dynamic terms; any decision dealing with loyalty must be taken accepting the 

holistic consequences of action. Related to the second dimension we can extract 

three other elements: loyalty cannot be analyzed as a singular action but integrated 

with other actions; loyalty is based on actions and they are based on goals; loyalty 

has to be understood as a process of actions to build trust. Finally, the third 

dimension allows us to state four main elements in which the constituents of 

loyal action matters as well as their intentions because loyalty is generally based 

on reciprocity and founded on the explicit recognition of the freedom of its 

actors, see Table 1. 

 

Table 1. The Three main Dimensions of the Loyalty Actions and/or Potential 

Actions 

Dimensions of 

loyalty based on 

its actions and/or 

potential actions 

Description of the 

dimension 
Main elements of each dimension 

Holistic 

presumption of a 

dynamic and 

assertive action 

Action or potential holistic 

action presumption 

grounded on its dynamism 

Action or presumption of action 

Action understood as dynamic and 

assertive 

Acceptance of the holistic 

consequences of action 

Predictable 

action or 

potential action 

founded on 

motives and 

motivations 

Action or potential action 

generator of goals founded 

on motives and motivations 

generally prevailing from 

its predictable consequences 

Integration of actions 

Action based on goals 

Building trust process based on 

action 

Action or 

potential action 

leaded by free 

and responsible 

actors 

Action or potential action 

lead by free actors who 

interact and generate a 

specific environment or 

atmosphere of responsibility 

based on positive and 

constructive intentions 

Constituents of action 

Intentions of action 

Action based on reciprocity 

Action founded on the explicit 

recognition of the freedom of its 

actors 

Source: own elaboration based on J. Royce (1908), G. P. Fletcher (1995), S. Keller (2007).  
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According to table I, ten main elements of loyalty can be distinguished. Two 

of them provide us clues to better understand the foundations of a loyal 

relationship by stating a double recognition: a building trust process based on 

the explicit recognition of the freedom of its actors-. On the other hand, there 

are six elements dealing with what is a loyal action. One states that loyalty has 

to do with action because it presumes action. The other one describes the scope 

of the action of loyalty indicating that it must have a holistic scope. Finally, the 

other four remaining elements contribute to determine how to evaluate a loyal 

action. In that sense, a loyal action has to be understood in dynamic terms and 

evaluated according to its constituents and its pursued goals and intentions.  

So far, we have offered a general approach of loyalty oriented to be able to 

apply it to any context. This description of loyalty can be applied to any 

relationships, from personal to professional ones. The idea is to now contextualize 

everything we have said so far to business and specifically to contribute to a more 

ethical management. 

 

 

Contextual Facilitators for effective and Ethical Commitment of the Political 

Leaders 

 

This paper has approach the study of loyalty from a deductive perspective. 

It started with the state of the art to conclude with a definition of loyalty that 

understands it as a holistic, dynamic and free presumption of actions and/or 

interactions based on positive and constructive intentions that generate a specific 

environment or atmosphere of responsibility that end up in goals founded on 

motives and motivations generally prevailing from its predictable consequences. 

This definition has allowed us to state ten elements of loyalty to better complement 

its concept. Obviously, we are aware of the limitations of this paper due, for 

example, to the non-pacific understanding of the concept of loyalty and its 

repercussion. Nevertheless, we have argued our approach and develop all the 

applicable uses of loyalty based on it. 

Those two aspects of loyalty -its definition and its ten main elements- are 

sufficient to contextualize loyalty in business to extract contextual facilitators 

for effective and ethical management, see Table 2.  
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Table 2. Contextual Facilitators for effective and Ethical Commitment of the 

Political Leaders
8
 

Dimensions of loyalty 

based on its actions 

and/or potential actions 

Main elements present 

on each dimension 

Contextual facilitators for 

effective and ethical 

management 

Holistic presumption of a 

dynamic action 

Action or presumption of 

action 
Action oriented 

Action understood as 

dynamic 
Dynamic vs. static 

Acceptance of the holistic 

consequences of action 

Action with direct and 

indirect consequences 

Predictable action or 

potential action founded 

on motives and 

motivations 

Integration of actions Sustainable decisions 

Action based on goals Goals explanation 

Building trust process 

based on action 

Action with consequences on 

others 

Action or potential action 

leaded by free and 

responsible actors 

Constituents of action 
Double roles of actors: 

active and pro-active 

Intentions of action Intentions foundation 

Action based on 

reciprocity 
Reciprocity vs. benevolence 

Action founded on the 

explicit recognition of the 

freedom of its actors 

Freedom vs. libertinism 

Source: own elaboration based on J. Royce (1908), G. P. Fletcher (1995), S. Keller (2007).  

 

The analysis of table II help us to extract ten practical approaches for 

managers to understand and to effectively place loyalty in political action. Four 

of them give us clues on how to determine the scope of the action to achieve an 

effective and ethical management based on loyalty. Another four are contextual 

facilitators to determine the elements of action to achieve an effective and ethical 

management based on loyalty. Finally, there are two contextual facilitators for a 

relationship that aims to achieve an effective and ethical management based on 

loyalty. In summary, we could point out the following points: 

Contextual facilitators to determine the scope of the action to achieve an 

effective and ethical management based on loyalty: 

 

1. Action with direct and indirect consequences: evaluate your action 

conjugating not just its direct consequences but also its indirect ones 

2. Action oriented: loyalty has to do with doing not just with proclaiming 

3. Sustainable decisions: a loyal decision has to do with the capability to 

keep it on the long term 

                                                 
8
I want to thank the valuable help and collaboration of the professor Alexis Bañon not only in 

the design of these graphics and tables, but in the structure of this contribution 
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4. Reciprocity vs. benevolence: loyalty is an attitude based on reciprocity 

where the other is seen as a passive actor but also as an active one. 

 

Contextual facilitators enrich the action through elements that must be present 

in order to achieve an effective and ethical management based on loyalty: 

 

1. Goals explain action: your loyalty will be evaluated by your goals pursued 

and obtained 

2. Intentions found action: your loyalty will be also evaluated by the 

intentions of your action 

3. Double roles of actors: active and pro-active: in a loyal relationship the 

other is a passive actor but also an active one. 

4. Dynamic vs. static: action has to do with present but it is always related 

with the past and the future. 

 

Contextual facilitators enrich the relationship in order to achieve an effective 

and ethical management based on loyalty: 

 

1. Action with consequences on others: you always have to evaluate the 

consequences of your action on others 

2. Freedom vs. libertinism: acting freely is related with acting in a 

responsible way. 

 

These ten elements evidence that loyalty can be consider to have a direct 

role on business –as a virtue facilitator- and an indirect one in management –as 

a contextual catalyst-. This study opens interesting question such as: can we 

manage without loyalty?; what are the consequences of the absence of loyalty?; 

are citizens obliged to show certain sorts of loyalty to a political party?; Can a 

leader promote loyalty among its followers?, etc. All these questions are seductive 

future lines of research to be solved. 

 

 

Methodology 

 

The methodology developed in this research is identified with critical 

hermeneutics, which involves the interpretation and understanding of factual 

circumstances, the consequences go beyond its initial protagonists. The added 

value of this research lies in the attempt to respond to the need to provide a 

solid foundation for reflection and criticism in context deliberately loaded with 

a marked subjectivism, where corporate loyalty passage opens with difficulty. 

The methodology developed in this research is identified with critical 

hermeneutics, which involves the interpretation and understanding of factual 

circumstances, the consequences go beyond its initial protagonists. The added 

value of this research lies in the attempt to respond to the need to provide a 
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solid foundation for reflection and criticism in context deliberately loaded with 

a marked subjectivism, where corporate loyalty passage opens with difficulty. 

 

 

Findings 

 

After this research, can we define an integral framework of loyalty? Yes, 

we can. It should be based on an integral empowerment understanding -formal 

and informal- which should be always qualified by an ethical judgment. 

 

 

Originality 

 

This research is a first step of a broader investigation that is currently ongoing 

and unpublished, which deals around institutional loyalty and their ethical, 

political, economic and social implications. 

 

Theoretical Implications 

 

 This research has the purpose to point out if loyalty is a virtue or a value?  

 What is the role of an ethics based on loyalty?  

 Is it, as some authors suggest, the phenomenon on which healthy moral 

thinking is founded? 

 

 

Practical Implications 

 

 Are we obliged to show certain sorts of loyalty to our political leaders?  

 How can we formally empower citizens to be loyal to an ethical 

commitment? 

 How can we informally empower citizens to be loyal to an ethical 

commitment? 

 

 

Concluding Note 

 

Is this research, I have tried to justify that loyalty is a virtue of association 

–a normative glue that binds a person to a particular associational object. Because 

the associational object may vary in its character, loyalty as costly perseverance in 

the conditions that undergird that bond, can easily go astray if the associational 

object is deeply flawed. On its own, loyalty is no able to determine the worthiness 

of its object than sincerity or conscientiousness, though a virtuous person, 

governed by phronesis, will seek to ensure that loyalty is not misplaced. Its 

vulnerability to bad company, however, should not lead to dismiss its importance 

for maintaining good company. 
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Loyalty‘s problematic character is reinforced by the fact that, as an associative 

bond-, it involves some form of trust in its object, and, like love, affection, and 

other associative bonds, views them from the inside rather than outside.Just as 

the perspectives of a religious belief and friendship, the perspective of the loyalist 

is first and foremost that of the insider. Yet the wall of separation between 

inside and outside is a porous one, and the loyalist need not be imprisoned within. 

One of our distinctively human powers is the ability to step outside while 

remaining inside of open mindedness in trust, open to reviewing our commitments 

while remaining true to them. 

It was a great strength of the ancients that they did not approach virtues in 

an isolated fashion but as a cluster or practical traits, moderating each other and 

securing the virtuous against tendencies inimical to their individual and collective 

human flourishing. True, the membership of that cluster is a matter of ongoing 

debate, but insofar as we accept the importance of associative relationships, loyalty 

is almost certain to figure. 

It is regrettable that the altogether admirable emphasis on human individuality, 

has been associated with a failure to acknowledge the communal or associative 

dimensions of our human flourishing. No doubt, the glorification of the human 

individual and insistence on the separateness of individuals was a salutary reaction 

against tyranny, whether by despots, the majority, or even the group. But, as in 

loyalty‘s case, the misuse and corruption of important dimensions or our well-

being should not blind us to their better angels. The fine balance and interpenetra-

tion of individuality and community constitutes an ongoing but necessary 

challenge. 

Where our loyalties should be placed? That is not a question to which there is 

a clearly defined liberal answer: most generally, in relationships and institutions 

that contribute in various ways to our human flourishing. 
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C H A P T E R   TWELVE 

 

In the Labyrinth of the Dialogue 

 
Elisa Ravasio and Ivan Faiferri 

 

 

In Euthydemus, the kingly craft is not the central theme of discussion, but 

it is the subject of one of the sections of the dialogue: the content of this art 

is not found by Cleinias and Socrates, who found themselves «involved in 

a labyrinth» (291b). The discussion allowed Socrates to deal with the 

concepts of politics (politeia) and wisdom (sophia), depicted as guidelines 

for men‟s correct behaviour and action, but neither aims of politics nor the 

contents of rulers‟ wisdom are described. The virtue of justice as defined 

in the Republic helps to specify these voids of content issues, both in the 

polis and in the human soul. Justice organizes the actions of the three classes 

and regulates men’s soul in order to make them happy. Rulers in the Republic 

are also philosophers: so, by defining justice as the criterion by which a city 

could be governed, Plato shows what kind of technê the Euthydemus was 

searching for: philosophy, which could make a person able to control 

his/her parts of his soul. Only philosophers can govern the city in a law-

abiding way. Reading the Republic and pinpointing the regulating role of 

justice, Plato finds Euthydemus‟ left-behind task of politics. The ability to 

govern, described by Cleinias and Socrates as the correct rule of the city 

which makes people happy, is the virtue of the philosopher-king. These two 

dialogues must not be read individually, in order to find the correct content 

of the political craft: they must be considered as a whole. The main 

characteristic of Plato’s philosophy, expressed in his dialogues, is to goad 

and to encourage the reader to deal with human ethical, political, daily 

inquiries from different perspectives, so that one can have a more complex 

and thorough comprehension of life and reality. 

