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PREFACE 

What do you do for a living? If you can say you are a 'bus conductor, 
plumber, engineer, or secretary, for example, you will be on safe ground. 
But to call oneself a philosopher, or even a philosophy teacher, is to run 
the risk of eliciting a variety of uncomplimentary responses. To some 
people of a conservative, traditionalist, no-nonsense or down-to-earth 
disposition, philosophers are seen as the supreme exemplars of intellec
tualism - the term being used pejoratively - and are thus objects of 
distrust and suspicion: they are regarded as subversives, corruptors of the 
social order, liable to undermine the moral standards of the nation. To 
many other people the philosopher is often seen as an eccentric, 
unworldly figure, the epitomy of the absent-minded professor, but for 
the most part quite harmless. To some 'hard-headed' scientists philo
sophers are people who ask funny sorts of questions and come up with 
many different answers - or none at all. Critics of all three kinds tend to 
concur in the judgement that philosophers are not particularly useful 
members of society - or are even parasitic on it. 

Such extreme and prejudiced views are of course stereotypes and are, 
fortunately, representative of a minority. Nevertheless among most 
people there is much ignorance as to what philosophy is all about and 
why its pursuit may be worthwhile. This is understandable; you no doubt 
studied maths and English, and perhaps some history and science at 
school, but it is unlikely that any philosophy would have been included in 
the curriculum. Your first acquaintance with the subject would usually be 
at a university or polytechnic, where you would be studying for a degree; 
or you might be attending a liberal arts or general studies course, of 
which philosophy is a component. The situation in Britain is thus quite 
different from that existing in, say, France or Germany, where large 
numbers of secondary school pupils study philosophy as one of many 
subjects in preparation for the Baccalaureate or Abitur. Philosophy is, 
however, available to students in the United Kingdom as an option in the 
International Baccalaureate; and more recently two examination boards 
have introduced the subject in the General Certificate of Education at 
the Advanced Level. 

Many people, recognising their ignorance of the nature and value of 
philosophy, would admit to being curious. It is perhaps such curiosity 
that has led you to purchase or borrow this book. Or perhaps you have 
already embarked on a formal course of study and would welcome 
further guidance. It is for individuals such as yourself, people with a 
questioning approach to life and a genuine interest in intellectual 
problems, that Mastering Philosophy has been written. There are, of 
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course, already many excellent introductory text-books of philosophy in 
print. Mastering Philosophy has, however, been written to cater for a 
wide readership with varying requirements. Attention has been paid 
both to the texts of a number of major philosophers and to many of the 
central problems of philosophy. The book should therefore be of 
particular benefit to students preparing for the A level or International 
Baccalaureate examinations, as well as to absolute beginners who have 
no particular examination objective in mind. Teachers of philosophy for 
liberal arts courses or for the Transition Year in Irish Secondary schools 
may find it of assistance. It should prove useful also as an introductory 
text for students working largely on their own towards the London 
University external BA in Philosophy. 

Inevitably there will be weaknesses. Some critics may feel that the 
ground covered is too wide. Others may regret that this or that 
philosopher has not gained a mention. But I have endeavoured to 
achieve a balance between depth and breadth, and have tried to integrate 
a 'problems' approach to philosophy with the recognition that it has a 
historical dimension. Students who are required to study set authors for 
examination purposes have thus also been catered for. 

Comprehensive reading lists and a wide range of questions - many 
taken from examination papers - have been included at the end of each 
chapter. To assist you further, 'guided' answer notes to selected ques
tions are provided at the end of the book, together with a glossary of 
technical terms and short biographical notes on the 'prescribed' philo
sophers. You should find that you are able to tackle most of the 
questions successfully provided you have studied the relevant sections of 
the text and the set books, and have thought hard about the issues. Some 
questions, however, are more testing and presuppose an acquaintance 
with some of the books or essays listed in the bibliographies under 
'Supplementary Reading'. 

I am grateful to the numerous (anonymous) publisher's reviewers for 
their constructive criticisms of the book at various stages of its composi
tion. I alone of course take sole responsibility for the text as it stands. I 
should also like to express my appreciation to David Hughes, Annabel 
Greaves and Denia Turnbull, all members of the Runcton Literary and 
Philosophical Society (Chichester), for their encouragement and for the 
many enjoyable evenings spent with them in amicable philosophical 
discussion. 



CHAPTER 1 1 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 WHAT IS PHILOSOPHY? 

The question 'What is philosophy?', unlike the apparently similar 
questions 'What is history?' and 'What is science?', does not admit of a 
straightforward answer. Indeed it would not be too much of an exaggera
tion to say, paradoxically, that the question is itself a philosophical 
one - in so far as different philosophers tend to have different concep
tions as to the nature of their chosen discipline. Perhaps the best way of 
finding out what the various answers are is to plunge straight in and to 
'do' philosophy by studying this book. Nevertheless, we shall first 
provide you with a number of general accounts which will help you to 
find your bearings before you set out on your journey of intellectual 
discovery. 

(1) The word 'philosophy' is derived from two Greek words, philia 
('love') and sophia ('wisdom'). The first thinker to describe himself as a 
philosopher may well have been Pythagoras (born c. 570 BC), but it is 
with Plato (born c. 428 BC) that the term in its original and primary sense 
is most closely identified. For him wisdom is a condition or state which 
gifted individuals seek to attain as a result of many years of education 
culminating in 'dialectic'. Having achieved wisdom they are enabled to 
apprehend Truth or Reality and thereby to acquire virtue - the 
knowledge of how to live rightly. Philosophy thus comes to be the study 
of ultimate reality, the fundamental principles of existence which in some 
sense both unify and transcend the insights offered us through both 
religious faith and the scientific knowledge we gain as a result of 
observation and experiment. 

The possibility that such 'ultimate' knowledge might be achieved 
through the exercise of pure reason was the motivation which lay behind 
attempts made by many later philosophers to construct all-embracing 
metaphysical systems. Spinoza, Leibniz, Hegel, and Bradley are good 
examples of this kind of thinker. A major criticism which has been 
levelled against these representatives of 'rationalist' and 'idealist' tradi-
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tions is that they ignore or pay insufficient attention to the claims of 
sense-experience. In any case, it is argued, 'pure' reason on its own can 
give us no knowledge of the world. Accordingly we find a number of 
major philosophers - Locke, Berkeley and Hume, and later still Russell 
and Ayer, to name but a few- starting out not from pure reason but 
from the data of our everyday senses. (This is not to say, of course, that 
the philosophical premises of such 'empiricist' thinkers do not involve 
any metaphysical presuppositions of their own.) A recognition of the 
legitimate claims of both reason and experience was the achievement of 
the eminent eighteenth century German philosopher, Kant: for him 
philosophy was essentially an investigation into the preconditions and 
limits of human knowledge. He rejected rationalist metaphysics yet 
argued against any philosophy which failed to take account of the role 
played by reason in giving sense-experience its structure and coherence. 

(2) P. F. Strawson has made a fruitful distinction between 'descriptive' 
metaphysics, which 'describes the actual structure of our thought about 
the world', and 'revisionary' metaphysics, which is 'concerned to produce 
a better structure'. Descartes, Leibniz, and Berkeley, he says, are 
revisionary, while Aristotle and Kant are descriptive. The philosophy of 
Hume is in part descriptive and in part revisionary. Strawson is to some 
extent influenced by Kant, but his writings also exhibit an important 
characteristic of much twentieth century British philosophy: the turning 
away from any attempt to discover fundamental features of the 'world' or 
'reality' toward a systematic investigation of the language we use to 
describe it. Associated with this concern for language two contrasting 
approaches are discernible: there are those who set out to discover a 
'perfect' language which will accurately 'picture' the world, while other 
philosophers seek to uncover and describe the variety of ways in which, 
they believe, language may be used for different purposes- each being 
entirely appropriate within its own sphere and conforming to its own 
criteria. The movement from the first approach to the second is 
identified particularly wth Ludwig Wittgenstein. Representatives of both 
positions tend to agree, however, that the primary task of the philo
sopher should be to show that the traditional problems of 'metaphy
sically-minded' thinkers are as often as not pseudo--questions which have 
arisen through their disregard of the rules or 'logical grammar' underly
ing the correct use of the language they use. The philosophers role thus 
becomes both analytical and therapeutic. 

(3) This concern with language is closely linked with another interpre
tation of the nature of philosophy, which has gained currency during this 
century - again particularly in Britain and America - the view that 
philosophy is a 'second-order' discipline. Whereas earlier philosophers 
were concerned with system-building, with an examination of the basic 
data and structure of experience, or with investigations into the scope 
and limits of human reason, the job of philosophy, according to this third 
account, is to analyse not only its own concepts, principles, and methods 
(as in epistemology, that is, the theory of knowledge), but also those 
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specific to other disciplines. This approach therefore gives rise to the 
philosophy of science, philosophy of religion, philosophy of history, and 
so on. 

(4) Some mention should also be made of certain developments this 
century, in Germany and France especially. Philosophy there has been 
dominated by three movements. (a) Phenomenology, associated particu
larly with Husserl, attempts, through a process of 'intuition' or 
'grasping', to uncover acts of experiencing and then to analyse the 
structure of experiences as such, without admitting any of the metaphy
sical or other explanatory presuppositions of traditional philosophy. (b) 
Marxism rejects Hegel's idealism but applies his dialectic method to the 
'material' world, claiming that human actions and institutions are 
determined by the laws of economics, and that change is brought about 
by class struggle. (c) Existentialism emphasizes personal expe
rience- freedom, moral conflict, commitment- in what is seen by many 
to be a meaningless and deterministic universe. Existentialists eschew 
metaphysical systems or moral codes which are imposed on the indi
vidual from outside; each person is ultimately responsible to himself 
alone for making his own being and his own 'world'. 

Despite their differences these movements have at least two features in 
common. (i) Philosophy is seen not as an arid obsession with the 
dissection of language, or with a futile search for 'metaphysical' explana
tions of reality, but primarily as a response to the human condition 
resulting in action. (ii) Philosophy tends to be integrated with human 
culture in general- with art, religion, literature, the natural and social 
sciences, politics. These characteristics can be clearly seen in the work of 
Sartre, perhaps the most typical of recent 'continental' thinkers, and 
certainly the most widely known in this country by philosophers and 
non-philosophers alike. A novelist of repute and a political activist, as 
well as a philosopher, he brings together in his writings elements drawn 
from both phenomenology and existentialism, while his last published 
work before his death shows a commitment to Marxist dialectical 
materialism. 

It must be stressed that the four accounts we have given of philosophy 
are themselves generalized and are over-simplified. To gain an adequate 
understanding of these, and other, interpretations of the nature and 
methods of the subject you would have at the very least to embark on a 
thorough and systematic study of its history. Our intention here was no 
more than to help you appreciate that there is no single description which 
may be regarded as uniquely definitive of philosophy. This should 
become clearer as you work through the book. If one had to pick out 
some lowest common denominator of all philosophical schools or 
traditions, all one could say, perhaps, is that philosophy deals with 
certain sorts of problems which cannot be solved by, or are no longer 
regarded as the proper concern of, other disciplines, especially the 
natural sciences. A more cynical commentator might be inclined to think 
of the philosopher as the refuse-collector of the intellectual world, 
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picking up the many problems discarded by workers in other fields. But 
think what would happen to a civilized society, as ours purports to be, if 
there were no dustmen! 

1.2 IS THERE PROGRESS IN PHILOSOPHY? 

A scientist may justly claim that over the past five hundred years or so we 
have steadily gained a more complete understanding of the nature and 
structure of the universe. Likewise it may be said that today's historians 
are able to provide a more accurate and truthful account of the past than 
ever before. In both historical research and the natural sciences there has 
been substantial progress. Can philosophers make such a claim for their 
discipline? At first sight an affirmative answer seems unlikely. In the last 
section it was stated that much contemporary philosophy is concerned 
with problems which have ceased to be of interest to workers in other 
fields; to them such problems have become redundant. At one time 
physics (the study of ta phusika, 'the things of Nature') was bound up 
with metaphysical disputes about 'qualities', 'essences', and 'substances', 
which were believed to lie behind or to be manifested in natural 
phenomena. But from the sixteenth century onwards, with the develop
ment of systematic experimental techniques designed to test hypotheses, 
'natural philosophy' gradually dissociated itself from philosophy as such 
and later came to be known as physical science. Chemistry emerged as a 
second major science in its own right in the eighteenth century. The 
development of the atomic theory provides us with an excellent illustra
tion of progress in science. The idea that the universe might be composed 
of small indivisible particles or 'atoms' (Greek atomos, 'that which 
cannot be divided') was first suggested in the fifth century BC by a 
'school' of Greek philosophers known as the Atomists and developed by 
Epicurus two hundred years later. This essentially philosophical theory 
was, however, largely ignored for more than two thousand years until it 
was revived by the French Epicurean thinker Gassendi in the seven
teenth century and adopted about 1800 by the English scientist John 
Dalton, who subjected it to experimental testing. Today we no longer 
think of atoms as hard, impenetrable, indivisible corpuscles but as 
energetic clouds of still smaller particles orbiting a central nucleus which 
under certain conditions can be split. Still more fundamental particles 
have also been postulated, for the existence of which there is some 
experimental support. A philosophy of qualities and essences seems to 
have become superfluous. In much the same way attempts have been 
made to substitute the methodological procedures of experimental 
psychology and neurology for speculation about the mind or soul and its 
relationship to the body, which has been at the centre of philosophical 
thinking since at least the time of Plato. 

Philosophers are notorious for their persistence. They refuse to admit 
there is nothing left for them to do - and quite rightly; for the emergence 
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of new and autonomous disciplines continually throws up further intel
lectual problems. The concept of God, which first appeared in the 
writings of Plato, has been central to the 'science' of theology since the 
early years of Christianity. But questions about the existence and nature 
of such a being, the problem of reconciling God's omniscience and 
omnipotence with human freedom and the seeming presence of evil in 
the world, and the analysis of such terms as 'belief and 'faith' keep 
contemporary philosophers of religion fully occupied. As for the par
ticles of the physicist, it is legitimate to question their ontological status. 
Are atoms, electrons, quarks equally real? Are they real in the sense that 
tables and horses are said to be real? What is meant by 'reality' in such 
cases? And what of the explanations of 'mental' activity put forward by 
psychologists and neurobiologists? Is mind reducible to or equivalent to 
the behaviour of the brain? Has modern science ruled out the possibility 
of a 'soul' acting in, but separable from, the body? If not, the problem of 
the relationship between these two entities remains to be solved. Of 
course philosophers belonging to different 'schools' will try to deal with 
such questions in different ways. That they are continuing to make the 
attempt is indisputable. In other fields too, philosophical argument is as 
lively as ever it was. In ethics, for example, there are many important 
issues. What makes certain actions good or bad, right or wrong? Are 
motives important? Should the results of human actions be regarded as 
relevant to their goodness or badness? In a complex society there are also 
likely to be conflicting views concerning such matters as euthanasia, 
contraception, divorce, nuclear war (on all of which the theologian has 
something to say). The philosopher too must have a role to play here- if 
not in providing final and incontrovertible solutions, then at least in 
clarifying the issues and terms used. Is there then progress in philosophy? 
The answer is surely, yes. To make clear what was previously unclear 
most count as an advance. Moreover, a careful study of the history of 
philosophy shows that some of even the greatest philosophers have made 
fundamental mistakes, and it has been to the credit of their successors 
that these errors have been discovered and satisfactory explanations put 
forward to account for them. As J. L. Austin once wrote: 'In philosophy, 
there are many mistakes that it is no disgrace to have made: to make a 
first-water, ground-floor mistake, so far from being easy, takes one form 
of philosophical genius.' And, one might add, to discover such a mistake 
takes another form of philosophical genius. Therein also lies progress in 
philosophy. (Reference to some examples will be made in the course of 
the book.) 

But even if there were no progress at all in either of the two respects 
just mentioned, the cultural value of philosophy cannot easily be denied. 
Concern for the validity of arguments, precision in use of language, 
imaginative insight, bold speculations, close examination of the prin
ciples and concepts of other disciplines, clarification of controversial 
issues, especially in ethics, law, and politics- all of these, which have at 
one time or another been grist to the philosopher's mill, are essential for 
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the well-being of a liberal democracy. Moreover, many instances can be 
cited of the profound effect philosophical writings have had on the 
political, social, and wider cultural development of nations. The in
fluence of Plato's Republic on St Augustine and through him on the 
religious and political 'world-view' of early Christian Europe, the 
relevance of Rousseau's Social Contract to the French Revolution, and 
the significance of the philosophical works of Hegel for an understanding 
of Karl Marx and the emergence of Communism are particularly good 
examples. Whether such influences should themselves be regarded as 
'good' or 'bad' is of course itself a suitable question for philosophers and 
historians of ideas to argue about! 

1.3 PLAN OF THE BOOK 

The approach we have adopted is to present philosophy to you in such a 
way as to take account of the various interpretations discussed in the 
previous section. Our aim also is to acquaint you with the main themes 
and arguments of a number of major philosophers within a broadly 
historical perspective, as well as to help you get to grips with many of the 
fundamental problems occupying the attention of philosophers today. 

In Chapters 2 and 3 we shall take you through Plato's Republic and 
Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics. This will not only enable you to learn 
something about the ethics and political philosophy of two of the world's 
greatest philosophers, but will also introduce you to the main presupposi
tions of their 'systems' as contained in their theory of knowledge, 
metaphysics, and doctrines on the soul. 

Chapter 4 will be concerned with a more extensive and critical 
investigation into the problem of knowledge, with reference in particular 
to the philosophies of Descartes, Hume, Kant, Russell, Ayer and Ryle. 

Chapters 5 and 6 will deal with some central issues in ethics and 
political philosophy. Again the discussion will relate to the writings of a 
number of major philosophers including Hume, Kant, Rousseau, Mill, 
Nietzsche, Marx, and Sartre. 

If Chapters 4 to 6 are concerned with the 'hard-core' of philosophy -
epistemology and ethics - Chapters 7 to 9 will consist of introductions 
to several important fields of philosophy in which it can be seen acting 
in its role as a 'second-order' discipline. Thus Chapter 7 will introduce 
you to some of the central issues in the philosophy of science, Chapter 8 
will deal with the philosophy of religion, and Chapter 9 with aesthetics 
(roughly, the philosophy of art or beauty). 

Chapter 10 will include an examination of four important metaphysical 
problems- mind, causation, freedom, and reality. We shall also refer to 
the wider problems of the legitimacy or otherwise of metaphysics in 
general, and you will learn something of the different views about 
metaphysics held by, among others, Kant, Ayer, and Wittgenstein. 
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The book will end with some general ideas about man, the 'human' 
sciences, and the concept of culture. 

1.4 HOW TO USE THIS BOOK 

Earlier we suggested that the best way to learn about philosophy is to 
'do' it, and we stated, perhaps rather boldly, that the purpose of this 
book was to show you how. We should be severely at fault, however, if 
we were to give you the impression that all you need to do is to read 
through the next ten chapters and that you would then have become an 
expert. Philosophy is not a soft option. While a good case can be made 
out for the view that most of us do 'philosophize' unawares some of the 
time, to articulate our arguments, to make our premises explicit, to 
subject them to sustained critical analysis, does require determination 
and a willingness to think deeply and intensively. All a book such as this 
can do is to set out some of the problems for you, draw your attention to 
the several ways in which they have been tackled by different philo
sophers, and suggest how you might approach and respond to them. In 
this way you will acquire some mastery of the subject. We hope the 
following suggestions will be found helpful. 

(1) Most chapters are largely self-contained, though numerous 
cross-references have been included. They can therefore be studied in 
any order. However, you will probably find it more convenient to work 
through the book systematically - particularly if you are new to the 
subject. To assist those of you who are preparing for the A level or the IB 
examination, we have provided at the beginning of each section refe
rences to the appropriate parts of the prescribed texts and, in some 
instances, to other texts which, although not 'set' books, will, we think, 
be found useful. We suggest you read through the relevant texts before 
studying the material of each chapter. You can then go back to the text 
with greater understanding, and in a better position to acquire a firmer 
grasp of the problems by tackling some of the books and essays suggested 
in the end of chapter reading lists. Do not be alarmed about the length of 
some of these lists. Examiners will certainly not be expecting you to have 
read more than a small selection. (We have indicated the books which we 
think you should tackle first.) If, however, you want to extend your 
knowledge and understanding of philosophical problems - perhaps you 
are contemplating taking a degree course - then you can always explore 
some of the many other listed titles at your leisure. By the way, in case 
you want to get some idea of the historical development of philosophy -
to acquire a broader perspective or for general reference - we have 
included a short list of suitable books at the end of this section. 

(2) Make your own notes and summaries. Be ready always to question 
the arguments put forward not only in each chapter but in other 
commentaries or articles you choose to study. As you read through 
Mastering Philosophy you will find interspersed throughout the text 
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numerous hints or references (they are marked with an asterisk*) which 
are designed to help you think critically about the various issues. More 
extensive 'comments and criticisms' are provided at the end of many 
sections. You might also try to find someone with an interest in the 
subject with whom you can discuss your reading. Philosophy is not the 
easiest subject to study in isolation. But if you do encounter any major 
difficulties, the author will be glad to advise you. A correspondence 
tuition programme based on this book is available. You will find the 
details at the end of the 'guided' answers section. 

(3) If you decide to tackle some of the essay questions listed at the end 
of each chapter, whether or not you have an opportunity of submitting 
your answers to an experienced philosophy teacher, remember these 
four requirements for good writing: (a) conciseness- be economical in 
your use of words; (b) comprehensiveness- make sure you have covered 
all the main points; (c) relevance- take care that you are answering the 
question actually asked; (d) avoid florid or excessively 'literary' langu
age. 

(4) Finally, a few words about logic. Most university courses in 
philosophy include the study of logic. There are two reasons for this: 
firstly, it encourages clear reasoning and helps in the detection of invalid 
arguments; secondly, some knowledge of logic is often needed for a 
satisfactory understanding of certain problems in epistemology and 
metaphysics. The boundary lines between these fields of philosophy and 
philosophical logic are often not clear-cut. It has not been possible to 
include a section on logic in Mastering Philosophy, but given time and 
interest you may find it worthwhile to work through one of the many 
introductory texts which are readily available from bookshops. (1. Copi, 
An Introduction to Logic, is particularly suitable for beginners.) 

So now to work. Good luck! 

NB To avoid confusion with other books mentioned in the course of the 
text, when referring to particular chapters or sections of Mastering 
Philosophy we shall use the following conventions: 'Chapter' (capital 
'C') and, for example, '2.6', i.e., Chapter 2, section 6. 
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phy at the end of the book.) 
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CHAPTER 2 9 

THE PHILOSOPHY 
OF PLATO 

2.1 THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

No philosopher can be viewed in total isolation from the cultural milieu 
in which he was reared. To understand fully the arguments of a great 
thinker, his prejudices, and the presuppositions underlying his doctrines, 
we must have some appreciation of the main ideas of his prede
cessors - even if his own position develops through an explicit rejection 
of them. This is especially true of Plato, who sought to reconcile and 
systematize ideas which over a period of some two hundred years had 
been articulated and developed for the first time in the West by a 
remarkable succession of Greek philosophers. It is of course not possible 
here to provide a complete history of Greek thought. (Suggestions for 
further reading will be found in the book list at the end of the chapter.) 
But some account must be given of the main themes which played a part 
in the development of Plato's philosophy. 

(1) Reality and change. The earliest Greek philosophers, from about 
600-450 BC, were concerned primarily with the search for a unifying 
principle in terms of which the richness and diversity of the world might 
be understood. The problems they tackled included the nature of the 
'real', the opposition of change and permanence, and the conflict 
between unity and multiplicity. Thus the Milesians (From Miletus in 
Ionia) sought to pass beyond the appearances of the sensory world and to 
penetrate to a postulated unchanging and underlying reality, and thereby 
were the first thinkers to begin to disengage themselves from a mytholo
gical framework and to show a determination to enquire into the nature 
of things, freely and without regard for religious dogma or prejudiced 
opinion. Thales (c. 640-550 BC), for example, is alleged to have said 
that the 'material cause' of all things is water. For Anaximander (c. 
610-547 BC) the ultimate principle (arche) was not any particular 
'element' but rather an indeterminate potentiality (to apeiron); and he 
suggested that natural processes are due to the encroachment of 'opposi
tes' on each other, thereby producing an 'injustice' which can be restored 
only when the opposites are reabsorbed into the eternal and unlimited 
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totality. According to the third member of the Milesian School, Ana
ximenes (fl. c. 550 BC), the basic principle was air, which is subjected to 
a process of alternate condensation and rarefaction. In this way qualitat
ive changes are made to depend on changes in quantity. 

A later thinker, Heraclitus of Ephesus (c. 500 BC), attempted to deal 
with the problem of permanence and change by rejecting the idea of 
permanence altogether. He identified the One with change or becoming: 
reality is a plurality of conflicting opposites in continual flux. The essence 
of all things is fire - which by its very nature is continually being changed 
into something else. All things are in a state of constant strife or tension. 

Later still, Parmenides of Elea (c. 515-480 BC) rejected both change 
and multiplicity as illusions. Being is One, not a many. It is a self
complete, finite, sold sphere; there is no such thing as empty space; it is 
Not-Being. There is disagreeement over the significance of Parmenides' 
philosophy. Some scholars argue that although he does distinguish 
between reason and sense, his 'Being' is to be interpreted 'materialisti
cally'. The 'Atomists' of the next century (who believed the world is 
made up of an infinite number of immutable and indivisible particles 
identical in essence but differing in shape, size, weight, and position) 
understood his doctrine in this way. But it can be argued that an 'idealist' 
position is also implicit in his system, in so far as he rejected change and 
multiplicity as unreal and stressed the immutability of Being. It is this 
aspect of his philosophy that was later to be taken up and used by Plato. 
And this interpretation helps us to understand Plato as attempting to 
reconcile Parmenides' world of permanent Being with the changeable 
plurality of the Heraclitan flux. Plato was also influenced by another 
Eleatic philosopher, Zeno (born c. 490 BC), who is famous for a number 
of dialectic arguments (including the well-known 'Achilles and the 
Tortoise' paradox) designed to show that common sense opinions about 
motion and plurality are mistaken. Plato's interest in logical puzzles 
raised by the Eleatics is evident in many of his writings, in particular the 
Parmenides and the Theaetetus. 

(2) Mind. Another central concept in Plato's philosophy is that of 
'mind' or 'soul'. His interest in the problem may have been due in part to 
the belief in transmigration of souls held by the Pythagoreans (and 
before them by adherents of the religious cult called Orphism). The 
Pythagorean 'brotherhood', founded by Pythagoras (c. 570-500 BC), 
was a religious community which subscribed to rigid rules and ascetic 
practices as a means of purification and liberation from bodily distrac
tions. (They believed further that 'the essence of all things is number' -
another doctrine which finds an echo in Plato's thought.) The possibility 
that the philosopher Anaxagoras (c. 500-428 BC) may have given him 
the idea of looking to 'mind' (nous) as the primary cause of change in the 
world should also be considered- though, like his teacher Socrates, 
Plato was severely critical of the lack of use to which Anaxagoras had put 
this concept. In Plato's Phaedo Socrates says: 'From this wonderful 
hope, my friend, I was at once cast down; as I went ahead and read the 
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book I found a man who made no use at all of Mind, nor invoked any 
other real causes to arrange the world, but explained things by airs and 
aethers and waters and many other absurdities.' 

(3) Ethics. After about 450 BC Greek philosophy underwent a change. 
Philosophers turned away from speculations about the physical world 
(change, multiplicity, appearances, and so on) to consider man himself 
and his relationships with others in society. Greeks, in particular the 
Athenians, were becoming increasingly interested in culture and art, and 
in the benefits of knowledge when applied to the running of a more 
complex society. Philosophers were therefore now much in demand as 
educators, with the responsibility of providing their pupils with the 
practical skills (especially rhetoric and dialectic) necessary for success in 
public life. This led to the emergence of a class of itinerant teachers, 
called Sophists by the best-known ofthem, Protagoras (c. 490--420 BC). 
He is famous for his dictum, 'Man is the measure of all things', which was 
interpreted by Plato to mean that each individual's sense-experience is 
true for him: what one person feels is hot is hot, but for another that 
same thing might be cold. Extended to the sphere of ethics (or 
behaviour) the doctrine might be taken to assert that the laws of different 
societies are likewise relative: no set of laws is 'truer' than another
though they may be more 'useful' or effective in their results. And 
although Protagoras believed that law in general was based on an innate 
ethical tendency common to all men, each individual could be virtuous 
only by conforming to the authoritative conventions of the society of 
which he was a member. Protagoras was undoubtedly a man of integrity: 
but this cannot be said of later Sophists, in whose hands Sophism 
degenerated into a political movement characterized by superficiality 
and expediency. It was against such tendencies that Plato reacted 
strongly. He regarded the Sophists as teachers for whom the search for 
truth and virtue had become subordinate to their desire for making 
money and winning arguments by whatever means: they were 'illusio
nists' and no more than masters of 'the art of making clever speakers' 
(Protagoras, 312). Aristotle defined a Sophist as 'one who makes money 
by sham wisdom'. (It is to Plato and Aristotle that we owe today's 
meaning of the term as one who uses 'clever' but basically unsound 
arguments.) 

( 4) The most significant influence on Plato's life and philosophy, 
however, was undoubtedly Socrates- who deserves to be examined in a 
separate section. 

2.2 SOCRATES 

At the time of Socrates' birth in Athens in 470 BC Greece was in decline: 
the city states were at war with each other, while civil and political 
authority was under attack from an extreme individualism which stressed 
the supremacy of private judgement, denied objective truth, and claimed 
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that the test of virtue lay in the satisfaction of the senses. Not surprisingly 
the teachings of the Sophists were seen by many Athenians to be 
undermining the security and cohesion of the state. It is against this 
background that we can appreciate the contribution of Socrates to Greek 
philosophy and in particular his influence on Plato. 

Socrat~s spent his whole life in Athens apart from several occasions 
when he fought in the Peloponnesian war, distinguishing himself by his 
bravery and fortitude. He was also noted for his exceptional powers of 
concentration. According to some accounts he was introduced to cosmo
logy by Archelaus who had been a pupil of Anxagoras. However, he 
soon rejected natural philosophy as incapable of leading to knowledge 
and turned his attention to a consideration of man and his conduct in 
society. This change in direction is associated with his so-called 'conver
sion', as recorded so graphically by Plato in his dialogue, the Apology. 
Socrates' friend Chaerephon had apparently paid a visit to the famous 
oracle at Delphi and had asked whether there was anyone wiser than 
Socrates. The priestess replied that there was not. Puzzled by this, 
Socrates consulted wise men, politicians, poets, and craftsmen and came 
to the conclusion that being expert in a particular feld did not give one 
the right to claim a perfect understanding of all other subjects; and that 
in reality the truly wise man is he who has recognised his own ignorance -
'real wisdom is the property of God'. He thereupon decided to make it 
his life's work to seek for truth or wisdom, hoping to persuade as many as 
would listen to him to join in his quest. 

What Socrates actually taught is a matter for dispute; he left no 
writings of his own, and we have to rely on conflicting accounts for an 
understanding of his philosophy. The historian Xenophon thought of him 
largely as a successful teacher of ethics with no interest in problems of 
logic and metaphysics. But according to A. E. Taylor and J. Burnet, 
Socrates was responsible for all the theories developed by him in Plato's 
dialogues. It is not possible to enter into this controversy here. For the 
purposes of our later examination of Plato's philosophy we shall adopt 
the middle view put forward by Aristotle, which suggests that Socrates 
was indeed concerned with logical and metaphysical issues, but that the 
doctrines expounded in the dialogues, in particular those relating to the 
'Forms' or 'Ideas' as subsisting apart from individual things, are essen
tially to be attributed to Plato, as a development of Socratic teaching. As 
Aristotle wrote, 'Socrates, whose interest lay in character-building, was 
the first to raise the question of universal definitions; but he never 
treated universals or definitions as existing separately. It was his 
successors who did that; they called them 'Ideas' and involved themselv
es in the recognition of an Idea for every universal'. (Whether Plato 
himself actually held this view of 'universals', or whether it was a theory 
adopted by 'Platonists' in his Academy, is a question to be discussed later 
in section 2.5.) On this interpretation, therefore, Socrates looked for 
universal definitions, particularly in the sphere of ethics, but did not 
concern himself with their ontological status (that is, with the question of 
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their 'being' or 'nature'). Thus, while we may talk of different objects as 
being beautiful to a greater or lesser extent, Socrates would argue that 
this implies there is an absolute standard or Beauty to which the beautiful 
qualities of the various things approximate. What Beauty 'is', and 
whether it exists independently of beautiful things or only 'in' them in 
some sense, are matters taken up by Plato but not considered by 
Socrates. In the same way he argued that while ethical systems and 
accounts of justice might vary from society to society, underlying them is 
a universal Justice which is an absolute standard, however much indi
vidual states may fail to realize or incorporate that definition in their 
moral codes. 

To determine what the absolute standard or definition is, Socrates 
employed what he called the method of the 'midwife' (his mother's 
profession). He would engage in conversation men who claimed to know 
what is meant by, for example, courage. In the course of the discussion 
Socrates would lead his companions to make explicit the underlying 
difficulties in their definitions, thereby causing them to be modified. The 
modified definition would in turn be shown to be inadequate. And so the 
'dialectical' process would continue, each successive definition approxi
mating more closely to the universal. Aristotle commended Socrates for 
introducing this 'inductive' method - so termed because it involves a 
search for general definitions but with particular instances as the 
starting-point. It should be stressed, however, that for Socrates this was 
no more than a practical method: he was not formulating a theory of 
induction as a logician. 

In his overall approach - his rejection of traditional beliefs, his use of 
a conversational technique, his concern for ethical issues - Socrates 
clearly had much in common with the Sophists. However, there are 
fundamental differences. In his search for the universal definition, an 
absolute standard of Truth and Justice, and in his unshakeable conviction 
in the power of human reason, he cuts through Sophistic relativism and 
pragmatism. To discover the truth is to know what the good life is and 
how to act justly. Unlike the Sophists, Socrates recognised his own 
ignorance and believed real knowledge was possible. The pronounce
ment of the Delphic Oracle, 'Know thyself, Socrates placed at the centre 
of his philosophy. Self-knowledge is both the beginning and the end of 
morality and must necessarily lead to happiness or well-being. For 
Socrates, 'virtue is knowledge, vice is ignorance'. 

In view of these differences between Sophism and Socrates' teachings, 
it is tragically ironical that he should have been regarded as a dangerous 
Sophist by the more conservative of his fellow Athenians and accused of 
perverting the minds of the young. Condemned to death, he refused to 
follow the usual course of proposing an alternative punishment such as 
exile (which would most probably have been accepted) and, determined 
to remain true to his obligations as a good citizen, he rejected offers 
made by his friends to help him escape. He spent his last day discussing 
the concept of immortality with his companions. His final words after 
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drinking the appointed cup of hemlock were: 'Crito, we ought to offer a 
cock to Asclepius. See to it and don't forget'. 

2.3 PLATO'S LIFE AND WRITINGS 

Plato was born in Athens c. 428 BC of a noble family, and received a 
good all-round education. He seems to have come under the influence of 
Socrates quite early, and was already becoming critical of Athenian 
politics by the time of Socrates' trial. The death of his teacher in 399 
affected him profoundly. When he was about forty he visited Italy and 
Sicily and was invited to the court of Dionysius I, the tyrannical ruler of 
Syracuse, before returning to Athens to establish his famous Academy as 
a centre for the training of statesmen. The curriculum, however, not only 
covered rhetoric and politics, but also ranged over mathematics, the 
physical sciences, and philosophy. Pupils came from many parts of 
Greece and from abroad to attend his lectures. In 367 Dionysius died, 
and his brother-in-law Dion, who had befriended Plato during his visit to 
Syracuse, asked him to return to take on the responsibility for the 
education of Dionysius' successor along 'Platonic' lines. Unfortunately, 
owing to a breach between Dionysius II and Dion, the venture was 
unsuccessful, and Plato returned once more to Athens. A third visit 
occurred in 361, but this too ended in failure. Plato thereupon devoted 
the remaining years of his life to the work of the Academy, where he died 
in 348 BC. 

Plato's lectures, unfortunately, were not published, but his 'popular' 
writings, the so-called dialogues, do survive. There has been much 
argument among scholars ilS to the order in which the thirty or so 
dialogues were written. This is not a debate we shall be entering into 
here; and we shall adopt the widely accepted view that of the dialogues to 
which some reference will be made in this chapter the Apology, Crito, 
Protagoras, Republic (Part I), Gorgias, and Meno belong to an 'early' 
period (to about 390 BC); the Phaedo and the rest of the Republic 
belong to a 'middle' period (to c. 375 BC); while the Theaetetus, 
Parmenides, and Sophist may be attributed to the period of Plato's 'old 
age' (c. 368 to his death). Some writers also include the Timaeus in this 
final group: but Gilbert Ryle argues for an earlier date, placing it in the 
middle period. 

We are going to concentrate primarily on the Republic. But if you have 
the books readily available you may like to start by reading through the 
Apology, in which Plato describes the trial of Socrates; the Crito, in 
which he treats of Socrates' attitude while in prison towards the idea of 
escape, and his views on obedience to lawful authority; and the final part 
of the Phaedo, which is an account of Socrates' last day. (*Note: If you 
are working for the AEB A level examination you will also need to study 
most of the Gorgias. No specific commentary on the dialogue has been 
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included in this chapter, but you should find it quite straightforward after 
you have worked through sections 2.8 and 2.12. Two relevant questions 
have been provided at the end which will enable you to deal with the 
central themes.) These dialogues will give you an insight into the 
character of Socrates and will also enable you to experience something of 
the flavour of Plato's techniques and philosophical thinking. 

The Republic is a particularly good choice as an introductory text. It is 
intellectually stimulating, controversial, and entertaining; and although 
Plato is trying to come to terms with some quite difficult problems, his 
style is lively and his arguments are developed in such a way as to make 
the various issues readily accessible to the beginner. And of course the 
dialogue as a piece of literature is worthy of acclaim in its own right. 
(You should note that the traditional numbering of the Republic into 
books does not correspond to any clear division of subject-matter, but 
was dependent on the size of a papyrus roll.) 

2.4 THE REPUBLIC: OUTLINE OF THE MAIN THEMES 

The Republic is essentially Plato's statement of the aims of his Academy. 
His major concern is to define Justice and to answer the question why the 
just life is preferable to the unjust one. Part I (H. D. P. Lee's edition) is 
devoted to an attack on the 'might-is-right' theories of some Sophists. 
This leads on in Parts II and III to an examination of the nature and 
structure of an 'ideal' state and the kind of education necessary for its 
future rules if they are to rule wisely. In Part IV he sets out his views on 
the tripartite state and discusses the relationships between the three 
classes. His theory of the 'cardinal virtues' is introduced in Part V. He 
there argues that in order to consider the nature of Justice in the 
individual it would be helpful first to examine how it is manifested in the 
wider context of the State. This is followed by an investigation into the 
nature of the soul and his definition of justice. Part VI deals with a 
number of difficulties which must be overcome if the scheme is to be 
implemented. Part VII is concerned with Plato's distinction between the 
Ideal and the Actual, and with his definition of the philosopher; for he 
argues that the rulers of the ideal state be 'true lovers of wisdom'. He 
discusses further the characteristics required of the philosopher-ruler; 
analyses the concept of the Good as the ultimate object of knowledge; 
and then returns to the question of education first raised in Part III. 
Education of the philosopher, culminating in dialectic - necessary if he is 
to aspire to knowledge of the good- is examined in detail in Part VIII. 
Part IX treats of the various forms of 'imperfect' societies and the 
different kinds of imperfect individuals corresponding to them. In Part X 
he expounds his theory of art, with reference to (a) the metaphysical 
theories discussed in Part VII, and (b) its effects on the individual soul 
and hence on society. In the final Part of the dialogue Plato returns to a 
discussion of the soul -this time to offer a proof of its immortality; and 
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he completes the Republic by considering the question of the good man's 
rewards in this life and the next. 

You will have seen from this outline that although the Republic is 
primarily about ethics and politics, much of the discussion relates to 
Plato's psychology, epistemology, and metaphysics. It is important to 
note that for the most part his use of ideas drawn from these areas of 
philosophy is uncritical. Certain assumptions have been made about the 
mind-body distinction, the nature of knowledge, and the existence of the 
Forms, but he neither indicates how he came to adopt these views nor 
attempts to deal with any difficulties associated with them. This is left to 
his other writings. Thus several of his earlier dialogues (for example, the 
Me no and the Phaedo) deal with the acquisition of knowledge and the 
immortality of the soul; what he regards as false theories of knowledge 
are investigated in the Theaetetus, while some basis for his own theory is 
sought in the Sophist; and problems concerning the relationship of 
individual things to the Forms and to the One are tackled in the 
Parmenides. Reference to these issues will be made in the course of this 
chapter. This will not only help you to gain a better understanding of 
Plato's thought but will also serve as an introduction to some of the main 
areas of the philosophy to be investigated later in this book. In general, 
however, our discussion will be confined to an exposition of the central 
themes of the Republic itself. 

rNote: Before moving on to the next section, which will examine 
Plato's views on knowledge and his theory of Forms, you should settle 
down to read through the Republic from cover to cover. This is desirable 
even if you are working for the 'A' level or the IB examinations, which 
require you to study only parts of the book. Plato's arguments about 
Justice and the Good are closely connected with what he has to say about 
knowledge, the Forms, and the soul; and what he says in one place often 
throws much light on his views as set out elsewhere in the Republic. 
Having read the complete dialogue you will be in a much better position 
to follow the analysis we shall be providing in this chapter.) 

2.5 KNOWLEDGE AND THE FORMS 

Reading: Republic, 472-480; 509-511; 423-524 and 595-602 

A characteristic feature of Plato's philosophy that you should take note 
at the beginning of your study of the Republic is his dualism. This shows 
itself most obviously in his psychology, where he distinguishes sharply 
between body and soul, and in his metaphysics, where he contrasts the 
world of appearances with an underlying reality which consists essentially 
of what he calls the Forms. These Forms are the proper objects of 
definitions. It is clear then that some understanding of this theory is 
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relevant to his primary aim in the Republic - the search for a definition 
of 'Justice' (see 472-474). 

The Theory of Forms may be seen as a development of Socrates' 
doctrine of absolute standards- of Justice and Goodness, for example. 
Plato's account at first sight seems to differ in two respects. (1) He 
maintains that there are such 'absolutes' or 'Forms' not only in the sphere 
of Ethics but also as patterns or models for things belonging to the 
physical world. As he says in 596, ' ... we always assume that there is a 
single essential Form corresponding to each class of particular things to 
which we apply the same name'; and he goes on to refer to the Forms of 
Bed and of Table. (2) The Forms should be understood as existing in 
some sense independently of the individual physical or moral things or 
qualities for which they are the absolute models. We shall approach this 
issue of the Forms first of all by considering what he has to say about 
knowledge and belief (474-480). 

Plato first points to a distinction between pairs of opposites such as 
beauty and ugliness, justice and injustice, good and evil, and the actions 
and material objects which each member of these pairs is seen in 
combination with. Now consider, for example, beauty. Many of us, if we 
are lovers of the arts, may see and appreciate beautiful things and yet be 
unable to see the essential nature of Beauty itself: indeed, we may not 
accept that there is an Absolute Beauty. We are then said to be 
'dreaming' - in the state of belief. In contrast, the man who can see both 
Absolute Beauty and the things which share its character, and who 
therefore does not confuse the particular with the universal, is, says 
Plato, in the state of knowledge. Only the Forms may properly be said to 
'exist'. Knowledge is thus of something existent, that is, of something 
real. Objects of ignorance - the opposite state to knowledge - must 
therefore necessarily be non-existent. 

Plato goes on to examine more closely the nature of belief. Belief and 
knowledge, he says, are both 'powers in us and in other things that 
enable us to perform our various functions'. (By 'functions' he means, 
for example, sight and hearing.) Each faculty has its own special function 
and object. Belief cannot therefore be of something which exists; for that 
properly is the object of knowledge. But equally it cannot be of what is 
non-existent; it must be directed to something. Belief is therefore neither 
ignorance nor knowledge. It is, however, clearer than ignorance and 
more obscure than knowledge, and so is regarded by Plato as an 
intermediate state. What, then, can have the characteristics both of 
existence and non-existence? Plato's answer is: individual things, which 
may be seen as being, for example, both beautiful and ugly, large and 
small - depending on the point of view. Of such things we can no more 
say that they are than that they are not. They therefore occupy the 
intermediate realm between non-existence and full existence: they are 
partially existent in so far as they manifest the eternal unchanging 
realities. The man who sees beauty, justice, and so on in individual things 
but is unable to reach Absolute Beauty or Justice is therefore said to be in 
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a state of belief. The man whose heart is 'fixed on Reality', who sees -
has knowledge of- the eternal, unchanging Forms, is he who properly 
deserves the title of Philosopher. 

These two related distinctions- between knowledge and belief, and 
between appearance (partial reality) and full Reality- are illustrated in 
greater detail by means of the famous simile of the Divided Line (Figure 
2.1) (see 509-11). By giving a summary ofthe various kinds of objects we 
apprehend through knowledge and belief, Plato hopes to provide us with 
a better understanding of the two states of mind and of the degrees of 
truth about the world we are able to achieve through them. He 
distinguishes between the intelligible world (noeta) and the physical 
world (doxasta). The first world consists of (a) the objects of pure 
thought (archai), and (b) physical objects 'used' for the purposes of 
mathematical reasoning (mathematika). Thus we may observe a triangle 
drawn on a page and consider it not as a series of drawn lines but as an 
exemplar of the mathematical concept of triangularity in general. The 
physical world is likewise subdivided into (a) physical things (animals, 
tables, etc.), and (b) shadows and images (eikones) of physical things. 
Corresponding to these four classes of objects are four 'levels' of 
apprehension, as it were. Thus, knowledge (episteme or gnosis) may be 
either (a) pure thought or dialectic (noesis), or (b) the abstract reasoning 

Fig 2.1 Plato's 'Divided Line' 
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(dianoia) of mathematics; while belief (doxa) includes (a) opinion or 
belief in a narrower sense (pistis), whose proper objects are physical 
things, and (b) illusion (eikasia), which characterizes our experience of 
shadows and images - mere copies of physical things. 

What Plato is setting out, therefore, is a progression from illusion to 
pure thought, an ascent from the less real to the truly real. Whatever 
reality may be possessed by images is derivative in so far as they are 
reflections of physical objects. The reality of the latter is likewise only 
partial (though more complete than that of their images), and is 
attributable to the Absolute Reality whose qualities they partake of. As 
for the mathematical ideas, they are transitional as between the two 
realms: they constitute the means by which the philosopher may pass 
from the world of changing sensible objects to the immutable eternal 
forms. 

Plato's support for the theory 
(1) Negative support. As was mentioned above, in the Republic Plato 
supplies little in the way of backing for his views on knowledge and the 
existence of the Forms. A negative approach is to be found in the 
Theaetetus, an account of a discussion between Socrates and Theaetetus, 
a student of mathematics who is trying to provide a definition of 
knowledge. The first theory is the Protagorean thesis that knowledge is 
sense-perception. To refute this Plato gets Theaetetus to admit that 
knowledge must have an object of some kind and must be infallible. He 
then argues that there must be a clear difference between knowledge and 
perception because we can know we have seen something in the past (we 
remember) without actually perceiving it now. Further, when we compa
re different colours or sounds, for example, we must make use of a 
thought process. To know that one thing is similar to another cannot 
therefore be equated with perception. Moreover, if knowledge and 
perception were identical then no man could be wiser than another. He 
also criticizes the Protagorean dictum, 'Man is the measure of all things' 
(in perception as well as ethics) on the grounds that it leads to absurdity, 
since in claiming it to be false one is thereby making a true statement. 

The second theory, that knowledge is 'true judgement', raises pro
blems concerning the possibility of false judgement. (This was later to be 
taken up in the Sophist.) Plato also shows that a judgement may be true 
without its truth being known by the person who makes it. The 
judgement may therefore be no more than true belief and not true 
knowledge. 

This leads to the third suggestion of Theaetetus, that by adding an 
explanation or account (logos) of some kind one could convert true belief 
into knowledge. Plato's criticism of this view centres on the difficulty of 
understanding what is meant by the giving of an account. (We shall refer 
to this again in 'Comments and Criticisms' below.) 
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(2) Positive support. This is to be found in Plato's earlier writings, in 
particular the Meno, Phaedrus, and the Phaedo. The central themes of 
these dialogues are the nature of learning and the immortality of the soul 
(see 2.7). In the Meno Socrates claims to have shown that it is possible 
for a skilled teacher to elicit from his pupil a truth, for example, of 
geometry, by means of a process of questioning but without actually 
revealing that truth to him directly. This proves, says Socrates, that there 
must have been a pre-natal state of existence in which we were all in 
possession of truths. These were then forgotten when our souls passed 
from that 'other' world to reside in our material bodies. This doctrine is 
taken up in the Phaedo and Phaedrus (written about the same time as 
Book I of the Republic) to support the view that knowledge must be of a 
timeless world which is in some sense beyond or behind the world of 
everyday experience. The educated soul can reach out towards this ideal 
world from which it came and to which it will once more return after 
death. 

*Comments and Criticisms 
(1) It is difficult to be sure how far Plato intended his doctrine of the 
Forms, as set out in the Phaedo and Republic, to be dependent on the 
correctness of his assertion that the soul is immortal. Some of the other 
arguments for the soul's pre-existence and its survival after death will be 
referred to later. But the proof in the Meno is questionable and does 
seem to be at variance with what is known today about the learning 
process and the acquisition of truth. Dialectical disputation may reveal 
what is implicit in the premises of an argument or in the hints profferred 
by a teacher. It does not, however, support the claim that we have 
pre-natal or even innate knowledge, or the view that knowledge is of an 
intellectual realm divorced from sense experience. Nevertheless, Plato's 
failure to establish the immortality of the soul in this way would not of 
itself invalidate his theory of Forms, though he might have to admit that 
human access to it is something restricted- and, of course, he would be 
left with fewer arguments to support it. 

(2) A more important problem concerns the range of his Forms. From 
what Plato has said about the Forms in 596 (see above) it would be 
reasonable to assume that there is a Form not only for every common 
noun (for example, for man, animal, earth) but also for things named by 
words referring to qualities (for example, red, sweet). (This is sometimes 
referred to as the 'One over Many argument'.) Plato's Theory of Forms 
is thus sometimes seen to be a theory about universals, that is, what can 
be predicated of a number of things. This can be understood in the 
following way: if we say 'this book is red' and 'that apple is red', both the 
book and the apple may be thought of as sharing a common quality of 
redness. 'Apple' and 'book' are called subjects; while 'red' is termed the 
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predicate. According to the Platonic theory we apprehend things 
denoted by predicates as Forms. In other words, things (apples, books) 
are red because they in some way derive their red appearance from the 
real Form of Redness - just as these objects are apples or books because 
they derive their 'appleness' or 'bookness' from Forms of Apple or 
Book. 

This interpretation seems plausible. There are, however, difficulties; 
and scholars disagree as to what Plato's view actually was. We shall make 
two points here. (a) It is clear from what Plato says in other dialogues 
that he was himself uncertain as to what things could be said to have 
Forms corresponding to them. In the Parmenides (130), for example, he 
says that such things as dirt, mud, and hair do not have Forms. But in the 
Timaeus (52) he argues that the four basic elements or qualities out of 
which all physical objects are allegedly made (this derives from a theory 
first put forward by the philosopher Empedocles) are modelled on 
original Forms, which are 'things-in-themselves'. But within the Republic 
itself there is the suggestion of a different account. (*Read again 523-4 
carefully, where Plato discusses the sizes of the three fingers.) He seems 
to be making a distinction here between direct perceptions of things that 
do not require 'thought' and perceptions that involve intellectual 'judge
ment' of some kind. Thus if we look at our fingers, it is immediately clear 
to us that the reports of our senses are adequate: we see that they are 
fingers. But if we hold up three fingers with a view to determining their 
size, we are obliged to reflect on what we perceive; when we assert that 
the middle finger is small (that is, in relation to the forefinger) this is not 
to rule out the possibility that it is not also at the same time large (that is, 
in comparison with the little finger). In such cases there is a 'contradic
tion' which is not apparent in the instances of direct perception. In this 
way Plato distinguishes between the intelligible realm and the visible 
realm. Size belongs to the former, because it might be both Large and 
Small: but other qualities belong to the latter, because, for example, red 
could not at the same time be not-red. On this interpretation, therefore, 
only some qualities derive from Forms. (b) A more telling objection, 
however, is that the 'subject-predicate' distinction was not formally 
articulated before the development of Aristotelian Logic; and it is 
unlikely that Plato was fully aware of it until his later dialogues (for 
example, the Sophist), that is, after he had worked out the essentials of 
his Theory of Forms in the Phaedo and Republic. It is therefore doubtful 
that the 596 quotation can be used to support the identifying of Forms 
with 'universals'. 

We cannot discuss this alternative account further here, beyond 
making the general point that any kind of perception would seem to 
involve some degree of reflection or judgement - though this would not 
necessarily overturn Plato's distinction between the cases which involve 
'contradiction' and those which do not. It does, however, lead to a 
further issue, namely that concerning knowledge and belief. 
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(3) Plato's distinction between episteme and doxa is by no means clear. 
His account in the Republic (474--480 and 509-511) might suggest there is 
a radical difference in kind between them, and that they constitute two 
contrasting states of mind. Thus we have infallible knowledge of the 
unchanging world of pure thought which we acquire through a process of 
reasoning (as in mathematics): but doxa is of the changing physical world 
of things, perceptions, and images, and is uncertain. However, towards 
the end of the dialogue Plato seems to provide an alternative interpreta
tion of the Divided Line distinction. In 601-2 he argues that a flute
player has knowledge of his instrument (how well it performs), but that 
the manufacturer needs to rely on this knowledge if he is to come to a 
correct opinion about its merits and defects. Some scholars have 
suggested that this shows that knowledge and opinion both involve 
acquaintance with the same objects (facts, incuding Forms and mathema
tical truths), and that the difference between them lies in the way that we 
support our claim to this knowledge or opinion. Thus we believe a fact or 
truth when we have read about it or have been told something about it by 
another person: belief is 'second-hand'. But we have knowledge when we 
are able to explain, define, or account for the fact or truth (for example, 
what Justice is, or why a theorem is true), thus giving us 'first-hand' or 
direct acquaintance. If this is so, then doxa must have a rather different 
meaning in 474-80 from the meaning it has in 601-2: in the former, 
perhaps something like 'having an immediate awareness of a changing 
object'; in the latter, perhaps 'true belief based on second-hand 
accounts'. In the Theaetetus Plato showed that neither of these consti
tutes knowledge. We are then left with two contrasting views in the 
Republic as to the nature of knowledge: (a) it is a different faculty from 
belief and has different objects; (b) it has the same objects and differs 
only in that our acquaintance with those objects is accompanied by an 
intellectual process of 'proof' or 'explanation'. It is possible to see in the 
following extract from the Timaeus (which was written almost certainly 
after both the Theaetetus and those parts of the Republic we have been 
examining) some attempt to reconcile these two positions: 

If intelligence and true optmon are different in kind, then these 
'things-in-themselves' certainly exist, forms imperceptible to our sen
ses, but apprehended by thought; but if, as some think, there is no 
difference between true opinion and intelligence, what we perceive 
through our physical senses must be taken as the most certain reality. 
Now there is no doubt that the two are different because they differ in 
origin and nature. One is produced by teaching, the other by persua
sion; one always involves truth and rational argument, the other is 
irrational; one cannot be moved by persuasion, the other can; 
true opinion is a faculty shared, it must be admitted, by all men, 
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intelligence by the gods and only a small number of men. Timaeus, 
section 19 

Plato seems here to be saying both that Forms are known (apprehended) 
by thought and not through the physical senses and that knowledge 
presupposes rational argument. We might then suppose Plato's 'final' 
account to be this: 'true opinion' is confined to physical objects- though 
we may have been persuaded to accept that a relationship to a Form is 
involved (so that we are enabled to state correctly, for example, that 'the 
tree is large'); whereas when we have knowledge we have direct 
acquaintance with the Forms themselves, acquired through teaching and 
following through of the appropriate intellectual procedures. The diffe
rence is between accepting that an object exemplifies a Form and 'seeing' 
(apprehending) the Form itself. This is not inconsistent with the view 
that knowledge and belief are two different states of mind. 

(4) The precise nature of the relationship between the Forms and the 
physical objects by means of which they are 'manifested' is another issue 
which has led to much debate. Some scholars argue that Plato did not 
really claim that the Forms are literally apart from and existing in total 
independence of sensible things. Nevertheless, whatever status he in
tended to attribute to the Ideas, there is still a problem about the dualism 
referred to at the beginning of this section, and the so-called 'separation' 
(chorismos) of the Forms. If particuar things are only partially real, how 
exactly do they acquire their limited degree of reality? How do they 
relate to the Forms? Plato himself recognised the difficulty and devoted 
much space to a consideration of Eleatic objections to the solutions put 
into the mouth of Socrates in the Parmenides: namely, that particular 
things might be thought of (a) as participating in them, or (b) in terms of 
some kind of imitation. There are of course many difficulties with these 
explanations, which we cannot deal with here. And it is clear, from his 
later writings (especially the Sophist) that Plato himself was not entirely 
satisfied with them. Neither was Aristotle, who set out in his Metaphysics 
some powerful critical arguments directed against both the chorismos 
and the alleged 'hypostatization' of the Forms. 

You will most probably have found this section quite testing. Do not be 
disheartened; you should find much of what follows more straightfor
ward. Plato's Theory of the Forms is, however, of central importance in 
his philosophy. Moreover, the discussion should have given you some 
idea of how professional philosophers tackle the work of a great thinker 
such as Plato. To examine his theories adequately would of course 
require detailed study of the dialogues and a fair degree of critical 
expertise. If you would like to follow up some of the issues we have 
raised, you should refer to the reading list at the end of the chapter
particularly to the book by Julia Annas. 
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2.6 THE IDEAS OF THE GOOD AND PLATO'S LATER VIEWS 

Reading: Republic, 503-509 

It is suggested in the Republic (see 502-509) that the Forms themselves 
are not isolated essences but are linked by virtue of their common origin 
in the Absolute Idea of the One, which Plato identifies with the Good 
and (in the Symposium) with Beauty. It is knowledge of this ultimate 
unifying principle that is so necessary if the philosopher is to rule wisely. 
But what is this Idea of the Good? Some of Plato's contemporaries 
argued that the Good is knowledge. Such people, however, says Plato, 
are forced to concede that this knowledge must itself be of the Good and 
hence argue in a circle. Others maintain that pleasure is the Good. They 
have to admit that there are both good and bad pleasures and are thus led 
into contradiction. 

Plato's own conception of the Idea of the Good is illustrated by his 
simile of the Sun. Just as the Sun is the source of the light necessary for 
an object to be seen by the eye, so is the Idea of the Good the source of 
the intellectual relationship which makes possible the knowledge of an 
intelligible object by the mind. The Good is thus the ultimate source both 
of the existence of all Forms (and hence of the physical things in which 
they are manifested) and of their value. Their Reality and Goodness are 
determined by their place in the hierarchy. Goodness is equated by Plato 
with 'function'. His ethics and metaphysics are 'teleological' (from the 
Greek word te/os, 'end'); each Form and hence every individual thing has 
an end or purpose. The Absolute Idea of the Good is the ultimate end 
both of human knowledge and conduct, and indeed is the 'final cause' of 
the cosmos itself. 

What precisely is the relationship between the Forms and the One and 
between each other? A possible solution to this question is provided in 
the Sophist. This later dialogue is concerned primarily with the nature of 
definition as such - rather than with the quest for the definition of a 
particular term such as 'Justice' (as in the Republic). Plato approaches 
the problem from the standpoint of logic: he shows that to arrive at a 
definition one must follow through a process of 'division' (diairesis) by 
which the term to be defined is brought under a wider class of 'genus', 
other members of the same class being distinguished by their possession 
of appropriate 'differences'. 

The dialogue opens with a discussion about the definition of the 
Sophist, and on the assumption that the Sophist is a kind of hunter Plato 
illustrates his method by taking the angler as a model; for both classes of 
person are possessed of the 'acquisitive art'. After applying his analytical 
technique he arrives at his conclusion, and has Socrates say to the student 
Theaetetus: 
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So you and I are not only agreed as to the word 'angling'; we have also 
given a satisfactory account of the thing itself. Taking Art as a whole, 
we found one half of it to be the acquisitive branch. One half of the 
latter we named 'capture', with the following as one line of its 
derivatives; hunting; animal hunting; water-animal hunting; fishing; 
striking; barb-fishing; and angling. This last, the object of our search, 
in which the stroke is directed upwards at an angle, is named 
accordingly. [221] 

In like manner he reaches the definition of the Sophist: 

It would seem then, according to our present line of argument, that 
sophistic is a form of hunting, which is itself a branch of acquisitive art 
employing the method of capture. it is a mode of animal-hunting; its 
quarry is tame land-animals of the species Man; and it operates 
privately, offering rich and likely young men a so-called education in 
return for cash payment. [223] 

Plato claims that his account: 

(a) provides an answer to the question raised in the Theaetetus- 'What 
is knowledge?' - for it can now be seen to consist in the intellectual 
apprehension of class-concepts through the application of definition by 
genus and difference. 

(b) explains the relationship between the Forms (or 'Kinds', as he calls 
them in the Sophist); for now we can see that to say (at the level of logic 
or discourse) for example 'a fish is an animal', is equivalent to saying that 
the Form Fish 'blends' with the Form Animal (which is an ontological 
statement, that is, about what according to Plato is 'real'.) Some Kinds 
blend with others, he says, while others do not. Thus, Motion partakes 
both of Sameness and of Difference (it is the same as itself but is different 
from the other kinds): but it does not partake of Rest (the two Kinds are 
mutually exclusive). All Kinds blend with Existence. The inseparability 
of discourse from the Forms is central to Plato's position: 

To isolate every single thing from everything else is to do away with 
discourse lock, stock and barrel; for all discourse originates in the 
weaving together of Forms . . . Observe then how timely was our 
struggle with the isolationists, when we compelled them to recognise 
that one Form blends with another. [259-60] 

(c) bridges the gap between the Forms and individual things. If analysis 
is complete we reach what he calls 'lowest species' (atoma eide)- Forms 
which cannot be sub-divided further. The Form of Man, for example, 
includes individual men but does not itself contain any other sub-classes. 
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The Individuals belong to the realm of sense. Plato therefore sees himself 
as having brought together the two realms. Likewise he has reconciled 
the One and the Many; for the Form of Man is 'Many' in so far as it 
contains the common genus and the specific differences, but yet it is One 
because it is an atomon eidos. (*Do you find this convincing? Do you 
think Plato has overcome the chorismos and reconciled the Many with 
the One?) 
(d) makes possible a solution to the problem of false judgement raised in 
the Theaetetus. The discussion is complex and technical, but Plato's 
argument is essentially as follows. If we make the statement 'Theaetetus 
is not Flying', then on Parmenidean premises we would appear to be 
talking about something that does not 'exist' (not-Flying). Plato's answer 
is in effect to detach the 'not' from the 'Flying' and attach it to the 'is'. 
The original statement is thus reformulated as 'It is not the case that 
Theaetetus is flying'- or, at the 'ontological' level, 'Theaetetus does not 
blend with the Form Flying' (or, in the case of an individual, does not 
participate in it). (*Whether or not Plato's solution is adequate, it is 
significant in that he has recognised the ambiguity in the verb 'to be': it 
may be used to assert an identity [as in, for example, 'London is the 
capital city of England']; or to predicate some quality of a subject [as in 
'London is a city'].) 

A further step was taken by Plato in the Timaeus, where he sets out his 
'physical' theories. Concerned to account for the origin of the sensible 
world, he introduces the idea of a good and rational 'Demiurge' which 
imposes order on primitive raw matter or qualities, so as to bring them 
into 'conformity' with the Forms. This matter is found in a condition of 
disordered motion in the Receptacle of Space. Plato describes the 
Receptacle as the 'nurse of all Becoming', and the material world as 
being fashioned into 'a living creature with soul and reason patterned 
after the supreme One Living Being'. This latter reference might suggest 
that Plato is identifying the One with God. There is certainly some 
support for this in the Republic where he talks of the absolute Form of 
Good as 

responsible for everything right and good, producing in the visible 
realm light and the source of light, and being, in the intelligible realm 
itself, controlling source of reality and intelligence. [517] 

and of God as the author of the nature of things, his creations being 
ultimate realities (597). It would, however, be mistaken to interpret this 
'God' in a conventional religious sense as a person and creator. More 
probably Plato thought of God as the supreme principle of Being from 
which proceeds (i) the Forms, and (ii) the Demiurge (equated with 
Reason and the 'World-Soul'), responsible for ordering (iii) matter. He 
describes the generation of the cosmos as being a 'mixed result of the 
combination of Necessity and Reason'. 
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•comments and criticisms 
Much can be written about Plato's doctrine of the One. You might like to 
consider the following two points. 

(1) Change and the One. Plato's account of this problem is not entirely 
coherent. If matter-in-motion is co-eternal with the Forms and the 
demiurge, then motion itself and hence change must presumably be 
attributed to the Absolute One from which all things proceed. This 
would not be consistent with the theory of blending discussed in the 
Sophist, according to which various Forms (and hence individual things 
participating in them) blend with the Form of Motion (the efficient cause 
being the Demiurge of the Timaeus). There are, moreover, difficulties 
with both positions. On the first account change or Becoming has not 
really been explained at all; rather it is accepted as a cosmic fact (a 
'necessity'). If it is proceeding eternally from the Supreme Principle, 
does this mean that the One itself is constantly changing? If not, then 
how does the static One give rise to motion? A similar difficulty arises 
with the second account. How does change occur as the result of a 
blending or participation of a Form or thing in another Form which is 
essentially immutable and timeless? 

(2) The One and the Good. It is debatable whether the One can be 
identified with the Good at all; what is allegedly 'factual', or at least an 
'ontological' statement ('The Supreme Principle is One') is being 
equated with what is essentially a 'value' judgement. By way of example 
we can consider the two judgements, 'The man is tall' and 'The man is 
good'. The terms 'tall' and 'good' belong to two different categories. We 
may of course want to say that being tall is a good thing in certain 
circumstances (for example, if one wished to join the police force); but is 
it legitimate to say that tallness is in itself good, that is, has intrinsic 
value? Likewise can one claim that the One is intrinsically good, such 
that all things which flow from it are good in proportion to the degree of 
reality they possess - as Plato seems to hold? If it is not, then what is the 
justification for the statement that the One is good? (Compare the 
reference above to the two functions of 'is' which Plato himself distingu
ished.) 

Further discussion of the problem of God and the Good will be found in 
Chapter 8. 

2. 7 'PSYCHOLOGY' OR PHILOSOPHY OF MIND 

Reading: Republic, 435-445; 608-21 

Just as Plato was not concerned to set out a detailed theory of knowledge 
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in the Republic so neither does he offer a philosophical or 'scientific' 
account of the 'soul'. That man does possess a soul or mind (for the time 
being we shall use the terms interchangeably) is accepted by Plato 
without question. And he does discuss two characteristics of the soul to 
the extent that they are relevant to his ethics and political philosophy, 
namely, (1) its so-called 'tripartite' nature, and (2) its immortality. 

Arguments in support of the soul's tripartite nature (see 436-441) 
Plato's first 'argument' is that since there are certain qualities in city 
states these same qualities must exist in individuals, for where else could 
they have come from? (This will be dealt with later.) His main argument, 
however, is built on evidence drawn from introspection. It falls into two 
stages. 

(a) 'Desire' is a correlative term and may be qualified or unqualified. 
Thus, when we are thirsty we desire drink without qualification; drink is 
the 'natural object' of our thirst. Likewise we may talk of knowledge as 
unqualified - as knowledge of an 'object'. But just as knowledge of a 
particular kind of object (for example, of disease) must itself be of a 
special type (medical knowledge), so desire too may be qualified in the 
same way: we may have a great thirst (we desire a lot to drink), or we 
may desire a particular kind of drink, in which case we experience a 
particular type of thirst. These examples suggest that there is something 
in the mind other than desire which must assess the object and ascertain 
its qualities, thereby resulting in a qualification of the desire. As he says: 

Clearly one and the same thing cannot act or be affected in opposite 
ways at the same time in the same part of it and in relation to the same 
object; so if we meet these contradictions we shall know we are dealing 
with more than one faculty. [436] 

Plato is thus led to distinguish between an 'irrational' element (to 
epithumetikon), which desires the drink, and a 'reflective' element (to 
logistikon), which categorizes it as little or much, sweet or bitter, and so 
on. Our urges and impulses are attributed to the former ('appetite'), 
while the reason also exercises control. 

(b) He now isolates a third element, which he calls 'spirit' or 'indigna
tion' (to thumoiedes). This 'part' of the soul normally comes to the aid of 
the reason when it is struggling against desire. He tells the story of 
Leontion, who wanted to look at some corpses. For a time he struggled 
with himself but in the end his desire got the better of him and opening 
his eyes wide he said, 'There you are, curse you- a lovely sight! Have a 
real good look!' Another well-known analogy is found in the Phaedrus. 
The rational element is compared to a charioteer trying to control two 
horses, one good (the spirited element), the other bad (the appetitive 
element). The former is obedient to the charioteer's instructions, but the 
latter is given to passion and has to be restrained by the whip. 
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Indignation is thus different from appetite and has a natural affinity with 
reason - though it may be corrupted by a bad upbringing. The distinct
ness of indignation from the other two elements is, says Plato, seen 
clearly in children, who possess it before they become reasonable. 

The soul's immortality (608--620) 
Plato deals with the question of the soul's immortality at the end of the 
Republic. Although goodness for Plato is to be understood without 
reference to the consequences of our actions ('goodness is its own 
reward'), he argues nevertheless that the just man is rewarded not only in 
his lifetime (by his society) but to an even greater extent after death. 
Now Plato does not claim to know this: rather his belief in such an 
afterlife takes on something of a religious conviction, and his doctrine is 
presented in his 'Myth of Er', the story of a brave man killed in battle 
who is commanded by the Judges of the dead to observe the fate of other 
souls and then to return to earth as a messenger. But before Plato 
outlines the myth he does offer some sort of 'proof. The soul, he says, is 
fundamentally pure but becomes deformed through its association with 
the body. Nevertheless it retains something of its true nature- and 
shows this through its longing for wisdom. Now each individual thing has 
its own particular evil (as well as good) which will cause it to deteriorate 
and eventually to be destroyed. Thus the body is prone to disease, and 
the soul is open to injustice and ignorance. If, however, the body were 
killed after the ingestion of bad food, we should not say the badness of 
the food was the cause of death; rather we should attribute it to one of 
the body's own characteristic illness of which the bad food was the 
occasion. Plato's point is that if anything is destroyed it can be only 
through its own specific evil. So unless bodily evil can produce in the soul 
the soul's own evil we must conclude that it is only through its own inner 
weaknesses that the soul can be destroyed. We have no proof that the 
soul is made worse morally by the death of the body. Neither is it 
extinguished by its own injustice and ignorance. It must therefore be 
immortal. 

*Criticisms 
(1) It should be noted that this 'proof of immortality is rooted in Plato's 
unexamined dualist assumption of a soul and a body, each possessing its 
own specific form of evil. 

(2) But if we leave this problem on one side we must still be doubtful 
about the argument itself. It is taken for granted that the soul is neither 
destroyed nor weakened by the presence in it of injustice and 'other 
forms of evil', and it is left as an open question whether the soul remains 
unaffected by the destruction of the body; for this depends on an 
assumption which has not been established, namely, that the specific evil 
of one thing cannot destroy quite another thing. Plato says it would be 
illogical to suppose that it could. It is not clear though where the implied 
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inconsistency lies. The central idea of a 'specific evil' is also altogether 
too vague to bear the weight of his argument. 

(3) There is, however, a third difficulty. In the Republic, as we have 
seen, Plato claims that the soul has three parts (mere). Now, it is doubtful 
if he means by this that the individual soul is actually composed of three 
distinct elements: rather he may be understood as holding the view that 
the soul has three functions (eide). As Lee points out in his commentary 
(between 434 and 435), Plato has warned us that he is not speaking with 
scientific precision, and, writes Lee, 'he is concerned with morals and not 
with psychology, with a general classification of the main motives or 
impulses to action, rather than of a scientific analysis of the mind'. 
Necessarily then there is some ambiguity and lack of clarity in Plato's 
account of the tripartite nature of the soul; and his remark in 612 suggests 
he himself is uncertain. 

If we want to see it as it really is, we should look at it, not as we do 
now, when it is deformed by its association with the body and other 
evils, but in its original purity which reason reveals to us ... Then one 
really could see its true nature, composite or single, or whatever it may 
be. 

Either way there does seem to be a difficulty raised by the doctrine of 
immortality. Once the soul has completely separated from the body, 
does it retain its functions? Perhaps the rational part survives actively, 
while the 'spirited' and 'appetitive' parts remain only poten
tially- dormant without the body to act on and through? 

Other arguments for immortality 
Plato's main arguments for immortality of the soul (and its existence 
before birth) are to be found in several other dialogues, particularly in 
the Phaedo, which was probably written about the same time as or just 
before the bulk of the Republic. Brief summaries are provided here. 

(1) The first argument recalls the ancient religious tradition of reincarna
tion, which in Greek culture is particularly associated with Pythagoras. 
Socrates also assumes as a universal law of nature that all things are 
involved in an eternal cyclical process. Contraries, he says, come from 
contraries (for example, we awake from sleep and then pass from the 
waking state into sleep once more). Likewise just as death comes from 
life so must death return to life again. 