 

Keywords: Labyrinth, Ruling Craft, Dialogue  

 

Introduction 

 

The purpose of this paper is an analysis of a peculiar and proper aspect of 

Plato‘s communicative strategy, that we can call „inner harmony among different 

dialogues‟.  

In short, we claim that:  

 

1) a problem posed in one dialogue can be ―resolved‖ by the reader with 

the aid of discussions set out in other dialogues, considering it from several 

and different points of view;  
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2) this method is not an accidental trait, but a characteristic one, of Platonic 

philosophy. 

 

We will focus on the semantic mutation of some central terms of the political 

lexis in the 4th century Athens: we will concentrate on the shift of sense that 

characterizes the use of terms such as wisdom (sophia) and correctness (mostly 

represented by the orthôs adverb) in the contexts of Euthydemus and Republic. We 

will sometimes refer also to other dialogues, such as Meno
1
. 

We are aware that leading such an analysis of the Platonis opera is an 

ambitious attempt. It is difficult to argue that Plato has a real philosophical 

vocabulary, namely some keywords emptied of their common meaning and 

consciously used by an author in a unique way to characterize the most important 

concepts of his thinking.  

Plato does not simply or neutrally use the common lexis of the culture of his 

time: actually, platonic thought is structured in a ductile and challenging way from 

a series of deep-rooted beliefs of the author (‗with reasons of steel and adamant‘
2
 

to resume an expression of the Gorgias). This ductility is shown in the several, 

different and – sometimes even contrasting – proposals of the dialogues‘ 

characters
3
. 

As we asserted, the opportunity of reading the same problem from various 

points of view is not an accidental trait of Platonic philosophy. On the contrary, 

it is a pillar of the methodological strategy of Plato‘s philosophy
4
. His choice of 

writing dialogues originates from his conviction that reality is always presented to 

humans in complex forms
5
: no particular point of view, such as the one that 

characterizes our private and individual perspectives, can fully grasp reality‘s 

richness
6
. 

The recreation of this impressive and intense complexity takes place in 

dialogues thanks to the presence of such diverse interlocutors, sometimes carrying 

on ideas and opinions that radically oppose those of the author. But this is an 

operation that also takes place among the dialogues themselves, in a sort of 

meta-discussion, where single problems are taken on in a crossing way from 

one dialogue to another as it happens in an actual philosophical conversation 

able to raise reflections, questions and an increasing wish to inquire, between 

people
7
. 

                                                 
1
We wish to thank Franco Ferrari for this advice, expressed during the «Cantieri d‘autunno» 

conference organized by Università degli Studi di Pavia in October 2012. 
2
Gorgias, 509a1. 

3
See Fotunoff 1993 p. 63-64. 

4
See Gonzalez 1995 for a methodological approach that considers platonic dialogues as a whole. 

5
Often reality is depicted, in Platonic dialogues, as poikilon (see, for example, Republic 557c), 

a word often marked with a negative meaning. For an analysis of its use, see Wilburn 2016. 
6
See De Marchi 2008, p. 151 and Ravera 1986, p. 109 

7
For example, the theme of rhetoric is taken on both in Phaedrus and in Gorgias. In the former case 

Plato deals with the relations between rhetoric and eros, in the latter with the relations between 

rhetoric and happiness (eudaimonia). See Dodds 1959, p. 2. See also the discussion on courage 

(andreia), in Laches (194e ss.) and in Protagoras (Prot.360d ss.). Probably the most striking 
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The world in which people live is a many-sided reality, so that, in order to 

properly face it, human thought cannot shut itself off. It must confront with this 

realm, by dialoguing with it. 

The second aim of this article is to show how fascinating may be to explore 

the dialogical Plato‘s method using three of his dialogues which deal with a 

central topic for human life: the analysis of the Euthydemus, the Meno and the 

Republic disclosesthe relationship between the main purpose of politics, people 

commitment (ethics) in political issues and happiness. The mazes of these 

discussions will enable the reader to understand how urgent those issues were 

for Plato and to what an extent would have affected people whose intention was to 

actively and consciously join the political realm
8
. 

 

 

Euthydemus’ Structure 

 

The Euthydemus is considered one of the dialogues written in the early 

period of the Academy, when Plato had just returned from his first journey to 

Sicily
9
. It is also considered contemporary to Gorgias, Phaedo and Symposium

10
. 

The dialogue opposes Socrates to Dionysodorus and Euthydemus, two foreign 

Erists who proclaim themselves able to teach virtue (Euthydemus, 273e), which, in 

their opinion, is the ability to overwhelm the opponent in a public speech 

(Euthydemus, 272a). 

The setting consists in the account, made by Socrates to Crito, of his 

conversation with Euthydemus, Dionisodorus and the young Cleinias. Socrates‘ 

narrative is roughly divided in five main stages
11

: 

 

I. First of all, a performance of the sophists is presented (275d-278e) in 

which two dilemmas are set forth: «Who learns, the wise or the ignorant?»; 

«What does one know? What he has already known or what is not 

known?»; 

II. Then, a philosophical dialogue between Socrates and Cleinias (278e-

282d), where the two discuss the relationship between happiness, success 

and wisdom. This is often considered an exhortation to philosophy; 

III. A second performance of the sophists (282d-288d), in which the two 

sophists play on the meaning of the Greek word einai (‗to be‘, ‗to exist‘, 

‗to be true‘) and later they uphold the argument that it is not possible to 

contradict and to tell lies; 

                                                                                                                                 
example is the discussion of the issue of the best way of life, that can be found in Gorgias, 

Thaetetus, Philebus, Republic and in many other dialogues among the Platonic corpus. 
8
See also Fortunoff 1993, «Dialogues act are educational models exhibiting how one inquires 

and learns, and therefore also, how one must teach for others to learn to be themselves participants 

in, or practitioners of, dialectic. This is the maieutic art of Plato‘s Socrates with which he draws his 

interlocutors into stating and reflecting upon the implications of their uncritically held opinions 

(doxai)». 
9
DeclevaCaizzi 1996, p. 10.  

10
Translations of Plato‘s dialogues are from: http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/ 

11
Plato imagines that this dialogue is a reported by Socrates to Crito.  
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IV. In 288d-293a there is a second dialogue between Socrates and Cleinias, 

where they investigate the art (technê) that ensures that kind of knowledge 

which can make people happy: the search fails, however, leading to a 

fallacy; 

V. The dialogue ends with the last show of the sophists (293a-304c), where 

other paradoxical theses are proposed (such as «every man knows 

everything», «Socrates has no a father»). Plato seems to warn the reader of 

the moral relativism implied by the eristic
12

. Socrates‘ account ends with 

an apparent victory of the two foreign Sophists. 

 

The dialogue, however, does not end here
13

: in the end we return to the initial 

narrative frame, where Crito briefly tells Socrates what happened the day before, 

while he was trying to reach his friend, during his conversation with the two 

Erists. A mysterious man approached him, criticizing Socrates and all those who 

deal with philosophy; the man sustained that the philosopher, in the end, is like 

an Erist. When Crito finished, Socrates exhorted him not to trust this kind of 

man, who hovers between philosophy and politics, and in fact inferior to either 

the philosopher or the politician. 

 

 

Wisdom, Eutuchia and Justice 

 

Knowledgee (sophia) is one of the core topics of the dialogue, since the very 

beginning, when Socrates asks what kind of wisdom the Erists have (271c ss.).  

We find a pivotal point in the discussion between Socrates and Cleinias on the 

importance of wisdom as a criterion that leads us to success. The happiest person 

is the one who is able to correctly use the goods he owns (orthôschrêsthai, 280e4), 

but only with sophia we can correctly use something (280a6-b3). In Socrates‘ 

speech, good luck and wisdom become two-in-one: to be wise means a correct 

(orthôs) use of things, and this kind of knowledge makes someone‘s life to be 

good
14

. 

In the first section of Socrates‘ account, he and the young Cleinias discuss 

about sophia, aiming at investigating the main traits of what could be the art 

able to make oneself and the others happy. The philosopher ends up describing 

sophia (wisdom) as the form of knowledge which makes one successful in his 

practical life. Indeed, this is the virtue which allows a person to live and act 

well (euzên which it is also othôsprattein, 275a)
15

. 

                                                 
12

Euth. 300e-301c. For this interpretation see Decleva Caizzi 1996, pp. 104-106. For an analysis of 

this section see also Parry 2003, pp. 3 ss. 
13

Euth, 304c-307c. 
14

Euthydemus, 280e ss.: «oun, ô Kleinia,êdêtoutohikanon pros to eudaimonapoiêsaitina, to 

tekektêsthaitagatha kai to chrêsthaiautois? Emoigedokei, poteron, ênd‟egô, eanorthôschrêtai tis ê 

kai ean me? Eanorthôs». 
15

For the relationship between happiness and wisdom in Plato‘s Euthydemus, see Jones 2013, 

pp. 2-5. 
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After the show of the Erists at 282d-288d
16

, the dialogue between Socrates 

and Cleinias starts again, in search for the technê that grants sophia. But, rather 

surprisingly, the dialogue comes to nothing (Euth., 291b-291c): Socrates and 

Clinas find themselves as if they were «entangled in a labyrinth»
17

. 

No decision is made because they do not find what is the art linked to 

wisdom, but the dialogue gives some clues which can help to connect it with 

the Republic: as it claimed by Socrates, the craft they are searching for could be 

the art of ruling
18

, even though in the dialogue the kingly craft does not appear as 

the core topic of the discussion. 

In addition, Socrates deals with the concepts of politics (politeia) and wisdom 

(sophia), both depicted as guidelines for men‘s correct behavior and action. Even 

though no decision is made about what is the aim of politics and what are the 

contents of the wisdom of the ruler that grant him the power to improve city life 

and make the citizens‘ life better, these considerations pave the way for a 

description of the craft of ruling in the Republic. Apparently, in this second 

dialogue the technêbasilikê is strictly linked to sophia
19

. 

 

 

The Intermezzo of Meno 

 

As we shall see, in the Republic it is clearly held that, if the objects to which 

rulers‘ action is directed are human beings, the only art able to make oneself and 

the other citizens actually happy is philosophy. Before going back to this issue, 

however, some Meno‟s passages can disclose the importance of a clever use of 

the resources one owns in order to obtain an authentic good life (that may also 

be) the most just and happiest
20

. 

The discussion tries to demonstrate that virtue can be taught. By defining 

virtue, Socrates and Meno agree with the claim that an asset can be exploited if 

a person knows how to correctly use it: «and the same holds of temperance and 

intelligence: things learned and coordinated with the aid of sense are profitable, 

but without sense they are harmful?» (88b)
21

. To strengthen this issue, Socrates 

                                                 
16

For its meaning see Decleva Caizzi 1996, ad locum. 
17

«ôspereislaburinthonempesontes» (291b5-6). 
18

«To this art, we thought, generalship and the other arts handed over the management of the 

productions of their own trades, as this one alone knew how to use them. So it seemed clear to us 

that this was the one we were seeking, and was the cause of right conduct in the state, and precisely 

as Aeschylus‘ line expresses it, is seated alone at the helm of the city, steering the whole, 

commanding the whole, and making the whole useful»(Euth. 291c-d). 
19

«I suspect it is rather the latter. For you have often heard that the greatest thing to learn is the 

idea of good by reference to which just things and all the rest become useful and beneficial. And 

now I am almost sure you know that this is what I am going to speak of and to say further that we 

have no adequate knowledge of it. And if we do not know it, then, even if without the knowledge of 

this we should know all other things never so well, you are aware that it would avail us nothing». 
20

Alike in the Cratilus: if people want to burn something, for instance, they must correctly do it, 

both with the right means and in the right way (386e). 
21

The entire discussion about the use of knowledge as a guarantee of the profitability of goods is led 

from 87e to 88c. 
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then states: «in brief, all the undertakings and endurances of the soul, when guided 

by wisdom, end in happiness, but when folly guides, in the opposite?» (88c1-5). 

Another topic of this dialogue concerns the ability to rule themselves and the 

city, the ability one possesses thanks to wisdom (sophia) which allows to properly 

(orthôs) govern one‘s home and the city (kalôsdioikousi, 91a-b). Also, in the 

Meno, the technical model, the one used to describe the craft ruling also in the 

Euthydemus, allows to grasp the close bond between wisdom and action itself: 

wisdom gives man the ability to successfully act; this ability, in turn, helps to 

achieve as much happiness as possible for him and for the city as well. This 

topic is widely explained and underlined in the Republic where sophia and the 

craft ofrulingare strictly tied together. 