(2) This argument involves in part a more elaborate restatement of the 
notion of recollection discussed in the Meno. Socrates maintains that our 
knowledge of comparisons (for example, equality) and the failure of 
individual things fully to exemplify absolute limits implies a previous 
knowledge of an ideal standard. Similarly while knowledge of particulars 
is achieved through sense-perception, recognition of their incomplete-
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ness also points to pre-natal knowledge which is forgotten at birth and 
has to be recollected with the help of a skilled teacher. 

(3) Socrates distinguishes between the two worlds - of Becoming or 
change, and of Being (the Forms)- and argues that the soul is akin to 
the latter; for it is invisible, achieves tranquillity when contemplating the 
Ideas (whereas it is confused in sense-perception), and naturally rules the 
body. The Forms are immutable; so therefore must the soul be. 

(4) Two contrary Forms, for example, Tallness and Smallness, cannot 
simultaneously exist in an object. In the same way 'essential attributes' 
such as heat and coldness are incompatible. Confronted by fire, snow will 
either melt or will extinguish it. The soul derives its life through 
participation in the Form of life, and so cannot admit Death. But unlike 
snow the soul cannot perish (it is by its nature or 'definition' imperish
able), and therefore withdraws to another world. 

("These short statements do of course fail to do full justice to Plato's 
arguments, which are developed in the Phaedo in the face of some 
sustained criticism by Socrates' hearers Cebes and Simmias. But they 
should give you some idea of his approach. You are strongly recom
mended to study this famous dialogue at length.) 

2.8 JUSTICE: PRELIMINARY SUGGESTIONS AND PLATO'S 
CRITICISMS 

Reading: Republic, 327-367; see also Gorgias, 45Hnd 

The discussion so far should have given you a fair understanding of 
Plato's account of knowledge, his theory of Forms, and his doctrine of 
the soul as presented in the Republic and several other dialogues. We can 
now examine the central concern of the Republic itself: the definition of 
'Justice'. 

The dialogue opens with an account of a conversation between 
Socrates, the narrator, and some of his friends: the wise old man 
Cephalus and his son Polemarchus, both of whom represent the conven
tional views of the 'ordinary' man; Thrasymachus, a Sophist of the less 
reputable kind; and Plato's two brothers, Glaucon and Adeimantus, who 
for the purposes of the argument develop the sophistic account of justice. 

The first answer (331-336) 
(1) Cephalus equates justice with rectitude but, although an upright and 
honest man all his life, but cannot say what doing right means except that 
it consists in being truthful and returning what one has borrowed. 
Socrates shows the weakness of this account by pointing out that it would 
not be the right thing to return a weapon to a madman. 
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(2) The problem is taken up by Polemarchus: he argues that to be just is 
'to give every man his due'. Given the reply made to Cephal us, 
Polemarchus is persuaded to modify his position. He now argues that to 
do right is to give everyone what is 'appropriate', that is, to do good to a 
friend but harm to an enemy. 

To refute Polemarchus Socrates appeals to several analogies. In 
matters of health, he says, a doctor is the person best able to benefit his 
friend and harm his enemies; on a sea-voyage it would be a navigator. 
Likewise the just man will be of value in time of war; he will be able to 
fight for his friends. But healthy people, and those who remain on land, 
will have no need of doctors or navigators. So what use will the just man 
be in peacetime? Socrates forces Polemarchus to admit that his various 
suggestions as to the use of justice - in situations where some sort of 
transaction between people is involved (for example, chess playing, 
building, buying and selling)- are untenable. A useful partner in chess is 
a chess player; and in music a musician is needed, not a just man. It 
would seem that it is only when things are not being used that justice may 
have a role to play (as in the banking of money, the storing of objects). 
He then goes on to argue that just as skill in defence goes with skill in 
attack, so we should expect a man good at storing things to be good at 
stealing them. So justice is a kind of stealing - but to help a friend or to 
harm an enemy. 

Polemarchus is not convinced. Socrates therefore follows a new line of 
attack. We may be mistaken in believing a person to be a friend (or 
enemy), in which case would justice involve doing harm to a friend or 
good to an enemy? Polemarchus rephrases his definition. A friend is no 
longer someone who seems good and honest, but is now identified with 
someone who is good, and an enemy with someone who is bad. Justice is 
then to do good to someone who is a friend (that is, a good person). But, 
says Socrates, if we harm someone, he actually becomes worse 'by the 
standards of human excellence' (that is, justice), in which case the use of 
justice must make others unjust. This, however, is surely contrary to the 
function of the good or just man, which must be to do good to others and 
not harm - in the same way as it is the function of heat to make things 
hot. So the definition of justice as the giving to every man his due
harming his enemies and helping his friends - cannot be acceptable: it is 
never right to harm anyone. The doctrine is self-contradictory. 

The second answer (336-353) 
(1) The argument presented by Thrasymachus is essentially based on the 
doctrine 'might is right'; he defines justice or right as 'what is in the 
interest of the stronger party'. Asked to explain more clearly what he 
means, he says (338): 

Each ruling class makes laws that are in its own interest, a democracy 
democratic laws, a tyranny tyrannical ones and so on; and in making 
these laws they define as 'right' for their subjects what is in the interest 
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of themselves, the rulers, and if anyone breaks their laws he is 
punished as a 'wrong-doer'. That is what I mean when I say that 'right' 
is the same thing in all states, namely the interest of the established 
ruling class; and this ruling class is the 'strongest' element in each state, 
and so if we argue correctly we see that 'right' is always the same, the 
interest of the stronger party. 

Socrates agrees that what is right is an 'interest', but he is not sure that it 
is of the stronger party. He gets Thrasymachus to accept that it is possible 
to conceive of a ruler giving an order which will be obeyed by his subjects 
but which will yet harm him. To avoid the contradiction Thrasymachus 
argues that when making a mistake a ruler is not then a ruler as such Gust 
as when a skilled craftsman is said to have 'made a mistake' he is then, 
strictly speaking, not a skilled craftsman, because his skill has momen
tarily failed him). So Socrates tries a new tack. Each group of individuals 
(doctor-patient, ship's captain-crew) has its own particular interest, the 
furtherance of which is the object of the relevant profession. That object 
is something other than the profession itself. Thus, the interest of 
medicine is the body, not medicine; the doctor is concerned with the 
health of his patient. In the same way, concludes Socrates, a ruler in the 
precise sense must be concerned with the welfare of his subjects and not 
with his own interest. 

(2) Undaunted Thrasymachus now (343) appeals to the actual condition 
of Greek states. Rulers are like shepherds who fatten their animals solely 
for profit. It is a fact of social and political life that the simple and 'just' 
promote not their own happiness but that of their rulers. The acquie
scence of the ruled in their masters' laws gives rise to 'conventional' 
morality. Socrates' so-called 'just' man comes off worse than his 'unjust' 
ruler. 'Injustice' actually pays; when given full scope (as in a tyranny) it 
has greater strength, freedom, and power than 'justice'. An individual 
caught out in petty crime will be punished: but the man who 'succeeds in 
robbing the whole body of citizens and reducing them to slavery' is called 
happy and fortunate. 

In answer to Thrasymachus' first and more political point about the 
nature of society, Socrates returns to his earlier argument concerning the 
true aims of various professions. The doctor tends to his patient in order 
to restore him to health. Getting a fee is not the primary object; the 
gaining of wages derives from the exercise of a separate 'profession', 
namely that of wage-earning. To refute Thrasymachus' second point -
that the pursuit of injustice brings greater rewards than conventional 
justice - Socrates develops a three-stage argument: (i) (349) The unjust 
man, he says, will compete with others, just or unjust, to get a greater 
share of anything. Just men, however, do not compete with each other 
any more than a musician or doctor will compete with another member 
of his profession when engaged in his own appropriate activity: rather, 
each strives to achieve the same highest standard. The man with 
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professional knowledge is wise and therefore good. So the good man will 
not compete with his like. Only the ignorant and therefore bad man will 
try to compete both with his like and his opposite. According to 
Thrasymachus, the unjust man is like and hence is the man of good sense: 
but now it appears that the unjust man is bad and ignorant. Once again 
Thrasymachus seems to have been led into contradiction. (ii) (352) 
Thrasymachus believes that injustice has greater strength and power than 
justice. But, argues Socrates, on the contrary, injustice breeds dissent 
whether in society or in the individual. (iii) (352-354) What of Thrasyma
chus' claim that the unjust man is happier than the just man? Socrates 
introduces yet another analogy. Each thing has a function- that which 
only it can do or that which it does best. It also has a characteristic virtue 
which enables it to perform its function and a characteristic defect which 
makes it perform badly. (In the case of the eye, for example, if it 
possesses such a defect it will be unable to see.) Now there is no function 
we can perform without the mind - even life itself. It is goodness that 
enables the mind to perform its functions (for example, control and 
attention) well, and badness the reverse. The peculiar virtue of the mind 
has already been identified with justice (see 350) and its defect with 
injustice. So the just-minded man will have a good life and hence will be 
happy and prosperous. Justice therefore pays better than injustice. 

The third answer (357-367) 
Glaucon and Adeimantus now take up the cudgels on behalf of Thrasy
machus (though they do not accept all his arguments themselves). 
Glaucon says that our natural instinct is to inflict injury and to avoid 
suffering it. To avoid chaos men therefore enter into mutual agreements 
to establish laws and obey them- a kind of social contract (compare Ch. 
6). Justice is then a compromise between what is most desirable (doing 
wrong and avoiding punishment) and what is most undesirable (suffering 
wrong without redress). Men practise it against their will but only 
because of the forcible restraints sanctioned by the 'contract'. But this is 
conventional justice - the justice of the common herd. The perfectly 
unjust man who rejects the constraints of law and conventional morality 
actually comes off best in the long run. (Glaucon illustrates what he 
means by telling the story of Gyges, a Lydian shepherd, who discovered 
a ring which made him invisible. With its aid he got into the royal palace, 
seduced the queen, murdered the king, and seized the throne. If the just 
man and the unjust man had such a ring, both would follow the same 
course). Adeimantus agrees with what Glaucon has said and argues that 
whether people seek justice or injustice the test lies in material rewards, 
in this life or in the next; and he claims that contemporary religious 
beliefs and educational theory support this view. They now ask Socrates 
to prove that justice is preferable not because of any material conse
quences but because it is good in itself, whereas injustice is intrinsically 
evil and destructive of the soul of its possessor. 
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•comments 
These opening arguments have been summarized extensively because 
they do show clearly Plato's characteristic question-and-answer techni
que, whereby he seems to draw his interlocutors as if inevitably to the 
conclusion he wishes to reach; and secondly his frequent recourse to 
analogy - a recurrent feature in most of his dialogues. Do you find this 
convincing? In particular, note his move from 'functions' and 'actions' 
associated with a professional person such as a doctor to those 
appropriate to the good or just man. It is certainly questionable whether 
it is legitimate to make use of analogies drawn from non-ethical contexts 
to illustrate specifically ethical terms such as 'good' and 'just'. You 
should examine Socrates' answers to the arguments of Thrasymachus, 
Glaucon, and Adeimantus critically. Is he at any time devious? Can you 
discover any non sequiturs, or any hidden premises? 

2.9 PLATO'S OWN ACCOUNT OF JUSTICE 

I Reading: Republic, 369-75; 427-44 

From now on the Republic is designed to answer the challenge thrown 
down by the two brothers in Part I. Justice, whatever it may be, can be a 
characteristic of both a community and an individual. It is easier to read a 
notice when it is in large letters; in the same way, says Socrates, it may be 
easier to recognise justice in the larger entity. He therefore proposes to 
examine the community first. Sections 369-372 deal with the origins and 
nature of a 'simple' society and hence with the emergence of justice. 

No man can live in isolation. Society therefore evolves as the means by 
which men can satisfy their mutual needs. A simple society, that is, a 
'city-state' (polis), makes use of the various skills exercised by different 
individuals: some people are good at farming, others at building, 
weaving, and so on. Plato thinks the 'minimum state' would consist of 
four or five men. Now the best results are obtained when each man does 
his own job. This gives rise to a fundamental harmony, and it may be that 
it is in the relationship between the various elements of the community 
that justice originates. Such a society is of course primitive (Glaucon 
remarks, 'you might be catering for a community of pigs!'); and if a 
society is to enjoy the luxuries of 'civilization' it must be enlarged. Plato 
therefore goes on (373-375) to expand the list of occupations necessary 
for its smooth functioning: artists, poets, tutors, barbers, cooks, doctors, 
and many more, are all needed. Moreover, since an expanding city-state 
will require more territory, it will soon come into conflict with other 
states. A 'Guardian' class, distinct from the 'workers', will therefore be 
needed to fight for the community. (Later in the dialogue [412-414] this 
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Guardian class is subdivided into two separate categories: (1) the 
Auxiliaries, who include soldiers, law enforcers, and 'civil servants'; (2) 
superior Guardians or Rulers.) Thus the ideal state consists of three 
distinct but interdependent classes. Plato is now in a position to present 
his account of justice (427-444). 

If the state as outlined by Socrates is perfect then it must exhibit four 
virtues: wisdom, courage, discipline, and justice. The first three are 
easily identified. Wisdom (sophia): each citizen possess his own peculiar 
skill) carpentry, farming, and so on). The skill of the Rulers is exercised 
on behalf of the city as a whole, not in favour of any particular interest; 
and it benefits the state both internally and externally. It is through the 
Guardians therefore that the city may be said to have judgement and 
wisdom. Courage (andreia) (see also 375-376): This is the skill 
appropriate to the Auxiliaries. To possess courage (roughly, 'mettle' or 
'spirit') is to have the 'kind of ability to retain in all circumstances a 
judgement about danger which is correct by established standards'. 
Through it the Auxiliaries are able to fight bravely, and it is this that 
makes us call the state brave. Discipline or temperance (sophrosune): 
Whereas wisdom and courage are possessed by the Guardians (more 
especially the Rulers), discipline is characteristic of all the members of 
the state and is 'diffused throughout the whole of it'. It is, he says, a kind 
of natural order or harmony between the 'higher and lower' elements 
about which of them is to rule in both state and individual. Through 
temperance 'the desires of the less reputable majority are controlled by 
the desires and the wisdom of the superior minority'. In the disciplined 
society the workers are obedient, while their rulers govern wisely and 
moderately. The fourth quality, justice (dikaiosune) remains to be 
explained. 'Our quarry,' says Socrates, 'is under our noses all the time, 
and we haven't seen it but have been making perfect fools of ourselves.' 
Justice is in fact the principle laid down at the beginning of the discussion 
and followed in the outline of the ideal state: it consists in the minding by 
each individual of his own business and the getting on with the job he is 
most suited to. It must be the virtue that makes possible and preserves 
the existence of wisdom, courage, and discipline. It is thus present in the 
perfect state when the rulers are governing wisely, the auxiliaries are 
fighting bravely, and all the 'artisans' are doing their own jobs efficiently 
and energetically. For justice to be exhibited in the state its existence is 
presupposed in the individual, who sees that to get on with his or her own 
work without interfering with others is just. The way is therefore now 
open for Plato to define justice in the individual. Given that the tripartite 
structure of the state is paralleled by a three part division within the 
individual soul (see 2.7), justice can be seen to be present when each 
'part' performs its own special function properly: wisdom being the 
virtue of the rational part, courage the virtue of the 'spirited' element, 
and temperance consisting in the subordination of desires and feelings to 
the reason. 
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*Criticisms 
Plato's account of the relationship of citizens to the state and of the 
cardinal virtues is undoubtedly plausible. It may well have been necess
ary if he was to be sure of avoiding unrestrained individualism and 
anarchy. Nevertheless there are difficulties. 

(1) To consider first the role of the 'working' class. For them, as we have 
seen, justice consists in their placing themselves under the direction of 
wise Rulers (aided by the law-enforcing Auxiliaries) and the performing 
of their own special skills efficiently. Likewise, at the level-of the soul, 
the individual's many desires are controlled by reason and encouraged to 
achieve their legitimate ends (the satisfaction of hunger, for example). 
But (a), we may ask, is it entirely acceptable to compare the performing 
of a job or the exercise of a skill with the satisfying of a desire or 
appetite- at least so far as the end product is concerned? Certainly the 
means may be directed in both cases (by the Ruler and by reason 
respectively), but whereas the product of a skill admits of description in 
terms of a criterion, a standard of perfection, a desire is either fully 
satisfied or not. (b) In any case a strict conformity to the analogy would 
relate the desires in the soul to the individuals of the third of the state's 
classes rather than to their functions or skills. Given this interpretation, 
however, one problem is that individuals can act and choose, whereas 
within the individual his desires are usually occasions or provide motiva
tions for the rational part of the soul to institute action. (c) Moreover, an 
individual can have many skills, but a desire is single (though it may 
admit of being satisfied in different ways); and while it may well be that 
an uncontrolled quest for the satisfaction of basic desires can lead to 
disharmony in the soul (intemperance), there is no reason to suppose 
that the performance by individuals of several different jobs would 
necessarily bring about an imbalance in the state. (d) It might also be 
questioned whether Plato is right to allocate all occupations, other than 
those of guardianship, to the third class. The kinds of skill required for 
the successful performance of a variety of tasks may well be different 
from that exercised by the Rulers: but many professions surely demand a 
high level of rationality if not wisdom in Plato's strictly philosophical 
sense. 

(2) (a) Plato's ethics and political philosophy are based on the supposi
tion that there are four Cardinal Virtues. However, the assumption of 
just four virtues does seem to be somewhat arbitrary and is not backed by 
any substantial arguments. Should not a place be found for other virtues, 
such as benevolence or altruism for example? Or would Plato have 
regarded these as aspects of justice? (b) His uncritical adoption of this 
doctrine of four virtues gives the impression that his account of the three 
classes has been developed so that it will relate to the doctrine of the 
tripartite soul which he has accepted on other grounds. So it would not 
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be surprising that justice in the latter should be understood in terms of a 
parallel or analogy with the former. Does he therefore beg the question? 

(3) More seriously, his account of justice is inadequately supported by 
argument. It is assumed that it consists in the right performance of 
function. As the subsequent history of political philosophy has shown, 
the concept of justice is much more complex and controversial than Plato 
could have imagined (see Ch. 6). 

2.10 THE IDEAL STATE 

Reading: Republic, 376-27; 449-502; 514--541 

You will already have realized that the lines of demarcation between the 
various fields of philosophy are not clear in Plato's writings. His theory of 
knowledge, metaphysics, and ethics interrelate and shade into each 
other; and you have seen how closely his theory of the state and account 
of justice are linked to his views on the mind or soul. Something more 
can now be said about his political philosophy. 

Plato's ideal society is, as has been made clear, composed of three 
classes of citizens. In Books III-IV ( 412-427) he sets out details of the 
kind of life the Rulers and Auxiliaries are required to follow if they are to 
be of service to the state. They should have no private property except 
for the basic essentials, for personal possessions are a source of envy and 
temptation. Houses, money, food, and so on should therefore be 
provided by citizens. Guardians will derive their happiness from a 
realization that they are serving the community as a whole. They must 
also be responsible for controlling the size of the state, for ensuring that 
workers do not enjoy extremes of wealth, and for maintaining the 
education system which trains future leaders. 

Between 449 and 502 Plato considers three 'waves' of difficulty which 
might be thought to arise in any attempt to establish his ideal society. 
They relate to (a) the role of women, (b) the elimination of the family. 
and (c) the concentration of political power in the hands of philosophers. 
As to the first ( 449-457), Plato declares that apart from the difference in 
biological function no distinction is to be made between the two sexes. 
Women would be expected to participate fully in the work of society. 
They should receive the same education as men, and the most intellec
tually gifted would be fitted for the role of Guardian. The elimination of 
the family (457-466) necessarily follows- at least so far as the Guardians 
are concerned; family ties would distract them from their primary 
concern, the welfare of the community as a whole. Plato therefore 
proposes that there should be mating festivals to ensure the production 
of the best 'stock'. All children resulting from such unions would be 
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reared in state nurseries to prevent them from identifying with a family 
group and to ensure that their loyalty is given to the state. 

The requirement that the Rulers be philosophers is central to Plato's 
scheme (474-502); only the genuine philosopher is devoted to the search 
for truth and knowledge and committed to a virtuous life. As he says 
(473): 

The society we have described can never grow into a reality or see the 
light of day, and there will be no end to the troubles of states, or 
indeed, my dear Glaucon, of humanity itself, till philosophers become 
kings in this world, or till those we now call kings and rulers really and 
truly become philosophers, and political power and philosophy thus 
come into the same hands, while the many natures now content to 
follow either to the exclusion of the other are forcibly debarred from 
doing so. This is what I have hesitated to say for so long, knowing what 
a paradox it would sound; for it is not easy to see that there is no other 
road to happiness, either for society or the individual. 

After Plato has defined the philosopher and discussed the qualities 
required in him (474-487) Adeimantus points out (487) that many who 
claim to be philosophers are in fact rogues or poseurs, and that in fact the 
genuine philosophers are usually so disgusted with political life that they 
as far as possible avoid any involvement with it. This is of course, says 
Plato, a criticism of the state of contemporary Athenian politics; and he 
goes on ( 497-502) to discuss how through appropriate selection and 
training the best elements in society might in due course take over its 
organization and running, so that the ideal state could eventually be 
realized notwithstanding the difficulties. 

Plato's educational scheme for potential Guardians consists of two 
stages. The first stage (376-412) starts when they are very young, and 
should be concerned with the development of mind and character 
through literary education. This is to be achieved by telling children 
stories. Whether they are true or fictional is less important than that they 
should have the right moral content. Such stories should teach them 
about the goodness and unchangeability of God (compare section 2.6). 
Evil cannot be attributed to God but must be explained in terms of his 
punishment of the wicked - which actually does them good. The litera
ture children are allowed to read must also inculcate the virtues of 
courage, truthfulness, and temperance. All literature which encourages 
moral weakness must be censored or banned altogether (even if it is 
about the behaviour of the gods themselves). By literary education Plato 
means not only 'simple' and 'imitative' poetry, or their combination, but 
also music and other creative arts. The state must ensure that all such 
activity be directed solely towards the perception of beauty - which will 
in turn encourage right thinking and right behaviour. (*It is worth noting 
that the imitative arts relate to the lowest levels in Plato's hierarchy of 
things and ideas [see section 2.5], which are at two removes from 
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'reality'. This explains his concern that literature and art should be vetted 
to ensure that they point potential Guardians on the upward path 
towards Truth, Goodness, and Beauty. You will find a fuller account of 
his theory of art in Book X of the Republic, 595-608. Further reference 
to this will be made in Ch. 9; and you may wish to postpone a more 
detailed examination of Plato's arguments until then.) 

Training is not just of the mind and character: literary education must 
be followed by physical education consisting of gymnastics. This will 
ensure that courage is added to the temperance imparted to the soul by 
music and that the Guardians will develop a strong constitution 
(especially useful to the Auxiliaries). 

These two methods of education seem to have been given by god to 
men to train our initiative and our reason. They are not intended, one 
to train body, the other mind, except incidentally, but to ensure a 
proper harmony between energy and initiative on the one hand and 
reason on the other, by turning each to the right pitch. And so we may 
venture to assert that anyone who can produce the best blend of the 
physical and intellectual sides of education and apply them to the 
training of character, is producing harmony in a far more important 
sense than any musician. [412) 

The second stage, which involves essentially a training in science and 
philosophy, is described in Book VII (521-541). The central purpose of 
such education is the conversion of the mind or soul towards knowledge 
of the Good. What is meant by this 'conversion' is made clear a little 
earlier (514-521) in Plato's famous simile of the cave, which incorporates 
the truths he was trying to present in his simile of the Sun and the 
Divided Line analogy (see 2.5). Plato has Socrates asking his listeners to 
imagine a group of prisoners tied down in a cave. Behind them is a fire 
which casts moving shadows on the wall in front of them. They cannot 
tum their heads and therefore have no knowledge of the entrance to the 
cave. Suppose one of them were released from his bonds and could turn 
round. He would be dazzled by the fire and would be unable to see the 
objects which had cast the shadows. Suppose, further, that he could 
make his way to the cave entrance and was told that outside were objects 
still more real than those by the fire. Initially he would not be able to see 
these either; his eyes would be so dazzled by the sun: but after a while he 
would become accustomed to the brightness and would come to rec
ognise the reality of the world outside. As he is now the only person able 
to compare the real objects with both the things in the cave and their 
shadows on the wall, it must be his responsibility to return to the cave 
and enlighten the other prisoners. He must 'turn their minds round'. 
('Note the correspondences assumed in Lee's translation: the tied 
prisoners represent Illusion, the freed prisoner Belief; looking at the 
shadows may be compared with the use of Reason, looking at the real 
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things outside is Intelligence, while looking at the sun is analogous to 
having a Vision of the Form of Good.) 

Our argument indicates that this capacity [for education] is innate in 
each man's mind, and that the faculty by which he learns is like an eye 
which cannot be turned from darkness to light unless the whole body is 
turned; in the same way the mind as a whole must be turned away from 
the world of change until it can bear to look straight at reality, and at 
the brightest of all realities which is what we call the Good. [518] 

To bring this conversion about, Plato says, trainees should first study 
mathematics and science (arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, harmonics); 
these disciplines will encourage judgement and abstract thinking, the 
apprehension of concepts rather than perception of individual things, 
and will thereby direct their attention towards knowledge and away from 
belief. The educational process is completed at about the age of thirty 
with the study of Dialectic, which starts from the hypotheses of science 
and passes to ultimate truths. What precisely is meant by 'Dialectic' has 
been much discussed. It is of course implicit in the question-and-answer 
techniques employed by Socrates throughout the dialogue, which we 
have referred to earlier. Plato himself says: 

It is an intellectual process, but is paralleled in the visible world, as we 
said, by the progress of sight from shadows to real creatures, and then 
to the stars, and finally to the sun itself. So when one tries to reach 
ultimate realities by the exercise of pure reason, without any aid from 
the senses, and refuses to give up until the mind has grasped what the 
Good is, one is at the end of an intellectual progress parallel to the 
visual progress we described. [532] 

Lee's comment is worth quoting: 

It is clearly concerned with both mathematics and morals, in each 
bringing a coherence and certainty lacking at an earlier stage; but Plato 
deliberately avoids detail and precision, and if we say that Dialectic is a 
purely philosophic activity, that it gives coherence to the whole of a 
man's knowledge, and leads finally to a vision of ultimate reality, we 
have, perhaps, said as much as can be said with certainty. 

The completion of the five year stage of Dialectic is to be followed by a 
fifteen year period of practical experience in various minor offices before 
a candidate is regarded as properly qualified to take on the supreme task 
as Ruler. 

One question that might be raised about Plato's views on education in 
the ideal state concerns the apparent inflexibility of his scheme: each 
individual, whether worker or Guardian, has his own special task for 
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which he is best fitted, but there does not seem to be scope for change. 
Can workers move to a different job, take on new tasks? More 
importantly, how is it possible when children are so young to determine 
that they are suited to the education which will eventually enable them to 
rule? Plato does in fact deal with this problem in his so-called 'Founda
tion Myth' (414-415) which he hopes later generations of citizens might 
come to believe: 

You are, all of you in this land, brothers. But when God fashioned 
you, he added gold in the composition of those of you who are 
qualified to be Rulers (which is why their prestige is greatest); he put 
silver in the Auxiliaries, and iron and bronze in the farmers and the 
rest. Now since you are all of the same stock, though children will 
commonly resemble their parents, occasionally a silver child will be 
born of golden parents, or a golden child of silver parents, and so on. 
Therefore the first and most important of God's commandments to the 
Rulers is that they must exercise their function as Guardians with 
particular care in watching the mixture of metals in the characters of 
the children. If one of their own children has bronze or iron in its 
make-up, they must harden their hearts, and degrade it to the ranks of 
the industrial and agricultural class where it properly belongs; simi
larly, if a child of their class is born with gold or silver in its nature, 
they will promote it appropriately to be a Guardian or an Auxiliary. 
For they know that there is a prophecy that the State will be ruined 
when it has Guardians of silver and bronze. 

The primary purpose of the 'myth' is to encourage loyalty among all 
members of the community - though it is clear also that Plato does 
envisage that citizens will be moved from class to class according to their 
abilities as revealed in the course of the educational process. For Plato, 
then, individuals are, in modern terms, born with a particular genetic 
'make-up') but it is the responsibility of the Guardians to ensure that 
their skills are made use of to benefit the State as a whole. 

*Criticism 
It does not matter, says Socrates (592), whether the ideal state exists or 
ever will exist; it is the only state in whose politics the intelligent man can 
take part. Whether you share this belief or not, many of you will have 
doubts about some aspects of the Republic as described by Plato. You 
might like to think about one particular issue: can the limiting of 
individual freedom (as suggested by the censorship of literature and the 
abolition of the family) be justified on the ground that it is in the interest 
of the community as a whole? Are the Rulers 'paternalistic'? These 
issues will be referred to again in Chapters 6 and 9. But for the time being 
it is worth recognising that while Plato's ideal society has been attacked 
as being totalitarian and illiberal by political philosophers of a variety of 
persuasions, his scheme is firmly rooted in a vision of goodness and a 
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genuine concern for the physical, moral, and spiritual well-being of all 
citizens (though he seemed unable to emancipate himself from the 
contemporary Greek attitude to slavery!). 

2.11 IMPERFECT SOCIETIES 

Reading: Republic, 543-576 

Plato seemed to believe that his ideal state, which is an aristocracy 
(aristokratia- 'rule by the best-born'), could evolve from the Athenian 
society in which he lived - though he recognised that it would be difficult 
(see 502). At the least it could stand as an ideal, 'a pattern in heaven, 
where those who wish can see it and found it in their own hearts' (592), 
against which the quality of other societies might be judged; and he 
devotes much of Book VII (543-576) to an examination of 'imperfect' 
societies and the characteristic types of individuals generally admired in 
each one. Four such societies are discussed in order of the degree to 
which they may be said to have fallen away from the ideal. 

(1) Timocracy (rule by men of honour- though Plato uses the term to 
refer to rule by the ambitious). This kind of society comes into existence 
when, largely as a result of excessive emphasis being placed on gym
nastic, the 'spirited' element takes control of reason. Young trainee 
Guardians become ambitious, and disputes arise between those wishing 
to preserve traditional values and those who now seek after personal 
profit. The Auxiliaries come to dominate; genuine rulers are displaced. 
War will be the constant occupation of such a society. The timarchic 
character is identified by his self-assertiveness and personal ambition. 

(2) Oligarchy (government by the rich). The oligarchic society devolves 
from timocracy as a result of greed and the accumulation of wealth in the 
hands of a small group. Political power depends entirely on money. 
Society now consists of only two classes, rich and poor, many of the latter 
becoming criminals. Oligarchy also suffers from the inability to wage 
war. The oligarchic man, similarly, devotes his whole life to the getting of 
money. He has the appearance of being virtuous but is not in so far as he 
is not ruled by reason. 

(3) Democracy (rule by the people). Such a society is not democratic in 
the sense we understand today in Britain or the United States. Demo
cracy in Greece, Plato believes, arises when the rich fail to notice the 
growth in power of the poor class and are eventually overthrown. It is a 
society in which all citizens have equal political opportunity to hold 
public office - regardless of their 'fitness' for it - and have the freedom 
to do as they wish. Pleasure becomes the 'test' which determines what 
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each man is to do. There is thus a lack of respect for authority and the 
rule of law, and as a result a democracy lacks cohesion and tends to 
anarchy. The democratic man is a kind of hedonist, believing himself to 
be free but totally at the mercy of his ephemeral impulses. 

(4) Tyranny. The descent from oligarchy into democracy is marked by 
conflict between rich and poor. In the free-for-all which obtains in a 
democracy the talkers and doers gradually squeeze the money-makers 
and distribute their wealth to the largely unpolitical masses. The rich, 
in defending themselves, are then accused of being reactionaries and 
of plotting against the people. In the ensuing struggle the ordinary 
citizens look for a popular leader. In due course he comes to gain 
absolute power and can be removed only by assassination. The tyrant is a 
man who, starting out as a democrat, falls totally into the grip of a 
'master passion'- lust, drink, crime, absolute power: he becomes a 
megalomaniac. 

·comment 
Consider carefully Plato's criticisms of these several kinds of 'imperfect' 
states in the light of his own positive views about the 'ideal' society. You 
will be in a better position to assess his political philosophy after you 
have read through Chapter 6. 

2.12 VIRTUE AND HAPPINESS 

Reading: Republic, 576-92; 612-20; also Gorgias, 466-end 

The last point brings us back to a central issue in Plato's ethics. In Book 
II (352-354) (see Chapter 3.7), when disputing with Thrasymachus, 
Glaucon and Adeimantus, Socrates argued that the just man is happier 
than the unjust. In 420 he makes it clear that the objective of the perfect 
just state is the satisfaction of the whole community; each class finds its 
own happiness in performing its proper function as well as possible. 
Now, in 576-592, he shows that conversely the unjust life (for example, 
of the tyrant) leads to misery. Three proofs are put forward. 

(1) (576-580) The tyrant, who represents the extreme type of individual, 
just as the tyrannical state is the worst of the four imperfect societies, is 
the most unhappy because he is himself in a condition of slavery and has 
no real freedom. Not only is he ruled by passion but is surrounded by 
enemies and lives in constant fear of his life. Moreover, having rejected 
all normal standards he is likely to become even worse. 

(2) (580-583) The second proof arises out of an analysis of pleasure. 
(This is examined further in the Philebus.) Plato argues that to each of 



45 

the three parts of the soul (see 2.7) there correspond three different 
'objects' and three kinds of pleasure. Thus the third or lowest (appetit
ive) element looks for satisfaction of the senses through food, drink, sex, 
and so on., and also the wealth which will help his desires to be fulfilled. 
The second (spirited} element seeks for ambition or honour. The third 
(rational) part thirsts after truth. One or other of these three motivating 
factors must predominate, says Plato; and this gives rise to three kinds of 
men- the oligarch, the timocrat, and aristocratic philosopher respect
ively (as summarized in the last section). Each would think his own life 
the most pleasant, but only the philosopher's claim can be accepted; he 
alone of all the three types has experienced the three kinds of pleasure. 
He is therefore in the best position to judge. 

(3) (583-587} Given that pleasure is the opposite of pain and that there 
is an intermediate state in which we feel neither, Plato suggests that 
people often say that relief is pleasurable and that the cessation of 
enjoyment is painful. Rest, which was accepted as an intermediate state 
and neither pain nor pleasure, thus seems to be both. This is absurd. So 
Plato concludes: 

The state of rest must seem pleasant by contrast with previous pain or 
painful by contrast with previous pleasure; but, judged by the standard 
of real pleasure, neither experience can be genuine, but must be some 
sort of illusion. [584] 

An analogy follows. Anyone in the world who has risen from the bottom 
to the middle thinks, as he looks down, that he is at the top - never 
having seen the real summit. Likewise the man who is ignorant of true 
pleasure may be led to make a false contrast between pain and its 
absence, just as someone who had never seen white might similarly 
contrast grey with black. Now qualities of mind such as judgement, 
knowledge, and understanding are more real than food and drink. 
Further, the less real the means of satisfaction and the thing satisfied, the 
smaller the reality of the satisfaction. It follows that the old man who has 
no experience of wisdom and goodness cannot be completely satisfied. 
Similar considerations apply to those who, governed by the spirited 
element, seek after success. In conclusion, then, says Plato, 

if the mind as a whole will follow the lead of its philosophic element, 
without internal division, each element will be rightly performing its 
own function, and in addition will enjoy its own particular pleasures, 
which are the best and truest available to it. [586] 

But if the mind is under the control of either the spirited or appetitive 
element, it cannot achieve its own proper pleasure and forces the other 
two elements to pursue a false pleasure. In so far as passionate desires 
are farthest removed from reason and hence from law and order, the 
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tyrant is furthest removed from man's true and proper pleasure and 
therefore leads the most unpleasant of lives. 

In the final secions of the book (612--616) Plato suggests that although he 
has tried to show in the course of the discussion that virtue is its own 
reward quite apart from any consequences, the good man does in fact 
receive some benefits - from society in this life and from the heavenly 
gods after his death. Plato's vision of the next world is communicated in 
the 'Myth of Er' (compare 2.7 and the myth in the Gorgias, 523-7). 

*Criticisms 
(1) Two points might be made against Plato's appeal to pleasure as a 
criterion. (a) The term 'pleasure' is ambiguous: he uses it to refer both to 
an acceptable or enjoyable condition of 'feeling' and to satisfaction or 
happiness of the self as a whole. Is the move from the one meaning to the 
other legitimate? (To answer this you will also have to consider Plato's 
assumption that there can be degrees of 'reality' in satisfactions.) (b) Is 
he in any case justified in appealing to pleasure as a criterion at all? What 
I find pleasurable or what gives me happiness may be different from what 
is satisying to you. But can one say that my pleasure is in any sense 
morally superior to yours? (Again you would probably have to take into 
consideration the apparent inseparability of Plato's ethics from his theory 
of Forms; and it must be recognised that he relates the moral worth of an 
individual to the degree to which an ideal of 'wholeness' is realized in his 
apprehension of 'reality' and in his total behaviour.) 