 

 

Two Sides of the same Coin: An Overview on the Republic 

 

An analysis of the Republic allows to broaden the issue about the relationship 

between the capability to govern the soul and the craft of ruling the city: in 580b, 

the man who knows how to rule himself (basilikos) is also depicted as the most 

righteous and the happiest (ton ariston te kai dikaiotaton  eudaimonestaton). 

Plato defines the ruler as the just one because he openly draws a parallel 

between ethical and political levels, as it is maintained in Book II: «then maybe 

there will be a greater justice in the largest, and easier to know. So if you want 

to, we try before what is justice in the cities, and then also examine in each 

individual, considering the similarity of the largest in the appearance of the 

smallest‘ (368d-369a)».  

This parallelism is still reiterated later (449a, Book V), when Socrates says 

that the just man and the just city are those described: in both cases, parts of the 

soul and of the city carry out their own proper tasks. Furthermore, in Book IV 

(445c), he adds that there are as many sorts of government as there are sorts of 

souls
22

. 

This is a significant change from other earlier dialogues, such as Euthydemus, 

where the parallelism is barely outlined, and without pointing out what kind of 

righteousness interlocutors were looking for. 

In the Republic, justice is the virtue which implies that every man and each 

part of the city perform their proper functions. Citizens must «not to engage in 

too many chores» (433b4-5): wasting energies, changing activities of the respective 

classes, is the ruin of the city (olethrontêpolei); it is the most serious crime 

(malistakakourgia), namely an injustice (434b-434c3). Justice makes the city good 

(433c-d) and rulers must control the other classes fulfilling their duties (433a-

434a). 

The Republic also describes the practical result of wisdom, which is presented 

as eutuchia in the Euthydemus (279d6-7). According to Plato, organizing 

themselves and the city means to be righteous (orthos) and to be just. Namely, 

                                                 
22

«As many as are the varieties of political constitutions that constitute specific types, so many, 

it seems likely, are the characters of soul». 
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wisdom means being aware of parts of the soul and how to govern them 

(application, 442c-d).  

To be more just and correct means, first of all, to radically change oneself
23

 

and, then, teach this to others. According to Plato, this can be possible since justice 

presides over the individual soul making a person able to reproduce the same 

virtues in others.  

Some scholars believe that the content of the art described in the Euthydemus‘ 

is temperance
24

, but they neglect the definition that Plato specifically attributes 

to justice in the Republic (434e): the city that was founded by Socrates and 

Glaucon is a good city (têagatê) since it is a just city. As highlighted in 442c, 

the wise person is able to direct the parts of the soul and to look for what is useful 

for each of them: the rational part, for Plato, is wise (sophos) and takes care of 

all your soul (441e 4-7)
25

. 

It may seem that temperance is the only virtue able to rule the soul (431a-c). It 

is helpful, however, to take a further step, considering that this virtue, without 

justice, would lose its power: the perfect arrangement of the different parts of 

the soul can make people happy and this perfect ability of ruling does not derive 

from temperance which governs the lowest part, but from the craft of justice 

which chairs all the parts of the soul and properly directs the corresponding 

virtues
26

. Without temperance and sophia no control of the parts will take place, 

but, without justice, it would not be possible that each part of the soul and the city 

would perform its role. 

The soul is divided into three parts, as well as the classes in the Republic 

are, but it is only justice that keeps the correct structure, and this kind of order 

is the essential condition for the goodness of the city and individual happiness. 

Even in the Gorgias (464c), Plato argues that true technai make a man to be more 

correct and just
27

, unlike those that are false: punishments inflicted by a judgment 

are effective only if they improve the soul of those who were harmed by the 

punishments incurred, if they can deliver someone from such unjust habit
28

. 

According to the technical model also described in the Protagoras, we can say 

that a man who becomes good and happy can make others become just, good and 

happy
29

: if justice is a true virtue, it can help to the rulers to properly govern the 

city as well as to make its citizens good and happy. 

                                                 
23

See also the myth of the cave 516c-516e. 
24

E.g. Parry 2003. Dodds, 1959 pp. 329-330, commenting Gorgias 504d1-3, links true art to 

the two virtues of justice and temperance, saying that «In the moral sphere the qualities of taxis 

and kosmos, which are common to all true technai, respectively take the form of to nomimon, which 

gives rise to the virtue of dikaiosunê, and to kosmion, which gives rise to sophrôsunê». In our 

opinion, this link exists for both virtues, but justice has a normative and even a transcendental role 

towards temperance. 
25

Parry 2003, p. 25. 
26

Parry maintains that temperance is what is missing for the craft of ruling in the Euthydemus 

(Parry 2003, pp. 25-27). 
27

See also Dodds 1959, p. 227: the object of a «true art» is «to produce aretê». 
28

As is described by Socrates in Gorgias‟ final myth (523a1-524a7). 
29

In this dialogue, Protagoras is refused by Socrates since he claims that virtues are not technai 

(361a-b). 
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Temperance is not the glue that holds the unsolved problem of the 

Euthydemus: if we are searching for a craft of ruling for the city and one for 

ruling the individual soul, the craft of ruling should be the perfect order of the 

parts of the soul and the city, namely justice.  

Temperance enables the best part to direct the worst, but justice guarantees 

the correct order for all classes as well as of the parts of the soul, so it makes 

someone to be the best man since it generates a stable wellness both for the inner 

and also the outer nature of a person. A just ruler produces not only an individual 

or civic harmony but also an harmony between the individual and the city in 

which he/she lives: who are able to govern themselves would be able to keep 

the same order in the community. This virtuous cycle generates a beneficial 

outcome between who are ethically righteous and public life: justice keeps people 

righteous and in the same way a polis can be such a just city as long as righteous 

citizens live in it
30

. 

If the soul is made up of three parts, disconnected from each other
31

, that is 

to be looked for would be incomplete, but what Plato wants to find is the good 

for people considered as a whole
32

. Each part has its own object of desire 

identified thanks to the virtue of justice.  

The virtue which enables the correct order is even the only mean that allows 

to achieve the actual good for humans: happiness. Justice is that kind of 

knowledge, the one that allows a person to acquire the real good: according to 

Plato, justice is the knowledge able to manage the different parts of the soul 

and of the city, so that citizens can obtain the best effect they ever had. 

Therefore, happiness derives from the knowledge which converts vague 

goods into which goods that one really desires: goods remain unspecified until 

the right knowledge does not direct desires to their proper objects of love, as 

well as it happens for the good of the city: only those who are able to properly 

order their souls can rightly govern public life
33

. Philosophers are described by 

Plato as the only ones able to properly rule the soul and the city: their actions 

are directed by virtue of the principle of justice which governs their souls. Thus, 

they can actually guide their inner reality and the city, and philosophy can be 

considered the art that can correctly use justice to make people happy.  

                                                 
30

Williams 2009, e.g. p. 106, 108. 
31

As in some descriptions of the soul in Neoplatonic or Christian authors. On these late interpretations 

see Zambon 2012 and Eliasson 2012. 
32

See Roochnik 2008 p. 28-30 for some considerations about the three parts of the souls considered 

as a whole. 
33

Parry 2003, p. 28. In addition, as underlined by JylGentzler, the craft of justice is not as the 

craft of medicine (332c-d), since the have different aims: justice deals with human life‘s vagueness, 

on the contrary, medicine deals with has a specific and objective target, to improve patients‘ health. 

The role played by justice is more difficult since it has to consider each historical, social and 

political background that implies that the men who govern should have adaptable rational and 

active qualities, in addition he/she must be versatile in facing different situations (For this 

interpretation see Gentzler 2005). On the parallelism between justice and medicine in the Republic 

and in other dialogues, in connection with the harmony in body and soul, see Meinwald 1997, p. 176. 
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In the Republic, philosophy is considered the craft to govern oneself and 

the city: indeed, it is the knowledge of the individual, of one‘s soul which acts 

for the good of the city and people. 

 

 

Conclusion: Is there an ‘Inner Harmony among Different Dialogues’? 

 

The path that leads to the conclusion that the craft of ruling sought in the 

Euthydemus is philosophy has to take the reader into another dialogue, the 

Republic. Here, a solution to the apparent fallacy of the first dialogue can be found. 

In addition, some methodological considerations can be drawn about the 

use of the dialogue in Plato‘s philosophy. The vagueness of what is searched 

for in the Euthydemus led the reader to turn his/her attention to a host of problems
34

 

to which Plato himself tries to give an answer thanks to the reflections in the 

Meno and the Republic.  

These dialogues clearly show the method thanks to which the Athenian 

philosopher deals with several ethical and political issues. Euthydemus‘ questions 

find a possible solution, Plato‘s solution and probably the one of the interlocutors 

or of the readers, in other discussions: the same question is analyzed from several 

and different points of view both in the dialogues themselves and in the mind 

of the author who thinks of a solution or more possible solutions for the same issue. 

These results may be found in other Plato‘s works, namely in other dialogues. 

So, through our analysis, we can draw a methodological conclusion about 

Plato‘s philosophy itself: to the author, indeed, a philosophical inquiry is an 

ongoing dialogue thanks to which people discuss ethical, political, gnoseological 

and, even more, daily questions. It does not end in the setting of a single 

conversation, but it is scattered, in the particular case of Plato, into several 

moments which find their expression in several dialogues.  

Therefore, we can conclude that the apparent thorny labyrinth which Socrates 

and Cleinias encountered can actually be solved through the several points of 

view and conclusions reached in different parts of many dialogues. This creates 

an inner harmony that enables the reader, the philosopher or people involved in 

discussion, to find a multifaceted solution for a single problem. The puzzling 

dialogues urge true philosophers to deeply analyze human reality and the values 

which guide their deeds being aware of that there is always another possible 

solution to the same issue. 

This consideration might be of value also for our contemporary lives: thanks 

to the dialogical method, each one of us has the right to participate in discussing 

urgent questions
35

, because truth is not something given by the wise to the other 

men, but has to be reconstructed by examining reality from different points of 

view. 

                                                 
34

The relationship between wisdom and a correct use of the goods; the importance of wisdom to 

obtain success in life. 
35

Of ethical, political and social relevance, but also of daily life. 
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C H A P T E R   THIRTEEN 

 

The Essence of God and the Identity of God 

 
Tennyson Samraj 

 

 

What we believe about God does not provide us with any specificity for the 

identification of God. Without specificity, we cannot identify God if God 

should encounter us. Necessity related to causality, apriority, or analyticity, 

cannot establish the identity of God. If what we know about God cannot 

identify God, then we can only establish what causality, apriority, and 

analyticity purports regarding the essence of God. Everything that exists 

exists with specificity or identity (Kripke). If God exists God exists with an 

identity, but we do not have any information as to what that identity might 

be. In this paper, an attempt is made to show that if the information we have 

about God cannot establish the identity of God, then the search for empirical 

proof amounts to nothing. If what we believe about God cannot provide 

God‟s ontological identity then we must extrapolate the relevance of God 

from why we choose to believe in God. Sacred texts do not provide any 

tangible identifying marks of God for its believers. Calvin’s Sensus Devinitatis 

does not give believers any specifics that can identify God as God. Descartes’ 

logical necessity, Swinburne’s factual necessity and Plantinga’s metaphysical 

necessity of God does not establish any identifiable essence. As such, the 

essence of God derived from apriority, analyticity, and causality simply 

impinges on the significance of necessity that purports the ontological 

necessity of God. God is definable and believable but not identifiable. The 

necessity of God is best defined addressing the question of Leibnitz, why is 

there something rather than nothing? 

 

Keywords: Identity, apriority, analyticity, necessity, Epicurus, Calvin, 

Leibniz, Kripke, Plantinga, Descartes, Swinburne, essence of God  

 

 

Introduction 

 
Epistemic truth related to de dicto or de re beliefs

1
 that postulate that God 

exists, or necessarily exists cannot identify God for the believer. That is why we 

                                                 
1
Justin Broackes, Belief DE Re and DE Dicto, The Philosophical Quarterly (1950) Vol.36, No 144 

(July, 1986), 374. Here, Broackes defines that Belief de dicto is belief of a certain dictum or 

proposition that is true and Belief de re is belief about a particular res (thing) having a certain 

property. The two Latin terms mark distinction in intentional states. The ambiguity can be seen 

between the believer and reality; between the believer and the proposition and between reality and 

the proposition. The ambiguity exists in three levels—syntactically, semantically and metaphysically.  
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can know about God without knowing whether we can identify God, should we 

encounter God.
2
Without having, any a posteriori specificity related to God‘s 

identity we could not ascertain the reality of God. Necessity, be it causal, logical, 

or metaphysical, cannot provide for God‘s identity. Necessity related to causality, 

apriority, and analyticity can only establish the ontological necessity of God, 

not the ontological identity of God. Only a posteriori necessity related to actuality 

or factuality can establish ontological identity, of which we have no specificity. 