(2) Another difficulty with Plato's account of virtue and happiness 
concerns the problem of suffering. The just man may have the satisfac
tion of knowing that he is just and behaves justly, and of believing that he 
will be rewarded, if not in this life, then at least in the next. He may, 
however, have first to endure misery and hardship, perhaps even to 
undergo mental and physical torture. Can this be regarded as only partly 
real and therefore discounted in anticipation of the delights of heaven 
(about which of course he cannot be certain)? 

(3) A more serious criticism of Plato's ethics concerns the problem of 
moral weakness (later to be taken up by Aristotle). If an individual does 
come to recognise the 'good' and therefore knows how he ought to 
conduct himself in a given situation, how can he fail to do the right thing? 
Yet that such failures occur is surely a commonplace. Plato would say 
that the reason in such cases is temporarily obscured, perhaps because 
one has given way to the appetites. But does this not seem to beg the 
question? How can he allow this to happen? Why has the 'spirited' 
element failed to give support to the reason? Wherein lies the indivi
dual's free-will? (This is another issue which will be examined at greater 
length in Chapter 10.) 
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QUESTIONS 

A. Data-response/commentary questions 
1. Write a philosophical commentary on the following passage, incorpo
rating into your discussion your answers to the guiding questions. 

The society we have described can never grow into a reality or see the 
light of day and there will be no end to the troubles of states, or 
indeed, my dear Glaucon, of humanity itself, till philosophers become 
kings in this world, or till those we now call kings and rulers really and 
truly become philosophers, and political power and philosophy thus 
come into the same hands, while many natures now content to follow 
either to the exclusion of the other are forcibly debarred from doing 
so. This is what I have hesitated to say so long, knowing what a 
paradox it would sound; for it is not easy to see that there is no other 
road to real happiness, either for society or the individual. [Plato, 
Republic (Book V, 473)] 

(a) What is the society which Plato has described? 
(b) Why is it so important for Plato that 'political power' and 'philo-

sophy' should come into the same hands? 
(c) What or who are the 'many natures'? 
(d) Why does Plato think that his conclusions would sound paradoxical? 
(e) Explain why Plato believes that it is not easy to see that the 

happiness of both the individual and the society cannot be achieved 
in any other way? 

(f) Does this passage imply that Plato believes a 'perfect' state can be 
achieved? 

[IB, May 1987] 

B. Essay questions (texts) 
1. By what arguments did Socrates convince Polemarchus of the falsity 

of his belief concerning the nature of justice? 
2. Critically assess Glaucon's argument that justice is convenience. 

[JMB, 1987] 
3. Discuss why, according to Socrates in the Gorgias, it is better to 

suffer injustice than to commit it. 
4. How does Plato refute the doctrine that justice is 'in the interest of 

the stronger'? 
5. Explain carefully the methods of Socrates in dealing with the 

question of Justice in the 'larger letters' of the state. 
6. 'We ... are pretty well agreed that there are the same three 

elements in the individual as in the state.' Discuss this statement. 
7. Critically examine Plato's fourfold division of Virtue. 
8. Outline Plato's simile of the line. What is the significance of this 

simile for the theory of knowledge? [JMB, June 1987] 
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9. Give a clear account of Plato's parable of the cave. What exactly 
does he intend to teach by it? 
10. Discuss what Plato means by 'the Good'. [IB, 1988] 
11. Discuss critically Socrates' belief that the genuine philosopher will 
not only love the truth but also possess wisdom. [AEB, 1986] 
12. Examine why Plato, in the Republic is critical of democracy. 
13. (a) What reasons does Plato give for the bad reputation which 

philosophy has in existing societies? 
(b) Discuss critically his views on how the reputation of philosophy 

may be improved. 
14. Why did Plato think there are Forms? 
15. How did Plato think that knowledge of the Forms was to be regained 
by the philosopher? 
16. Expound and discuss any two of Plato's arguments for the immort
ality of the soul. 
17. What does Plato mean by 'knowledge', 'belief', and 'ignorance' in 
Book V of the Republic? 
18. Explain what Plato means by the 'separation' of the Forms. 
19. What is meant by 'dialectic' as used by Plato in the Republic and the 
Sophist? 
20. Examine Plato's attempts in the Theaetetus to deal with the problem 
of false belief. 
21. Do Plato's arguments in the Sophist enable him to deal satisfactorily 
(a) with the problem of knowledge (raised in the Theaetetus) and (b) the 
problem of the 'separation' of the Forms? 
(You may prefer to deal with question 21 after you have studied 
Chapters 3, 4 and 10.) 

*Notes/guided answers have been provided for questions 3, 4, 8 and 11. 

READING LIST 

A. Prescribed texts 
Plato, Republic. (AEB, JMB, IB) 
Plato, Gorgias. (AEB) 

B. Other texts 
Plato, Apology, Crito, Protagoras, Meno, Theaetetus, Parmenides, Soph
ist, Timaeus. 

C. Supplementary reading 
(If you are a relative beginner, you are recommended to start with the 
titles marked with an asterisk.) 
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THE PHILOSOPHY 
OF ARISTOTLE 

3.1 LIFE AND WRITINGS 

The movement towards greater systematization and unification within 
Greek philosophy evident in the writings of Plato achieved its highest 
expression in the work of his successor Aristotle, perhaps the greatest 
philosopher of the ancient world and one of the finest speculative and 
analytical thinkers of all time. He was described by Dante as 'the master 
of them that know'. 

Aristotle was born at Stagira in Thrace in 384 BC. When he was 
eighteen he enrolled in the Academy at Athens. He remained there for 
some twenty years, initially as a pupil of Plato but in later years he 
became more of a colleague and fellow lecturer. His earliest writings 
were also composed during this period. When Plato died in 347 Aristotle, 
possibly because he felt himself at odds with the ideas of Plato's successor 
Speusippus, left Athens and spent three years in Mysia, where he joined 
a discussion group and also married Pythias, the daughter of a former 
student of the Academy. (After his wife's death he took as a companion 
Herpyllis of Stagira, who bore him a son, Nicomachus.) From there he 
went to Mitylene on the island of Lesbos and then to Macedonia to act as 
Tutor to the thirteen-year-old future Alexander the Great. In Mitylene 
he developed his interest in natural history; and it is probable that his 
discussions with his young royal pupil led to Aristotle's interest in 
political philosophy. He returned to Athens in 334 soon after Alexander 
succeeded his father to the throne, and founded the Lyceum as a rival 
school to the Academy, which became known as the Peripatetic school 
from the fact that he 'walked around' every morning with his pupils 
discussing logic, physics, and metaphysics. In the afternoon and evenings 
he lectured to larger audiences on less difficult subjects. When Ale
xander the Great died in 323 he found himself under suspicion from the 
anti-Macedonians in Athens, and he therefore withdrew to Chalcis 
where he died a year later. 
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Aristotle's writings are encyclopaedic in their range of subjects -
covering logic, metaphysics, psychology, ethics, political philosophy, as 
well as physics and natural history. There has been much discussion 
about the development of his thought. Some scholars have distinguished 
three distinct periods: a broadly Platonic period, followed by a stage 
during which he worked out his criticisms of the Theory of Forms, and 
finally a period when he was anti-metaphysical, basing his philosophy on 
empirical science. It is now accepted, however, that although he did 
indeed come to reject what he believed to be the 'transcendentalism' of 
Plato's philosophy, he never abandoned his own metaphysical interests 
and throughout his life sought to systematize his doctrines. While he 
himself did not feel that he had actually ever achieved a complete 
synthesis, you should recognise when studying the following sections that 
the various 'branches' of his philosophy are closely inter-connected. It is 
not possible to separate his metaphysics from his logic or theory of 
knowledge, and his theories of ethics and politics cannot be understood 
without some appreciation of his metaphysics and psychology. 

We shall start by looking briefly at some of his criticisms of Plato's 
Theory of Forms, which are to be found in many of his writings but in 
particular in the Categories and the Metaphysics - so called, it is 
generally accepted, because it was written 'after the physics' (meta ta 
phusikon). This will lead to an examination of his own positive account 
of the 'sciences' (that is, branches of knowledge), which he classifies in 
the Topics under three headings- 'Theoretical' (for example, Theology, 
Mathematics, the Natural Sciences, Metaphysics), 'Practical' (Ethics and 
Politics), and 'Productive' (Art and Rhetoric). Owing to limitations of 
space we shall concentrate on his 'psychology' (which for Aristotle forms 
part of Physics), as set out in the De Anima (On the Soul); a number of 
central concepts (matter and form, substance, cause, and teleology) in 
the three texts, the Categories, the Physics, and the Metaphysics; and on 
his ethics and politics. His book the Nicomachean Ethics, being a set text 
for the two A level Boards, will receive particular attention. 

3.2 CRITICISM OF PLATO'S THEORY OF FORMS 

Reading: No special reading is required before you tackle this 
section; the Metaphysics is particularly difficult for beginners in 
philosophy. But if you feel like making a preliminary study, the 
relevant 'books' in his treatise are A, ch. IX, M, and N. For your 
purposes the chapter in A is the most accessible. You should, 
however, first of all read over again the 'Criticisms and Comments' 
at the end of Chapter 2.5. 
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In Chapter 2.9 we pointed out that there is some dispute about what 
Plato's theory actually was. It is likewise, and for the same reasons, 
uncertain whether Aristotle is criticizing the theory of Plato himself of 
the 'Platonic theory' as developed and modified by other members of the 
Academy. Although this is obviously an important matter, it is one we 
need not concern ourselves greatly with here, as this section is designed 
to provide an introduction to Aristotle's own position, and we need only 
be .clear about some of the ideas he was reacting against, whomsoever 
they may be attributed to. In Book A he lists twenty-three objections. In 
Book M the number has been reduced to seven, followed by criticisms of 
Plato's alleged account of numbers. Many of his objections are then 
discussed further in Book N. We shall confine ourselves to a summary of 
three main lines of attack. 

(1) (See Book M, ch. IV, Second Objection) Plato's arguments are 
inconsistent. The argument from 'the existence of the sciences' (that is, 
knowledge requires an unchanging object) would seem to 'prove that 
there are Forms for all things of which there are sciences', while the 'One 
over Many' argument would 'prove there are Forms of negations'. 
However, as we have seen, Plato in his various dialogues is uncertain as 
to exactly what things have Forms corresponding to them and seems to 
shift his ground. 

(2) (Ibid, Fourth Objection) The 'One over Many' argument was in fact 
criticized by Plato himself (Parmenides, 130), and in this same dialogue 
(132-133; compare Republic 597) he presented another objection re
ferred to by Aristotle- the so-called 'Third-Man' argument. According 
to this, if there is a Form of, say, Man or Largeness, corresponding to a 
feature shared by a number of objects having the same name ('man', 
'large'), then there must be a yet 'higher' Form corresponding to the 
property belonging to Man and the various individual men; and so on ad 
infinitum. ("Do you think there is any way Plato could have avoided this 
difficulty while retaining the notions of 'resemblance', 'imitation', or 
'participation'? Note: Plato did not think of Forms as things, so does it 
make sense to talk of a Form and particulars as sharing a property?) 

(3) This leads to another, and central, issue: the problem of the 
'separation' (chorismos) between Forms and things. This is the basis of 
Aristotle's Seventh Objection: 

It is manifestly impossible for that which is the substance of a thing to 
exist apart from it. How then, can the Ideas, which are supposed to be 
the substances of things, exist apart from them? Granted that the 
Phaedo describes the Forms as causes of being and becoming, but (a) 
even supposing that the Forms exist, the things which participate in 
them do not come into being without an efficient cause; and (b) many 
things, e.g. houses and rings, come into being in spite of our doctrine 
that they have no forms. Clearly, then, even such things as the 
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Platonists say have Forms may exist or come into being, not through 
Forms but through causes similar to those which produce things of 
which it is claimed there are no Forms. 

There is little doubt that Plato thought of the Forms as separate from 
individual things: but this could mean either that despite their being 
instantiated in physical objects they possess a reality of their own, or that 
they can genuinely 'exist' transcendentally and literally apart from such 
objects ('subsist' would be a better term because they could not be 
supposed to 'exist' in space and time, for this would make them like the 
things which share in them). Many passages in the Phaedo, Republic, and 
Timaeus support the second alternative; and he writes of Beauty in the 
Symposium as 'existing alone with itself, unique, eternal, and all other 
beautiful things as partaking of it, yet in such a manner that, while they 
come into being and pass away, it neither undergoes any increase or 
diminuition nor suffers any change. He seems also to have believed that 
he had solved the problem of the chorismos by means of the method of 
diairesis described in the Sophist (Se Ch. 2.6 above). But whether or not 
this is so, Aristotle clearly rejected the notion of an Idea existing apart 
from things of which it is the substance. So what did Aristotle understand 
by 'substance' - a key concept in his metaphysics? This will be the main 
topic to be discussed in the next section. 

3.3 METAPHYSICS AND KNOWLEDGE 

Reading: Not essential at this stage but, as in the previous section, 
reference will be given to his Metaphysics and the Categories where 
appropriate, which you can follow up if you wish. 

Substance (See Categories, ch. 4 and Metaphysics, Book Z) 
Consider the following statements: (a) Aristotle is a man; (b) Aristotle is 
rational. The terms 'man' and 'rational' are examples of what Aristotle 
calls categories, that is predicates or classes; by using such terms we are 
able to classify the various types of questions we can ask about a subject 
(Aristotle). Thus 'man' answers the question, 'of what kind?', while 
'rational' is the answer to 'of what quality?' Aristotle in fact lists ten 
kinds of predicates altogether, others answering such questions as 
'when?', 'where?', 'in what position?', 'doing what?', and so on. The 
category to which 'man', 'dog', 'sun', 'table', and other 'everyday' things 
belong is the category of substance (ousia, 'a being' or 'an existent') and 
is different from all the others in so far as substances can stand 
independently on their own, whereas the other predicates require 
substances to exist before they can exist themselves. We cannot talk of a 
separate 'redness'; a substance (book, for example) must exist for it to be 
red. Aristotle calls substance in this sense primary. 
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Matter and Form (Metaphysics, Book Z) 
Substances are individual things: but they are at the same time compo
site, in that we can distinguish the basic stuff of which they are made (that 
is, the matter) and the ways the various stuffs are organized or presented 
to us (that is forms). Thus we can talk of the matter of a table as being 
structured- as having a certain shaped top, four legs, and so on. It is 
important to note that this structure or form cannot be understood as 
something which exists apart from the matter. Neither should we think of 
matter and form as opposing each other, as a physical thing might be 
differentiated from a non-physical thing. Rather, in Aristotle's metaphy
sics, both must be regarded as complementary aspects of a unitary 
physical object, that is, a primary substance. The only substance which 
he considers to be 'pure form' is the perfect, immutable substance which 
might be identified with god. 

•comment 
This is a convenient point at which to say something about an important 
difference between Aristotle's account of substance and Plato's. As we 
have seen, when Plato says 'Aristotle is a man' he means that the 
individual we call 'Aristotle' participates in/imitates/shares/partakes of a 
reality (that is, a Form). For Aristotle, however, this form is inseparable 
from the matter of which Aristotle is made; it certainly 'really' exists but 
only in the composite individual. Similar considerations apply to a 
statement such as 'a cat is a mammal'. Plato would say something like 
'the Form Cat "blends" with the Form Mammal', and that is why we can 
say that an instance of the class of cats is also a member of the class of 
mammals. Aristotle's account is that these classes do not exist apart from 
the individuals belonging to them; they are not independent Forms in 
Plato's sense. To describe these classes he in fact uses terms which are 
still used in biological classification today: he calls :'cat' a species, while 
'mammal' is a genus. In the Metaphysics he also refers to genera and 
species as secondary substances. 

You should note that this contrast between the standpoint of Plato and 
Aristotle gives rise to a distinction used in much subsequent philosophy, 
namely between a priori knowledge and a posteriori knowledge. The 
difference here is roughly that in the former case (Plato) our knowledge 
of the Forms is gained (for example, through recollection or the exercise 
of reason) from knowledge we in some sense had prior to (that is before) 
we could recognise it in particular things; but for Aristotle, although the 
search for knowledge of the forms of material things still requires the use 
of reason, it must start with our experience of particulars - after which we 
may come to discover the forms ('a posteriori' means 'after the latter'). 
(We shall refer to this again in Chapter 4.) 

The causes 
The discussion of Matter and Form and the reference to knowledge lead 
us on to Aristotle's doctrine of the 'four Causes' (aitia), which is set out 
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in his book the Physics. These 'causes' have been traditionally called (a) 
the material, (b) the formal, (c) the efficient, and (d) the fmal cause. You 
may be able to gain some idea of their significance from this example. 
Consider a statue, and suppose you were asked to give a full account of 
it. You might first of all draw attention to what it is made of- the stuff 
out of which it has been fashioned, that is, the bronze: this is the material 
cause. The bronze is, however, organized in a particular way- it has a 
particular shape: this is the formal cause. These two causes thus 
correspond to Aristotle's 'matter' and 'form' discussed above. But they 
are insufficient to provide a complete account of the statue. We need to 
know something about how it came to be changed so as to possess its own 
particular characteristics. Aristotle therefore introduces the notion of 
the artist's design or plan as well as the artist's creative activity which 
brings the statue into being (that is, skill with tools, and so on): this is the 
efficient cause. But he goes further still and refers to the artist's initial 
intention to create his statue, that is his goal: this is the final cause. 

·comments 
(1) Note that Aristotle's terminology is somewhat misleading. For 
example, he talks of the premisses of an argument as a 'material' cause, 
in so far as they can be regarded as the 'constituents' from which the 
conclusion is derived; and in such a case there is clearly no suggestion 
that 'matter' is involved. It is also important to realize that final causes 
cover not only 'goals' in the sense already referred to but 'ends' or 
'purposes' in nature. This requires some clarification. Consider for 
example the fins and tail of a fish. Without these structures the fish would 
be unable to swim and would certainly not survive. They may therefore 
be said to have a function, namely to enable the fish to perform an 
activity which is essential to its well-being and survival. it is in this respect 
that we can talk of the fins and tail as having an end or purpose - towards 
which they are 'directed'. Any explanation of a fish must take into 
consideration such an end; and it is therefore legitimate to call it a 'final' 
cause or a teleological explanation. ('Finis' in Latin and 'telos' in Greek 
both mean 'end' or 'goal'.) 

(2) There is some flexibility in the application of the four causes: a 
formal cause in one context might be an efficient cause in another 
situation. (You might like to try to think up appropriate examples for 
yourself.) 

(3) Aristotle seems to use the term 'cause' in a wide sense- to cover 
both the dependence of one event on another and explanations which 
involve intentions or motives. This distinction can be made clear from 
the following example. If I am asked why the curtains faded, I can say it 
is because they were exposed to strong sunlight. But in answer to the 
question why I took the curtains down I might say that I did not wish 
them to be damaged further. In both cases I am giving a reason or 
providing an explanation, but most philosophers would accept they are 



56 

different types of explanations. (This will be discussed further in Chapter 
11.) Aristotle would seem to be saying that a complete account of, say, 
the statue must involve both causal and intentional explanation. His 
doctrine is thus much more sophisticated than Plato's and, arguably, 
superior - showing a much greater awareness of the different kinds of 
language patterns to be found in our everyday discourse. 

Knowledge 
We are now in a position to summarize Aristotle's view of knowledge. In 
Part I 2 of his Posterior Analytics he writes: 

We think we know a thing [that is, strictly or scientifically] when we 
think we know both the causes because of which a thing is, and know 
that it is its true cause, and also that it is not possible for it to be other 
than it is. 

In other words we can be said to know a fact when we can (a) trace it 
back to its cause, and (b) show that the fact is 'necessary'. To trace the 
fact back to its cause is to 'explain' it in the sense discussed above; and 
this means in effect to relate the fact to what Aristotle calls a 'self
explanatory definition'- which states the 'essence' of the thing the fact is 
about. As for the 'necessity' ('it is not possible for it to be other than it 
is'), this means that the fact is 'eternal' in so far as it is derived from 
'eternal' universal axioms (primary definitions). This seems to rule out 
knowledge of facts about everyday 'particular' events (such as London is 
the capital of England), which could conceivably have been 'otherwise'. 
He does go on to admit knowledge of particulars 'in a way', that is 
through our senses and memory: but this is not knowledge in the 'strict' 
scientific sense. 

·comments 
You may not have found this too easy to follow. (Come back to it after 
you have studied Chapter 4.) Your immediate reaction may well have 
been to say how similar Aristotle's position is to Plato's, for whom to 
have certain knowledge is to have recognised a Form and to have worked 
through a proof or deductive process leading to an 'account' or 'explana
tion'. And indeed they both distinguish between knowledge and belief 
(or opinion) as representing different states of mind. When we believe 
something to be true, it may happen to be so. But if we are to know 
something, that is, to state its definition (essence, or cause), it must be 
true and be seen to be true. There is, however, a significant difference 
between these two great thinkers: Plato, dismissing our sense-experience 
as changeable and open to error, seeks for the 'universal' or the general 
through Reason and only then admits a measure of 'reality' to those 
particular experiences. Aristotle, on the other hand, while not denying 
the reality of the formal aspect argues that it can be apprehended only in 
the particular thing; and that our knowledge must start out from 
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sense-perception of individual things - though such knowledge is per
haps better described as knowledge 'that', in contrast to the knowledge 
'why' of the sciences. Aristotle thus can be not unfairly described as a 
much more 'down to earth' philosopher than his teacher. 

Before moving on to our study of Aristotle's moral philosophy we shall 
outline some of his views about the 'soul' - an understanding of which 
will help you to gain maximum benefit from your reading of the 
Nicomachean Ethics. 

3.4 PSYCHOLOGY 

Reading: De Anima (On the Soul). Again, this is not a 'set' book, but 
it is one of Aristotle's most influential writings and is well worth 
reading. 

When studying Aristotle's account of the 'soul' you should bear in mind 
that he is not only a metaphysician but also a biologist; his psychology is 
very much part of his physics or 'science of nature' and thus belongs to 
the sphere of 'theoretical' knowledge. In the De Anima (412b) he 
describes the psuche as 'the first actuality or 'entelechy' (ente/echeia) of a 
natural body which has organs'. 

We shall try to unpack what he means by this. Consider first 
'entelechy'. There is some controversy about the precise interpretation 
that should be given of this technical term, but most commentators are of 
the opinion that, according to Aristotle, the soul is the 'form' of the 
material body: that is to say, the soul is that which empowers the body to 
function as an active living thing. The soul is at once the efficient cause (it 
initiates change or movement), the final cause (as the body's 'goal'), and 
the formal cause (as the integrating or organizing principle). The soul 
must therefore be the formal aspect of a living organism and inseparable 
from it. When then is it for a body to 'function as an active living thing'? 
Aristotle in fact distinguishes different functions appropriate to the level 
of complexity of the natural bodies 'that have organs': 

Now of the faculties of the soul, some living things have all those that 
we have talked of, ... some have some of them, and some only one. 
The faculties we spoke of were the nutritive, perceptive, desiderative, 
locomotive and intellective, plants having only the nutritive, other 
living things both this and the perceptive. But if they have the 
perceptive faculty they have also that of desire. For desire is the 
appetite, passion or wish; all animals have at least one of the senses, 
namely touch, and for that which there is perception there is also both 
pleasure and pain and the pleasant and painful, and for those for whom 
there are these there is also appetite, the desire for the pleasant ... 
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And some animals have also in addition to these faculties that of 
locomotion, still others also the thinking faculty and intellect, such as 
man and any other creature there may be like him or superior to 
him. [De Anima, 414a,b] 

There are thus three 'kinds' of soul in Aristotle's 'hierarchy' of living 
things: the 'vegetative' soul of plants; the 'sensitive' soul of animals, 
which adds to the nutritional and reproductive faculties of the vegetative 
soul sense-perception (upon which imagination and memory depend), 
appetite or desire, and the capacity to move around; and the 'rational' 
soul of humans, which adds to all these powers of the lower souls the 
ability to reason 'theoretically' and 'practically' in so far as it possesses 
'nous'. Man's 'purpose' or 'goal' (telos) can now be seen to be truth both 
for its own sake and as a matter of 'prudence'- which leads us naturally 
to a study of Aristotle's ethics. 

·comments and criticisms 
Reference was made above to the generally accepted view that the soul 
for Aristotle is the 'entelechy' of the material body, so that form and 
matter together constitute two 'aspects' of the living organism. It is 
important to appreciate the contrast between his view and that of Plato. 
The soul for Plato is an entity which in some sense exists before birth, 
enters the body, and then survives corporal decay after death. (This 
'dualist' position was revised by Descartes in the sixteenth century; it will 
be examined in Chapter 4.) However, you should note that some 
scholars have suggested that the account in De Anima does not seem to 
be consistent with the doctrine of substance as set out in Aristotle's 
Metaphysics. At the beginning of Book II of De Anima (412a), for 
example, he seems to reject the account of substance as form plus matter 
and argues that the soul must be substance 'as the form of a natural body 
which potentially has life', identifying it with 'actuality'. In the same way, 
he says (412b), if an axe were a natural body, its substance would be 
being an axe, which would then be its soul; without it it would not 
continue to be an axe. Aristotle may well be using 'substance' in a 
different sense here. 

His account is further complicated by another distinction he makes in 
De Anima, namely that between the 'active intellect' (to poioun) and the 
'passive intellect' (nous pathetikos). The former is described as being 
'characterized by that to bring all things about' and as being 'separate, 
unaffected and unmixed, being in substance activity' (430a). Aristotle 
goes on to say that in its separate state the active intellect 'is just that 
which is, and it is this alone that is immortal and eternal, though we have 
no memory, as the separate intellect is unaffected, while the intellect that 
is affected (that is, the passive intellect) is perishable, and in any case 
thinks nothing without the other'. This raises a dilemma. If the soul is the 
'entelechy' of the material body, then on the basis of Aristotle's general 
doctrine of substance one would expect the soul to perish with the body. 
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But if, as now seems to be the case, part of it is separable from and 
survives the body, then how are we to account for the relationship 
between the active and passive intellects. Is each to be regarded as 
substantial? If not, how can a substance (in the sense of form) have parts 
at all? (Moreover, if it has no memory can we talk of an active intellect in 
individualist terms? Or is it perhaps a principle which is identical in all 
human beings? If it has no content, is Aristotle right to call it thought at 
all?} 

One possible way of resolving the dilemma would be to regard the soul 
as a substance which has a potential to become actualized, that is, a 
capacity for development (for example, the acquisition of knowledge). 
Both the passive potentiality and the active actuality thus share the soul's 
substantiality. But in so far as knowledge for Aristotle is grounded in 
sense-perception the movement of the soul from potentiality to actuality 
can be achieved only when the active intellect 'in-forms' the body which 
is thereby at the same time given the potentiality to develop (that is, the 
passive intellect). His comparison of the active intellect with light is 
revealing and should be considered carefully: 'For in a way, light also 
makes things that are potentially colours colours in actuality' (430a). This 
is clearly a difficult issue, and however one looks at it Aristotle does 
seem to be attributing separability to one aspect of the soul - though it is 
probably still correct to say that he is not reverting to the altogether more 
rigid distinction between body and soul proposed by Plato. We cannot 
discuss the problem further here. If you would like to follow it up, you 
should consult some of the books on Aristotle listed at the end of the 
chapter. 

3.5 ARISTOTLE'S MORAL PHILOSOPHY: THE GOOD AND 
HAPPINESS 

Reading: Nicomachean Ethics, Book I 

We shall now examine some of the main arguments of Aristotle's ethics, 
starting with his views on the Good and Happiness. The Nicomachean 
Ethics is, like Plato's Republic, one of the most famous treatises ever 
written. It was originally a series of lectures which were subsequently 
edited, it is believed, by his son, Nicomachus (hence the name). 

The first three chapters of the Ethics are introductory. Aristotle holds 
the characteristically Greek view that the individual and society are 
inseparable. Ethics, the 'science' of morals, must apply to men as 
members of the polis or community (that is, the city state). It is thus 
subordinate to political science, which may be thought of as applied 
ethics (ch. 3). Ethics is primarily about 'goodness'; and Aristotle's initial 



60 

concern is to determine what 'the good' is. His position is stated at the 
very beginning of chapter 1: 

It is thought that every activity, artistic or scientific, in fact every 
deliberate action or pursuit, has for its object the attainment of some 
good. We may therefore assent to the view which has been expressed 
that 'the good' is 'that at which all things aim'. 

The problem here is that there are many different ends - corresponding 
to different activities. The absolutely good must therefore be the 'end 
which as moral agents we seek for its own sake' (ch. 2). In chapter 4 this 
end is identified as 'happiness' or 'well-being' (eudaimonia). But while 
there is general agreement about this, people dispute about what 
happiness actually consists in: some say it is pleasure, some find it in 
honour, while for others it is to be located in virtue. Aristotle is 
dismissive of the life of sensuality (ch. 5). As for honour, this is too 
superficial and men active in public life prefer virtue to honours. But 
even virtue itself cannot be identified with happiness as the end towards 
which we aim; virtuous people often meet with misfortune. 

Before embarking on a more detailed analysis Aristotle devotes some 
space to an attack on the Platonic theory of a 'universal' good (ch. 6). 
(*You should study this carefully, relating it to the discussion in Chapter 
2.6. Note the typical Aristotelian approach [to which much recent 
'linguistic' philosophy bears some similarity]): 

A thing may be called good in three ways: in itself, in some quality it 
has, in some relation it bears to something else. But the 'essence' of a 
thing - what it is in itself- is by its very nature prior to any relation it 
may have, such a relation being an offshoot or 'accident' of it. 
Therefore there cannot be one form embracing both the absolutely and 
the relatively good. [ch. 6] 

Likewise, he argues that 'the word "good" is used in as many senses as 
the word "is" '. It may be used to describe a person or a thing; it may 
refer to the qualities or excellences of things; we may use it to mean 
'useful', that is, as means to an end; and so on. In technical language, 

we may predicate 'good' in the categories of (a) substance, (b) quality, 
(c) quantity, (d) relation, (e) time, (f) space. Clearly then 'good' is not 
something that can be said in one and the same sense of everything 
called 'good'. For then it could not be said in all these different senses, 
but only in one. [Ibid] 

Aristotle now presents his examination of 'happiness' (cbs 7-12). In 
our various activities we aim at more than one end, but some (for 
example, wealth, tools, instruments) are means to something else. The 
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good we are searching for must be 'the end beyond which there are no 
further ends': it must have the highest degree of finality (see Ch. 3.3) and 
will thus be pursued for its own sake and never for the sake of something 
else. The final good must also be self-sufficient, that is, one which in 
itself tends to make man's life in society desirable and lacking in nothing. 
The only candidate which is both self-sufficient and chosen for its own 
sake is happiness. (We may choose other good qualities such as pleasure 
and intelligence for their own sake in the sense that we may like to 
possess them, but in seeking them we also believe, says Aristotle, that 
they are means to achieving happiness [ch. 7).) A clearer definition of 
'eudaimonia' is then developed, based on the concept of 'function' (see 
3.3). When we are engaged in a special job or profession we may be said 
to exercise an appropriate talent or excellence - this exercising of skill is 
our 'function'. Aristotle goes on to argue that there must also be a 
function we exercise as human beings, that is as beings having the 
capacity to reason. (In his discussion he refers to distinctions we have 
already examined in his theory ofthe soul- see Ch. 3.4.) On the basis of 
a number of assumptions Aristotle then draws the conclusion that the 
good for man is 'an activity of soul in accordance with goodness' or 'in 
accordance with the best and most complete form of goodness' (should 
there be more than one form of goodness). The assumptions incorporate 
the following points: (1) that man's function is a certain form of life 
characterized by the activity of his soul in accordance with a rational 
principle or 'ground' or action; (2) that the function of a good man is to 
perform this function well (compare, a good harpist); and (3) that this 
function is exercised well when 'performed in accordance with the 
excellence proper to it' (ch. 7). Such a definition, he says (ch. 8), is 
consistent with various common views about the nature of the good. Life 
for the 'actively good', the 'virtuous soul', is inherently plea
sant - though happiness does seem to require a degree of external 
prosperity. But he mentions two caveats (*again note Aristotle's realism 
in contrast to the view of Plato): (a) Whatever good fortune we may 
possess through birth and upbringing, or as a divine gift, happiness in the 
last analysis depends on ourselves - on our performance of virtuous 
actions (ch. 9). (b) Given the possibility of frequent misfortune the 
well-being of an individual should be judged only in the context of his life 
as a whole (chs 7 and 9). Happiness as a kind of permanent condition is 
thus thought of by Aristotle as being independent of the 'accidents of 
fortune'. 'It is the direction of the soul's energies on sound moral 
principles that makes us happy, their direction towards evil that makes us 
unhappy'. The degree of permanence of the state of happiness is 
proportional to the 'intrinsic value' of our virtuous activities (ch. 10). 

In ch. 12 Aristotle seeks to support his argument by drawing attention 
to the fact that we do not praise or value happiness in the way that we do 
justice or pleasure; and this is because happiness is itself the 'standard' to 
which all other goods are referred - it is one of those things that are 
perfect and beyond praise. 
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In ch. 14 he discusses again the irrational and the rational parts of the 
soul (compare 3.4) and introduces an important distinction between the 
intellectual virtues and the moral virtues, which we shall look at in the 
next section. 

•comments and criticisms 
(1) It is important to consider what Aristotle means by 'eudaimonia'. It 
is usually translated as 'happiness' or 'well-being' but these terms are 
rather general and often have connotations in English which can lead to a 
misunderstanding of Aristotle's theory. 'Eudaimonia' is essentially an 
activity but, more importantly, it is that activity which is unique to man, 
namely the activity of the soul in accordance with reason and thereby 
with virtue. Of course such activity may well lead to or be accompanied 
by happiness (including contentment and pleasure). But strictly speaking 
it is not happiness as such which the rational man aims at but the proper 
functioning of himself as a human being. This should become clearer 
after you have considered what Aristotle has to say about the virtues. 

(2) Note also Aristotle's astute psychological analysis in recognising that 
it would not be inconsistent with his general account of eudaimonia if a 
man were unhappy or discontented on particular occasions. As humans 
most of us are prey to anxieties or to the vagaries of fortune. We have 
experienced moments of grief as well as of great pleasure. What matters, 
says Aristotle, is the general quality of the complete life. Despite 'ups and 
downs' the truly contented man can remain serene; and it is this serenity 
which characterizes the man who consistently acts in accordance with 
excellence or virtue. 

(3) One point of criticism that needs to be made is that Aristotle has 
perhaps tended to accept without further ado what is in fact little more 
than an assumption. 'It is thought that every activity ... has for its 
object the attainment of some good', he writes at the beginning of ch. 1. 
'There is pretty general agreement' that, so far as the name goes, the 
supreme good is happiness (ch. 4). This is certainly disputable. Indeed 
the only support he gives (ch. 12) for this view is that we do not praise 
happiness, so it must be, like God, 'the standard to which all other goods 
are referred'. You should consider this claim critically while at the same 
time giving him credit for his careful analysis of what it means to be 
'happy'. The 'metaphysical' presuppositions of his account of man (see 
3.3) should also be examined carefully. His ethics are grounded in the 
assumption that man has a 'proper end' or 'function'. 

(4) Lastly, it should be mentioned that Aristotle's ethical theory lacks 
any reference to the concepts of 'obligation' or 'duty'. His ethics are 
'naturalistic' and 'teleological' rather than 'deontological', to use the 
technical vocabulary. He does not in general tell us how we ought to 
behave so much as suggest that a certain kind of behaviour is conducive 
to our well-being. Some philosophers, notably Kant, would see this as a 
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major weakness in his philosophy. It is an issue you will be able to take 
up after you have read Chapter 5. 

3.6 VIRTUE AND JUSTICE 

Reading: Books II, III (cbs 6-12), IV, V, VI 

The 'moral' virtues (Book II) 
Moral virtue or 'character' is a condition which develops as a result of 
habit. Moral goodness is not in us by 'Nature', Aristotle says (ch. 1); if it 
were then we should be able to train the virtues. Rather, we are born 
with a capacity to acquire them, which can be encouraged by appropriate 
education. 'Like activities produce like dispositions'. Aristotle's theory is 
worked out in chapter 2-6. Given that virtues may be engendered by 
virtuous action and are expressed in subsequent similar action, any 
immoderacy (deficiency or excess) in the agent must affect his moral 
qualities (ch. 2). And in chapter 3 he suggests that our experience of 
pleasure and pain provides us with an 'index' by means of which we may 
determine how far our moral dispositions have become established in us. 
In chapter 4 he anticipates an objection which is often made against his 
account: how can a man perform just actions unless he be just already? 
To answer this he points out that strictly speaking an action is not just or 
temperate in itself (though it may be so called when it is the kind of 
action we would expect a just man to perform), but its justness consists in 
the way it is done. The agent, he says, must be fully conscious of what he 
is doing, must will his action for its own sake, and the act must proceed 
from an unchangeable disposition. If he performs such actions in this 
'frame of mind' he will experience a strengthening of this disposition. 
The main thesis is now presented (cbs 5 and 6). The genus of (moral) 
virtue is that it is a disposition: its species may be identified as the 
disposition which makes a man good and enables him to perform his 
function well (ch. 6). And this is made possible when in his actions he 
avoids excess. Moral virtue may therefore be defined as: 

a disposition of the soul in which, when it has to choose among actions 
and feelings, it observes the mean relative to us, this being determined 
by such a rule or principle as would take shape in the mind of a man of 
sense or practical wisdom. 

Note that Aristotle makes it clear that he is not talking of an absolute 
mean (as 6 is the mean between 2 and 10), but rather a relative mean 
which is considered to be the right amount in the circumstances. Ten 
pounds of food may be a large amount for an athlete, two pounds small. 
It does not follow that a trainer will prescribe six pounds. Similarly in 
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matters of morality the right measure of action or feeling must depend on 
the rightness of the ocasion, time, motive, and must be directed towards 
the right people (ch. 6). ("We see here again Aristotle's sensitivity to the 
'concrete' instance [in contrast to Plato]. This forms the basis of what has 
been called 'situation ethics'. You should study carefully the many 
examples of specific virtues he examines throughout the remaining 
chapters of Book II and Books III (cbs 6-12) and IV in order to show 
how his general definition may be applied in particular cases.) 

*Comment 
Aristotle has argued that an action is just if the agent performs it in the 
right 'frame of mind', that is, with the right motive. But how is this 
disposition to be acquired? Aristotle's answer is that from early child
hood the right behaviour patterns are to be imposed on us by parents or 
teachers. By acting rightly (in this objective sense) we will progressively 
develop the appropriate dispositions within ourselves to act justly (that 
is, in a subjective sense). We do not therefore need to be just in the first 
instance to perform just actions. Virtue, he says, is to be acquired by 
habit or training, because if we were virtuous by nature no amount of 
habituation could alter the direction of its development. But is this 
entirely satisfactory? Is this view consistent with his theory of man as 
having a proper and 'natural' purpose? It is almost as if he were saying 
that it is natural to an acorn to become an oak but given the wrong kind 
of tending it might turn into a fungus. If virtue or goodness were entirely 
a matter of following social conventions, there would be no problem. 
Aristotle does, however, explicitly reject this sophistic view. Perhaps the 
way to avoid the paradox would be to admit that certain actions are 
(objectively) right in that they are conducive to human well-being, but 
that the right motive or intention is necessary if an individual is to 
appropriate that action to himself so as to achieve that condition. It is 
debatable how far this is Aristotle's own position as set out in chapter 4. 
Certainly he does not attempt to examine the problem of how intentions 
or motives are to be wedded to 'objective' standards. 

Justice. Lack of space precludes a discussion of Aristotle's numerous 
illustrations of the mean, but something must be said about his treatment 
of Justice in Book V, as it is of central importance in his ethics. 

He in fact distinguishes (cbs 1 and 2) two senses of the term: (1) 
universal Justice, which is equated with virtue itself in its social context. 
He quotes the proverb: 'All virtue is summed up in dealing justly'). In 
this first sense 'justice' means obeying the law; the man who is not 
law-abiding is unjust. (2) particular Justice which Aristotle considers to 
be a virtue; and it is with justice in this sense that he is primarily 
concerned. It is subdivided into two kinds: distributive and remedial or 
corrective justice. How do these two concepts of justice differ? Both are 
concerned with 'proportionality' but in different ways. The essential 
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difference is that in distributive justice the proportion is geometrical, 
while in corrective justice it is arithmetical. 

He examines distributive justice in chapter 3. His account is not too 
easy to understand, but essentially what he is saying is that distributive 
justice is concerned with 'fairness' or 'equality' of shares (honour, 
money, possessions, etc.) as between two persons. It is an equality and 
hence a mean between a greater and a lesser inequality. But justice, says 
Aristotle, depends as much on the character of the two people involved 
as on their two shares. ' ... when quarrels and complaints arise, it is 
when people who are equal have not got equal shares, or vice versa.' It is 
for this reason that he calls distributive justice 'geometrical'. It is a 
relative proportion; it is right in the circumstances- regard being given 
both to the transactors and to their properties. What is unjust is either 
too much or too little; it is 'a violation of proportion'. 

Corrective justice (cbs 4-5), on the other hand, is independent of 
character; the law treats as equals the parties involved in a dispute 
whether they are good men or bad. Moreover it arises from an equality 
which is the mean between loss and gain ('more good and less evil being 
gain, and more evil and less good being loss'). In corrective justice the 
proportion is arithmetical. Aristotle points out that judges are 'media
tors' (medismoi) and that the Greek word for 'just' (dikaion) derives 
from the word diche which means 'in half'. Hence the word for 'judge' 
( dikastes). 

He goes on (ch. 5) to argue that justice (in either sense) is not, as the 
Pythagoreans maintained, 'reciprocity' (to have done to oneself what one 
has done to another). Certainly reciprocity may involve justice (*study 
his examples here), but the ground of justice is to be found in proportion 
not in equality as such. And he is able to conclude: 

just behaviour is a mean between doing injustice and suffering it. For 
to do injustice is to have more than one ought, and to suffer it is to 
have less than one ought. And justice may be regarded as a mean, 
though not the same kind of mean as the other virtues, for it is not, like 
them and like injustice, related to the extremes, but is a permanent 
attitude of the soul towards the mean. 

Mention should be made of two further important points that Aristotle 
draws our attention to. (1) Justice has to be applied in society (the polis). 
Political justice is certainly 'conventional' (when rules are decided upon 
by agreement and can be modified), but there is also such a thing as 
'natural' justice - though it is not easy to establish whether a rule of 
justice is of one kind rather than the other. In both cases, however, the 
universal law relates to the many particular actions (ch. 7). (2) Actions 
can be regarded as just or unjust only when the agent acts voluntarily. 
(Aristotle's treatment of the will and moral responsibility is covered in 
Books III and VII. We shall be looking at this in Chapter 3.7). 
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*Criticisms 
Aristotle's distinction between geometric and arithmetic proportionality, 
as characteristic of distributive and remedial justice respectively, seem a 
little artificial. Discussion of it is, however, best subordinated to that of 
the more important question whether Justice is really to be conceived of 
as a mean in the way that other virtues are. Let us consider some 
examples. If you invest in a business, then 'justice' would dictate that you 
receive back profits in proportion to the amount of money you have put 
in. In the same way Aristotle argued that the 'goods' of the State should 
be distributed on the basis of merit. In the case of corrective justice, 
merit or 'investment' are not relevant; the aim is to redress an injury (for 
example, theft) by giving back to the injured party what he has lost so 
that he 'gains', while the transgressor loses what he had illicitly gained. 
Now how does this fit in with Aristotle's assertion that justice is a mean 
between acting unjustly and suffering injustice? If a person distributes 
goods fairly or imposes damages justly then obviously he is not acting 
unjustly. But how could it be ever supposed that he thereby also avoids 
being unjustly treated? And what if he were to give more than was 
appropriate in the circumstances? Would this always be regarded as an 
example of injustice? Would we necessarily think that the recipients were 
being treated unjustly? It is from considerations such as these that 
Aristotle concluded that justice was not a mean between 'absolute' 
injustices but, rather, a mean between two excesses, that is, between one 
person having too much and another person having too much. Neverthe
less, the question remains whether justice should be thought of at all as a 
mean between extremes and measurable in mathematical and commer
cial terms. Justice and injustice, it might be argued, are diametrically 
opposed; they are contradictories. 

The 'intellectual' virtues (Book VI) 
It may be thought surprising that 'intellectual' qualities are discussed in a 
book on ethics. But it has to be remembered that for Aristotle, as for 
Plato, what is right or good is to be ascertained by the reason. Aristotle's 
first concern in Book VI is to examine what is meant by the 'right 
principle' (logos) (see Book II, ch. 2), which enables us to determine the 
mean. In chapter 1 he distinguishes between the 'scientific' and the 
'calculative' faculties of the rational soul as being concerned respectively 
with 'things whose first principles admit of no variation' and those 'which 
do admit of change'. But both parts are involved in decision-making: 

thought, if it is to have some practical result - for of itself it can set 
nothing in motion - must have an object. This purposive kind of 
thought gives rise also to productive activity. (ch. 2) 

In subsequent chapters Aristotle postulates and discusses five 'modes' 
or 'expressions' by which the soul attains truth: 
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(1) Science (episteme). This is defined as 'a habit of mind with an 
aptitude for demonstration'. The claim to scientific knowledge 
presupposes that it has been derived in accordance with valid 
deductive procedures from first principles which are given to us by 
the method of induction and are known with certainty (ch. 3). 

(2) Art (techne). 'A rational faculty exercised in making something' 
(ch. 4). 

(3) Prudence or Practical Wisdom (phronesis). This is the 'calculative' 
faculty. It is 'a rational faculty exercised for the attainment of truth in 
things that are humanly good and bad' (ch. 5). 

(4) Intelligence or Speculative Wisdom (nous) (sometimes translated as 
'intuition'). This is the activity by means which we grasp truth of first 
principles and truth in reasoning generally (ch. 6). 

(5) The union of (1) and (4) gives rise to Wisdom (sophia). 'Exact 
knowledge or science combined with the intelligence that grasps the 
truth of first principles when this combination is employed upon the 
grandest subjects of contemplation' (ch. 7). Aristotle says that of all 
kinds of knowledge 'wisdom comes next to perfection'. 

The rest of Book VI is devoted to an analysis of the relationship 
between these various faculties. This is fairly straightforward, and you 
can be left to read through these final chapters on your own. Note in 
particular his discussion of the uses of wisdom and prudence in chapter 
12. Through the exercise of wisdom, as part of virtue as a whole, we are 
made happy, while prudence ensures that we perform our proper 
function as human beings efficiently. And in chapter 13 he makes it clear 
that prudence and moral goodness are inseparable: 

Virtue is not merely a disposition in conformity with the right principle 
but a disposition in collaboration with the principle, which in human 
conduct is prudence. So, while Socrates thought that the virtues are 
principles, we say that they work along with a principle. So we see 
from these arguments that it is not possible to be good in the true sense 
of the word without prudence, or to be prudent without virtue. 

3.7 RESPONSIBILITY AND MORAL WEAKNESS 

Reading: Nicomachean Ethics, Books III (cbs 1-5), and VII (cbs 
1-10) 

We are here concerned essentially with the problem of moral responsi
bility. Starting from the assumption that only voluntary actions can be 
held to be virtuous, Aristotle devotes the first half of Book III to an 
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important analysis of voluntariness and choice; while in Book VII he 
tackles the problem (never satisfactorily resolved by Plato) of how 
humans can often fail to act virtuously when they know what the good is. 

Responsibility and willing (III, ch. 1) 
Praise or blame should be assigned only to voluntary actions. But what 
constitutes 'voluntariness'? Aristotle tackles the problem in chapter 1 by 
examining actions commonly regarded as involuntary, namely those 
performed (a) under compulsion, (b) as a result of ignorance. Now 
compulsion seems a straightforward concept. A sea captain, for example, 
would be thought of as acting involuntarily if forced to change course by 
mutineers. But other cases are less clear-cut. What if one were faced with 
alternatives - say, to act dishonourably in order to save the lives of one's 
family held captive by a tyrant? Such an action, involving deliberate 
choice, must be voluntary: but, says Aristotle, they are voluntary only in 
the special circumstances; nobody would choose to perform a disgraceful 
act for its own sake. He also rejects the view that the motive for an action 
might be thought to compel us; all actions involve some pleasurable or 
honourable motive, and it would be easy for us to blame external 
influences instead of ourselves. 

It appears, then, that an action is compulsory only when it is caused by 
something external to itself which is not influenced by anything 
contributed by the person under compulsion. 

What of ignorance as a justification for non-culpability? Aristotle 
distinguishes between (i) acting in consequence of, that is through 
ignorance, and (ii) in or with ignorance. Ignorance in the first sense is 
general ignorance; and it is in such cases that a man is held to be 
responsible for his actions and liable to censure. The second, however, 
involves ignorance of the particular circumstances in which an action is 
performed. The agent does not know what is for his own good and is said 
to act involuntarily. He should not therefore be blamed but, rather, 
pardoned or accorded pity. Aristotle goes on to list six kinds of particular 
circumstances, the agent and the act being the most important, and then 
concludes that a voluntary act would seem to be 'the one of which the 
origin or efficient cause lies in the agent, he knowing the particular 
circumstances in which he is acting'. (*Note that Aristotle includes as 
voluntary actions those occasioned by anger and desire. You might be 
inclined to criticize him here in so far as he cites the example of a man 
acting under the influence of drink. But he does make it clear later [ch. 5] 
that a drunkard can be blamed for allowing himself to get into such a 
state. Nevertheless, it remains an open question for you to think about 
whether the distinction between acting through and acting in ignorance 
can be maintained.) 
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Choice and deliberation (Book III, cbs 2-5) 
'(Moral) choice' (proairesis) for Aristotle has a narrower connotation 
than willing. The concept is discussed in chapter 2. The actions of 
children and animals are voluntary but they do not have the same 
capacity for deliberate choice. Choice is not to be identified with desire, 
passion, wish, or opinion. It presupposes prior reasoning, and is there
fore defined as 'a voluntary act preceded by deliberations'. So what is 
deliberation? Deliberation, argues Aristotle (ch. 3), is about means and 
not ends, and is confined to 'things which we can influence by our 
action.' We do not deliberate about 'eternal things', irregularities in 
nature, the results of chance, or about matters in which knowledge is 
detailed and complete (as in a science). Deliberation is appropriate only 
where there is uncertainty and where we are ourselves involved as 
agents. 'There must be a limit somewhere to deliberation; otherwise 
there will be no end to it.' He concludes that the object of deliberation 
and the object of choice are one and the same (*Aristotle's account gives 
rise to at least one difficulty: is not some 'deliberation' required to 
establish in the first place whether an event does result from chance, 
whether knowledge is complete, and so on? Indeed can we through 
deliberation determine its own limits?) 

After a further discussion of 'wishing' (ch. 4) Aristotle finishes his 
analysis of deliberation by considering whether we do at all times have 
the power to perform the right action and to refrain from performing the 
wrong one. Note two important points he makes. (1) The fact that fine 
actions are rewarded while misbehaviour is punished suggests that we do 
have this capacity. (Even ignorance is punished when it is held that the 
offender was responsible for it- see above.) (2) Responsibility for 
virtuous action is inseparable from responsibility for vice. If one claims 
that one should not be blamed for doing something wrong, then it would 
be illogical to commend him for doing something good. (*His detailed 
argument [the third paragraph from the end of chapter 5] should be 
studied carefully; it is particularly characteristic of Aristotle's philoso
phical method. Note also his summary in the penultimate paragraph.) 

Moral weakness (Book VII) 
In chapter 1 Aristotle sets out six general beliefs about 'incontinence' 
(akrasia). We shall confine our discussion to his account of the third, 
namely: 'The incontinent or morally weak man does wrong, knowing it 
to be wrong, because he cannot control his passions, whereas the 
continent man, knowing that his lusts are evil, refuses to follow them, 
because his principles forbid it'. It is this, of course, that Socrates (and 
Plato) denied. According to Aristotle this is contrary to the facts (ch. 2); 
and he sets out to refute the Socratic position. 

He tackles the problem first of all by examining the term 'knowledge'. 
It can be used in two senses: (a) a man can have knowledge in an 'active' 
form - he acts upon it, in which case we should be surprised if he did 
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wrong; (b) his knowledge may be latent or subconscious (he might even 
be asleep, drunk, or insane), and in this case wrongdoing would occasion 
no surprise; the incontinent man has knowledge but only in a limited 
sense. Aristotle develops his argument by considering a 'practical 
syllogism'. A man may know a universal premise ('Dry food is good for 
all men') and a particular premise ('I am a man') but may not know or be 
able to act on the knowledge that a particular food belongs to the class 
'dry'. Incontinence can also be accounted for in terms of opinion. A 
person may believe, for example, that 'All sweet things ought to be 
tasted' and 'That thing is sweet'. The latter is a particular statement 
about sense-perception. But at the same time he may believe two further 
universal premises: 'Every sweet thing is pleasant' and 'You must not 
taste'. Despite the injunction that he should not taste, his desire, 
following his perception of the sweet object, leads him to act in 
contradiction to the 'right principle'. 

His second approach is to examine what incontinence (and continence) 
actually mean (ch. 4). Can they be 'absolute' or must they be manifested 
only in particular actions? Like intemperance, incontinence is concerned 
with pleasure and pain. In the strict sense its application should be 
confined to the necessary pleasures and pains of the body (for example, 
eating, drinking, sex). The incontinent man, although acting against the 
'right principle' and against his better judgement, is unable to help 
himself; he is in the control of his passions. (We do, however, talk of 
incontinence in a qualified and analogical sense, as when in the deli
berate pursuit of such ends as honour and riches we give way to emotions 
such as anger. It is less disgraceful, Aristotle argues [ch. 6), because 
although an angry man may be justly blamed for acting to excess he does 
not entirely ignore the dictates of reason, and the ends pursued are 
desirable in themselves.) Incontinence in the 'strict' sense, although 
reprehensible, differs from intemperance (as a 'vice', that is, profligacy 
or total lack of self-control) in that, whereas the incontinent man can be 
encouraged to change his mode of behaviour and can feel remorse, 
intemperance is incurable; 'for virtue preserves, while vice destroys that 
intuitive perception of the true end of life which is the starting point in 
conduct'. An incontinent man (whether 'impulsive' or 'weak' - ch. 7) is 
not bad (unjust), but he acts badly. He is morally superior to the vicious 
man because he is aware of his incontinence, while the vicious man does 
not know he is vicious (ch. 8). (*Whether the morally weak man does in 
fact act on latent knowledge, opinion, awareness, and so on is debatable. 
The important issue here, however, is whether a man who knows or 
claims to know in a fundamental sense can act wrongly; and it is doubtful 
whether Aristotle has readily taken the discussion much further than 
Plato. Why does the morally weak man ignore the dictates of reason? If 
he genuinely cannot help giving in to his passions, should we not offer 
him pity rather than blame? We shall look at this issue again in Chapter 
5.7.) 
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3.8 PLEASURE 

Reading: Nicomachean Ethics, Book VII (cbs 11-14); Book X 

We shall not consider Aristotle's treatment of friendship in Books VIII 
and IX but will conclude this short survey of the Nicomachean Ethics by 
looking at what he has to say about pleasure and happiness (following on 
his arguments of Book I). 

Chapters 11-14 of book VII are devoted largely to a refutation of a 
number of views about pleasure current in Aristotle's day. It had been 
claimed that no pleasure is a good thing; or that only some pleasures are 
good; or that even if all pleasures are good, pleasure cannot be the 
supreme good. (The last two views are to be found in Plato's dialogue the 
Philebus.) After setting out the arguments presented by the supporters of 
such theories (ch. 11) he puts forward his own detailed objections in 
chapter 12. (1) 'Good' and 'bad' are ambiguous terms; they can be 
applied both absolutely and relatively. What may seem to be a bad 
pleasure may well be good for a particular person at a particular time. 
(2) We must distinguish between good as an activity and good as a state. 
The kinds of pleasures which gratify us when our natural state is being 
restored to its normal condition are different from those we enjoy when 
already in the state of normality (for example, the pleasure of philoso
phic reflection). The former are pleasant only 'accidentally': the latter 
are pleasant in themselves. (3) It is a bad definition of pleasure to call it 
an 'experienced process'. Pleasure is in fact 'unimpeded activity of our 
natural state'. And not all pleasures have some end other than themselv
es. Those that do are merely incidental to the activity we are engaged in 
when advancing towards the perfection of our nature. (4) To argue that 
pleasures are bad because some pleasant things damage our health is like 
saying that health is bad becasue some healthy things affect our bank 
balance. Both healthy things and pleasant things can be bad relatively, 
but that does not make them bad in themselves. (5) Qualities such as 
prudence are not hindered by their own pleasures (though they may be 
by pleasures from another source). On the contrary, the pleasure we 
experience in learning reinforces our pursuit of it. (6) Most of the 
remaining arguments of Aristotle's opponents are refuted by reference to 
a distinction between bodily pleasures that involve desire and pain and 
pleasures which are good without qualification. Thus in chapter 13 
Aristotle makes four points. (a) Pleasure must be a good, he says, since 
its opposite - pain - is generally admitted to be an evil. (b) Even if some 
pleasures were bad this would not prove that a particular pleasure cannot 
be the supreme good. Indeed, true happiness consists in the unimpeded 
exercise of some or all of our faculties, and this exercise is a pleasure; so 
the summum bonum must at the least involve pleasure as a component. 
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(c) The fact that all men and animals seek pleasure suggests that pleasure 
must in some way be the highest good, for there is a divine element in all 
things. (They may not of course be aware of this when they confine 
themselves to the pleasures of the body.) (d) Finally, if pleasure is not a 
good and activity not a pleasure, then a happy man's life is not bound to 
be pleasant. And if pleasure is neither good nor bad, then neither is pain, 
in which case why should he seek the one and shun the other? 

Point (c) is taken up in chapter 14, where Aristotle examines the status 
of the bodily pleasures. The truth of the matter, he says, is that bodily 
pleasures are certainly good in so far as pains are bad. What makes the 
bad man is not the pursuit of such pleasures but experiencing them to 
excess. They may often seem more desirable than other kinds, but this is 
because they drive out pain and are irresistible to people who find no 
pleasure in any other sort either because of their youth or their 
constitution. But such 'anodynes' are pleasant only 'accidentally'. They 
are therefore to be contrasted with naturally pleasant things which 
'stimulate a given nature to activity' and thus encourage enjoyment for its 
own sake rather than as a relief from say, boredom or anxiety. 

There is clearly much of interest and value in Aristotle's careful and 
detailed analysis of pleasure. Many of his arguments are repeated in 
Book X, and we shall leave you to read through chapters 1-5 yourself. 
But you should note that he now directs his attack not only against the 
view current in Plato's Academy that pleasure is not a good at all but 
against the doctrine of Eudoxus, who held that pleasure is the supreme 
good (on the grounds that all creatures seek it and that what is desirable 
is always good, the most desirable being the best). Aristotle makes three 
important points. (1) Pleasure is not a 'process'; at all times it is complete 
in its nature at any moment: it is never in transition from one state to 
another. (2) It is certainly a good but in the sense that it accompanies and 
perfects our activities when they are directed to their proper ends. 
Pleasure perfects the activity. 

not as the disposition which issues in that activity perfects it by merely 
being present in the agent, but as the culminating perfection like the 
bloom which comes to those who are in the flower of youth. [ch. 5] 

(3) Pleasures are of different kinds and differ in value- corresponding 
to the different kinds of activity which they 'complete'. The pleasures 
which are distinctively human must be those which accompany character
istically human activities; and pleasures in the fullest sense of the word 
must be those which accompany the activities of the perfect and perfectly 
happy man. 

Chapters 6--8 of Book X are devoted essentially to a recapitulation of 
Aristotle's account of happiness (eudaimonia) first set out in Book I and 
to a summary of his reasons for supposing that happiness, as 'an activity 
in accordance with virtue', must lie in the exercise of the highest virtue, 
that is of excellence, and is to be found in the speculative or contemplat-
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ive life. The moral life will be happy too, but only in a secondary sense, 
for moral activities are specifically human and not divine. But 

the life of the intellect is the best and pleasantest for man, because the 
intellect more than anything else is the man. Thus it will be the 
happiest life as well. [ch. 7] 

It remains only to consider how Aristotle's theories are to be put into 
practice. 'It is not enough to know about goodness; we must endeavour 
to possess and use it, and in some way to see to it that we become good' 
(ch. 9). There are three different views, he says, as to how goodness 
might be achieved: through nature, habit, or training. The first is 
rejected on the ground that it is beyond our control; while teaching is not 
always effective unless it is preceded by appropriate training. And 
training, which involves the regulation by law of 'the nurture and pursuits 
of young persons', is best undertaken by the state (as in Sparta). Most 
states, however, tend to neglect such matters, so responsibility for 
legislation as it affects the day-to-day life of the community must be 
shouldered by individuals willing to learn the art of politics - not from 
the Sophists who profess to teach it, but from expert and practising 
politicians. Aristotle's Ethics thus leads naturally on to his Politics 
(compare 3.5 above). 

•comment 
Refer back again to the points made at the end of section 3.5. Note also 
that in his treatment of pleasure in Books VII and X, although he again 
shows a great deal of psychological insight and analytical skill in the 
distinctions he makes, Aristotle is not always entirely consistent. Some
times he seems to be suggesting that pleasure is well-being and therefore 
the supreme good, rather than that which accompanies and completes or 
perfects an activity - different kinds of pleasure being appropriate to 
different activities. However, it is reasonable to accept the arguments 
and balanced conclusions of Book X as representing his final position. 
(You will find a further discussion of the relationship of happiness to the 
good in section 6.4 below.) 

3.9 POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY 

Reading: The Politics 

Aristotle's broadly 'empirical' approach to philosophical issues, in con
trast to what we have loosely termed Plato's 'idealism', is apparent also 
in his treatment of politics. Whereas Plato, at least in the Republic, was 
concerned primarily with establishing the 'perfect' society - a society 
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which would reflect his metaphysical presuppositions - Aristotle tended 
to confine himself to a constructive examination of actual Greek states 
with a view to discovering what might be the 'best' or most balanced form 
of government. Before outlining Aristotle's positive views it will there
fore probably be helpful to indicate briefly two main areas of disagree
ment between himself and his teacher. 

(1) He rejected Plato's 'communism'- which entailed the virtual aboli
tion of family life and of private property. The family for Aristotle 
was the basic biological unit of the state. The possession of property 
is desirable, indeed essential, for the 'good', that is, the moral or 
virtuous life - provided it is not excessive or accumulated for its own 
sake. 

(2) The law as conceived by Plato has a negative function in that it is the 
means by which the rulers impose order on the classes. Aristotle 
tended rather to encourage citizens (or at least the leisured classes) to 
play an active role in the running of the state. Indeed he defined the 
citizen in terms of his 'participation in judicial functions and political 
office'. Both rulers and rules submit willingly to the law, recognising 
it as necessary for good government. 

In order to develop his own account of political science Aristotle 
undertook a wide-ranging investigation of no less than 158 different 
constitutions. He divided them into two groups: states whose aim is to 
achieve the good of all their citizens, and those in which power is 
concentrated in the hands of a single class concerned with its own private 
interest. The first group consists of three types: monarchy, aristocracy, 
and 'polity'; and corresponding to these there are three types in the 
second group: tyranny (rule by one man), oiligarchy (rule by a few), and 
democracy (rule by many). In subsequent sections of the Politics 
Aristotle examines different kinds of democracies and oligarchies, the 
conflicting claims of such states, and monarchy. He argues that the latter 
is theoretically the ideal form of government on the grounds that the 
ruler in such a constitution would be superior in wisdom and virtue to all 
other citizens- a 'god among men'. Unfortunately there is no such 
individual to be found. Even rule by a group of 'good' men is considered 
to be difficult to achieve. So Aristotle has to settle for what is practical; 
and this means in effect a constitution which combines the best elements 
of democracy and oligarchy, namely 'polity'. A polity is democratic in so 
far as many citizens participate in running the affairs of the state (as 
opposed to the 'few' of an oligarchy). But, as in an oligarchy, the 
politically active citizens (who are heads of families) possess the leisure, 
wealth, and property which are necessary if they are to be free to make 
their contribution. They take it in turn to occupy the various judicial and 
administrative offices of state. Rule in the polity is thus rule by a 
'middle-class' of equals who in their treatment of each other exemplify 
the Aristotelian principle of justice. 
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·comments and criticisms 
Whatever advance we may think Aristotle made on Plato's political 
philosophy, it must be remembered that his proposals for the best form 
of government were designed to be put into practice in a Greek 
City-State - in no way comparable in size to today's states which number 
their populations in millions. Note also that he shared with Plato the view 
that the polis is 'natural' in the sense that it is only in the polis that 
individuals can realize their own potential as human beings. Both tended 
therefore to hand over to the state responsibility for each citizen's moral 
and intellectual education to an extent that many of us today might feel 
to constitute excessive interference and infringement of personal liberty. 
We might also be critical of Aristotle for denying citizenship to women 
and to slaves - that is to persons who by nature belong not to themselves 
but to someone else (though he did insist that slaves be treated properly 
by their masters and that they be given the hope that they might 
eventually be free). 

Having worked systematically through this chapter you should have 
gained a fair understanding of some of the problems which have 
interested philosophers for over fifteen hundred years. The rest of the 
book will be devoted to a more specialized examination of these and 
other issues considered in the context of the various branches of 
philosophy to which they belong and with reference to the writings of 
many of the major post-Greek thinkers. After you have completed this 
book, in particular Chapters 4 and 5, you should be in a better position to 
appreciate the significance of the contribution made to the subject by 
Plato and Aristotle. 

QUESTIONS 

A. Data response/commentary questions 
l. Read the extract below and then answer the questions which follow: 

Virtue, then, is of two kinds, intellectual and moral. Intellectual virtue 
owes both its inception and its growth chiefly to instruction and for this 
very reason needs time and experience. Moral goodness, on the other 
hand, is the result of habit, from which it has actually got its name, 
being a slight modification of the word ethos. This fact makes it 
obvious that none of the moral virtues is engendered in us by nature, 
since nothing that is what it is by nature can be made to behave 
differently by habituation. For instance, a stone, which has a natural 
tendency downwards, cannot be habituated to rise, however often you 
try to train it by throwing it into the air; nor can you train fire to bum 
downwards; nor can anything else that has any other natural tendency 
be trained to depart from it. The moral virtues, then, are engendered 
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in us neither by nor contrary to nature: we are constituted by nature to 
receive them, but their full development in us is due to habit. 
[Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics] 

(a) According to the extract, what is the difference between intellectual 
virtue and moral goodness? 

(b) What does Aristotle mean by saying that 'none of the moral virtues is 
engendered in us by nature'? 

(c) (i) Outline Aristotle's argument that a virtuous disposition is an 
habitual disposition to choose a virtuous action. 

(ii) Explain the significance of this argument. 
[JMB, 1987] 

B. Essay questions (texts) 
1. Discuss critically Aristotle's view that happiness is the supreme end 

of man. 
2. What does Aristotle mean by the claim that happiness is an activity 

of the soul in accordance with virtue? 
3. Discuss critically Aristotle's definition of virtue in terms of habit. 
4. Examine critically Aristotle's doctrine of the mean. 
S. Why does Aristotle maintain that happiness consists in contempla

tion? 
6. Discuss critically Aristotle's treatment of the subject of responsi

bility. 
7. Consider Aristotle's distinction between corrective and distributive 

justice. Can this distinction be maintained? 
8. Examine Aristotle's application of his doctrine of the mean to the 

subject of justice and injustice. 
9. Discuss Aristotle's division of the virtues into moral and intellectual. 

10. According to Aristotle, can a man treat himself unjustly? 
11. What is Aristotle's doctrine of pleasure? 
12. Aristotle sees ethics as a branch of politics, the end of which, he 
argues, must be 'the good for man'. In what sense, if any, is Aristotle 
concerned with the general good? [AEB, 1986] 
13. What does Aristotle mean when he refers to man as a 'political' 
animal? 
14. Examine Aristotle's criticisms of Plato's ideal state? 
15. How does Aristotle's theory of 'form' differ from Plato's doctrine of 
the 'forms'? What are his main criticisms? 
16. Discuss Aristotle's distinction between 'primary' substance and 
'secondary' substance? 
17. What is Aristotle's doctrine of the four 'causes'? 
18. As the formal aspect of a living organism the soul, according to 
Aristotle, is inseparable from the body. Is his account of the 'active' 
intellect consistent with this theory? 
19. Aristotle classifies 'subjects' in terms of 'categories'. Explain what he 
means by this. 
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20. What does Aristotle mean by 'explaining a fact'? 
(You will be in a better position to deal critically with question 20 after 
you have studied chapters 4, 7 and 11.) 

*Notes/guided answers have been provided for questions 1 and 4. 
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KNOWLEDGE 

4.1 THE DEFINITION OF KNOWLEDGE: INTRODUCTION 

Reading: Start with Ayer, The Problem of Knowledge, ch. I; this will 
give you some idea of the main issues. 

'All men by their very nature feel the urge to know', wrote Aristotle in 
his Metaphysics. This is surely true. Throughout recorded history man 
has sought to understand himself and the universe from which he has so 
mysteriously emerged. Through myths, religion, natural science, or 
philosophy he has striven to acquire knowledge - about the nature, 
origin, and 'purpose' of the cosmos, the evolution of life, and of course 
himself and his behaviour. Indeed the need to know has most probably 
been a human characteristic ever since our ancestors first came to 
articulate through symbols a dim awareness of themselves as existent 
beings- part of and yet in some sense separate from the external world. 
But what is knowledge? How do we acquire our knowledge? What is its 
scope - how far does it extend? Is there a distinction between knowledge 
and belief? It is such questions as these that belong to the branch of 
philosophy called epistemology. In this chapter we shall be examining 
some of the answers which have been put forward by philosophers past 
and present. 

Some recent philosophers, for example, H. A. Prichard (1871-1947), 
have claimed that knowledge is essentially indefinable and that it is quite 
different from believing. Knowledge, they say, cannot be the same as 
belief, because the latter depends on knowledge for the evidence which 
supports it. To know something is to be in a special state of mind which is 
infallible. Such a position is, however, difficult to maintain. It raises the 
question whether we could never recognise such a mental state. How 
could we describe it? One characteristic we might be said to possess when 
in a state of 'knowing' is a feeling of certainty. But it is clear that this is 
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inadequate. Most of us can recall occasions when we have felt convinced 
of our knowledge only to discover later, as new facts emerged, that we 
had been mistaken. It would then seem odd to have to say that we could 
not therefore have been in that self-certifying state of mind after all. 
What seems to be required is that the certainty of knowledge should be 
grounded not in a subjective 'mental state' but in an 'object' of some 
kind. Does this mean, then, that knowledge and belief have different 
objects? As you will remember from the last chapter, Plato, at least in 
Book IV of the Republic, held a view something like this, although in 
Book X and in some other dialogues he suggested that to know 
something is to believe it and provide an adequate account, that is, to 
provide an analysis or definition of its essential features. Knowledge is 
therefore belief plus 'understanding'; and it can be argued that Plato was 
not particularly interested in the question of 'justification' or certainty. 
As for Aristotle, he recognised, perhaps uncritically, both the 'given' of 
experience (perceptual data) and first principles or causes as being in 
some sense certain. At the same time he regarded knowledge of a 
particular thing as presupposing a quest for an explanation or 'ultimate' 
cause, which is perhaps to look for some kind of justification. 

Many philosophers today, especially A. J. Ayer (191~9), hold the 
view that knowledge and belief have the same objects but that 
knowledge is justified true belief. Thus we may believe that, say, London 
is the capital of England, but we can be said to know it only if (a) the 
statement 'London is the capital of England' is true, and (b) we can 
justify this claim. (Ayer says that one must be sure of it, and that one 
must have the right to be sure.) Now there are two questions that must be 
asked about this view. (1) What is meant by 'true'? (2) What does 
justification' involve? What is meant by 'sure' and 'the right' to be sure? 
What criteria do we appeal to? The notion of 'objective certainty' is often 
invoked here. Firstly, however, we shall consider the meaning of 'truth'. 

4.2 TRUTH 

Reading: James, Pragmatism: Russell, The Problems of Philosophy, 
ch. XII. Note: Much of the discussion in this section is a little 
technical. If you find it hard-going, then you should move straight on 
to section 4.3, which deals with the quest for certainty, and come 
back to it later after you have worked through Part I. 

The pragmatic theory 
This theory is associated particularly with the American philosophers, 
Charles Peirce (1839-1914) and William James (1842-1910). According 
to James, 'True ideas are those we can assimilate, validate, corroborate 
and verify. False ideas are those we cannot' (Pragmatism, Lecture V). By 
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'validation', 'verification', and so on he means that the ideas can be made 
to 'work' for us in the sense that they meet our expectations and can lead 
to the success of our chosen actions. Truth for James is a relation 
between our concepts and the phenomena or sense experience which 
corroborate them. As he says, 

The practical value of true ideas is . . . primarily derived from the 
practical importance of their objects to us . . . You can say of an extra 
truth [i.e., an 'idea that shall be true of merely possible situations'] ... 
either that 'it is useful because it is true' or that 'it is true because it is 
useful'. Both these phrases mean exactly the same thing, namely that 
here is an idea that gets fulfilled and can be verified. True is the name 
for whatever idea starts the verification-process, useful is the name for 
its completed function in experience. True ideas would never have 
been singled out as such, would never have acquired a class-name, 
least of all a name suggesting value, unless they had been useful from 
the outset in this way. [Pragmatism, lecture VI] 

But what of such ideas as 'God' or metaphysical beliefs about, say, 
'absolute' reality? In what sense can the proposition 'God exists' be 
verified? These, James says, may be regarded as true in so far as they 
provide the individual with 'vital benefits', that is, they may satisfy our 
religious or spiritual needs. 'If the hypothesis of God works satisfactorily 
in the widest sense of the word, it is "true".' 