While Descartes‘s a priori necessity establishes the ontological necessity of God, 

only Kripke‘s understanding of a posteriori necessity based on actuality can 

establish the ontological identity of God. Ontological necessity without establishing 

ontological identity can only postulate belief in God as a belief-decision
3
--a 

decision for or against the concept or essence of God. Kripke‘s understanding of a 

posteriori necessity declares ‗specificity‘ as the basis for identity. Water is H2O. It 

is this according to Kripke that establishes the metaphysical claim that only what 

is H2O is water.
4
Without any specificity for God‘s identity, all we are left with 

are the questions that necessitate such beliefs, such as Leibnitz‘s question, why is 

there something rather than nothing?
5
 Based on Leibnitz question, apriority and 

analyticity can only establish the de dicto or de re necessity of God. De dicto 

beliefs define the necessity for God and de re beliefs define the necessity of God 

or purports that God necessarily exists. If God exists, God must have a rigid 

identity, but we are unwareas to what that identity might be. If we cannot establish 

the ‗is‘ of specificity, we cannot establish the ‗is‘ of identity.
6
 There is a difference 

between establishing the necessity of God and establishing the identity of God. 

God as God can be acknowledged only if we can establish a posteriori identity. 

 

 

Methodology, Limit and Scope of this Study 
 

The Socratic method of dealing with questions related to existential concerns 

provides the rationale to define and defend religious beliefs. This study is limited 

in dealing with the question, can we establish whether God exists or necessarily 

exist without establishing the identity of God. This study is an analysis and 

understanding of whether we can identify God from what we know about the 

                                                 
2
The Electra paradox, attributed to the Greek thinker Eubulides( Electra knew that Orestes was 

her brother but did not realise that the man in front of her was her brother.) highlights the 

possibility of knowing something but not being able to identity what is known. In the God-paradox 

we can know that there is God (de dicto) but not know God as God should we encounter God, 

because we do not have any a posteriori specificity that can identity God as God?  
3
Tennyson Samraj, What is Your Belief Quotient (Indiana: Author House, 2007), xiii. I coined this 

expression to mean that all beliefs  related to God, are in reality belief-decisions-- for or against the 

concept of God 
4
Saul A Kripke, Naming and Necessity, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1980) 116, 128 

5
G.W. Leibniz, "The Principles of Nature and of Grace, Based on Reason," in Leibniz Selections, 

ed. Philip P. Wiener, The Modern Student's Library (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1951), p. 

527. 
6
Saul A. Kripke, Naming and Necessity, 97-98,  128, 142 

https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/electra
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/orestes
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/brother
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essence of God. Does Descartes‘ logical necessity, Swinburne‘s factual necessity 

and Plantinga‘s metaphysical necessity of God provide for any identifiable 

essence? A priori necessity without a posteriori necessity (Kripke) cannot provide 

for the identity of God. While the emphasisis on the explicability of the essence of 

God from the causal, logical, and metaphysical necessity of God, this study does 

not deal with the inexplicability of the factual necessity of God. This would 

involve addressing the question—can causal, logical, or metaphysical necessity 

establish factual necessity? The inexplicability of factual necessity of God--why 

God cannot have a beginning, cannot cease to exist or why God must exist, 

requires a different study. 

 

 

What the Believer who Believes must know about Belief 

 

Beliefs are either basic or non-basic,
7
 empirical or rational, but beliefs are best 

understood as being either de dicto or de re. De dicto beliefs deal with the dictum 

or propositions, whereas de re beliefs deal with a particular property or certain 

claims related to a particular subject. De dicto claims can be made without any 

particular existent in mind, but we cannot make any de re claims, without having 

an existent in mind. Concerning God, claims, be it de dicto or de re, cannot 

provide for any tangible identification. We can believe in the de dicto or de re 

existence of God without knowing the identity of the existent in question. This is 

the ontological concern related to God. So while de dicto beliefs do not require 

particular existence, de re beliefs require a particular being having a given identity. 

However, we do not have any a posteriori identification that can establish the 

de re identity of God. Three hundred years ago, what we knew about water did not 

include knowing what identifies water as water. We knew that water sustained life, 

but we did not know that two atoms of hydrogen and one atom of oxygen is what 

constitutes water as water. However, once we knew that water is H2O, we can 

make the metaphysical claim that only what is H2O is water in all possible worlds. 

Similarly, we can know (de dicto) that there is God but not be able to identify 

God without having any specifics related to identity. Until such times, belief in 

God must be strictly for the reasons why we believe in God. If God is the answer 

to the questions of life, then the relevance of God can only be understood in the 

context of the relevance of the questions.  

We are not the first to believe or disbelieve in God, and we will not be the 

last. What does the essence of God mean if what we know about God cannot 

identify God for the believer? Does anyone who is immortal automatically qualify 

to be God? Should we encounter God, who we would encounter would have to be 

that which does not have a beginning and cannot cease to exist. If de dicto or de re 

beliefs cannot provide for the identity of God, then the believer (de se) cannot 

identify God as God. What then is the significance of what we know about God 

if we cannot identify the reality of God? Though we cannot identify God, we 

can believe in God as the causal explanation for the universe. Causal necessity 

                                                 
7
Beliefs are either supported or not supported by other beliefs. If they are supported, they are 

considered as ‗non-basic‘ if they are not supported by other beliefs, they are considered as ‗basic‘. 
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posits the necessity for the uncaused cause to end the cycle of regression. The 

question under investigation is not whether God exists or necessarily exists—

the question is, should God exist or necessarily exist, can God be identified with 

the information we have? God is definable but not identifiable from the definition 

of God. God like gold is definable but God, unlike gold
8
 is not identifiable because 

we do not have any a posteriori information related to the identity of God. Not 

being identifiable does not mean that God does not have an identity—we just 

do not have any information related to God‘s identity.  

Is understanding the essence of God tied up with the explanation of the 

universe or is it tied up with the identity of God. When ontological necessity is 

tied up with the explanation of the universe, God is understood as the causal 

necessity or explanation. When ontological necessity is tied up with God, it is 

related to factual necessity. One deals with why we believe in God the other deals 

with the nature of God. While a priori necessity establishes ontological necessity, 

only a posteriori necessity can establish ontological identity. A priori necessity 

cannot establish ontological identity. Only a posteriori necessity can establish 

the identity of God. What is the distinction between a priori necessity and a 

posteriori necessity? A priori necessity when understood in the context of 

analyticity establishes metaphysical necessity, in that, what is establishedis true 

in all possible worlds. Similarly, when a posteriori specificity is established, the 

established identity is true in all possible worlds. The definition that water is H20 

does not only identify water as water but also establishes water as water in all 

possible worlds. We do not know of any attribute of God that can identify God 

as God in all possible worlds. 

We shall in the next section look at different reasons cited for God‘s existence 

and note whether or not they provide any identification of God. An attempt is 

made to extrapolate the identity of God from the de re essence of God. However, 

if we cannot establish any specificity for identity, then we can only establish the a 

priori necessity of God without being able to establish a posteriori necessity as 

the basis for belief.   

 

 

What People Believe and the Identity of God 

Immortal-God. People choose to live believing (or disbelieving) that God is 

immortal. However, belief that God is immortal does not provide any identity for 

God‘s existence. If the claim that God necessarily exists cannot provide identify-

cation for God then what we accept, are simply reasons why we choose to accept 

or reject the immorality of God. Any explanation for God‘s existence or necessary 

existence cannot not provide for the identity of God. Most revealed texts
9
 suggest 

that God is immortal
10

, which according to Epicurus is the only thing, what should 

                                                 
8
Saul Kripke, Naming and Necessity, 117, 123-24 

9
The Christian Bible, The Muslim Quran, The Jewish Torah or the Hindu Vedas does not reveal any 

identity related to the reality of God.  
10

I Timothy 1:17 
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be associated with God.
11

 However, this only confirms what humans have always 

known (by reason) that non-contingent existence is considered as necessary 

because causal necessity raises the question of regression. The regression question 

posits the necessity for ‗the uncaused cause‘. Further, monotheistic religions argue 

that to acknowledge the immortal-God as the uncaused cause, is at its best, when 

we hold that there can be only ‗one‘ uncaused cause.
12

 

Creator-God. Can belief that God is the creator provide any identification for 

the creator God? For many people, Leibniz‘s question ―Why is there something 

rather than nothing‖ is the basis for their belief in God.  Either there was a time 

when the universe did not exist, or there was never a time when the universe did 

not exist.
13

 If the universe has a beginning then either there was an intelligent 

cause (God) or an unintelligent cause (big bang). The existence of the universe 

raises the question of the cause of the universe. The de dicto necessity for God 

is significant here. If there is a chair, there is a chair maker regardless of whether 

we see the chair maker or not. Similarly, if there is a universe, there is a universe 

maker, regardless of whether we can see the universe maker or not. It is easy to 

accept that the universe has a creator even though we do not have any clue as 

to the identity of the creator. It is easy to acknowledge God as the creator of the 

universe. However, it is difficult to address the question--why the creator does 

not reveal any specifics (revealed or otherwise) that can identify the creator.  

There is a significant concern related to the notion that God is the creator. If 

we hold that God is God because of creation then what was God before creation? 

In other words, if God is God because of creation, then before creation he could 

not have been God. If God is God before creation and not because of creation, 

then creation cannot be the defining basis for God being God. If God was and 

remains God before creation and not because of creation then what defines God 

as being God? Only what identifies God as God can make God as God. X may 

be a professor. However, it is not one‘s profession that defines X as X; it is the 

identity of X that makes X as X. Creation might point towards the ‗necessity‘ for 

the creator but, being a creator is an incidental feature of being, not the identity of 

being. 
Necessity and Identity Can necessity related to causality, a priority, or 

analyticity without establishing a posterior necessity identify God as God? A 

priori necessity establishes the ontological necessity of God, but without a 

posterior necessity, we cannot establish the ontological identity of God. Necessity 

be it causal, logical, or metaphysical, cannot provide the identification for God, 

only factual or a posteriori necessity can establish identity. The mere fact that God 

is an ontological given cannot establish the identification of God for us. Logical 

necessity ascribed to triangles, circles, and squares can be held based on apriority. 

However, if the definition of God is held as true by definition and is considered 

                                                 
11

Epicurus ―The good life‖ George Sher, Moral Philosophy (Belmont, Wadsworth Group, 2001), 

616.  
12

I Timothy 1:17 
13

If Jean-Paul Sartre and Bertrand Russell are right when they argue that there has never been a 

time when the universe did not exit, then everything that exits, exists without cause, without reason, 

without purpose.  
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true in all possible worlds (but is unidentifiable), then the acceptance of such truth 

poses a unique challenge. Whether we could, or would believe in God depends 

on why we choose to believe in the de dicto necessity of God. While a priori 

necessity establishes the de dicto belief of God only a posteriori necessity,can 

establish the de re identity of God. The de dicto belief of God posits the causal 

necessity of God and the necessity of the uncaused cause. Monotheism further 

posits that there can be only one uncaused cause. What justification can we give to 

the idea that God is eternal, uncaused, necessary and one? If we believe that 

triangles, circles, and squares have no ‗birth‘ or ‗death‘ and that we can only 

comprehend such realities by a given mind, then it is necessary to envision one 

eternal mind where such realities exist from which other mortal minds finds it 

source.
14

 But this justification cannot provide for any the identity of God. We 

can establish the necessity for an eternal mind without being able to identify 

such a mind should God‘s mind be embodied and found in a corporeal body.  

God and revelation. Without God, (Revelation) God as God wants us to 

know him, cannot be known.
15

 The question is, does any sacred text reveal the 

identity of God that can ascertain God for the believer should God encounter 

the believer? Again, if the answer is ‗no‘ then, all the information we have about 

God‘s de dicto necessity without the (de re)identity of God only establishes the 

ontological need for God. Many who believe in God do so because of revelation. 