Several objections have been raised against the pragmatic theory by 
Bertrand Russell (1872-1970) in his Philosophical Essays ('pragmatism' 
and 'William James' Conception of Truth'): 

(1) The notion of 'working' is ambiguous; a scientist may understand this 
to mean that a number of verifiable propositions can be derived from 
a hypothesis without also believing the effects of accepting the 
hypothesis to be good for him. ("Against this is might be argued that 
'good' for the scientist consists precisely in the fact that predictions 
have been fulfilled in the context of experimental procedures; 
without such verifiability the scientist would have no grounds for 
belief. Where scientific tests are inappropriate, that is, for example, 
where a hypothesis such as 'God exists' cannot be falsified, then truth 
can only be assessed in terms of a wider sense of 'good' or 
'well-being'. [The question of truth in relation to scientific hypo
theses will be considered in Chapter 7.]) 

(2) James's notion of 'truth' is equated with 'useful', whereas in every
day discourse we distinguish between these two terms as having a 
different meaning. ("Does this criticism not beg the question? James 
is implicitly rejecting other theories of truth [see below] and is 
redefining the concept so as to avoid difficulties associated with such 
theories.) 

(3) A more serious objection is that it is difficult if not impossible to 
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determine the consequences of holding to a belief. What are to count 
as consequences? How many months or years must I wait to find out? 
Perhaps the effects may not become apparent long after my death. 
("Can you think of an answer to this criticism?) 

The coherence theory 
According to this view, which was propounded by, among others, a 
number of 'idealist' philosophers in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, for example, G. W. F. Hegel (1770-1831) and F. H. Bradley 
(1846--1924), a statement is true if it 'coheres' or 'fits in' with other 
statements thereby forming a complete system. Russell (Problems, ch. 
XII) objects (1) because it might be possible to devise more than one set 
of coherent beliefs Gust as in science more than one hypothesis might 
account for the same facts on a given subject); and (2) because the theory 
assumes the meaning of 'coherence', whereas it presupposes the truth of 
the laws of logic. (*In answer to the first objection the coherence theorist 
might invoke the idea of 'degrees' of truth and maintain that in a still 
more widely embracing system the two sets might be reconciled. The 
second criticism does seem to be fatal. How can we determine whether 
statements do 'cohere' without the logical notion of consistency which 
requires the notions of truth and falsity to be logically prior. To put the 
problem differently: if the truth of a statement is to be understood in 
terms of coherence with other statements, how do we assess the truth of 
those without circularity? It is perhaps possible to preserve the notion of 
coherence in mathematical systems, where the primitive terms and 
operators are defined and the rules of inference agreed upon, but these 
systems as such do not give us information about the world, unlike 
empirical propositions. Coherence may also provide us a test of truth, but 
it cannot give us the meaning of the term.) 

The correspondence theory 
According to Russell (Problems of Philosophy, ch. XII) any theory of 
truth must satisfy three requirements: (1) it must admit of its opposite, 
falsehood; (2) truth and falsehood must be properties of beliefs and 
statements; and (3) these properties must depend on the relations of 
beliefs to something lying outside those beliefs and not on any internal 
quality they may possess. In an attempt to meet these conditions he 
therefore developed the Correspondence Theory, an early form of which 
was introduced in Plato's Sophist (see Ch. 2.6). On this view, if a belief is 
to be true it must correspond to a fact of some kind which 'exists' in the 
world. This 'theory' has the advantage of conforming to our 'common 
sense' understanding of what it is to say that something is true: but 
common sense is not always a good guide in philosophy, and the 
correspondence theory too has to answer a number of objections. (1) 
Russell regards truth and falsity as properties of beliefs and statements. 
Beliefs, that is the things we believe, the opinions we hold, are generally 
articulated by means of language: we express and communicate them 
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using sentences. Now consider the sentences 'It is raining', 'II pleut', and 
'Es regnet'. They are clearly different, yet people in England, France, 
and Germany respectively use them to make the same statement, namely 
that it is raining. The common content or meaning of these three 
utterances, and thus of the relevant statements and beliefs, is often called 
a proposition; and arguably it is more accurate to regard propositions 
rather than beliefs as carriers of truth or falsehood. Thus ' "my belief 
that x" is true' is better formulated as ' "xis true" and I believe it, that is, 
am prepared to accept it' (where 'x' stands for a proposition). On this 
view, we could then say that a proposition is true if it corresponds to 
some fact but false if it does not. But if this is so, then we are faced with 
further difficulties relating to the nature of propositions. (a) How can the 
suggestion that truth and falsehood are actual properties of propositions 
be reconciled with the fact that the same proposition can sometimes be 
true and sometimes false (given that states of affairs in the world change; 
for example, it might be raining on Monday but not on Tuesday)? (b) 
Can propositions actually be distinguished from the facts they are meant 
to correspond to? (*In answer to the first point it might be said that the 
two propositions are not the same in so far as the utterances were made 
on different occasions. Perhaps then we should want to say that the 
'content' which makes up the true proposition is not simply 'It is raining' 
but 'It is raining today, Thursday, 21st April, 1988'. But is even this 
sufficient? Should not the time and place be specified? It is clear that we 
could be forced into a degree of precision which would make communi
cation difficult if not impossible. To deal with the second point, we must 
discuss briefly what facts actually are.) 

When we use the term 'fact' in everyday conversation we usually mean 
something like 'a state of affairs' or 'what is the case'. We say, 'It is a fact 
that two and two make four', or 'It is a fact that, at least at the moment of 
writing, the book in front of me is red and black'. For Russell (Second 
half of chapter XII) a fact is a 'complex unity', for example, 'Desdemo
na's love for Cassio', in which 'object-terms' (Desdemona, Cassio) are 
united by an 'object-relation' (loving). But what kind of status do these 
facts have? Most people would agree that such facts are in some sense 
objective insofar as they do not depend on a particular thinker or 
observer. We should also recognise that the way we apprehend facts 
depends to some extent on the language we use and on our individual 
sense experience. Yet they still seem to retain some sort of objective 
'existence' as intermediary entities between ourselves as observers and 
the actual 'real' world outside. But is not this description suspiciously like 
the account we have given of propositions? If so, then it would be 
difficult to provide an account of truth and falsity in terms of correspon
dence; a true proposition would now be an actual fact, while a false 
proposition would be understood as a 'non-fact'. (It is significant that to 
illustrate what he means by a fact Russell draws on the world of 
Shakespearian fiction in which the notion of 'existence' must be regarded 
as somewhat tenuous!) 
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But let us suppose for the moment that a distinction can be made 
between facts and propositions. We then have to make sense of the 
notion of 'objective existence'. Does the fact 'London is the capital of 
England' exist? If London is no longer the capital of England in, say a 
thousand years' time, do we then have to say that the fact has somehow 
ceased to exist? Perhaps we should therefore introduce a more specific 
formulation: 'London is the capital of England in 1988' and regard it as a 
fact which (presumably like '2 + 2 = 4') has always existed and will 
continue to do so. But this really won't do at all. If they come in and go 
out of existence facts after all would seem to be not very different from 
ordinary objects. However, whereas we can talk (admittedly in a loose 
sense) of London, capital, and so on as being objects, it is difficult to 
think of 'London is the capital of England' (in 1988 or any other year) as 
an object. So either facts seem to be rather queer entities, or 'objective' 
is being used in a peculiar 'metaphysical' sense (see Chapter 10). 

Perhaps the central question is how we can account for the notion of 
'correspondence' itself. According to Russell there is correspondence 
between a belief and a fact when (a) there is a complex unity of object 
terms and an object-relation, and (b) when the order of these terms and 
relations is 'in the same order as they have in the belief, this 'order' in 
the objects of the belief being put there by what he calls a 'sense' or 
'direction' in the relation of judgement, and indicated by the order of 
words in a sentence (or by word-endings in an inflected language). The 
act of believing (or judging - as in 'Othello believes that Desdemona 
loves Cassio' - is itself another complex unity in which one constituent is 
a mind while the others are the object-terms and the object-relation. This 
correspondence, he claims, ensures truth, and its absence entails false
hood. 

(*Russell's theory has been criticized on the grounds that his account of 
belief as a relation is inadequate. This cannot be examined here. But one 
point in particular should be made about his interpretation of correspon
dence, and this is best formulated in terms of a dilemma. If Russell's facts 
as 'complex unities' are 'meanings' comparable to propositions as 
discussed above, then there would seem to be a fact corresponding to any 
belief whatsoever as soon as it is articulated in a language, particularly as 
the 'order' of its terms is attributable to the act of believing. How, then, 
could we get 'outside' our language to check whether these facts 
correspond to the 'external' world of things and events? If, however, 
Russell's facts themselves constitute that external reality, then it is 
difficult to make sense of 'order'. We may wish to say, for example, that 
Mount Everest is higher than Snowdon, but considered objectively the 
two mountains are but two things existing in the world, and apart from 
our belief there is no 'direction' of one towards the other. To say that A 
is higher than B is equivalent to saying that B is lower than A. No 
correspondence of 'order' can therefore be claimed.) 

It is worth noting also that the idea of a correspondence between 
beliefs and facts regarded as 'truths' existing timelessly and objectively 
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(in roughly a Platonic sense; compare also Russell, ch. IX, to be 
discussed in section 4.5) is criticized by James. But at the same time he 
redefines the notion of 'correspondence' in terms of his pragmatist 
theory. Truth, he says, is indeed a relation between ideas and the world, 
but both sides of the relation are aspects of experience - subjective and 
objective respectively. The idea for James is a kind of plan which is to be 
tried out or tested. If it leads to the objective reality then it may be said to 
have been verified or validated; and it is in this sense that the 'true' idea 
is thought of as 'corresponding' to the world. 

Given these - and many other - difficulties associated with the 
notions of beliefs, facts, and corerspondence, some later thinkers, in 
particular the Polish logician Alfred Tarski (b. 1902), have tried to refine 
and improve the correspondence theory. His 'semantic' theory is, 
however, too technical to be considered in this book. 

The redundancy theory 
This offers a quite different approach to the problem of truth. Originally 
proposed by the Cambridge mathematician and philosopher F. P. 
Ramsey (1903-30), the theory was taken up and modified by P. F. 
Strawson (b. 1919) (see Ch. 10). His version is sometimes called the 
Performatory theory, because while he accepts that part of what one is 
doing in saying that a statement is true is to describe the statement in 
some sense (for example, to attribute the property 'true' to it), the 
primary role of the word 'true' is to perform an act (for example, of 
agreement, acceptance, endorsement). When I say ' "It is raining" is 
true' or 'It is true that it is raining' I mean that I agree or accept that it is 
raining. 'True', it is claimed, has thus been eliminated, that is it has been 
made redundant, through redefinition and translation into what J. L. 
Austin called a 'performatory' act or linguistic usage. Discussion of this 
theory has turned on the question whether complete elimination is 
possible. A further question that may be raised concerns the criteria one 
appeals to in order to decide whether or not to endorse or agree to a 
given statement. And this must be answered before we are in a position 
to consider what is involved in the claim to know that a proposition is 
true. As a first step we shall investigate the notion of certainty referred to 
in 4.1. 

4.3 THE CERTAINTY OF DESCARTES 

Reading: Descartes, Discourse on Method, chs I-IV, and Metaphy
sical Meditations I-III; Hume, An Enquiry concerning Human 
Understanding, Section XII; Russell, Problems, chs I and II; Ayer, 
The Problem of Knowledge, ch. 2 

In the last section we looked at a number of theories of truth, and we saw 
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that there are difficulties associated with each. For the purpose of 
subsequent discussion, however, we are going to adopt a 'performatory' 
type theory. We shall assume that when we say' "Two and two" make 
four' is (certainly) true' or 'It is true that there is a table in front of me' 
we mean that we are in some sense publicizing our acceptance or 
endorsement of these statements. We are in effect affirming that in the 
relevant and appropriate context the use of these utterances is accept
able. But what is meant here by 'acceptable'? How can we be certain? It 
is clear that we have already tacitly introduced a distinction between 
'certainty' as applying to statements and 'certainty' as describing a feeling 
or attitude of mind; and that therefore two different but related 
questions can be asked: (1) What makes statements certainly true? (2) 
What justification do we have for accepting them as such? In this section 
we shall attempt to find some answers and thereby throw further light on 
the differences between belief and knowledge. 

The problem of certainty is best tackled by considering the writings of 
Rene Descartes (1596-1650). Descartes lived in an age of great intellec
tual turmoil. The rise of experimental science was tending to undermine 
the theology and authority of a Church which was wedded to an 
anachronistic Aristotelian teleology. At the same time, particularly in 
France, a number of writers were reviving the arguments of the Greek 
sceptics. Descartes himself was a devout Catholic but also a mathemati
cian and scientist of some distinction. Rejecting medieval scholasticism 
as failing to discover new truths, he sought to place knowledge on an 
unshakeable foundation by 'out -doubting the sceptics'. In his Rules for 
the Direction of the Mind Descartes identifies two fundamental opera
tions of the mind by which, he believes, we are enabled to arrive at the 
knowledge of things: namely, intuition and deduction. And to ensure the 
correct use of these mental capacities he sets out a number of rules 
(Discourse, Part II). The first of these was 

never to accept anything for true which I did not clearly know to be 
such; that is to say, carefully to avoid precipitancy and prejudice, and 
to comprise nothing more in my judgment than what was presented to 
my mind so clearly and distinctly as to exclude all ground of doubt. 

The second rule was 

to divide each of the difficulties under examination into as many parts 
as possible, and as might be necessary for its adequate solution. 

This is Descartes' method of 'analysis', which he sought to follow in the 
Meditations. 

In Meditations I and II he determines to reject as false all that he has 
been taught about the world and to regard his own experience as 
erroneous. Accordingly he places no confidence in the evidence of his 
senses; he may be dreaming. Even the apparently certain propositions of 
mathematics are rejected; an 'evil demon' may be deceiving him. But 
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there is one thing, he argues, which is indubitable. In so far as he is 
doubting, he must be conscious, and in that consciousness (cogitatio) lies 
an awareness that he is something. He therefore concludes that the 
proposition 'I am, I exist', is necessarily true each time he conceives or 
expresses it. An alternative formulation is given in Part IV of the 
Discourse. 

I observed that, whilst I thus wished to think that all was false, it was 
absolutely necessary that I, who thus thought, should be somewhat; 
and as I observed that this truth, I think, hence I am (cogito, ergo sum), 
was so certain and of such evidence, that no ground of doubt, however 
extravagant, could be alleged by the sceptics capable of shaking it, I 
concluded that I might, without scruple, accept it as the first principle 
of the philosophy of which I was in search. 

By the use of his 'analytical' method he has thus discovered the primary 
proposition or foundation on which he might rebuild his edifice of 
knowledge. The recognition or intuition (inspectio) of himself as a 
thinking thing is characterized by clarity and distinctness. ("What is 
meant by 'clear' and 'distinct' is explained in his Principles of Philosophy. 
We may have clear knowledge of having a pain, for example, but it may 
not be distinct in the sense that we may be confused about its nature or 
location. 'The distinct is that which is so precise and different from all 
other objects as to comprehend in itself only what is clear.' His account, 
however, does not seem to be entirely satisfactory [see the Comments at 
the end of the section]. It should also be noted that by 'thinking' 
Descartes includes doubting, understanding, willing, imagining, and 
perceiving, that is the sum total of 'mental' activity.) In Meditation II he 
adopts, as a general rule, that all that is very clearly and distinctly 
apprehended is true - and is thus in accord with the first of the Rules set 
out in the Discourse. 

It remains now for Descartes to reconstruct his philosophy and in 
particular to reinstate the external world, the existence of which he had 
for the purposes of his method doubted. He cannot rely on the evidence 
of his senses alone, for although he perceives clearly that he has various 
ideas (that is, sense experiences, images, and so on) in his mind they still 
do not possess the clarity necessary to guarantee the existence of the 
objects he believes them to resemble. Moreover, while he thinks there 
can be no dispute about the certainty of the cogito, ergo sum, for his 
existence as a thinking thing is presupposed in the very act of doubting, it 
is still possible that he may be mistaken about the truth of other 
propositions, such as those of mathematics, which he claims to perceive 
clearly and distinctly. His next move therefore is to prove the existence 
of a benevolent God who, he thinks, would not permit him to be 
deceived in such matters. Any 'proof could not of course presuppose the 
existence of the external world without circularity. So Descartes appeals 
to the clear and distinct idea of a perfect being, which he finds within 
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himself. Unlike ideas of external things, this idea does not come from 
outside (it is not 'adventitious'); neither is it 'factitious', that is, the 
product of his imagination. It is therefore 'innate' in that he seems to 
have been born with the capacity to form this concept from within, just as 
he is able to form the idea of himself. From his possession of this idea 
Descartes argues to the actual existence of the Perfect Being or God 
who, he says, must have implanted it within him. (Descartes' 'proofs' for 
the existence of God will be referred to again in Chapter 8.) 

*Comments and criticisms 
Descartes' approach to the problem of certainty and knowledge is 
characteristic of rationalism. Rationalist philosophers are not of course 
all of one type. There are important differences between the philoso
phies of Plato, Descartes, and Hegel, for example. But rationalists are 
agreed that sense experience is untrustworthy and that certain 
knowledge is to be obtained only through the exercise of pure reason. 
This is strongly disputed by the empiricists. We shall set out the 
arguments of an empiricist philosopher (Hume) in the next section. 
There are however several weaknesses in the Cartesian philosophy itself 
which you might like to think about here. 

(1) Descartes seems to be claiming to have discovered certainty in both 
an 'objective' and a 'subjective' sense. The equating of existence with 
thinking is alleged to be certain in the former sense, while the criterion of 
'clarity and distinctness' may be thought of as exemplifying subjective 
certainty. To consider the 'cogito, ergo sum' first. Why is it so certain? 
What is its status? Unfortunately Descartes' own interpretation is 
ambiguous. Is the 'Cogito' an inference of some kind? If it is, then it can 
be argued that it commits the error of circular reasoning; for the 'I' of 'I 
am' is already presupposed in the 'I' of 'I think', and any necessity it 
possesses is a matter of logic which has nothing to say about actual 
existent things be they 'minds' or 'material' things. Perhaps then the 
'Cogito' is to be understood as referring to some form of intuition - of 
himself as an existing thinking being? If so, then Descartes must contend 
with more serious difficulties. 
(a) He says that so long as he is doubting (thinking) the certainty of the 
'Cogito' is assured. Now there are certainly occasions when he is not 
thinking. Does he have any guarantee that he continues to exist as a 
potentially thinking thing? The possibility that Descartes may have direct 
access to a continuous 'Self (though he does not seem actually to have 
made this claim himself) has been ruled out by many philosophers. If we 
introspect do we find anything other than thouht, ideas, feelings? Hume, 
for example, in his Treatise of Human Nature (Bk I, Part IV, vi), 
describes how when he turns his reflection on himself he can never 
perceive a self without one or more perceptions; nor 'can I perceive any 
thing but the perceptions'. The eighteenth century German philosopher 
Lichtenberg suggested that the most Descartes could claim was cogita
tur- 'there is thinking going on': 
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The only thing we know is the existence of our sensations, ideas and 
thoughts. We should say 'it thinks', just as we say [of lightning], 'It 
flashes'. To say 'cogito' is already to have gone too far if we translate it 
as 'I think'. To assume the 'I', to postulate it, is a practical 
need. [Sudelbiicher, K 76.] 

["Do you agree with this view? Read what Russell has to say about the 
Self in chapters II and V of The Problems of Philosophy. (But note that 
in his later book, The Analysis of Mind, he developed the theory of 
'logical constructionism', according to which the conscious mind is 
constructed out of images and sensations; compare Ayer's 'phenomena
lism' discussed in section 4.10 below.). See also Locke's Essay, Book I 
and Book IV, ix.] 
(b) If he is to ground 'objective' certainty in the 'Cogito' (or for that 
matter if he is to use language at all) he has to appeal to his memory. 
Now leaving aside the question of his possible or actual views about a 
'Self (in which perhaps the memory might be 'located'), we can 
legitimately ask what justification Descartes has for believing his memory 
reports to be reliable? Without this assurance his 'mental' life would 
seem to fragment into a series of intermittent and disconnected epi
sodes - hardly a sound basis on which to construct a philosophical 
system. 

(2) As we have seen, Descartes' answer to the latter point would seem to 
be that in the last analysis both the 'veridicality' of sense perception and 
the reliability of memory depend on the validity of his proofs of God's 
existence. But does this not render the cogito argument redundant? Why 
could he not simply have started with his allegedly innate idea of a Perfect 
Being? (*Read and think about Hume's comments in section 120 of the 
Enquiry.) 

(3) To turn again briefly to 'subjective' certainty, his criterion of 'clarity 
and distinctness' is not very helpful. Firstly, while these concepts can well 
be used to describe, say, a pain in one's leg (as Descartes does), to apply 
them to an intuition of a 'truth' in such terms is, arguably, to use them in 
an extended sense which lessens whatever value they may possess in 
providing the criterion Descartes seeks. Secondly, and more impor
tantly, although he has asserted that mathematical propositions (for 
example, '2 + 2 = 4') are perceived clearly and distinctly, Descartes is 
still prepared to sacrifice his certainty of their truth to the hypothetical 
evil genie until he has proved the existence of a God who can act as the 
final guarantor of indubitability. 

(4) A more general criticism relates to his methodology. Hume (Enqui
ry, XI, 117) rejected the very possibility both of universal doubt and of 
finding an original principle. If there were such a principle, he says, we 
should not be able to pass beyond it without using those very faculties 
about which we are sceptical. (*Do you agree?) An alternative but in 
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some ways similar criticism, which owes much to the later philosophy of 
the Austrian born Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889--1951), concerns the 
question of 'privacy'. Given his sceptical premises, Descartes' experi
ences - perceptions, thoughts, and so on - must remain private to 
himself (at least until the external world has been reinstated). But he has 
to use language to refer to them, and language is 'public': it can function 
only in a common world of things and persons. So in the very act of 
describing his 'inner' experience Descartes is letting in at the back door 
the external world he had thrown out through the front. His methodolo
gical scepticism cannot therefore be sustained. This is a powerful 
objection. (The question whether a 'private' language is possible, which 
would not commit Descartes to presupposing the existence of things 
external to his 'self, will be referred to again in sections 4.4 and 4.5.) 

4.4 HUME'S SCEPTICISM 

Reading:Hume, Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, 
Sections I-VII; Ayer, The Problem of Knowledge, ch. 2 

In the last section you saw how Descartes attempted to rebut scepticism 
and to find an indubitable principle from which to construct his philoso
phy. His assumption of the primacy of reason as a source of certainty and 
knowledge was questioned by the English philosopher, John Locke 
(1632-1704). According to Locke (see Essay, Book I, i and Book II, i), 
there are no 'innate ideas'; all our ideas are derived from sensation or 
reflection. Ideas of sensation come to us through our sense organs and 
are representations of external things. Ideas of reflection, however, 
'represent' inner or 'subjective' processes such as perceiving, comparing, 
and abstracting, and are stored in the memory. David Hume (1711-1776) 
likewise started out from sense-experience. In Section II, 12 he dis
tinguishes between impressions and ideas: 

By the term impression ... I mean all our more lively perceptions, 
when we hear, or see, or feel, or love, or hate, or desire, or will. And 
impressions are distinguished from ideas, which are the less lively 
perceptions, of which we are conscious, when we reflect on any of 
these sensations of movements above mentioned. 

Sensations, perceptions, feelings, and so on are thus more 'forcible and 
lively' than the thoughts and images we have of them. 'All our ideas or 
more feeble perceptions are copies of our impressions or more lively 
ones' (II, 13). His 'impressions' thus include Locke's ideas of both 
sensation and reflection, while he uses the term 'idea' to refer to mental 
images and thoughts. Hume goes on to argue that we cannot have an idea 
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unless it has first been derived from an impression. Firstly, when we 
analyse our thoughts, however complex they may be, we always find that 
'they resolve themselves into such simple ideas as were copies from a 
precedent feeling or sentiment' (II, 14). Secondly, we note that a person 
deprived of a sensory organ cannot form the appropriate ideas. A blind 
man can have no notion of colour; a deaf man of sounds (II, 15). This is 
in effect Hume's answer to the rationalists' assertion of innate ideas. 
("Read carefully his footnote at the end of Section II). In Section III 
Hume suggests that ideas are associated in accordance with three 
principles of connexion, namely, resemblance, contiguity in time or place 
(in other words, physically adjacent), and cause or effect. By his doctrine 
of association Home tries to provide an alternative to the Lockean view 
that we derive 'general' ideas, such as 'man', 'triangle', or 'red' by a 
process of abstraction from particular ideas of sensation. (See also 4.5, 
4.8 and Ch. 10.5.) (Causation is examined by Home in Section IV of the 
Enquiry, while the first two principles are discussed in Section V.) 

Leaving aside for the time being the question whether Hume's analysis 
is adequate, we must now consider its relevance to the quest for certainty 
and knowledge. (See Sections IV-VII, and XII.) Since the time of 
Descartes most philosophers have distinguished in one way or another 
between propositions of mathematics and statements about the empirical 
world. Hume (IV, 20 and 21) refers to these propositions respectively as 
Relations of Ideas and Matters of Fact. The first kind (for example, 
'Three times five is equal to the half of thirty') expresses a relation 
between numbers or geometrical figures. They are, he says, intuitively or 
demonstratively certain. Their truth can be discovered by the mere 
operation of thought; it does not depend on anything in the world. 
'Though there never were a circle or triangle in nature, the truths 
demonstrated by Euclid would for ever retain their certainty.' Matters of 
fact, however, are quite different. Firstly, we can deny them without 
contradiction (whereas we could not deny the truth of, say, 'two and two 
make four'). Secondly, support for their truth, says Hume (22), seems to 
be founded on the relation of cause and effect. But how do we arrive at 
knowledge of cause and effect? Hume's answer (see 23-33) is that we 
attain it not through a priori reasoning but from nothing other than 
experience itself. Now we may well be able to trace particular effects 
back to general causes, such as elasticity or gravity, but 'these ultimate 
springs and principles are totally shut up from human curiosity and 
enquiry' (26). What then is the foundation of all conclusions from 
experience? What justifies the inference from a past conjunction of cause 
and effect to a similar conjunction in the future? The reasoning we 
engage in is not 'demonstrative' (that is, involving logic); neither is the 
inference 'intuitive'. The only alternative is that the justification lies in 
the supposition that the future will resemble the past. But how can we 
know this without arguing in a circle? Consider a concrete example. Let 
us assume that an object such as bread, exhibiting sensible qualities 
(colour, weight, and so on), possesses 'secret powers' which nourish us. 
Because a cause (secret power) has always been followed by a particular 
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effect (nourishment) in the past, we argue that the eating of bread will 
likewise nourish us on future occasions. There would be no contradiction 
in denying this; no 'relation of ideas' is involved, and no chain of 
deductive reasoning. Now if we are to claim that we know that the bread 
will nourish us when next we eat it, it can only be because we are 
assuming the truth of the general proposition 'All future conjunctions of 
cause and effect will resemble past conjunctions of similar causes and 
effects'. But how can this be known without begging the question? 

It is clear, then, for Hume that we do not know that the future will 
resemble the past. 'All inferences from experience', he argues (Section 
V), 'are effects of custom, not of reasoning'. By custom or habit he 
means 'a certain instinct of our nature' which, like other instincts, may be 
fallacious and deceitful' (127). It is not knowledge that we have but 
belief. Belief is 'nothing but a conception more intense and steady than 
what attends the mere fictions of the imagination' ( 40). It arises not only 
from the relation of cause and effect but also from the other principles of 
association (resemblance and contiguity). The degree of our belief or 
expectation of an event depends on the probability of causes (Section 
VI). Thus, some causes are entirely uniform and constant in producing 
an effect. Fire has always burned, and 'the production of motion by 
impulse and gravity' is a universal law. On the other hand, rhubarb has 
not always proved a purge! Hume therefore concludes that in such cases 
as the former we expect the event with the greatest assurance: but where 
different effects have been found to follow from causes which appear to 
be exactly similar, we must assign to each of these effects 'a particular 
weight and authority, in proportion as we have found it to be more or less 
frequent'. 

In Sections VII and VIII Hume shows that we have no direct intuition 
of a power or necessary connection between cause and effect; the idea we 
have of a necessary connection derives from the imagination and our 
experience of uniformity in sequences of events: 

Every idea is copied from some preceding impression or sentiment; 
and where we cannot find any impression, we may be certain that there 
is no idea. In all single instances of the operation of bodies or minds, 
there is nothing that produces any impression, nor consequently can 
suggest any idea, of power or necessary connexion. But when many 
uniform instances appear, and the same object is always followed by 
the same event; we then begin to entertain the notion of cause and 
connexion. We then feel a new sentiment or impression, to wit, a 
customary connexion in the thought of imagination between one object 
and its usual attendant; and this sentiment is the original of that idea 
which we seek for. For as this idea arises from a number of similar 
instances, and not from any single instance, it must arise from that 
circumstance, in which the number of instances differ from every 
individual instance. But the customary connexion or transition of the 
imagination is the only circumstance in which they differ. In every 
other particular they are alike. [ 61] 
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It follows then that although Hume has rejected the Cartesian 
methodology of universal doubt he is forced to adopt an attenuated 
scepticism of his own. We can have knowledge or mathematical proposi
tions or of statements derived from them by means of deductive 
inference. We can also be said to 'know' existences such as impressions 
and the ideas derived from them. But we seem doomed to be cut off from 
the external world or from our 'mind'. Philosophy, he says, teaches us 
that 

nothing can ever be present to the mind but an image or perception, 
and that the senses are only the inlets through which these images are 
conveyed, without being able to produce any immediate intercourse 
between the mind and the object. The table, which we see, seems to 
diminish, as we remove farther from it; but the real table, which exists 
independent of us, suffers no alteration; it was, therefore, nothing but 
its image, which was present to the mind. [118] 

The mind has never anything present to it but the perceptions, and 
cannot possibly reach any experience of their connexion with objects. 
The supposition of such a connexion is, therefore, without any 
foundation in reasoning. [119] 

Burne's conclusion is that what we can know is limited to mathematics 
and the sciences, which deal with general facts. This seems to rule out 
theology, ethics, aesthetics, and metaphysics as constituting legitimate 
fields of human knowledge: 

When we run over libraries, persuaded of these principles, what havoc 
must we make? If we take in our hand any volume; of divinity or 
school metaphysics, for instance; let us ask, Does it contain any 
abstract reasoning concerning quantity or number? No. Does it contain 
any experimental reasoning concerning matter of fact and existence? 
No. Commit it then to the flames: for it can contain nothing but 
sophistry and illusion. [132] 

*Comments and criticisms 
Despite the vigour of his writings and his apparent self-confidence Hume 
was dissatisfied with the intellectual cui de sac into which his arguments 
had led him. As an ordinary man he dines, plays a game of backgammon, 
converses, and is merry with his friends. But when, after these amuse
ments, he returns to his philosophical speculations, 'they appear so cold, 
and strained, and ridiculous, that I cannot find in my heart to enter into 
them any further'. 

Where am I, or what? From what causes do I derive my existence, and 
to what condition shall I return? Whose favour shall I court, and whose 
anger must I dread? What beings surround me? and on whom have I 
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any influence, or who have any influence on me? I am confounded 
with all these questions, and begin to fancy myself in the most 
deplorable conditions imaginable, environed with the deepest dark
ness, and utterly deprived of the use of every member and faculty. 
[Treatise, I, Part IV, Conclusion) 

Hume's scepticism is, however, inevitable given his empiricist premises. 
You should think about the following points. 

(1) Impressions and ideas. (a) Hume claims that a simple idea is derived 
from a single impression (complex ideas are to be analysed into simples). 
But there is a problem here. The distinction between images and 
thoughts or concepts has been obscured: they are all mental 'contents'. 
(Critics often argue that he has failed to differentiate between a 
psychological and a logical approach.) But if this is so, it is difficult to see 
how we can identify or recognise impressions if the concepts we require 
for the purpose must first be derived from those raw impressions. There 
seems to be an element of circularity in Hume's analysis. (b) Closely 
connected with this difficulty is the issue of 'privacy' which we first raised 
in 4.3. Hume has cut himself off from the world. His experiences must be 
private; on his own theory we cannot know for certain that there are 
other objects in the world (we are aware only of impressions). How then 
can we refer to or talk about our experiences at all? Does not the 
language we use depend on a public context in which it functions? 
Language, after all, is used primarily for communication and presup
poses the existence of other people and a world of publicly-observable 
objects. (We might say that an 'impression' or 'sense experience' 
language is, as it were, parasitic on an 'object' language.) It is because we 
learn a language in our infancy that we are able to pick out features of 
our sensory field. And, according to some philosophers, to 'have' a 
concept is to know how to use a word meaningfully. (See Ayer, The 
Problem of Knowledge, ch. 2 (v) and (vi) for an important discussion of 
the problem of 'public' versus 'private' language, in which Ayer sets out a 
position less sympathetic to the view discussed here.) 

(2) Cause and effect. As with his account of impressions and ideas, 
Hume's analysis of causation reflects his concern to reject the rationalist 
notions of 'powers' and necessity. And here too his excessive empiricism 
seems to have led him astray. Certainty when we reflect on our 
experience of fire, for example, we remember that it has always burnt us. 
And of course Hume is right when he argues that we do not perceive any 
necessary connection or 'power' between the fire and the burning 
sensation in our hand. But does it follow that we must reject the 
possibility of a necessary link between the cause and the effect? It is a 
contingent fact - perhaps dependent on the properties of chemicals in 
the universe - that fire burns: but given the nature of fire and our bodies 
is it not at least arguable that within defined limits there is a necessary 
causal relationship between the putting of my hand in the fire and my 



94 

experiencng a burning sensation? This does not commit us to rationalist 
talk of 'secret powers'. Some philosophers would approach the question 
from a different direction and would say that the necessity lies not in the 
nature of 'things' but in the language we use to talk about our 
experiences. If 'fire' and 'burning' are used in a particular way in the 
context of normal discourse, it would be inconsistent to deny the truth of 
the statement 'fire causes a person to experience a burning sensation 
when his hand is put into it'. (This might be contrasted with a statement 
such as 'Bill lives in London'- here there does not seem to be any such 
necessary connection between the meanings of the terms 'Bill' and 
'London'.) (We shall refer to the problem of causation again in Chapter 
10.3 where a different solution will be proposed.) 

(3) Induction. While following on from the cause-effect relationship, the 
problem of induction is a wider issue. Hume is right to point out that the 
'principle' of induction is non-demonstrative; we clearly could not be 
expected to 'prove' it by deductive methods. Nor do we 'intuit' the 
principle in some sense (see also Russell on this in the next section). He 
is also correct when he recognises that it would be circular to attempt to 
justify the inductive principle inductively (that is to say, to accept the 
statement 'we can be sure the sun will rise tomorrow because it has done 
so on all previous occasions' on the grounds that similar arguments from 
past to future events have proved to be reliable; for this would be to beg 
the question at issue). Hume's response to this impasse does, however, 
seem to be too pessimistic. What we should be considering is not whether 
induction can in some sense be 'justified' but what part inductive 
arguments play in our daily lives (and in science), and in what sense we 
can be said to know that, for example, the sun will rise tomorrow (given 
the facts we have about the earth's rotation around the sun, gravitational 
forces and so on). In other words, we should consider the context in 
which such arguments are deployed. With this in mind we shall now 
pursue the question of knowledge further by looking at Russell's 
arguments. (For further discussion of induction see Ch. 7.2. Compare 
also Ayer, The Problem of Knowledge, 2, (viii).) 

4.5 KNOWLEDGE BY ACQUAINTANCE AND BY DESCRIPTION: 
RUSSELL 

Reading: Russell, The Problems of Philosophy 

You have probably already covered much of Russell's book in connec
tion with our examination of Truth, Certainty, and Scepticism. In this 
section we shall have a closer look at his own positive treatment of the 
quest for certainty and knowledge, which in many ways can be seen as an 
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attempt to reconcile the sceptical empiricism of Hume with the more 
dogmatic philosophy of the rationalist tradition. 

(Ch I-IV) Russell distinguishes between two senses of the word 
'know'. It can apply (a) to our knowledge of truths, and (b) to our 
knowledge of things. In the first case its objects are judgements - beliefs 
and convictions that something is the case. Knowledge is here opposed to 
error. In the second usage the objects are particulars, such as sense-data 
and possibly oneself, and universals. Knowledge of things he calls 
knowledge by acquaintance. From knowledge of truths and knowledge of 
things by acquaintance we can then derive knowledge of things by 
description. We shall consider first Russell's knowledge of things by 
acquaintance. 

If we look at a table it usually appears, say, oblong, brown and shiny. 
Likewise it feels smooth and cool, and gives out a wooden sound when 
tapped. Yet a change in the point of view of the observer may result in 
the table looking different- to other people, for example, or when 
viewed in artificial light. Its texture too will have a different appearance 
when seen under a microscope. Even its shape seems to change as we 
move around (compare Hume's Enquiry, 118). It is these colours, smells, 
hardnesses, and so on that Russell refers to as sense-data. Unlike the real 
table (the physical object), if there is one, these sense-data are known 
immediately to us. Sense-data also include things of the 'inner sense', that 
is, thoughts, feelings, and desires. As for knowledge of the 'self', he is 
less certain. Again, like Hume, he says, 'when we try to look into 
ourselves we always seem to come upon some particular thought or 
feelings, and not upon the "I" which has the thought or feelings' (ch. V). 
Nevertheless, he believes that we must in some sense also be acquainted 
with 'that thing, whatever its nature, which sees the sun and has 
acquaintance with sense-data'. Here he shows himself to be closer to the 
position adopted by Descartes. The seeing of a brown colour, he says 
(ch. II), involves a seer, but that something or somebody which is seeing 
is quite momentary so far as immediate certainty goes. The Cartesian 
intuition does not give us access to a permanent self. But it does seem, 
argues Russell (ch. V), that when he sees the sun, the whole fact he is 
acquainted with is 'Self-acquainted-with-sense-datum', and that acquain
tance with a Self, as that which is aware of things or has desires towards 
them, probably occurs. He also believes that we have acquaintance by 
memory. This immediate knowledge by memory is the source of all our 
knowledge of the past. 

(Chs IX and X). In addition to our knowledge of particulars Russell 
claims we are acquainted with universals. Universals for him are general 
ideas, 'entities' which are shared by many particulars. He distinguishes 
between qualities, which are universals represented by adjectives and 
nouns, and those universals represented by verbs and prepositions, 
which he calls relations. As examples of the former he gives 'whiteness', 
'diversity', and 'brotherhood'. As for relations, in a proposition such as 
'Edinburgh is north of London' 'north of is a universal which 'subsists' 
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independently of our knowledge of it. Russell uses the term 'subsist' 
because although 'north of. like 'Edinburgh' and 'London', 'belongs to 
the independent world which thought apprehends but does not create', 
yet it does not exist in space and time, and is neither material nor mental, 
thus differing radically from the term it relates. Finally, under the 
heading of universals which we may be said to be acquainted with, 
Russell also includes abstract universals of logic and arithmetic, such as 
'two' and 'four', and the relations implicit in the proposition 'two and two 
are four'. (*That Russell's strongly 'realist' account of universals has 
much in common with the views of Plato summarized in Chapter 2 should 
be readily apparent to you. It should be contrasted with Hume's 
'associationist' theory referred to in the last section.) 

When we turn to knowledge of truths we find that Russell differen
tiates between self-evident truths, knowledge of which is intuitive, and 
truths which are deduced from self-evident truths by the use of equally 
self-evident principles of deduction. Such knowledge is then said to be 
derivative. The kinds of truths he is thinking of as being known 
intuitively are general principles of logic and arithmetic, truths of 
perception, truths of immediate memory, and perhaps some ethical 
principles. (*How does his distinction between intuitive and derivative 
truths compare with Hume's 'relations' between ideas' and 'matters of 
fact'?) This raises the important question as to what constitutes 'self
evidence', which we shall now consider. 

(Cbs VI, VII, XI, XIII). In chapter XI Russell comes to the conclusion 
that self-evidence admits of degrees: 'It is not a quality which is simply 
present or absent, but a quality which may be more or less present, in 
gradations ranging from absolute certainty down to an almost impercep
tible faintness'. But he goes on further to suggest that within this idea of 
self-evidence are combined two different notions: the one, correspond
ing to the highest degree of self-evidence, being an infallible guide to 
truth; the other, corresponding to all other degrees, providing only a 
greater or lesser presumption. Self-evidence in the strong sense is a 
characteristic of principles of logic. Thus an argument may take the form: 
'If p is true, then q is true; p is true (and suppose the evidence can be 
supplied to support this); therefore, q is true'. This argument (which may 
be symbolized as 'p ~ q') is easily seen to be valid. Russell says the truth 
of the principle is impossible to doubt. In the same way we can see the 
general principle that '2 + 2 = 4'. In both cases our knowledge can also 
be seen to be independent of experience, though sense experience may 
initially be required if we are to become aware of the general laws of 
which, say, 'two and two are four' is an instance. (We have already 
referred to such knowledge as being 'a priori'). But according to Russell 
such self-evidence is not confined to a priori principles (see ch. XIII). In 
perception we may be acquainted with the 'complex fact' (for example, 
the shining of the sun) corresponding to a truth ('the sun is shining'). 
Such a truth does no more than assert the existence of the sense-datum. 
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The fact that the sun is shining is self-evident in the sense of providing an 
absolute guarantee of truth - though Russell admits that error is still 
possible once we start to analyse the constituents of the fact and separate 
them. We may believe a judgement corresponds to the fact, but it is only 
when we know it really does correspond that we can claim knowledge. 
As for self-evidence in the weaker sense, which provides us with only a 
partial guarantee of truth, this belongs to empirical judgements them
selves and is not derived from direct perception of facts. Thus, if we hear 
a horse trotting along the road, we may at first be certain that we are 
hearing its hoofs, but may then think we imagined the sound, or even 
come to doubt whether we heard it at all. Eventually we know we no 
longer hear anything. There is, Russell says, a continual gradation of 
self-evidence. Similar considerations apply to judgements of memory, 
which is 'trustworthy in proportion to the vividness of the experience and 
its nearness in time'. 

The 'principle of induction' (ch. VI; compare section 4 above) is 
another example of a truth which, according to Russell, is self-evident 
but to a lesser degree than the principles of logic and mathematics (which 
underlie deduction). It is by an implicit appeal to the inductive principle, 
he says, that we are justified in claiming to know that the sun will rise 
tomorrow - given that it has done so in similar circumstances on so many 
occasions in the past. 

Lastly, derivative knowledge can now be admitted in so far as its 
consists of 'everything that we can deduce from self-evident truths by the 
use of self-evident principles of deduction' ( ch. X). In chapter XIII 
Russell argues, however, that such a definition of derivative knowledge 
is too limiting. We may well be justified in believing that the king is dead 
from our reading of the headlines in the newspaper. The intuitive 
knowledge our belief is based on is knowledge of the existence of 
sense-data which we are aware of when looking at the print on the page. 
The inference we draw from the letters to their meaning could be an 
inference of logic, but in practice, says Russell, it is 'psychological' 
inference. Derivative knowledge is therefore redefined as 'whatever is 
the result of intuitive knowledge even if by mere association, provided 
there is a valid logical connexion, and the person in question could 
become aware of this connexion by reflection'. 

We can now return briefly to Russell's second kind of knowledge of 
things, namely knowledge by description (ch. V). While knowledge by 
acquaintance is simpler than any knowledge of truths, and logically 
independent of them, knowledge of things by description, he says, 
always involves some knowledge of truths as its source and ground. 
Among things known in this way he includes 'physical' objects (for 
example, the 'real' table of chapter I), individuals and places he has not 
seen, and other people's minds. A description has the form 'a so-and-so' 
(ambiguous description) or 'the so-and-so' (definite description, for 
example, the man with the iron mask'). 
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We shall say that an object is 'known by description' when we know 
that it is 'the so-and-so', i.e., when we know that there is one object, 
and no more, having a certain property; and it will generally be implied 
that we do not have knowledge of the same object by acquaintance. 

Russell was led to develop this theory because of the apparent difficulty 
of referring to objects (especially persons) with which we are not directly 
acquainted. If we are to speak significantly, he says, we have to attach 
some meaning to the words we use, and this must be something we are 
acquainted with. Now we are not acquainted with Bismarck or Julius 
Caesar (how could we be, as both are dead!); so his aim is to replace 
common nouns and proper names by definite descriptions composed 
only of particulars and universals with which we do have some acquain
tance. His fundamental principle is summarized thus: 

Every proposition which we can understand must be composed of 
constituents with which we are acquainted. 

(*Examine carefully Russell's analysis of the various descriptions which 
might be applied to Bismarck.) The chief importance of knowledge by 
description, he concludes, is that it enables us to pass beyond the limits of 
private experience. 

We can now try to pull together the various threads of Russell's 
argument. The search for knowledge is in effect a quest for objective 
certainty. This is achieved, he claims, by virtue of a relationship between 
a knower (the subject) and various kinds of objects. The latter are 
particulars (for example, sense-data) and universals (general ideas and 
relations), with which we are directly acquainted; or truths known either 
intuitively or derivatively. Intuitively known truths include, firstly, 
principles of logic and mathematics which we know to be true in so far as 
we 'see' that there is a necessary relationship between the universals of 
which they are composed; secondly, general principles such as the 
principle of induction; and thirdly, truths which correspond' to a 
'complex fact'. Intuitive knowledge may be regarded as reliable in 
proportion to the degree of its self-evidence. Thus, knowledge of the 
existence of sense-data and of simple truths of logic and arithmetic can be 
accepted as quite certain. Other judgements, however, are less reliable. 
We may be certain of our perception of a complex fact (the shining of the 
sun), and yet may fall into error when we pass from the perception to the 
judgements 'the sun is shining', because the judgement may not really 
correspond to the fact. Belief, then, for Russell, becomes knowledge 
only when what we believe is true, that is, when a judgement corresponds 
to a fact. In between the two poles of knowledge and error lies 'probable 
opinion'- which we have when what we firmly believe is or is derived 
from something which does not possess the highest degree of self
evidence. Much of what we call knowledge is more or less probable 
opinion, a test for which is coherence. In conclusion, then, we may say 
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that for Russell knowledge is true belief and in the strict or narrowest 
sense is confined to direct acquaintance of special sorts of objects 
(sense-data, logical truths, and complex facts) or to beliefs logically or 
psychologically inferred from such objects. 

·comments and criticisms 
There are many difficulties in Russell's theory of knowledge. You might 
like to consider the following objections. 

(1) Russell seems to regard knowledge 'of as in some sense prior to or 
more 'basic' than knowledge 'that'. It is difficult to maintain such a 
position. Is it meaningful to talk of an immediate sensation, an aware
ness, an intuition of something without in some way identifying it or 
describing it as being of a particular kind? Put more concretely, when we 
say we are aware of the colour or shape of the table do we not at the same 
time affirm that it is brown or round? Underlying Russell's tendency to 
accord logical and empirical priority to knowledge 'of, is a mistaken 
view about the way words 'signify' or have 'meaning'. Like Plato, he 
seemed to believe that for a word to mean something there must be an 
object of some kind for it to refer to or 'denote'. (This also accounts for 
his theory of universals and for his theory of descriptions. We have words 
in our language such as 'whiteness' or 'Caesar'; they appear to mean 
something; we must therefore either introduce entities such as the 
'universal' whiteness, or try to translate names into descriptions which 
can then be shown to be constructed out of particulars and universals.) 

(2) Russell's use of the term 'sense-datum' is open to the same objection 
we made against Descartes' methodological scepticism and Hume's 
'impressions'. Remember that sense-data are for Russell the ultimate 
source of certainty and hence of knowledge. We cannot be sure, he says, 
there is a real table: yet there is no doubt that we are aware of colours, 
shapes, and so on. He admits (ch. XIII) that facts concerning sense-data 
(indeed all 'mental facts') are private. Yet he is using a 'public' language 
to talk about those experiences. (Note Russell's claim that although facts 
concerning sense-data are private, universals and relations between 
them - which give rise to 'complex facts' - may be known by acquain
tance to many people. Is his assumption that other people exist accept
able here?) 

(3) Both the above criticisms relate to Russell's knowledge of 'things' 
(sense-data, universals, complex facts) by acquaintance (intuition or 
perception). But if they are sound they must undermine Russell's theory 
of knowledge as a whole. This is because the other kind of knowledge -
knowledge by description - depends not only on direct acquaintance 
with 'objects' (which are now suspect) but also on 'truths' which on 
Russell's own admission are liable to error. We may have a firm belief 
that the table is brown, but we cannot determine whether the belief is 
true (in which case we should have knowledge) because there is no way 
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we can know whether there is a 'complex fact' corresponding to our 
private experience of brownness and roundness. (Indeed, if there were, 
what sense could be given to the notion of 'knowing' such a correspon
dence? Would this involve circularity?) Russell's theory thus seems to 
lead back to scepticism. 

(4) Finally, consider what Russell has said about intuitive knowledge of 
truths. This seems to cover a wide range: (a) principles of logic and 
mathematics; (b) general principles such as that of induction; and (c) 
truths 'corresponding' to 'complex facts'. It is, however, open to question 
whether it is particularly helpful to include our 'knowledge' of each of 
these different kinds of 'truths' under a common heading of 'intuition'. 
We may well know intuitively that '2 + 2 = 4' is true. But can we really 
be said to 'know' this in the same way that Russell claims to know the sun 
will rise tomorrow? (Refer back to the brief discussion of induction in the 
previous section and consider whether his arguments are sound). As for 
knowing that a truth 'corresponds' to a 'complex fact', this is open to the 
kind of difficulty referred to in 4.2. What can be meant by 'intuition' 
here? Russell does, of course, talk of degrees of self-evidence. But it is 
difficult to see how the degree might be ascertained or assessed. We can 
see trees more or less clearly depending on weather conditions, the 
acuity of our vision, our state of health, and so on. But can we 'intuit' 
more or less clearly, accurately, certainly? Is intuition akin to seeing? 
Should we not say that a truth is either self-evident or it is not? If we have 
to introduce the idea of degrees of self-evidence, is this not because we 
are appealing to different kinds of tests or criteria which in some cases 
might be empirical, in other cases a priori? If so, then are we not 
grounding self-evidence in evidence lying 'outside' those truths which are 
claimed to be 'seen' as self-evident? This brings us once more to the 
'public' domain - and to a different approach to the problem of 
knowledge. 

4.6 THE SOCIAL CONTEXT 

In previous sections we examined several accounts of knowledge and 
suggested possible difficulties associated with them. It would seem that if 
to know something is to be certain, then that certainty lies neither in a 
'subjective' feeling of assurance nor in any 'objective' certainty which 
might be located in our acquaintance with such entities as minds, 
sense-data, universals, or relations between universals. The solution to 
the problem' of knowledge appears to be found neither in sceptical 
empiricism nor in an 'intuition' of some kind. In this section we shall turn 
our attention to the public world in which language operates and shall 
consider several recent contributions to epistemology which in different 
ways appeal to this common framework. 
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The dispositional theory 

Reading: Ryle, The Concept of Mind, Introduction, chs I, II and V; 
see also Ayer, The Problem of Knowledge, ch. 1 (ii) and (iii) 

Plato may be regarded as having assimilated knowledge 'that' to 
knowledge 'of. Russell, while maintaining the distinction, nevertheless 
gave logical and epistemological priority to knowledge 'of. A radically 
different account is offered by Gilbert Ryle (1900--1976). His major work 
is - as the title suggests - about the philosophy of mind rather than 
epistemology as such. But the philosophical position he adopts leads him 
to attempt to assimilate knowledge 'that' to knowledge 'how'. This can 
be seen in the following way (Concept of Mind, ch. I). Ryle is concerned 
to reject the dualist view, attributable in particular to Descartes, that 
man consists of a mind and a body. ("You might like to check over what 
you learned in 4.3 about the Cartesian view.) What occurs 'inside' 
ourselves is essentially non-spatial and private. Bodily occurrences and 
states, however, exist in space and are public and observable. Conse
quently while we can know with certainty what is going on in our own 
minds, the minds of others are inaccessible to us; we can only make 
problematic inferences from another person's observed behaviour to the 
states of mind which, by analogy, we suppose them to have. This 'official 
doctrine' Ryle calls 'the dogma of the Ghost in the Machine'. It is false, 
he argues, because it is a 'category-mistake', that is, 'it represents the 
facts of mental life as if they belonged to one logical type or category (or 
range of types or categories), when they actually belong to another'. He 
provides several illustrations to make clear what he means by this. One 
concerns a foreigner watching his first game of cricket. He sees what the 
bowlers, batsmen, the umpire, and so on do- what their functions are
but he cannot discover whose role it is to exercise team-spirit. Ryle says 
that such a mistake has arisen because of the person's inability to use the 
term 'team-spirit' correctly. Team-spirit is not a task like batting or 
bowling: it is rather something like the keenness with which the various 
special tasks are performed. In the same way mind is not an object, a 
complex organized unit, like the body. When we describe people as 
exercising qualities of mind we are not referring to hidden 'episodes' 
inside their heads which are the causes of external, publicly-observable 
acts and utterances; we are referring to those overt acts and utterances 
themselves when performed in an 'intelligent' way (ch. II). 

What is the relevance of his account to the problem of knowledge? 
Early thinkers, Ryle claims (ch. II), held the view that the defining 
property of a mind was the capacity to attain knowledge of truths. An 
intelligent action thus comes to be regarded as an action which is 
preceded by some kind of 'inner' or 'mental' process, a 'cognitive act', 
thinking, imagining, and so on. But consider the antics of a circus clown. 
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After much rehearsal he trips and tumbles on purpose. The spectators do 
not applaud some hidden performance which takes place 'in his head', 
but for his exercise of a skill. And a skill is a disposition, or complex of 
dispositions, not something which can be seen or not seen. 

The clown's trippings and tumblings are the workings of his mind, for 
they are his jokes; but the visibly similar trippings and tumblings of a 
clumsy man are not the workings of that man's mind. For he does not 
trip on purpose. Tripping on purpose is both a bodily and a mental 
process, but it is not two processes, such as one process of purposing to 
trip and, as an effect, another process of tripping. 

What Ryle calls the 'intellectualist legend'- that knowing how is to be 
assimilated to knowing that, on the grounds that intelligent performance 
involves the prior observance of rules or the application of criteria - is 
thus quite mistaken and leads, he argues, to an infinite regress. On the 
contrary, one's knowledge is to be described in terms of capacities or 
dispositions. This is not to say that one cannot talk of doing things in 
one's head in an everyday sense. But Ryle claims that this is a 
metaphorical usage, and that 'mental'activity, as in mental arithmetic or 
reciting to oneself, is but a 'technical trick' whereby we can think in 
auditory word-images instead of in spoken words. Moreover, such 
activity is itself just as careful an intellectual operation as recitation or 
calculation aloud or on paper, and as such can be done intelligently or 
otherwise. It cannot therefore be used as evidence for the ghost in the 
machine dogma. 

How then on Ryle's thesis can knowledge 'that' be distinguished from 
belief 'that'? He deals with this in chapter V. To 'know', he says, is a 
capacity verb which signifies that the person described can 'bring things 
off or 'get things right'. To 'believe', however, is a tendency verb which 
'does not connote that anything is brought off or got right'. 'Belief is a 
motive word, whereas 'knowledge' is a skill word. We ask why a person 
believes something, but how a person knows. 'Skills have methods, 
where habits or inclinations have sources.' The external, observable 
behaviour of a person who believes ice on a pond is dangerously thin may 
well be the same as a person who knows it is. But the latter has good 
reason. He has found out the wet way! To keep to the edge because one 
knows the ice is thin is 'to employ quite a different sense of "because", or 
to give quite a different sort of "explanation", from that conveyed by 
saying that he keeps to the edge because he believes it to be thin'. 

•comments and criticisms 
Ryle's notion of the 'category mistake' has much in common with 
Wittgenstein's thesis (Philosophical Investigations) that philosophical 
problems arise because we misinterpret our forms of language and try to 
use words outside their proper contexts (see Ch. 10.1). This approach to 
philosophy has undoubtedly been influential, and there is much to be 
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said for it. But Ryle's commitment to what seems to be a quasi
behaviourist or reductionist approach to mind and knowledge is not free 
of difficulties. You should be in a better position to appreciate the 
limitations of his theory after you have studied Chapters 4.10, 10.2-4, 
11.2 and 11.3. It is sufficient to suggest here that it is possible to accept 
his rejection of Cartesian dualism without committing oneself to the 
reductionist programme he seems to subscribe to. And we shall confine 
ourselves to making two particular points about his argument in relation 
to 'thinking'. 

(1) When the clown first starts to prepare a new routine it surely makes 
sense for us to describe him as thinking about what he will do. While he 
may not have to recite rules to himself, he would be expected to attend to 
certain descriptions of possible actions; and when engaged in actual 
training or practice for his performance he would no doubt be attentive -
concentrating on what he is doing - until his routine has been perfected 
and he performs 'without thinking', by 'second nature'. Thus in the early 
stages of training he can be said to be knowing 'that' something is (or 
should be) the case. There is no reason to accept Ryle's claim that such 
'intellectual' behaviour (which distinguishes us from robots) leads to an 
infinite regress. Paying attention and thinking 'intelligently' means in 
part conforming to certain criteria: it does not require any prior mental 
process - even on the ghost in the machine legend. 

(2) The examples Ryle tends to cite are special cases which do relate to 
publicly observable behaviour. Even if it were the case that such 
behaviour is never preceded by recitation or rules or something like it, it 
would not follow that attention to statements (knowledge 'that') must 
always be translatable into appropriate action. How, for example, could 
my knowledge that two and two make four, or that London is the capital 
of England, be understood in terms of capacities or dispositions? 
Certainly, my behaviour in a specific context might be accepted as 
evidence for my knowledge, but this is not the same thing as saying that 
such knowledge is dispositional. (Even if it were dispositional, the 
number of possible actions into which my knowledge 'that' might be 
'translated' could be very large; and this in itself makes the reductionist 
programme suspect.) 

The performatory theory 

Reading: See Ayer, The Problem of Knowledge, ch. 2, (iii); and 
compare 4.2 above 

This theory can be seen as a logical development of the others we have 
examined so far. From a view of knowledge as linked with 'subjective' 
certainty we moved to theories which required knowledge to be validated 
by some form of 'objective' certainty. Such certainty might initially be 
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thought to be attainable through a relationship between knower and 
certain kinds of objects (knowledge 'of), but we suggested that 
knowledge is primarily about statements which belong to a public 
framework of discourse (knowledge 'that'). With Ryle we move away 
from statements of knowledge or belief to human behaviour (also 
assessable in the public domain); knowledge is to be understood in terms 
of capacities or dispositions manifested in actions. The performatory 
theory, developed by another Oxford philosopher, J. L. Austin 
(1911-1960), makes the final break: knowledge is now not about 
anything at all. It has no descriptive content; to say that one knows 
something is to declare one's intentions. Thus, when we say we know 
that London is the capital of England we are not uttering something that 
admits of truth or falsity but saying something akin to making a promise: 
we are in some sense guaranteeing our acceptance of the statement about 
London as being true. 

•comments 
Such a theory has the merit of avoiding the difficulty we are faced with 
when, after we have claimed to know something, the statement in 
question turns out to be false, and we must then admit that we could not 
really have had that knowledge. Knowledge cannot therefore differ from 
belief. On a performative theory, however, one's authorization for the 
acceptance might later prove to have been unwise, based on insufficient 
evidence, for example, but there would be no question of any contradic
tion having been made. Nevertheless, there are problems with the 
theory. A full account would be too technical for discussion here. You 
would also have to read a number of major articles written by Austin to 
understand his analysis fully - and the changes he made to his theory. 
But one important point can be made. It can be argued that 'I know that 
London is the capital of England' is not entirely devoid of descriptive 
content. One reason for this depends on the very fact that 'I know' is held 
not to add anything to the statement 'London is the capital of England'. 
Now the latter is certainly descriptive. Moreover, when I say 'I know', I 
am saying something about myself (intention, self-confidence) which 
cannot be completely divorced from the content of the statement I am 
affirming. This is not to deny that 'I know' may well have an 'authorizing' 
function, but it is certainly a matter for further discussion as to whether it 
possesses this function alone. 

4. 7 CONCLUSION 

It is doubtful whether any theory of knowledge has yet been developed 
which is not open to some objection: such is the nature of philosophy! 
But we do seem to have achieved some sort of progress in the discussion 
of sections 4.1-4.6, and we are now in a position to offer a tentative 
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synthesis. (As to its acceptability, we shall leave you to consider this for 
yourself.) The requirements of the theory are as follows: 

(1) The claim to knowledge must contain a 'belief element: when we say 
we know that 'p', we are supposing that 'p' is true; that is, we 
recognise that the statement is justifiable. 

(2) When I say I know that 'p', I mean that I am prepared to back up my 
claim by showing that the supposition is well-founded: I am willing to 
justify it. 

(3) Support for the claim will be provided through the application of 
appropriate tests and the obtaining of relevant evidence. This 
constitutes the actual justification of the statement whose truth I 
claim to know. 

·comments on the theory 
(1) By regarding the claim to knowledge as containing a declaration of 
one's willingness to provide evidence to support the assertion of a 
proposition's truth, we can allow for error and avoid the problem of 
inconsistency (as described above). 

(2) We are not committed to providing evidence of one particular kind 
or meeting one specific criterion. What is appropriate will vary with 
context. Different standards and tests will apply when we are claiming to 
know that '2 + 2 = 4', that 'there is a brown table in the room', or that 
'God exists'. (The history of science shows that both the evidence and the 
standards can change. Whether there is progress in science, whether 
scientific knowledge is always provisional, will be discussed in Chapter 
7.4.) Furthermore these standards must be decided through public 
agreement. If we were to apply a new criterion unilaterally, we should 
then be operating with a 'private' sense' of 'knowledge' and would 
experience difficulty in convincing others as to the acceptability of our 
claim. This is not to say that criteria cannot be made less stringent but 
that this can only be done by convention. If we changed the rules on our 
own the situation would be rather like an examination candidate who, on 
being told that he has failed, says 'No, I haven't; I have decided that the 
pass mark should be 20%, and I have 25% '. To go to the other extreme, 
by making a criterion more stringent we could equally decide that 
knowledge is not possible at all. But in the social context this would 
clearly be unreasonable if not self-refuting (Compare Ayer, Problem of 
Knowlege, ch. I (v).) 

(3) The feeling of certainty can be re-admitted - but as a necessary 
condition, not a sufficient condition. By this we mean (a) that our feeling 
of certainty about the truth of a proposition does not by itself justify our 
claim to knowledge (we can be mistaken); and (b) that the claim should 
not be made, however, unless that feeling be present; for certainty would 
naturally be expected to arise from a consideration of the evidence and 
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from the recognition that it conforms to the conventionally accepted 
criteria. 

(4) How then does knowledge differ from belief? The answer lies in the 
strength of one's commitment. Thus, I still suppose 'p' to be true. But I 
do not feel sufficiently certain to back it up in the ways already described. 
I am prepared to examine the evidence and to consider the advice of 
others whom I regard as qualified to give it; and at some unspecified time 
and in a particular context when I feel I have enough evidence I shall 
commit myself and make my (public) claim to knowledge. It might be 
objected that such a distinction is vague and arbitrary. But it is 
incumbent on the critic to provide reasons why the distinction between 
knowledge and belief should be any more clear-cut. 

It remains now to consider the scope of knowledge; and in the 
following sections we shall examine some of the accounts which have 
been given by various philosophers of our knowlege of the external 
world, of a priori propositions, and of the 'self'. 

4.8 THE SCOPE OF KNOWLEDGE: KNOWLEDGE OF THE 
EXTERNAL WORLD 

Reading: Russell, The Problems of Philosophy, cbs I-IV, Ayer, The 
Problem of Knowledge, ch. 3; Ryle, The Concept of Mind, ch. VII. 
You will also find it useful to have some direct acquaintance with the 
works of Locke, Essay Concerning Human Understanding; Berke
ley, Three Dialogues and Principles of Human Knowledge, and 
Hume, Treaties of Human Nature and Enquiry concerning Human 
Understanding 

'Naive' realism 
As 'ordinary' people in our everyday lives (that is, when we are not 
wearing our philosophical hats) we usually accept without question (a) 
that there is a world outside (of which our bodies are part), and (b) that 
the world is pretty much as we experience it through our senses. This is 
sometimes called the Naive Realist view. But a moment's reflection 
should make us pause and be more critical. Things often seem different 
from what we 'know' them to be really like. For example, railway lines 
appear to be converging to a point in the distance. How do we know that 
they are really parallel all the time? We could of course walk along them 
and see for ourselves. A sceptically-minded critic, however, might point 
out that the convergence is still there further along the line. To refute 
him we might then suggest he travel in a train. If the lines are really 
converging, then the train would have to become thinner and thinner and 
so would the passengers! This is clearly absurd. We have strong 
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evidence, therefore, to support our claim to knowledge, and we could 
invoke theories of perspective to account for the illusion. Similarly we 
might say that a stick looks bent under the water but we know it is really 
straight (dive under the surface and have a look). We can explain the 
refraction in terms of a theory about the behaviour of light passing from 
one medium (air) to another (water). There are also other circumstances 
when we have an experience that does not seem to correspond to 
anything real at all. We may have hallucinations if we have drunk too 
much. It is possible, moreover, for neurosurgeons to stimulate parts of 
the brain which causes us to have similar experiences. It is clear that a 
'naive' realist position is difficult to maintain. 

The causal theory 
Consider once more Russell's description of the table (Problems, ch. I; 
compare section 5 above), or of the coin (ch. III). The table appears to 
have a different shape or colour according to the standpoint of the 
observer. A coin may now look circular, now elliptical. Is one of these 
shapes or colours the 'true' or 'real' shape (in the sense that a stick is 
really straight but appears bent when put under the water surface)? 
Russell's answer is that none of the appearances is the real one; the 
appearances are but a sign of the 'reality' lying behind them. To take 
another example, when we look up at the sky at night we see a multitude 
of twinkling lights. Scientists (especially philosophically-minded ones) 
will tell us that what we are actually seeing is not the stars themselves but 
the light produced by them hundreds, even millions of years ago. This is 
because light takes time to travel, and although it moves very fast 
(300,000 kilometres per second!) the distances of many stars to the Earth 
are so vast the travelling time because quite considerable. Thus we are no 
more acquainted directly with the actual stars than we are with the 'real' 
table or coin. As you have already seen (Problems of Philosophy, cbs II 
and III), for Russell these real things are called 'physical objects', 
existing in a real and public space, as opposed to the 'sense-data', which 
constitute the immediate experience of the percipients and exist in their 
apparent and private spaces. We do not have direct acquaintance with 
these physical objects; we know them only through inference and by 
description (knowledge of truths). But although physical objects are 
unknown to us in their intrinsic nature, we have good reason to suppose, 
says Russell, that there are correspondences between the spatial rela
tions of physical objects and the sense data. If we have two sets of 
sense-data which we identify as two houses, and one set is on our left 
while the other set is on our right, we may assume that the physical 
objects themselves are similarly located in the public space. Likewise we 
may presume that if one object looks blue and another object looks red 
there is some corresponding difference between the physical objects 
themselves; or if two objects both look blue, then there is most probably 
a corresponding similarity in the objects themselves, in some cases at 
least. His position is summarized in chapter III: 
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We can know the properties of the relations required to preserve the 
correspondence with sense-data but we cannot know the nature of the 
terms between which the relations hold. 

The representative theory 
Russell's conclusions are on the whole cautious. The representative 
theory, proposed by Locke, is an important earlier form of the causal 
theory and is more dogmatic. (See his Essay Concerning the Human 
Understanding, Book II, especially ch. VIII; and read again the brief 
summary of his account of knowledge given in 4.4.) Locke made use of a 
distinction between primary and secondary qualities which can be traced 
back to the Greek Atomists and was revived by scientists such as Galileo 
and Boyle. It was used also by Descartes. (*Read again his discussion on 
the wax in Meditation II.) Primary qualities, according to Locke, are 
inherent in physical objects themselves (he talks of physical objects as 
'real essences'). They are permanent and cannot themselves be per
ceived, only inferred. But they do cause ideas in the mind of the 
perceiver which resemble or represent the objects. As examples of 
primary qualities Locke cites shape, extension, and motion. Secondary 
qualities, which are appearances such as colour, taste, warmth and 
coldness, on the other hand, are no more than powers of objects to 
produce ideas in us. They do not exist in the objects, but only in 
perception itself. Such qualities vary with the location and circumstances 
of the observer. The ideas which secondary qualities (powers) give rise to 
do not therefore resemble anything in the objects themselves. (The 
similarities between Locke's account and Russell's, as well as the 
differences, should be apparent to you.) 

There is no doubt that there is some support for such a theory in the 
findings of science. Classical or Newtonian science, for example, is 
concerned with what can be measured; and this has tended to result in 
the dissolution of our world of colours and sounds, scents and tastes, into 
a world of molecular structures which are in themselves devoid of all such 
secondary qualities. (Compare Russell's analysis of the table.) But there 
are serious difficulties with a causal theory of this kind. These are best 
considered by examining the theory put forward by Locke's successor, 
the Irish philosopher George Berkeley (1685-1753). 

The idealist theory 
The term idealism is perhaps a little misleading. (See Russell, ch. IV, and 
Ayer, Language, Truth and Logic, ch. VII, 'Realism and Idealism'.) In 
its widest sense it is used to refer to the doctrine 'that whatever exists, or 
at any rate whatever can be known to exist, must be in some sense 
mental' (Russell, ch. IV). Despite their differing premisses the philo
sophers Leibniz, Berkeley, and Hegel would thus all be regarded as 
idealists. (*Some commentators, most notably H. Bracken, however, 
have interpreted Berkeley as an 'Irish Cartesian'. You might bear this in 
mind as you read through the next paragraph. Refer back also to 4.3.) 
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Berkeley's position can be summarized as follows: (1) Everything we are 
aware of is an 'idea'. Ideas include sensations, perceptions, images, 
concepts, thoughts. But he rejects Locke's 'abstract general ideas'; we 
perceive only particulars or 'sensibles'. The notion of an abstract general 
idea, he says, is incoherent, because it would either have to contain 
incompatible qualities belonging to a variety of particulars or would be 
devoid of characteristics altogether. ("Note that Berkeley's criticisms of 
Locke have been widely discussed and their acceptability questioned.) 
(2) Locke's distinction between primary and secondary qualities cannot 
be maintained; primary qualities vary in much the same way as secondary 
qualities (great and small, swift and slow, for example, are relative). 
Moreover, the two 'types' of ideas are inseparable from each other (we 
cannot conceive of an extended body which is not coloured or possessed 
of some sensible quality). (3) We have no means of getting outside our 
experiences to check whether primary qualities are inherent in a material 
substance. Furthermore, the notion of a 'material substance' is incohe
rent, as it corresponds to no perceivable idea. Underlying these objec
tions is Berkeley's positive doctrine that the only entites we may admit as 
existing are (a) active minds or spirits, and (b) the ideas contained in 
those minds. The 'being' of ideas thus consists in their being perceived. 
As he puts it himself in Latin: 'esse est percipi'. According to Berkeley's 
philosophy, Russell's table would therefore be understood as being a 
'collection of ideas' in the mind. This immediately raises the question: in 
whose mind? And closely associated with this is the problem of what 
happens when the person perceiving the table leaves the room: does the 
table thereby cease to exist? Berkeley's answer is that it does not, 
because the world is perceived continually by God. We cannot discuss his 
arguments for God's existence here, but what Berkeley seems to be 
saying is that the collection of ideas constituting a particular object exists 
in the mind of God, and that each individual human mind is vouchsafed 
an experience of this collection under the appropriate spatial and 
temporal conditions. Thus, when I walk into the room God 'excites' into 
my mind the relevant ideas, and I see the table. In this way Berkeley 
claimed to have overcome the scepticism implicit in Locke's representat
ive theory and to have put forward an account of perception in accord 
with common sense. 

·comments 
Berkeley's conviction that he had set out a commonsense view of the 
world and our experience of it is, to say the least, dubious. The 
redoubtable Dr Samuel Johnson kicked a stone and declared, 'I refute 
him thus'. To be fair to Berkeley, one must say that Johnson's reaction, 
although understandable, shows an ignorance of Berkeley's conclusion. 
Nevertheless there does seem to be something odd about it. What then 
should be said about his 'idealism'? 

(1) It is clear that his account of perception stands or falls with the 
tenability of his assumption that God exists. If there is no Divine mind or 
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spirit there can be no ideas or sensible things. (We shall consider the 
question of God's existence in Chapter 8.) 

(2) Given that there is a God, Berkeley is still faced with a difficulty 
concerning the relationship between my ideas and the ideas in God's 
mind. God, he says, has implanted or 'excited' them in my mind. Are 
they then unique to me? Or am I in some sense participating in the 
Divine vision? If God implants similar ideas (for example, of the table) in 
the minds of other people, but differing slightly (and thus defining their 
respective standpoints), is His idea of the table the sum total of all these 
particular sets of ideas; or if not, then in what respects does his idea differ 
from ours? It would seem that Berkeley must either commit himself to 
some form of Platonism or fall back on an idealist version of Locke's 
scepticism: the table in itself is mental rather than material but we are 
ignorant of its true nature. 

(3) Perhaps the main weakness in Berkeley's 'immaterialism' is his 
terminology. It has been argued with justification that his use of the term 
'idea' is much too wide, and that the phrase 'in the mind' is ambiguous. 
When I look at the table what I actually see is certainly in some sense 
dependent on me - on my 'mind' or sense organs, as well as on such 
factors as where I am standing, what kind of light is shining on it, and so 
on. But to argue from this to the assertion that the ideas are 'in' my mind 
(or God's) is open to question. 