Knowing God is important, but knowing God as God wants us to know him is 

even more important. Therefore, the question why is it that God has not revealed 

the identity of God in any sacred text, is relevant. Does any religious leader have 

any information related to how they can help believers identify God? While we 

are ‗created‘ to know God, God has chosen not to reveal the identity of God to the 

believer. The question then is, whether God can‘t or won‘t reveal the identity of 

God? It appears that while the awareness of God is innate, acknowledging God 

is a choice. That is why God has chosen not to reveal the identity of God. If 

identity is revealed, we have to believe in God, when God decides to show up, 

but if identity is not revealed, we have to choose to believe in God regardless 

of whether he decides to show up or not. 

Created to know God. Plantinga in the A/C model
16

 argues that we are 

‗created‘ to know God, but we are not created as theists or atheists. Christians 

argue that humans are created in God‘s image (not the other way around). 

Therefore, if humans are created in God‘s image and the image can be 

characterized as being physical (size, shape, genetic and neural) from which we 

derive identification, does God‘s image embody any identification? What image 

do we share with God, and can that image help us to identify who each is to each 

other? Consciousness, what is common between God and humans makes it 

possible for humans (who are beings that have a beginning and can cease to exist), 

to be aware of God (who is a being that does not have a beginning and cannot 

                                                 
14

The Greeks from Socratic times have suggested that our minds can know rational truths only 

because of the existence of an eternal mind. They believed that the eternal mind is incorporeal.  
15

Deuteronomy 29:29 and Amos 3:7  
16
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cease to exist). Consciousness allows us to acknowledge who each is to each other 

without establishing the identity of God. What matters then is, to envision 

consciousness; considered common between God and humans, to be multiply 

realized in non-neural brains alike,
17

 so both can acknowledge who each is to each 

other.  

John Calvin argued that we are ‗created‘ to know God-- sensusdivinitatus.
18

 

However, the question remains, can the fact that we are created to know God 

help us to identify who God is. If we are ‗created‘ to know about God, should 

not all be able to believe in God and be able to identify God as God (should God 

encounter us). Can individuals have extra knowledge about God that can identify 

God for the believer? The only attribute that is common to most believers about 

God is the notion of immortality—believers seem to agree that immortality is 

associated with God. Two insights seem obvious: (1) immortality by definition 

simply means something that is birthless and deathless—it does not mean that 

there is only one such being. (2)Immortality is not an observable basis for the 

identification of God. Immortality is ontological characteristic not related to a 

particular physical entity. Therefore, we can choose to believe or disbelieve in 

God though we may not necessarily choose to know about God. If Calvin is right 

when he argued that we are ‗created‘ to know God, why then do we have to 

choose to believe or disbelieve in the existence of God when we do not necessarily 

choose to know about the essence of God. Since the essence of God does not 

carry with it any identification for God then God can be accepted or rejected based 

on the essence of God alone—that is why it is an either/or option according 

to Kierkegaard.
19

 Because we do not have any identification associated with 

God, both Theists and Atheists can affirm their decision for or against God even if 

the invisible God becomes visible.  

 

 

Creator/Creature Paradox 

 

The creature/creator paradox is similar to the Electra paradox.
20

 We can know 

about God without knowing how to identify God should we encounter God. The 

idea of causal necessity posits the need for a causal being without demanding the 

need to know the identity of the causal being. Without the awareness and 

recognition of the differences between the creature and the creator, God would 

only be a being who had qualities of immorality and creatorship. The common 

consciousness we share with God allows us to recognize that God is a being 

that cannot have a beginning and cannot cease to exist, and humans are beings 

that have a beginning and can cease to exist. The awareness and recognition of 

                                                 
17

Hilary Putnam, ―The Nature of Mental States‖  David Chalmers, Philosophy of Mind, (new York: 

Oxford University Press, 2002) 164 
18

Plantinga, Alvin, Warranted Christian Beliefs (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000) 172 
19

Soren Kierkegaard, Either/Or, eds. Howard V, Hong and Edna Hong. Vol 2 (New Jersey: 

Princeton UP, 1987) 176 
20

The paradox  posits that we may know something to be true of an subject or object in one situation 

but  not in another, as when Electra knew that Orestes was her brother but did not realise  that the 

man in front of her was her brother.  
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who each is to each other are important. Buber argued that God‘s need for us is 

just as much as our need for God.
21

For how can we need God if God did not need 

us? We can have man/women without a child, but we cannot have a father/ mother 

without a child. Similarly, we can have an immortal being without a believer, but 

we cannot have God without a believer. God is a title given by the believer to 

the concept and reality of God. The paradox is that common consciousness allows 

us to recognize who God is without establishing the identity of God. Both the 

creature and the creator are aware and can choose to recognize who each is to 

each other independent of the possible encounter between the creator and the 

creature. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

To conclude, the de re belief that God is immortal cannot identify God for the 

believer. God like gold is definable, but God, unlike gold is not identifiable. The 

quest to know whether we can identify God should God encounter us is as 

important as the quest to know whether God exists or necessarily exists. From 

what we know about God, we cannot identify God. The only thing that we can 

be certain about God according to Epicurus is that God is immortal--a being 

without beginning that cannot cease to exist. Both revelation and reason only 

dictate the need for a non-contingent or necessary being. If the essence of God 

cannot provide the identity of God, then we must conclude that God is definable 

and believable but not identifiable. 

If it is true that God has not revealed the identity of God in any sacred text, 

then, it could imply that there is a reason as to why God chose or chooses not 

reveal the identity of God. It is not what we know about God that matters, what 

matters is to know ‗what‘ God wants us to know about God, this includes, ‗what‘ 

God does not want us to know about God. The fact that God chooses not to 

reveal the identity of God informs us that we can and must choose to believe or 

disbelieve in God regardless of establishing the identity of God. Understanding 

the essence of God, not the identity of God‘s existence is the basis for belief. 

Necessity related to causality, a priority, or analyticity can only posit the 

ontological need for God, without being able to provide any information related to 

the ontological identity of God. Therefore, if beliefs (de re) cannot help us identify 

God, then beliefs (de dicto) that define the essence of God provides the only 

basis for belief-decisions for or against the essence of God. Understanding the 

causal necessity of God as ‗the uncaused cause‘, and why there can be only ‗one‘ 

uncaused cause defines the essence of God. When we realize that the question 

of identity is the basis of only establishing the existence of God and not the basis 

for establishing the essence of God, we understand the significance of why 

God is definable and believable independent of addressing the identity of God.  

 

                                                 
21
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C H A P T E R   FOURTEEN 

 

The Survival of Persons:  

A Reply to Parfit's Reductionism 

 
Andrew Ward 

 

 

Reductionists about personal identity contend that there is nothing more to 

our survival than a series of causally related experiences and/or bodily 

continuities. Our belief in a separately existing self or subject of experiences 

is held to unjustified, and we are recommended to reduce the conception of 

our identity by jettisoning that belief. Despite the very real ingenuity that 

reductionists have shown in defending their position, I shall argue not only 

that they are committed to accepting a view of our survival that is a version of 

the very theory which they are seeking to overthrow, but that, on the evidence 

available, such a theory ought to be accepted as the most defensible account 

of our continued existence. More particularly, I shall contend that we need 

to distinguish between persons (as continuing subjects of experience) and 

any related series of experience (their lives); and in such a way that persons 

can justifiably be held to survive the ending of any of their lives. This position 

is defended in the first section. In the second, I examine a number of 

objections to the conception of persons that is defended in the first section, 

including the following two objections: first, that in distinguishing persons 

from their lives, I must be turning each person into an abstract entity; and, 

second, that I cannot allow for significant personality changes to occur 

during the lives of person. 

 

 

I 

 

According to a contemporary theory of personal identity known as ‗psycholo-

gical reductionism‘
1
, the belief that we are each a separately existing self or subject 

of experiences, something that exists over and above any bodily continuity and/or 

series of experiences, is held to be unjustified, and we are recommended to reduce 

the conception of our identity over time by jettisoning this belief.  

                                                 
1
A theory developed by Derek Parfit:  see his ‗Personal Identity‘, Philosophical Review Vol. 80 

(1971), Reasons and Persons (Part III), Oxford University: 1984, ‗The Unimportance of Identity‘ in 

Identity, Henry Harris (ed.), Oxford University Press: 1995, and ‗We are not human beings‘, 

Philosophy Vol. 87 (2012). For an importantly similar account, see S. Shoemaker ‗Personal 

Identity: A Materialist Account‘, in S. Shoemaker and R. Swinburne Personal Identity, Blackwell: 

1984, and The First Person Perspective and Other Essays, Cambridge University Press: 1996. 
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Suppose that by a reliable process called ‗teletransportation‘, an exact printed 

record is first taken of your body‘s composition, immediately prior to its total 

destruction, and this record is then electronically beamed to Mars, where a replica 

body is created from completely new material. On the psychological reductionist‘s 

account, you survive in this replica body. Or, rather, his position is that the justified 

content to the belief in our continued existence is preserved in teletransportation. 

For, according to the psychological reductionist, personal identity, insofar as it is 

defensible, is constituted by a (non-branching) series of related mental events, 

such as those involved in acts of memory and in the expression of intentions, 

thoughts, and emotions. The conviction, which the reductionist acknowledges that 

we are naturally inclined to hold, that our continued existence essentially resides in 

the persistence of a self or subject of experiences, understood as a continuant that 

is separable from, and so not reducible to, a succession of related experiences 

and/or bodily continuities, is dismissed as unwarranted in fact. We are neither 

justified in our belief in such a subject nor right to think that the satisfaction of 

this belief is crucial for survival. As the psychological reductionist sees it, what 

is crucial for survival is the continuation of that succession of related experiences 

which makes up our mental life.   

The belief that our survival resides in the persistence of a separately existing 

self or subject of experiences is rejected by the reductionist on the ground that, 

while we have no evidence in its favour, we have much evidence against it. In 

particular, there is now good evidence that every experience is proximately 

dependent on a proper functioning physical entity, the brain, and no evidence that 

our identity over time requires the persistence of anything non-physical. From 

which he concludes that although we - including the reductionist himself - are 

naturally inclined to accept that our continued existence does essentially reside in 

the persistence of a separately existing subject of experiences (shown, for instance, 

by our reaction to certain puzzle cases), it cannot reasonably be affirmed that our 

survival is dependent upon a Cartesian-style immaterial substance. 

The psychological reductionist also regards the continued existence of 

numerically the same body (or mere brain) as unnecessary for our survival. He 

thinks that when we consider what really matters to us in our concern to survive, 

we realize that it is the continuation of that succession of related experiences 

which constitutes our mental life. Admittedly, if this mental life is to be capable of 

full expression, it will require not only a qualitatively identical - or, at least, a 

functionally equivalent - brain but a gross human body, and a body that is 

sufficiently similar to our present one. But provided these physical conditions are 

met and they are appropriately causally related to the present physical continuities, 

we shall have everything that is really important for survival. 

The force of the contention that bodily continuity is not necessary for our life 

to be preserved can best be appreciated by conceiving a situation where there is a 

succession of mental events that are linked together by the relations necessary 

for the continuity of memories, intentions, emotions, and other psychological 

features - where there is, in other words, psychological continuity - without 

physical continuity. Teletransportation precisely fits this bill, since it is a 
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duplicating process which wholly destroys bodily continuity without destroying 

psychological continuity. For my part, I think that this thought experiment does 

convincingly show that the result of the teletransportation process is the 

continuation, or as good as the continuation, on Mars of the life that had earlier 

began on Earth
2
. Hence, bodily continuity cannot be what really matters for the 

preservation of our life. And since psychological continuity is not destroyed in 

the process, the psychological reductionist further contends that it is this latter 

continuity, psychological continuity, which is of decisive importance for our 

survival. 

Rather than claiming that the psychological reductionist has gone too far in 

rejecting the requirement of bodily, or mere brain, continuity, I maintain that 

he ought also to reject psychological continuity as important for our survival. 

Once it is admitted that a thought experiment involving teletransportation can 

play a legitimate role in determining what the belief in our continued existence 

can reasonably be held to consist in (by showing that bodily continuity is not 

required), it ought to be admitted that another thought experiment, which makes 

use of a closely analogous duplication process, can also be employed in this 

endeavour. The latter thought experiment, I shall argue, shows that our identity 

should be distinguished, not only from bodily continuity but, equally, from any 

given series of mental events and, hence, from psychological continuity. Far from 

personal identity, or what is important about personal identity, just consisting in a 

non-branching series of related mental events, the psychological reductionist ought 

to acknowledge that the true view of personal identity requires us to distinguish 

between the identity of persons and the identity of their lives. 

Why do I think that the conceivability of a duplication process, in essence 

the same as teletransportation, ought to convince the psychological reductionist 

that the true view of personal identity requires a distinction between persons and 

their lives? My grounds stem from this. In addition to the belief that, according 

to the psychological reductionist, we all, or nearly all, naturally have, viz. that 

we are separately existing subjects of experience, there is, I suggest, a strong 

tendency to believe that we each start out in life with a specific (and usually unique) 

fundamental nature in respect of cognitive, conative, and affective capacities. How 

that life develops depends, we hold, on the interaction between two factors: on 

the one hand, the given person‘s fundamental nature and, on the other, the sense 

experiences which the person has during that life (together with the circumstances 

in which they occur). As far as I am aware, those who have explicitly defended the 

conception of the self as some kind of separately existing subject have invariably 

affirmed that it is the seat of our most basic capacities and dispositions, those 

that we bring to our experience. But, whether this is so or not, the idea that we 

each possess such a fundamental nature seems to me at least as strongly held as 

the belief that we are separately existing subjects of experience. 

                                                 
2
I only considercases where teletransportation produces a single or non-branching series of causally 

related experiences. On the alternative position that I shall defend, neither teletransportation nor a 

similar process produces two or more qualitatively identical persons - as it can with psychological 

reductionism - and so the paradoxes of personal identity resulting from duplication will not arise. 
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Now suppose that by a reliable process resembling teletransportation - let 

us call it ‗telereproduction‘ - there is started up, following the ending of a person‘s 

life on Earth, a new life on Mars by means of the same set of instructions as 

originally made possible the life of the person on Earth. So although a complete 

body, including brain, scan is taken at the start of a person‘s life and an electronic 

record retained, bodily death takes place at some time in the person‘s adult life. 

Consequently, with telereproduction, when the adult body of the person living on 

Earth has ceased irreparably to function, the duplicating machine is employed to 

send the electronic record of his or her complete body at two years after birth to 

another machine on Mars, which constructs a replica body of that person, as it 

existed at that formative time
3
. Here, it seems to me, we can legitimately say that, 

following the ending of the life of a given person (on Earth), telereproduction has 

begun another life of that same person (on Mars). Hence, like teletransportation, 

telereproduction duplicates a body; but it duplicates the body as it was at the 

beginning of a person‘s life. When it does so, the process can be seen as giving 

us an example of the same person living different – and, hence, multiple - lives. 

In the case in hand, one person can be seen as having two lives: there would first 

be a life on Earth and, then, a life on Mars.    

The upshot is that since the psychological reductionist acknowledges that 

he is himself naturally inclined to believe that a person‘s identity essentially 

resides in a separately existing subject of experiences, he should distinguish our 

continued existence as persons, not only from physical but psychological 

continuity. In supposing that personal identity, or what is important about personal 

identity, just consists in a non-branching series of related mental events, he has 

confused the criterion for the continued existence of a given life with the criterion 

for the continued existence of a given person. (Even the possibility that a series 

of experiences can be related into a single life is, on the view I am defending, a 

consequence of the experiences themselves being the expression of the person‘s 

fundamental nature.)   

By employing the teletransportation thought experiment in his endeavour to 

convince us that personal identity does not require bodily continuity, the 

psychological reductionist obscures the fact that this identity is not reducible to 

psychological continuity. He obscures the fact because, with teletransportation, 

duplication occurs during the life of a person. But given the psychological 

reductionist accepts that, in seeking to determine what the content of our belief 

in personal identity should reasonably consist in, it is legitimate to imagine the 

operation of a reliable duplication process during a person‘s life, he should also 

accept that it is legitimate to engage in such a thought experiment at the start of 

                                                 
3
For the following reason, I have taken two years after birth as the point by which the fundamental 

nature has been laid down. On current evidence, the brain, by about the age of two, has made the 

maximum number of its synaptic connections (from then on experience pairs down some of these 

connections and reinforces the remainder). Having said that, it appears that some additional neurons 

and synaptic connections may be naturally formed during puberty and adolescence: connections that 

map onto changes in an individual‘s attitude to risk and the controlling of impulses. If that is so, the 

correct point for identifying some of the dispositions, constituting a given subject‘s fundamental 

nature, will need to be placed at this later period.  
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a person‘s life, as with telereproduction. When this is done, the distinction between 

personal identity and any particular series of experiences (as well as any particular 

physical continuities) is no longer obscured. For the telereproduction thought 

experiment shows that there is a key distinction between persons and their lives: a 

distinction that is analogous to the one which we already acknowledge between 

musical works and their performances. And, having once recognized the distinction 

between persons and their lives, it would be a mistake to regard a person‘s identity 

as in some way reducible to a given series of experiences and/or the continuities of 

a token body (or mere brain). It would be a mistake because the survival of a 

person cannot then be said to be identical with, or just to consist in, those 

phenomena that go to constitute a particular life, any more than the survival of 

a piece of music can be said to be identical with, or just to consist in, those 

phenomena that go to constitute a particular performance. A person, rather, can 

survive the termination of a life as a piece of music can survive the ending of a 

performance. The survival of a piece of music depends upon the existence of a 

score – or other record of the music‘s structure - which is appropriately causally 

related to that work‘s creation (so making possible, in conjunction with a set of 

players, a performance of that particular work). Similarly, the survival of a 

person depends upon the existence of a record of the fundamental nature which 

is appropriately causally related to that person‘s creation (so making possible, 

in conjunction with a set of sense experiences, a life of that particular person). 

‗What a Reductionist denies is that the subject of experiences is a separately 

existing entity, distinct from a brain and body, and a series of physical and mental 

events‘
4
.  

This is the central reductionist claim. My argument has been that a thought 

experiment, parallel to the one that the psychological reductionist himself employs 

in seeking to convince us that the true view of personal identity should not be 

tied to a given brain or body, ought in consistency to convince him that his central 

reductionist claim is almost entirely the reverse of the truth. 

 

 

II 

 

I now turn to a criticism of my argument: ‗By distinguishing, in the way you 

have, selves or subjects from their lives, you must be suggesting that we are 

abstract entities. We could not possibly think of ourselves in this way‘
5
. The idea 

is that, on my account, it must follow that the self can neither think nor decide 

nor act. For, if the self is identified with a continuant that is capable of multiple 

lives, analogous to the way in which a piece of music is capable of multiple 

performances, it must follow that this self cannot do anything (any more than a 

piece of music can make sounds). This consequence, the criticism alleges, reduces 

your theory to absurdity. 

But the theory only appears absurd when a distinction is overlooked: the 

distinction between, on the one hand, the self as a continuant with a specific 

                                                 
4
See Parfit Reasons and Persons, p. 223 (italics original). 

5
C.f. Parfit Reasons and Persons, p. 297. 
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fundamental nature and, thereby, with the potentiality for having experiences, 

and, on the other, any actual realization of this self in a given life (as a particular 

human animal). It is the self, as it is realized in any given life, which thinks, and 

decides, and acts. But it would be misleading to say that the self or person is 

‗the conscious controlling part of an animal‘
6
. For that would be to identify 

ourselves, not with a continuant which is capable of multiple lives and of existing 

independently of any animal, but with our realization in one life. Whereas, on the 

view of the self that I am defending, our existence needs to be distinguished from 

any life we may lead, because although we do indeed live and move in virtue of 

our realization in any given life, our being consists in the continued existence 

of our fundamental nature. This is not, I submit, an absurd position, since it allows 

that the self, as it is realized in any life, does think, decide, and act whilst affirming 

that the self, as it exists in itself, transcends the contingencies of any given life. 

Still, it may be replied, your entire position rests on the belief that we each 

begin our lives with a different fundamental nature. Perhaps we do not; perhaps 

the differences between us, in respect of our fundamental cognitive, conative, and 

affective dispositions, are not, in general, significant. Instead, it is our subsequent 

sense experiences and the circumstances in which they occur, not our fundamental 

nature, which account for all, or virtually all, of the main variations in the lives 

of different subjects. In the present state of our knowledge, I accept that this 

alternative position must be admitted as possible, even though it is not, in my 

view, a very plausible one. But I do not accept that, even if it should, in fact, turn 

out to be correct, it would vitiate the point of my response to psychological 

reductionism. I have been urging that we conceive of ourselves as each possessing 

a distinct mix of abilities and dispositions that we bring to our lives and which 

defines us as individual selves. In a given life, our fundamental nature interacts 

with our sense experiences and circumstances (thereby giving rise to our objectives 

in that life); and its realization may be seriously impaired in old age or by accident 

or disease. It is because we have this conception of ourselves that largely accounts, 

I suggest, for the reluctance of those who, while rejecting a Cartesian-style 

immaterial substance, are yet unwilling to allow that our identity just consists in a 

series of related experiences and/or bodily continuities. 

However, if the belief that each of us comes to sense experience with a 

different fundamental nature is found to be mistaken then, of course, my claim 

that we should distinguish between ourselves and our lives ought to be rejected. 

We would be left with the psychological reductionist‘s series of mental events 

as all that individuates us. But is this sufficient to count as the true view of 

personal identity? Or would we then have thrown out so much of what we think as 

definitive of ourselves that we should more properly conceive of psychological 

reductionism, not as giving us the justified kernel of the concept of our identity, 

but as expressing scepticism about that concept‘s application? It is difficult to 

see how our concept of the self‘s identity can be thought to have even a pared 

down application, if no series of related mental events can be seen as resulting 

                                                 
6
See Parfit ‗We are not human beings‘, p 20. 
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from some specific nature that significantly helps to shape what is valuable 

throughout that life. If there is nothing importantly distinct from that series of 

mental events, so that we can think that, under different circumstances, the subject 

of those events could live another life which is recognizably an expression of 

that particular subject (and not merely the expression of practically any human 

subject who has been similarly circumstanced) then what lies at the heart of our 

belief in the self would not apply to us. I – understood as a subject of experiences 

that is distinguishable from others in respect of my fundamental nature – would 

not, in reality, exist, and so could not be bringing anything that is original to any 

life that is thought of mine. And, plainly, a parallel point goes for everyone else, 

including those who make the deepest impression upon us. These consequences 

seem to me to strip away everything that we think of as constitutive of our 

personal identity. What remains would be a series of mental events that is 

dependent for its difference from any other series on the mere exigencies of sense 

experience and circumstance: there would be nothing unique and continuing from 

which the lives of each of us can be seen as developing in concert with that sense 

experience. Accordingly, even if the facts were to go against our being, in the way 

I have defended, separately existing subjects of experience, this notion is, I 

submit, the keystone of the belief we have in ourselves. If it does not in fact 

obtain, we will not be left with a reductionist belief in our identity but with no 

defensible belief in that identity at all. 

 

 

III 

 

In this concluding section, I argue that the psychological reductionist has 

failed to provide convincing grounds for declaring that the changes, which can be 

observed in our attitudes, objectives, and behaviour during our lives, show that we 

cannot reasonably conceive of ourselves as possessing, throughout, a continuing 

fundamental nature. 

At the same time, I acknowledge that some of the dispositions, making up 

a subject‘s fundamental nature, are not normally entirely unchanging throughout 

any given life. This alteration seems to me especially noteworthy in the case of 

affective dispositions. Hume‘s observation on one of these dispositions strikes 

me as persuasive: ‗A young man, whose passions are warm, will be more sensibly 

touched with amorous and tender images, than a man more advanced in years, 

who takes pleasure in wise, philosophical reflections, concerning the conduct of 

life and moderation of the passions. At twenty, Ovid may be the favorite author, 

Horace at forty, and perhaps Tacitus at fifty‘
7
. In short, I accept that, with some 

affective dispositions at least, a subject‘s fundamental nature does have a natural 

tendency to vary in strength, and most conspicuously to moderate, with age.  

But while I accept that there frequently is a predictable alteration in the 

strength of some fundamental dispositions, especially affective ones, this is 

compatible with the specific mix of dispositions that goes to make up a person‘s 

                                                 
7
See David Hume ‗Of the standard of taste‘ in Essays Moral, Political and Literary, edited by 

Eugene Miller (Liberty Press: 1987), p. 244 (Hume was 46 when this essay was first published). 
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fundamental nature remaining stable, or virtually so, throughout life. From this 

perspective, it would be a serious exaggeration to claim that the observable 

changes of strength should be taken as demonstrating some kind of successive 

self, one whose dispositions are not strongly connected with those of the self 

that existed previously
8
. A predictable change in the strengths of some of our 

fundamental dispositions during a lifetime does not amount to the emergence 

of a different self, any more than the predictable changes in a human being‘s 

facial appearance from adolescence to old age – ones that are not dependent on 

external accident or manipulation – amount to the emergence of a different facial 

physiognomy. In both cases, the similarities are sufficiently remarkable, as well as 

sufficiently predictable, for us to hold that what we are confronted with is, in its 

essence, the same – the same self, the same facial physiognomy - throughout.  

Even in those cases where, with no brain damage, we dramatically speak of 

oneself being ‗replaced‘ by another, this is not enough to prove that some of our 

fundamental dispositions have literally ceased to exist and been replaced by 

new ones, as opposed to the (re)emerging of certain members of our fundamental 

set, often together with the slackening in strength of others. When, in Proust‘s 

A la recherche du temps perdu, Marcel expresses the thought that the self that 

loved Albertine is ceasing to exist and being replaced by a different self to whom 

this attachment is alien
9
, he shows his awareness that a given exercise of one of 

his fundamental dispositions is slackening, that his searing affection for a 

particular human being is falling away, and that other features of his fundamental 

nature are increasingly able, under the circumstances, to (re)assert themselves. 

It was, indeed, a notable feature both of Marcel (the narrator) and of Proust (the 

novelist) that they had a periodic tendency to fall deeply but painfully in love 

with a series of human beings (during which times the operation of other features 

of their psyche was seriously impaired). Far from this kind of see-saw life giving 

evidence of a succession of different selves – a succession of newly emerging sets 

of dispositions - such a life testifies to the continuation of a single fundamental 

nature, but one in which certain features recurrently assert themselves at the 

expense of others. It was characteristic both of Marcel and of Proust that their 

lives unfolded in this emotionally up-and-down way.  

Again, when a young man expresses radical idealist views which, in later life, 

he repudiates, I find it very implausible to suggest that we are here confronted with 

two successive selves
10

 (in a sense which disproves the continuing existence of a 

fundamental nature). Predictably there will be a lessening in the ardour with which 

the man holds his political views, i.e. the strength of affective dispositions will 

moderate with age. And this moderation, combined with the man‘s increased 

experience of human nature and, perhaps, his own altered circumstances, can 

account for his changed political position without denying that there has been, 

throughout this time, one fundamental nature which that life expresses. 

                                                 
8
C.f. Parfit ‗Personal Identity‘, pp.24-5 and Reasons and Persons, pp. 302-6. 

9
C.f. Parfit Reasons and Persons, p.305; see also ‗Personal Identity‘, p.25. 

10
C.f. ParfitReasons and Persons, pp. 327-8. 
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Quite generally, the changes, through a full lifetime, in the objects of our 

affective, conative, and cognitive dispositions should not be taken as sufficient 

to show, even in the type of dramatic cases illustrated above (let alone in the more 

everyday cases), that such a life is best seen as expressive of a series of successive 

selves, a series in which one set of dispositions is largely, albeit gradually, 

succeeded by another. On the contrary, the interplay between our original mix 

of dispositions – given varying sense experience, circumstance, and age - seem 

to me sufficient adequately to account for the changes that occur in outlook and 

behaviour during a lifetime (leaving aside brain damage) without calling into 

question the continued existence of a distinct fundamental nature.  

In this respect, certain features of a person‘s fundamental nature can play a 

particularly critical role in determining the degree to which changes in outlook 

and behavior are manifested. Those whose willpower is strong and enduring are 

often able, by continual application, to turn their minds from pursuing certain ends 

which would otherwise attract them. It may even be possible, for those of an 

especially resolute temper, to overcome altogether a basic dispositional tendency, 

thereby allowing other original ones to flourish. But this does not negate the key 

role of a person‘s fundamental nature, since it is precisely a conative feature of 

that nature – a powerful and steadfast will - which makes possible the weakening 

or even the overcoming of some other original characteristics. 

While, therefore, the objects engaging our attention do plainly vary over a 

lifetime, this is not enough to show that each of us lacks an individuality: a 

fundamental and continuing nature which forms or shapes how we deal with 

life‘s adventures. It is this nature which, I am claiming, constitutes the core of 

what we believe makes each of us who we are. While the pleasures and pains, 

successes and failures, of our lives are, clearly, partly dependent on our sense 

experiences and circumstances – without these latter we would not have a life at 

all – what identifies each of us is how we approach and react to these experiences. 

This, I have argued, is the expression of our fundamental nature: a nature which 

can be seen as separable from any given series of related mental events and (at 

least on current evidence) as remaining recognizably the same throughout our 

lives.  

I conclude that it would be seriously premature to throw out our central belief 

in a separately existing subject of experiences. To do so would be unjustifiably 

to deny that each of us is something over and above any particular body and/or 

series of interrelated mental events. The denial of the self as a further fact which 

continues to exist throughout our lives, and which is responsible, in large measure, 

for their direction, has been taken by the psychological reductionist to have 

striking moral consequences
11

. Since, it is claimed, there is no such self, we should 

give less importance, and defensibly no importance at all, to the separateness 

of persons and, thereby, to principles of equality or distribution between the lives 

of different people. Similarly, it is claimed, we should give less weight, and 

defensibly no weight at all, to the idea of future compensation for earlier pains 

or pleasures even within a life of any given person. Such radical changes in our 

                                                 
11

See, for instance, Parfit Reasons and Persons, Chaps 14 and 15.  
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moral beliefs should not be undertaken without well-grounded conceptual and/or 

empirical arguments supporting the denial of the self as a further fact. These, I 

have contended, have not been produced.  

But I have not gone so far as to contend that the notion of a separately existing 

self does, in fact, apply to us. Instead, I have contended, first, that the psychological 

reductionist has failed to show that our belief in such a self is unjustified and, 

second, that should future empirical evidence establish the falsity of our belief, 

the correct response is to embrace scepticism about personal identity. The idea that 

psychological reductionism represents a reduced, yet defensible, concept of our 

identity or survival is not, in my estimation, sustainable. It is a pivotal part of our 

belief in the self that it is a separately existing being that significantly determines, 

in virtue of its fundamental nature, how, throughout life, we respond to its 

challenges: if this is shown to be unjustified, so too will be our belief in personal 

identity or survival.  
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This study will answer the question, what do students expect to learn from 

philosophy teachers in the 21st century. by framing a response based on the 

following: The researcher‟s teaching philosophy developed over 30 years, a 

survey conducted of UAEU students, and a discussion of the changing role 

and purpose of philosophy in the academy and current pedagogical 

philosophy in teaching. The study has focused on how philosophical questions 

have been changed over time, using new technology to teach philosophy, what 

are the characteristics of philosophy teachers and students, the new direction 

for teaching philosophy, and career opportunities. The practical frame of this 

research will be analyzed students survey conducted on female students from 

United Arab Emirates University. I will use the method of content analysis to 

investigate and trace this phenomenon to determine its meaning, developing 

philosophical questions, and the new direction for teaching philosophy. Then 

I will examine the data taken from the theoretical and practical sources for 

the purpose of diagnosing and reaching conclusions a process which is called 

in philosophy synthesis, therefore the approach of the research would be 

analysis and synthesis. 

 

Keywords: Philosophical Questions, Characteristics, Goals of teaching 

philosophy, Career Opportunities, Students survey 

 

 

Methodology 

 

The research design comprises two basic aspects, namely, the theoretical 

frame and the applied practical research. 

In the theoretical frame, I will rely on the literature of describing the 

phenomenon of teaching philosophy referring to discussions of the changing role 

and purpose of philosophy in the academy and current pedagogical philosophy 

in teaching to be undertaken as a guide for such description. 

The practical frame, on the other hand, will be analyzed students survey 

conducted on female students from United Arab Emirates University. 

I will use the method of content analysis to investigate and trace this 

phenomenon to determine its meaning, developing philosophical questions, and 

the new direction for teaching philosophy, and then analyze the data taken 

from the theoretical and practical sources for the purpose of diagnosing and 
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reaching conclusions a process which is called in philosophy synthesis, therefore 

the approach of the research would be analysis and synthesis. 

The result of this method is produced two academic tasks a presentation 

presents at this conference and the individual research will be published on the 

ANINER‘s journal. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

What do Students Expect to learn from Philosophy Teachers in the 21
st

 Century? 

 

This study will answer this question by framing a response based on the 

following: 

 

1) The researcher‘s teaching philosophy developed over 30 years, in many 

different universities around the world.  

2) A survey conducted of UAEU students whom the researcher is currently 

teaching philosophy. 

3) A discussion of the changing role and purpose of philosophy in the 

academy and current pedagogical philosophy in teaching.  

 

Traditionally, the researcher taught theoretical philosophy. The objective 

of this was not for students to use philosophy itself, but for them to gain 

knowledge rather than skills. All philosophy students need to understand who 

key philosophers are and what their philosophy is. Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, 

Al-Farabi, John Dewey attracted former generations of students, who desired to 

know about and appreciate their philosophy. This traditional method of 

teaching philosophy used the Socratic method to memorize and recall 

information in order to assess student learning.
1
 

Why did the students in the past focus just on acquiring knowledge? 

In the past, there were limited resources for obtaining information about 

philosophy and philosophers. Classes were the main sources of information 

and otherwise there was a general lack of access to data. Historically, there 

were very few local channels, limited hard copies of newspapers, and 

magazines were also not available to all students, so the classes were expected 

to be rich sources of information. Educated people were also evaluated 

according to their knowledge rather than their skills.  

  

                                                 
1
 Plato‘s Theaetetus, John M. Cooper, Routledge Library Edition, Epistemology, V1, London 

and New York, First Edition 1990, this edition 2015, http://eltalondeaquiles.pucp. edu.pe/wp-

content/uploads/2016/02/Routledge-Library-Editions_-Epistemology-John-M--Cooper-Platos-

Theaetetus-Routledge-2015.pdf 
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Philosophical Questions 

 

Philosophical questions have changed over time. Thales (Miletus 624-546BC) 

asked the first metaphysical question – what is the primary principle of the world?
2
 

He rejected the traditional explanation of the world‘s origin: instead building his 

answer on ideas about mythology, he also began a rational inquiry stating that the 

origin of all matter is water.(Aristotle, Metaph,983b21-22).  

The value of Thales‘s question is not in answering the question itself but in 

undertaking the philosophical inquiry.  

Pythagoras of Samos (582-504BC)
3
 made a connection between philosophy 

and practical life, defining philosophy as ―the love of wisdom‖.
4
 Thus, it is 

possible to assert that the Ancient Greek philosophers asked the most fundamental 

questions about human beings and their relationship to the world. 

The central traditional philosophical questions were: 

 

What is the goal of it all? 

What is knowledge? 

Do we have ‗free will‘? 

Are ethical values relative or absolute?  

What is truth? 

How can we be happy? 

What is the meaning of life? 

What is a good life?
5
 

 

These questions have since evolved in reference to contemporary philosophical 

issues. In his lectures, Stanford philosopher John Perry, amongst others, suggested 

the following philosophical questions: 

 

A. Issue: Global Justice. Q: What new principles of justice will help us 

manage distinctively 21
st
 century problems like preserving the environment 

while allowing the poorer nations of the world to improve their standards 

of living? 

B. Issue: Humans and the environment. Q: What relationship should humans 

have to the environment? 

C. Issue: The rise of cloning, designer babies. Q: What is a person? 

D. Issue: New models of collective decision making and collective rationality. 

Q: Can philosophers help build them in time to guide us in meeting the 

challenges of this century? 

E. Issue: Intellectual property, in the age of re-mix culture. Q: Can the very 

idea of intellectual property survive in the age of re-mix? 

                                                 
2
http://www.iep.utm.edu/thales/#H3 

3
Burkert. W, Lore and Science in Early Pythagoreanism, tr. E. L. Minar (Cambridge, Mass., 

1972). 
4
https://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Pythagoras 

5
https://www.quora.com/What-are-the-top-10-big-philosophical-questions-most-people-wonder- 

about 
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F. Issue: Information and misinformation in the information age. Q: How 

can we distinguish the good from the bad, the wheat from the chaff? 

G. Issue: Science, especially neuroscience. Q: Can freedom survive the 

onslaught of science? 

H. Issue: The Mind-Body problem. Q: Neuroscience is revealing so much 

about the brain. Does this new knowledge solve age-old mysteries of the 

mind? Or does it reduce the mind to mere dumb matter and rob us of 

what we once thought was so special about us? 

I. Issue: Finding a new basis for social identification. Q: How can we sustain 

local communities, communities with which we can identify? 

J. Issue: Finding a new basis for common sensibilities and common values. 

Q: Can we find a new basis for shared values that will bring us together 

rather than tear us apart?
6
 

 

Using New Technology to Teach Philosophy 

 

The internet has become a vital tool for students, while smartphones, laptops 

and satellite television have contributed to a plethora of information hubs. 

Research shows: ―The generation of American kids (aged 3 to 18) is the tech-

savviest in history: 27% of them use tablets, 43% use smartphones, and 52% 

use laptops. Los Angeles County alone spent $30 million on classroom iPads this 

year, outfitting 640,000 kids by late 2014‖.
7
 

Various types of technologies are being used in classrooms, such as:  

 

 Computers, 

 The creation of class websites and blogs, 

 Digital microphones,  

 Mobile devices, 

 Smart interactive Whiteboards, 

 Online media, and 

 Online study tools. 

 

As a result, new methods of teaching philosophy have emerged utilizing these 

technologies. The internet is used as a point of contact for students when selecting 

their majors, enrolling in courses, receiving education materials, submitting 

assignments, and completing administrative tasks. It saves time and establishes 

the world as a global village. One of the key advantages offered by the Internet 

is making information available to people around the world; individuals simply 

need a computer or smartphone and Internet access, and can then obtain whatever 

information they require.  

                                                 
6
https://neouto.wordpress.com/2010/01/21/top-ten-philosophical-issues-of-the-21st-century/ 

7
The digital Parent Trap 2013 by time inc. Originally Published August 19, 2013. The official 

SAT study guide (The College Board: New York, 2016) 620. 
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Distance education is a unique example of using the Internet for education. 

―Distance education or distance learning is the education of students who may not 

always be physically present at a school. Courses that are conducted (51% or 

more) are either hybrid, blended or 100% whole instruction‖.
8
 Students are able to 

receive most of their education without physically attending a classroom.  

 

Characteristics of Philosophy Teachers 

 

Teachers of philosophy should possess the following characteristics: 

 

A. Flexibility, 

B. Respect for students,  

C. Willingness to listen, 

D. Creates a sense of community and belonging in the classroom, 

E. Enthusiasm and compassion, 

F. Love of learning, 

G. Leadership skills, 

H. Ability to collaborate with colleagues on an ongoing basis, 

I. Maintain professionalism in all areas.
9
 

 

Characteristics of Philosophy Students 

 

Philosophy students should possess the specific attributes required to study 

philosophy. The study of philosophy differs from other subjects: it requires an 

ability to understand and analyse philosophical texts. Tutors have listed some 

of the skills and qualities they regard as important when considering an application 

from an individual wanting to study for a BA Philosophy: 

 

A. Intellectual curiosity 

Philosophy students should have an enquiring mind, and the inclination 

to explore philosophical questions, as well as to determine the right way 

to answer them.  

B. Intellectual independence 

 

Students must think for themselves, question the opinions of others, and take 

responsibility for their own philosophical conclusions. 

 

C. Critical intelligence 

 

Students read in order to probe, analyse, and dissect philosophical positions 

and arguments.  

 

                                                 
8
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Distance_education 

9
http://www.facultyfocus.com/articles/philosophy-of-teaching/nine-characteristics-of-a-great-

teacher/ 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/School
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hybrid_course
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D. Commitment 

 

Students demonstrate an active willingness to read and think independently 

and a determination to augment their critical and analytical skills. 

  

E. Communication skills 

 

Students possess a good standard of written and spoken language, allowing 

them to express their ideas clearly and effectively in seminars, personal statements, 

and other activities. 

 

F. Study skills 

 

Students organize their working day, and have the self-discipline to keep 

to their own timetables, the ability to prioritize what may seem an alarmingly 

long list of reading commitments, and the planning capacity to meet a continuous 

series of deadlines.
10

 

 

Goals of Teaching Philosophy 

 

Skills have become a new phenomenon, and the main goal of learning 

philosophy is primarily focused on acquiring skills such as critical thinking, 

creativity, collaboration and problem-solving. As an example of these skills, 

here is a description for the critical thinking course at Mendocino College, Ukiah, 

California: 

 

―Critical Thinking is the process by which we develop and support our 

beliefs, and evaluate the strength of arguments made by others in real-life 

situations. ………. We will analyse media, the current political environment, 

and our own beliefs and moral inclinations. You will learn to appraise 

information and influences, discuss controversial topics intelligently, and 

construct well-reasoned arguments on a variety of topics……..
11

 

 

The newly identified skills for teaching philosophy related to critical thinking 

are: 

 

A. Developing and supporting beliefs, 

B. Evaluating the strength of arguments made by others in real-life situations, 

C. Applying the strategies to understanding current issues, belief systems, 

political environments, analysing media, and ethical positions, 

D. The ability to summarize,  

E. The ability to consider context, 

                                                 
10

http://www.southampton.ac.uk/philosophy/undergraduate/philosophy_student_specification.p

age 
11

https://criticalthinking-mc205.wikispaces.com/Course+Syllabus 
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F. The ability to devise independent theories, and 

G. The ability to develop reasonable conclusions. 

 

Today, philosophy students read, discuss, and critically examine problems 

and issues in the field of philosophy and cross-disciplinary aspects of philosophy. 

This is because they not only need to understand philosophy, they are also – more 

importantly – expected to use philosophy as a handbook of life learning skills. For 

example, a business student may study aspects of philosophy in terms of their 

practical application for managing a group of people or a corporation, or they may 

study philosophy from the perspective of implementing ethics in the workplace. 

 

To achieve a new direction for teaching philosophy, it is crucial to consider 

the following: 

 

A. Increasing the role of digital technology in all philosophy courses and 

disciplines,  

B. Training students in critical thinking, logical analysis and reasoned 

argument, 

C. Educating students in creative problem solving, by drawing on the history 

of systems of thought and practice in hypothetical thinking, to enable 

forms of thinking outside the square, 

D. Providing students with specific knowledge of the central areas of 

philosophy, including logic, value theory, history of philosophy, political 

philosophy, cognitive science, metaphysics and epistemology, 

E. Equipping students with advanced skills in the analysis, construction, 

reconstruction and evaluation of arguments, 

F. Equipping students with advanced skills in research, reading, writing, 

listening, and speaking, to enable high-level communication, and 

G. Instilling a lifelong love of learning by encouraging curiosity-driven 

academic inquiry. 

 

Career Opportunities  

 

Many employers seek employees who have high-level skills in research, 

communication, analysis, reasoning, ethical sensibility, and innovative thinking. It 

is necessary to demonstrate excellence in these skills, which can be done with 

outstanding undergraduate results in philosophy or with a higher degree in 

philosophy. Therefore, one opportunity suggested is to continue philosophical 

education in graduate school. 

Some specific career opportunities for those with good degrees in philosophy 

include: professor, journalist, editor, policy developer (in government and non-

government organizations), paralegal specialist, environmental manager, ethicist 

(in health systems, corporations, and research organizations), author, researcher, 

technical writer, philosophical counsellor, software designer (applying logic to 

object-oriented programming), or diplomat.  
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Students Survey 

 

The results of the students‘ surveys on Learning Philosophy in the 21
st
 

Century as following: 

 

Question 1: Gender? 

 

This survey was conducted on 48 female students from United Arab Emirates 

University. 

 

 
 

Question 2: Age? 

 

The pie chart below shows the percentage of respondents in each age group. 

25 students (52%) were less than 20 years old, while 23 students (48%) were 

between 20 and 30 years old. 

 

 

 

Age Number of Students 

Less than 20 25 

20-30 23 
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Question 3: Country? 

 

The pie chart below represents the respondents‘ countries of origin. 42 

participants (87%) are from the United Arab Emirates, while 6 participants 

(13%) are from other countries, such as Syria and Pakistan.  

 

 
 

 

Question 4: Education Level? 

 

The survey was undertaken by university students. 

 

 
 

Question 5: Father‟s Education? 

 

The pie chart below presents the levels of education achieved by respondents‘ 

fathers. The highest numbers are 15 (31%) for high school and 13 (27%) for 

university education, while the lowest is 3 (6%) for both postgraduate and primary 

school educations.  

Country Number of students 

UAE 42 

Other Countries 6 
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Father’s Education Number of students 

Illiterate 5 

Primary School 3 

Secondary School 9 

High School 15 

University 13 

Postgraduate 3 

 

Question 6: Mother‟s Education? 

 

The pie chart below shows the percentages gathered from the survey with 

regard to the level of education reached by the respondents' mothers. The 

highest percentage is 35% for university followed by 23% for high school, 

while the lowest is 10% for illiterate. 

 

 
 

Mother's Education  Number of students 

Illiterate 5 

Primary School  6 



Learning Philosophy in the 21
st
 Century 

 

179 

Secondary School 9 

High School 11 

University 17 

Post Graduate 0 

 

Question 7: Father‟s Work? 

 

The pie chart below shows the percentages gathered from the survey with 

regard to the range of jobs held by the respondents‘ fathers. The results show that a 

high percentage (29%) of fathers are retired/not working. The second highest is 

23% for police officers. Business and military are similar, with a percentage of 

13% and 15% respectively. There are also a range of other jobs, such as teachers, 

fire fighters, and administrators.  
 

 
 

Father's Work  Number of students 

Retired/doesn't work  14 

Police officers 11 

Military 7 

Engineers 4 

Teacher 1 

Business  6 

Administrator 4 

Fire Fighter 1 
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Question 8: Mother‟s Work? 

 

The pie chart below shows the percentages collated from the survey with 

regard to the range of jobs held by the respondents‘ mothers. The results show 

that the majority (69%) of mothers are housewives. The second highest percentage 

(15%) refers to teachers, followed by governmental work (10%). The lowest 

percentages are for other jobs, such as translators and administrators. 

 

  
 

Mother's Work Number of students 

Housewife 33 

Governmental work 5 

Administrator 2 

Teacher 7 

Translator 1 

 

Question 9: Do You Study Philosophy Courses in General Education Or Other 

Programmes? If yes, what are they? 

 

In response to question nine of the survey, 44 out of the 48 students (92%) 

stated that their knowledge of philosophy comes from general education courses 

(this is a band of courses which students elect to study based on their interests). 

Such courses include: introduction to philosophy, the principle of professional 

ethics, critical thinking, and human rights. Other respondents stated that philosophy 

is a component of some courses in their area of specialization. 
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Source of Philosophy Number of students 

General Education  44 

Other sources 4 

 

Question 10: How do Different Teachers at University and College Levels Teach 

Philosophy? 

 

The answers to this question indicate that philosophy is being taught using 

different techniques and methods. In total, 31% of students described how their 

professors use personal skills when teaching, such as choosing to talk about a 

small part of philosophy or going into specific areas of philosophy in depth. 

Using technology like presentations ranks second (15%), followed by debates 

through discussing case studies from articles (6%), and giving examples from 

practical life (8%). The smallest percentage is 2% for books. 38% of the students 

had no answer for this question, with many explaining that this is the first 

philosophy course they have taken. 
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Teaching Methods Number of students 

No answer  18 

Debates 4 

Giving examples  3 

Presentations  7 

Books 1 

Personal skills 15 

 

Question 11: What do the Students Expect to learn from Philosophy Teachers? 
 

The pie chart below shows the percentages gathered from the survey with 

regard to what the respondents expect to learn from their philosophy teachers. 

The answers show that most of the participants (37%) are expecting to learn 

about the ―history of philosophy, philosophers and ethics‖, while 25% expect 

to learn about life skills, and 17% are hoping to gain critical thinking skills 

from their study of philosophy. Just four participants (8%) were expecting to 

learn about theories and interesting facts.  

It is important to note that 13% of the respondents had no answer to this 

question. 

 

 

 

Learning expectations Number of students 

Life skills  12 

History of philosophy, philosophers and ethics  18 

Thinking Skills 8 

Theories and interesting facts 4 

No answer  6 
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