Considerations such as these led later philosophers to adopt different 
strategies to deal with the problem of perception. We shall mention two: 
Phenomenalism and Scientific Realism. 

Phenomenalism 
Berkeley's successor Hume rejected any invocation of a deity in whose 
mind 'ideas' might be contained. For him we have knowledge only of 
impressions (from which ideas, that is, images, and so on, are derived) 
(see 4.4). We might be tempted to suppose that permanent objects exist, 
but in the last analysis all we are entitled to claim is that a 'physical' 
object is a group (a 'congeries') of sense experiences. The nineteenth 
century philosopher John Stuart Mill went further by asserting that the 
material world consists of 'groups of permanent possibilities of sensa
tion'. Such a notion, however, does seem to be rather obscure, and takes 
us no further in our attempt to understand the nature of external reality. 
His account is sometimes called 'factual phenomenalism'. In our own 
century an alternative version of the attempt to reduce objects to 'sensa' 
(that is, sense-data, impressions, 'ideas'), and so on was developed by, in 
particular, A. J. Ayer (in his Language, Truth and Logic- but later to be 
criticized and discarded in his Problem of Knowledge). The central aim 
of his 'linguistic phenomenalism' is to provide a translation of statements 
about material objects into statements about sensa. A material object is 
thus in some sense a logical construction from sensory data. When I say 
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that I see a table I therefore mean that I see certain shapes and colours, 
feel edges and surfaces, experience particular smells. (A similar view was 
held by Russell in some of his later writings.) The advantage of such a 
theory is that it introduces the possibility of talking about one's expe
riences of facts in two different ways. So while in everyday conversation 
we might talk about seeing a table, a switch to the language of sensa 
would make it possible to fend off any attack by a sceptic questioning the 
nature or existence of material things. Thus, we could make a statement 
about our sense-contents which we could regard as certain ('I am seeing a 
red, shiny, circular patch', for example), without commiting ourselves to 
a more questionable assertion about the nature or existence of a 
'material thing' (that is, a tomato). Another advantage would seem to be 
that the problem of a physical object's permanence could also be 
avoided. The assertion 'There is a table in the next room' could be 
translated into a statement such as 'If you went into the next room, you 
would be aware of a round shape, a flat surface, a brown colour, and so 
on'. 

·comments 
You should read carefully what Ayer has to say about phenomenalism in 
The Problem of Knowledge, ch. 3 (vi). See also Ryle, Concept of Mind, 
VII (5). We shall make two general points here for you to think about. 

(1) The phenomenalist claims that statements about physical or material 
objects are to be translated into statements about sense-data or sense 
contents. However, it is doubtful whether this translation can be 
completely performed. We may say, for example, that 'I see the table' 
means 'I see an elliptical, shiny, brown, path': but is this sufficient? Are 
there not other features of my experience (other sensa) which are equally 
descriptive? How can I be sure that I have listed sufficient sensa to 
describe the 'table' experience so as to eliminate ambiguity and secure 
uniqueness of reference? 

(2) Sense-content statements for the phenomenalist seem to be put 
forward to ensure certainty and to avoid commitment to the postulation 
of entities such as 'material objects'. But it is an open question whether it 
is possible to refer to 'sense contents' without presupposing the existence 
of publicly-observable objects. (Compare the discussion in 4.3-5.) As 
Ryle says, 'we cannot describe sensations themselves without employing 
the vocabulary of common objects'. And he goes even further, claiming 
that the very notion of sensible objects is absurd, because they are not 
things which can be observed. Observation (looking at, listening to, and 
so on) applies properly only to things like trees, men, or gate-posts. It 
might be said that it is only after we have looked at and identified an 
object that we come to describe its features or qualities in terms of a 
sensation language. So far from being translatable from a material object 
language a sense-content language is parasitic on it. 
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Scientific Realism 
(This theory is associated particularly with J. J. C. Smart.) If you ask a 
scientist to describe the 'real' table, he will probably talk about molecules 
of various chemicals as being composed of atoms of chemical elements 
such as carbon, hydrogen, and oxygen. The atoms likewise are made up 
out of smaller particles (protons, neutrons, electrons). We do not of 
course observe these particles, or even the larger molecules. What we 
actually see is the result of light waves falling on and being partially 
reflected off a surface consisting of millions of molecules bonded 
together. The phenomenalist would argue that such entities as atoms or 
electrons are unobservable, and would attempt to 'construct' statements 
the scientist makes about experimental observations out of statements 
made about 'particles'. (Such observations statements would of course 
have to be translated in their turn into statements about 'sense
contents'.) However, given the difficulties associated with any attempt to 
carry out a phenomenalist reduction, which we referred to in the last 
paragraph, scientific realism must be taken seriously. We accept that 
there are things in the world outside us, and yet it would seem that we 
cannot penetrate to their 'inner nature' through direct sense experience 
(sight, touch). Do not the scientist's experiments give us the knowledge 
we require? The postulation of atoms and their constituent particles, 
electromagnetic waves, and so on enables us to make verifiable predic
tions about the appearances of objects, the reactions between chemicals, 
changes in temperature of things, and many other phenomena. Mo
reover other experiments involving measurements of various kinds 
suggest to us that atoms and molecules are bonded together in particular 
ways or, under specified conditions, move around. And again this makes 
predictions possible about our everyday experiences, which can be 
shown to be fulfilled. (To take a simple example: the molecular theory 
can help us to understand how certain rigid solids when heated turn into 
liquids which flow.) 

"Comments 
There are two particular difficulties which Scientific Realism would have 
to contend with. 

(1) The account that science offers is changing and, arguably, incom
plete. The nature of the world as described by eighteenth century science 
is in many respects quite different from that postulated by Quantum 
Theory, for example. We have no reason, however, for supposing that 
the insights of twentieth century science are the last word; there is much 
we do not understand about the universe, and it is certainly possible that 
modern particle theory could undergo radical modifications in the light 
of new discoveries. We should therefore be wary of grounding our 
knowledge in scientific accounts. A scientific realist might counter by 
admitting that the scientific account of the world does indeed change, but 
that in the course of time it approximates ever more closely to the 'truth'. 
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Atoms, for example, used to be no more than theoretical postulates. But 
today they can actually be seen through powerful microscopes. This is a 
fair point. However, they would also have to admit that sub-atomic 
particles cannot and could never be observed; they are affected by the 
processes of observation. Furthermore, we should have to be very clear 
about what criteria are being appealed to when the claim is made that 
science is approximating more and more closely to 'truth'. (This will be 
discussed in Chapter 7.4.) 

(2) Some people would claim that there is another danger associated 
with locating 'reality' uniquely in a scientific world-view: the familiar 
things of everyday life become in some sense only 'appearances'. As 
ordinary people we still hanker after the common sense view. We feel 
more at home with the familiar world of trees, tables, and people, in 
which we actually live. How far such a view is philosophically acceptable 
is a matter for you to think about in the light of the discussion in this 
section. But at the very least, it might be said, no account of perception 
can ignore the claims of our everyday experience. 

Conclusion 
We shall now try to summarize the main points of the general thesis to 
which we have been led in the course of the preceding discussion. No 
definitive or indisputable 'theory' of perception is offered; and you 
should be prepared to consider the following points critically. 

(1) As 'ordinary' people we back up our claim to knowledge of the 
external world by appealing to the evidence of our senses - in particular 
that of sight: we see objects such as trees and tables, cats and dogs. In the 
absence of a sighting, or where there may be some doubt about the 
precise identity of something we listen to sounds, smell scents, touch 
surfaces. To refer to objects we use a common language, in a 'public' 
forum or framework. We make statements such as 'the tree is green', 'the 
sugar tastes sweet'. 

(2) The more philosophically-minded person is aware that the actual 
appearances of publicly observable objects vary according to cir
cumstances. The tree may look blue in the early morning; the stick may 
look bent under water; the water may feel warm if your finger is 
particularly cold but cool if your finger has been on a hot surface; food 
may taste different after a curry. It is then argued that while for most 
everyday purposes we operate with conventionally acceptable criteria of 
normality (trees are 'green' in daylight, water at 40°C is 'warm'), our 
'sense-contents' may vary. We assume that the content of our experience 
depends on three facts: (a) an external cause (the material object), (b) 
the perceiver himself, and (c) the conditions under which the interaction 
between the two takes place (light, distance, mood or physical state of 
the perceiver, and so on). Whether our assumption is tantamount to 
knowledge must depend on what is publicly acceptable. Our friends 
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know that I have not seen a real pink elephant because they have just 
seen me finish my tenth whisky! We agree that the stick is not really bent 
because we can measure it in the water. We accept that the star we see is 
not actually 'there' now. 

(3) The 'material' object postulated in (2) is now handed over to the 
scientist, who endeavours (a) to describe its nature or structure in terms 
of 'models' and 'theories', and (b) to 'explain' how such an object when 
interacting with the human brain and sense-organs under specified 
conditions can give rise to the sensory data we call appearances (whether 
veridical or illusory). (Models, theories, and scientific explanation will be 
considered in Chapter 7.) 

(4) There is no inconsistency between the claims made in (1), (2), and 
(3); for in our everyday references to things, in our descriptions of the 
ways in which they appear to us, and in the scientist's accounts of the 
world in terms of atoms, waves, and so on we are using different 'levels' 
or 'areas' of language, each of which is appropriate to the context and 
purpose of the description. In each case the claim to knowledge can be 
admitted: but the conventionally accepted criteria are different. 

4.9 A PRIORI KNOWLEDGE 

Reading: Russell, The Problems of Philosophy, , cbs VII-XI; Ayer, 
Language, Truth and Logic, ch. IV 

You will remember from your reading of 4.3 and 4.4 that a distinction is 
made between rationalist philosophers and empiricists. The former 
(Plato, Descartes and Leibniz, for example) argued that knowledge can 
be attained only through the exercise of the reason independently of 
sense experience - which in any case is regarded as unreliable and the 
source of error. Reason gives us access to innate ideas and ultimate 
truths. Aristotle adopted a more moderate position, suggesting that we 
should start out from experience but asserting that true knowledge or 
'science' is to be found in causes, principles, or axioms which are logically 
prior to that experience. It is for this reason that knowledge in the 
rationalist sense is often referred to as a priori. Empiricists on the other 
hand (such as Hume, Mill, and to some extent Locke) rejected these 
claims, maintaining that it is through the senses that we acquire our 
knowledge. For them knowledge is a a posteriori, that is, roughly, 
derived 'afterwards' from particulars given to us in our sense experience. 

Now, as Ayer points out, the empiricists are faced ith a problem. 
Hume had argued that no general propositions with a factual content, 
that is, propositions which purport to be about our actual sense expe
rience, could be logically certain. 'Universal' statements (based on 
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induction), for example, might be shown to have held up to the present, 
but there is always the possibility that future events might refute them. 
Logical certainty must likewise be denied to particular statements based 
on experience. Hume's position is thus diametrically opposed to that of 
Aristotle or Descartes. If their 'ultimate' causes or principles genuinely 
relate to or describe the world, then they cannot be logically necessary. 
What then is the attitude of an empiricist philosopher towards the 
propositions of logic and mathematics? Either they have factual content 
or they are necessary or certain: they caannnot be both. If they are not 
necessary, then why do we think of them as being so? If they are not 
factual, how can we attribute 'truth' to them? Are they propositions or 
statements at all? Hume's answer (compare section 4.4 above) was to say 
that such propositions are not factual but are 'relations between ideas' 
which we can discover by intuition or by a reasoning process called 
demonstration. Now ideas for Hume are, roughly, 'images', and relation
ships between them are, for example, 'resemblance' and 'contrariety'. 
The necessity of relations of ideas would therefore seem to consist in the 
impossibility of denying them without bringing about some kind of 
contradiction. Thus we might have images of two things juxtaposed with 
two other things, the two sets being further linked by a set of four things. 
In 'seeing' the numerical resemblance between the sets we recognise the 
necessity of the proposition asserting the relationship. The images or 
ideas are of course derived from impressions, but the truth of the 
proposition itself does not depend on experience as such for its verifica
tion. Hume thus tries to be true to his. empiricist premises while 
preserving the necessity of mathematics and logic (and, for him, science). 

Hume's solution (which he never really discussed in any detail) is not 
satisfactory. So far as he confines his analysis to ideas or images, the 
notion of a necessary proposition remains confused. The mere incompa
tibility which arises through the juxtaposition of 'opposing' images 
cannot add up to a contradiction in any strict logical sense. It was left to 
the eminent German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) to put 
forward a much more radical account of a priori knowledge and the 
nature of necessity. (See Russell, ch. VIII, and Ayer, ch. IV.) Kant 
distinguished between two types of proposition (or judgement). An 
analytic judgement is one in which the predicate is in some way included 
in the subject. Thus, in 'all bodies are extended' the notion of extension 
is implicit in the concept of 'body'. A predicate can be discovered 
through an 'analysis' of the subject. In a synthetic judgement, however, 
no amount of analysis of subject terms can reveal any predicate. Kant 
gives as an example the proposition 'all bodies are heavy'. He also 
regards the statement '7 + 5 = 12' as synthetic, though, as Ayer points 
out, he seems in the case of such mathematical propositions to employ a 
'psychological' criterion in addition to the 'logical' test of contradiction. 
To understand his position something must be said about his central 
philosophical aims. (A detailed account of his philosophy lies beyond the 
scope of this book.) He accepted Hume's important view that there is no 
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logically necessary connection between causes and effects, and he agreed 
with his generally empiricist and 'anti-metaphysical' conclusions. At the 
same time he was convinced that there must be a way round a scepticism 
which seemingly denies us access to and knowledge of the world. So how 
is knowledge possible? 

Kant first of all distinguishes between what he calls phenomena and 
noumena. These two Greek words mean for him, roughly, objects which 
we actually have in our experience, and 'things in themselves' (which 
correspond to Russell's 'physical objects'). Now whereas most previous 
philosophers had tended to think of man as a passive receiver of 
impressions, Kant argued that our experience includes a contribution 
which is attributable to our own nature. This contribution may be 
thought of as operating on two levels as it were. Firstly, we do not receive 
the raw data of sense (colours, hardnesses, and so on) in other than an 
already organized or unified manner. This is because we 'intuit' them 
under the two forms of space and time. Secondly, the organized data are 
then 'structured' as a result of the 'imposition' of categories of the 
'understanding' (an aspect of reason when applied to sensory experience) 
such as substance and causality. neither the intuition of data under the 
forms of space and time, nor the imposition of the categories is a 
conscious process; it follows necessarily from what we are. Kant conclu
des (thus aligning himself with empiricists) that we cannot have 
knowledge of noumena, but he admits a priori knowledge into his 
scheme in so far as the raw data of sense conform to the 'prior' demands 
of our own nature (and in this respect his position is 'rationalist'). The a 
priori- a posteriori distinction in knowledge can now be combined with 
the distinction between analytic and synthetic judgements to give four 
kinds of statement: (a) synthetic a posteriori. These are clearly possible 
because they refer to our experiences but are not necessarily true; 
predicates of such statements are not 'part or their subjects; (b) Analytic 
a posteriori. These are not possible; they are analytic because the 
predicates are included in the subjects, in which case they cannot 
describe experience and must be (c) analytic a priori statements; (d) 
synthetic a priori. This is the controversial class. Class (a) judgements 
correspond broadly to Hume's 'matters of fact', while class (c) are 
roughly equivalent to his 'relations between ideas'. But what are 
synthetic a priori judgements? How are they possible? In contrast to 
Hume, Kant includes in class (d) judgements of arithmetic and geome
try. He argued that 7 and 5 have to be put together to give us 12: the idea 
of 12 is not contained in the ideas of 7 and 5, nor is it thought of in the 
idea of their being added together. The judgement '7 + 5 = 12' must 
therefore be synthetic. Nevertheless although not logically necessary 
(because not analytic), the statement is still necessary because, according 
to Kant, the propositions of mathematics are grounded in spatial 
intuition: we have to 'see' the world in that way. (Kant was of course 
writing before it was realized that the universe might be describable in 
terms of non-Euclidean geometries.) Similarly we have a priori 
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knowledge of causes, because events which we designate as 'cause' and 
'effect' are necessarily linked in that way by virtue of their conformity to 
that category of the understanding. Knowledge for Kant therefore starts 
out experience but does not arise out of it, being dependent on what is 
given 'prior' to experience. He thus harmonizes and indeed passes 
beyond rationalism and empiricism. (See further in Chapter 10 on 
Metaphysics.) 

·comments 
As only a brief sketch of Kant's epistemology has been presented, 
general criticisms are not appropriate. But two points should be made 
about the specific issue of a priori knowledge and his account of 
mathematical and scientific judgements. 

(1) Most philosophers are agreed that he was wrong in regarding 
mathematical propositions as synthetic. 12 is known to be the sum of 7 
and 5 because - on one view at least - it follows from the definitions of 
'7', '5', and '12' and from the function we attribute to 'operators' such as 
'+' and'='. Propositions of mathematics are therefore akin rather to 
Kant's analytic judgements. As to judgements about causal connections 
it is still very much an open question as to whether our knowledge 
contains an a priori element. 

(2) Although many philosophers would accept that some distinction 
between two kinds of propositions is tenable, they are critical of Kant's 
actual formulation - being based as it is on a limited Aristotelian 
interpretation of a judgement as consisting always of a 'subject' + 'is' + 
'predicate'. Moreover, it is not altogether clear in what sense predicates 
do belong to or are contained in subjects, or (and more importantly) how 
we know that they are. 

It would seem then that the necessity of mathematical propositions and 
our a priori knowledge of them does not after all derive from the way we 
'see' the world in a Kantian sense. So we must give further attention to 
the problem by considering what views are held by Russell and Ayer. 

Russell's account in The Problems of Philosophy (ch. X) can be 
dismissed summarily. 'All a priori knowledge,' he says, 'deals exclusively 
with the relations of universals.' Thus 'two and two are four' is a relation 
between the universal two and the universal four (the relation itself also 
being a universal). But, as we have seen, Russell's account of knowledge 
is open to question; and it is doubtful whether the suggestion that we can 
'know' the relation between 'two' and 'four' can account for the necessity 
associated with the propositions of mathematics and logic. 

Ayer makes use of what is often called the conventionalist theory of a 
priori necessity. He takes over the Kantian distinction between analytic 
and synthetic propositions but reformulates Kant's analysis. A proposi
tion is now regarded as analytic 'when its validity depends solely on the 
definitions of the symbols it contains', but synthetic 'when its validity is 
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determined by the facts of experience'. Thus, to use Ayer's example, 
'There are ants which have established a system of slavery' is a synthetic 
proposition, because we have to observe ant behaviour to determine 
whether it is true or false. 'Either some ants are parasitic or none are' is, 
however, analytic, because it can be seen by an examination of the 
function of the words 'either', 'or', and 'not' that any proposition of the 
form 'Either p is true or p is not true' must be valid independently of 
experience. In the same way we can see that the certainty of a 
proposition such as '7 + 5 = 12' lies in the fact that the symbolic 
expression '7 + 5' is synonymous with '12'; for that is how we have 
agreed by convention to use the terms in our language. Analytic 
propositions therefore give us no information at all about matters of fact 
and cannot be confuted by experience. Nevertheless, says Ayer, they are 
not senseless and can give us new knowledge in so far as 'they call 
attention to linguistic usages, of which we might otherwise not be 
conscious, and they reveal unsuspected implications in our assertions and 
beliefs'. 

*Comments and criticisms 
Ayer's account is attractive, but the principal objection to it lies in its 
very generality. In seeking to develop a theory of all analytic proposi
tions he has failed to note that propositions may be of many different 
kinds, and that his definitions of analytic and synthetic may not therefore 
be always easy to apply. Consider the following examples: 

(a) 'All bachelors are unmarried.' This is a so-called 'truth of language'; 
the conventionalist says that it is necessarily true because we have agreed 
to use the term 'bachelor' to mean the same as 'unmarried man' and to 
deny this would be contradictory. 
(b) But what of the statement 'Nothing can be coloured in different ways 
at the same time with respect to the same part of itself'? This too seems 
to be a 'truth of language': but objections have been made to its 
categorization as an analytic statement on the grounds that some 
reference to experience is implicit in the attempt to validate it. Thus, 
when we assert, say, that 'Nothing is green and red all over at the same 
time' (an example from Wittgenstein's Philosophical Investigations), we 
are really talking about the incompatibility of the two colour qualities in 
'nature' referred to by the colour terms. So the statement is really 
empirical rather than analytic. The conventionalist might answer that 
whether something is green or red is to be ascertained by observation, 
and it cannot be both (a scientific analysis could show why perhaps). But 
once we have decided that the word 'green' should designate a particular 
colour experience, the use of the world 'red' to describe the same 
experience is ruled out as a matter of logic. It seems then that experience 
must play a part in our choice of the conventions we wish to follow, but 
within those conventions specific statements are logically necessary. This 
does, however, seem to rule out a universal necessity possessed by 



119 

propositiOns which are true in 'all possible worlds', thus somewhat 
weakening the conventionalist's case. 
(c) 'P and not-P cannot both be true at the same time', or, as Russell 
puts it (ch. VI), 'Nothing can both be and not be'. This is the 'law of 
non-contradiction' and one of three traditional 'Laws of Thought'. Both 
Russell and Ayer deny that there is anything special about these laws. 
They are self-evident logical principles, but are not more fundamental 
than other analytic propositions. However, it is debatable whether 
Russell and Ayer are correct here. As a conventionalist Ayer would say 
that the necessity of the law of non-contradiction follows from the 
conventional definition of 'not'. 'Not' could therefore presumably have 
been defined differently. Now it is quite true that different logical 
systems can be set up, starting from different 'axioms' and conforming to 
a variety of 'rules of inference'. But surely the laws of thought, or at least 
the law of non-contradiction, are special in so far as no discourse can be 
possible without the assumption that 'p' and 'non-p' are mutually 
exclusive? Even if the term 'law' is a misnomer, it is a presupposition of 
all logic. 
(d) '7 = 5 = 12'. There is continuing debate among philosophers about 
the status of mathematical propositions, and it is not possible to enter 
into a lengthy discussion here. But it can be pointed out that such 
propositions do seem to be different from the cases referred to in (a)-( c). 
It would be difficult to believe that there has been some sort of 
agreement that '12' shall be synonymous with '7 + 5'; for if that were so 
then '12' would have an infinite number of synonyms ('1 + 11', 
'1i + 1Qi', and so on). Neither does it have the special status of (c). This 
is not to rule out a conventionalist interpretation completely. We might 
think of each of the terms '7', '5' and '12' as representing successive 
additions of unities ('7' = '1 + 1 + 1 + 1 + 1 + 1 + 1', for example), 
the operators '+' and '=' also being defined by 'convention'. But it 
remains an open question as to what status should be accorded to the unit 
term. Is it itself defined? Or is it a primitive and fundamental concept 
rooted in tthe way we look at the world? Moreover, it might also be 
objected that the concept of seven must already be known if that 
particular succession of '1 's is to be designated as '7' - unless they are 
made to correspond to physical points. In this case the proposition would 
seem to be similar to (b). 

What conclusion can be drawn? There does not seem to be any good 
reason for supposing that we do not have some knowledge a priori: that 
is to say, there are circumstances in which we are willing to affirm the 
truth of a given proposition without having to refer to any observation of 
material facts. What we may be prepared to cite in support, so as to 
justify our claim to know the proposition is true will depend on the 
context and what is acceptable within that context as appropriate 
backing. You should compare this with the position adopted at the end of 
4.8 on our knowledge of the external world. 
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4.10 SELF AND OTHERS 

Reading: Descartes, Meditations, II; Hume, Treatise on Human 
Nature, Book IV, Section VI; Ryle, The Concept of Mind, ch. VI; 
Ayer, Language, Truth and Logic, ch. VII; Sartre, Existentialism 
and Humanism and Being and Nothingness, especially Parts II and 
III 

Knowledge of the self 
What knowledge can we have of our own self? This cannot be answered 
without also considering what is meant by the 'self. The two questions 
are in fact inseparable: to put forward an account of what the self is 
presupposes that we have the knowledge to justify that account. We shall 
start by looking at what may be thought of as the 'ordinary man's' or 
'common-sense' view. 

This view owes much to the dualism of Descartes. You will remember 
(see 4.3) that he supposed man to consist of two quasi-substances, mind 
and body. He discusses the mind in Meditation II and refers to the 'unity' 
of mind and body in Meditation VI: 

Nature likewise teaches me by these sensations of pain, hunger, thirst, 
etc., that I am not only lodged in my body as a pilot in a ve!>sel, but that 
I am besides so intimately conjoined, and as it were intermixed with it, 
that my mind and body compose a certain unity. 

This sort of philosophical standpoint immediately raises a number of 
difficulties. (1) If mind and body are different sorts of substances (the 
latter material, extended in space, explicable in terms of 'mechanical' 
causes and scientific laws; the former immaterial, having no extension, 
and to be understood in terms of 'final' causes), then how do we account 
for their interaction? What is the relationship between them? (2) How 
are we to understand personal identity? Does it belong to the mind, to 
the body, or to the 'unity' of both? Discussion about the nature of mind 
can be left to Chapter 10.2, but it is useful to mention here that much 
post-Cartesian philosophy has been concerned with finding a solution to 
the dualist theory. ("You should study carefully Descartes' mechanistic 
account of the interaction between mind and body in the Sixth Medita
tion.) Thus some rationalist successors of Descartes suggested that God 
intervenes on each occasion of human action to ensure that events in the 
mental realm are paralleled by corresponding behaviour in the physical 
world, or that He 'programmes' individuals so that events in the two 
realms will coincide (just as two different watches can be set so as always 
to show the same time). Berkeley, as we have seen, rejected the idea of 
matter and saw all things (collections of 'ideas') as being 'in' minds or 
spirits- and ultimately 'in' the mind of God. Kant maintained a dualist 
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position but regarded both minds and physical objects as 'noumena' -
'things in themselves' (Dinge an sich)- and as essentially unknowable. 
Later 'idealist' philosophers, culminating in Hegel, argued that the 
Kantian theory was inconsistent and untenable: but whereas they (like 
the earlier rationalists) 'absorbed' the material world in Mind, other 
thinkers adopted a 'materialist' account, minds being explained in terms 
of or 'reduced to' matter. For Ryle, who explicitly sets out to demolish 
the 'dogma' or 'myth of the Ghost in the Machine', 'mind' and 'body' 
belong to different logical types. Minds do not 'exist' as bodies do. To 
talk of a mind is to talk about particular ways in which bodies do or can 
behave. In chapter I he writes: 

If my argument is successful, there will follow some interesting 
consequences. First the hallowed contrast between Mind and Matter 
will be dissipated, but dissipated not by either of the equally hallowed 
absorptions of Mind by Matter or of Matter by Mind, but in quite a 
different way. For the seeming contrast of the two will be shown to be 
as illegitimate as would be the contrast of 'she came home in a flood of 
tears' and 'she came home in a sedan chair'. 

Ayer, in Language, Truth and Logic (as you might expect from your 
earlier study of his views on perception), seeks to avoid the problem of 
how minds relate to bodies by applying his technique of 'linguistic 
phenomenalism'. As he says in chapter VII: 

It should be clear . . . that there is no philosophical problem concern
ing the relationship of mind and matter, other than the linguistic 
problem of defining certain symbols which denote logical constructions 
in terms of symbols which denote sense-contents. The problems with 
which philosophers have vexed themselves in the past, concerning the 
possibility of bridging the 'gulf' between mind and matter in 
knowledge or in action, are all fictitious problems arising out of the 
senseless metaphysical conception of mind and matter, or minds and 
material things, as 'substances'. 

We shall now consider the problem of personal identity. This can be 
put in the form of the question, 'How do I know I am the same person 
now as I was, say, twenty years ago?' Now of course there is an obvious 
ambiguity in our use of the word 'same'. Over a period of twenty years 
we must all of us have changed in many ways. Our hair may be grayer, 
our skin more wrinkled. We must have had many experiences, some 
happy, some sad, which in various ways have left their mark on us. 
Through observation or through reading we have probably deepened our 
knowledge of other people, of ourselves, or of the world in general. In 
one sense therefore we are no longer the same person. Indeed there are 
extreme cases - after brain surgery, or after serious mental illness, 
perhaps - when it might be particularly apt to talk of someone as being a 
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different person (in the case of schizophrenia we might even talk of two 
or more 'persons' in one body!). But in a more 'normal' or everyday 
usage of 'same' we would all accept that despite the changes in our 
physical appearance and despite our experiences we are in a fundamental 
sense the same person. How do we justify our claim to know this? The 
criterion most often appealed to is that of continuity. This may be 
considered from two standpoints, which we may described as the 
'external' and the 'internal'. (It is tempting to use the terms 'mental' and 
'physical', but we shall avoid these for the time being in view of the 
difficulty raised above concerning the interaction of mind and body.) 

Consider 'external' continuity first. Suppose we look in the mirror 
each morning after we have got up. The image we see is familiar. We 
recognise ourselves. There are changes, it is true, but they are subtle and 
slow. The changes are obvious when we compare an image of ourselves 
now with that of a photograph taken twenty years earlier - still more so 
when we look at snaps of ourselves at school or in the pram. Now an 
objection can be raised here. Have we allowed for the possibility of 
error? Let us suppose we have a photograph of ourselves aged five but no 
other? Can we be sure that there have not been radical changes in our 
appearance since then? Should we not settle for the weaker claim- that 
we believe we are the same person? To answer this we can appeal to the 
testimony of (i) other people, and (ii) the evidence of our own memories. 
Thus people who have seen us grow up- parents, friends, teachers, and 
so on- can assure us of our physical continuity; we have lived or worked 
with them in the same environment for many years. Moreover they have 
been able to associate a continuity of certain features of character, 
behaviour, speech with our changing but continuous physical appea
rances. For our part we can call on our memory images - which 
constitute our 'internal' continuity. We remember being with those 
people who provide us with the confirmatory testimony we seek, and we 
can remember particular occasions in our past history which took place 
when we were very young. We have of course also to remember who 
those people are! But it is not only ourselves who appeal to memory 
images. Our parents and friends must be equally reliant on their own 
memories when they assure us both of our 'sameness' and of the ways we 
have changed over the years. This of course raises the whole question of 
the reliability of memory itself. We do occasionally forget things, but on 
the whole we tend to take our memory for granted. Indeed, it is arguable 
that the notion of 'forgetting' presupposes a 'normal' standard of 
reliability. If memory is ever called in question, if we are uncertain, or if 
we are called to account, say, in a court of law, we then appeal to 
documentary evidence such as newspapers, diary entries and so on. But 
even here do we not presuppose the validity of memory? How otherwise 
could we know that an entry on a particular day was ours? (*You might 
also consider an even more fundamental question: whether our very use 
of language itself is not in some sense dependent on memory. How can 
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we be sure that we are using words correctly, or that a term has not 
changed its meaning?) 

Another problem has to be considered. We may have grounds for 
claiming to know that we are 'internally' and 'externally' continuous. (*It 
should be mentioned that the two species of continuity can be distingu
ished without regard to the question whether a dualist or a monist 
account is preferable; the problem of interaction is a separate issue.) But 
how do we account for the continuity of memory images, or of what Ayer 
calls 'sense-contents'? What is the connecting thread? Is there a 'substan
tial ego' in which our images and sense-experience somehow inhere and 
which we might 'intuit' in the manner of Descartes or Locke? Ayer 
rejects this possibility; such a substance is an entirely unobservable 
entity. It cannot be revealed in self-consciousness because this involves 
no more than the ability to remember one's earlier states as correspond
ing to sense-contents occurring in one's personal history. The existence 
of a substantive ego, says Ayer, is completely unverifiable. But it does 
not follow, he argues, that the self is an aggregate of sense-experience -
a 'bundle of perceptions', as Hume puts it, between which no 'real 
connection' can be discerned. Rather, 'the self is reducible to sense
experiences in the sense that to say anything about the self is always to 
say something about sense-experiences'. And Ayer has made it clear that 
to refer to an object as a logical construction out of sense-contents is not 
to say that it is actually constructed out of those sense-contents, or that 
they are in any way parts of it, but that it is to express 'in a convenient, if 
somewhat misleading, fashion, the syntactical fact that all sentences 
referring to it are translatable into sentences referring to them'. 

The (approximately Cartesian) view that we have direct knowledge of 
the self with our minds is also attacked by Ryle. He calls it the theory of 
'the twofold Privileged Access'. By this is meant that the mind is (a) 
constantly aware that something is happening 'inside'- or on its 'private 
stage' as Ryle puts it; (b) that it can also scrutinize some of its own states 
and operations (feelings, thoughts, volitions, and so on) by some sort of 
'non-sensuous perception'; and that these two 'powers' of awareness and 
non-sensuous perception (termed respectively 'consciousness' and 'in
trospection') are exempt from error. (*Read Ryle's careful account in 
chapter VI, (2) and (3), of the different ways 'conscious', 'conscious
ness', and 'introspection' are actually used in everyday contexts or as 
technical terms in philosophical theories.) Ryle's main objection to the 
theory that minds have insight into their own workings through conscious 
mental 'happenings' is that 'there are no such happenings; there are no 
occurrences taking place in a second-status world, since there is no such 
status and no such world ... '. But he also puts forward other objections 
which do not depend on rejection of the ghost in the machine dogma. 
The most important are these: (1) To suppose that my being conscious of 
my mental states is to know them, or the necessary and sufficient ground 
for knowing them, is 'to abuse the logic and even grammar of the verb 
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"to know" '. (Contrast this with Russell's 'knowledge by acquaintance' 
of things of the 'inner sense'- see 4.5.) (2) The theory would make it 
logically impossible for people to be mistaken about their mental states. 
(3) The theory can lead to an infinite regress. Suppose, for example, we 
are conscious of inferring a conclusion from premisses. According to the 
theory, could we not ask whether we are conscious of being conscious of 
inferring- and so on? If so, then either we would have to admit an 
infinite number of 'layers' of consciousness or deny that the original 
states (constituting the outermost 'layer') are things we can be conscious 
of; in which case 'conscious' could no longer be used to define 'mental'. 

Ryle goes on (VI, 3) to criticize the notion of introspection. Like 
Hume and Ayer, he argues that in 'introspection' we are really for the 
most part retrospecting; and this does not disclose any 'occult' happen
ings or give us a Privileged Access to facts of a special status. What then 
do we mean by 'self-knowledge' for Ryle? What does the world 'I' 
actually stand for? His answer (VI, 5 and 6) is that it does not stand for 
anything; for 'I', like other pronouns, is not a name. Pronouns are, he 
says, 'index words' which 'can indicate the particular person from whom 
the noise "I" (or "you" etc.), or the written mark "I" issues'. Moreover 
they are 'elastic'; they can be used in a variety of ways. In some cases 'I' 
can be replaced by 'my body' (as in 'I was warming myself before the 
fire'); while in other cases it cannot (for example, in 'I am annoyed'.) 
Likewise in the statements 'I was just beginning to dream' and 'I caught 
myself just beginning to dream', 'I' is being used with a different logical 
force. Ryle refers to actions, the descriptions of which involve the 
'oblique mention of other actions' (that is, catching oneself beginning to 
dream) as 'higher order actions'. It is in this way that Ryle seeks to 
account for what he calls 'the systematic elusiveness of 'I' and the 'partial 
non-parallelism' between the first-person pronoun and 'you' or 'he' (VI, 
7). To concern oneself about oneself is not to refer to or point to an 
occult 'self; it is only 'to perform a higher order act, just as it is to 
concern oneself about anybody else'. Now reference to my own actions is 
different from my reference to yours because my referring also belongs 
to the same person referred to by 'I'. But in talking about an action of 
mine I can no more talk about my 'talking about the actions' than a book 
review can be a criticism of itself. Explanation of the 'elusive residuum' 
in terms of higher orders of actions, argues Ryle, removes the 'ultimate 
mystery'. 

It is in the light of this kind of analysis that Ryle's own account of the 
'Self' is to be understood. As he says in VI, 4: 

It has been argued from a number of directions that when we speak of 
a person's mind, we are not speaking of a second theatre of special
status incidents, but of certain ways in which some of the incidents of 
his one life are ordered. His life is not a double series of events taking 
place in two different kinds of stuff; it is one concatenation of events, 
the differences between some and other classes of which largely consist 
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in the applicability or inapplicability to them of logically different types 
of law-propositions and law-like propositions. Assertions about a 
person's mind are therefore assertions of special sorts about that 
person. So questions about the relations between a person and his 
mind, like those about the relations between a person's body and his 
mind, are improper questions. They are improper in much the same 
way as is the question, 'What transactions go on between the House of 
Commons and the British Constitution?' 

Self-knowledge for Ryle is thus knowledge of the various ways in 
which a person behaves, but with so-called 'mental' events being 
understood in terms of dispositions to behave or in terms of actual 
publicly-observable behaviour. Continuity, then, for both Ayer and Ryle 
would therefore seem to be confined to 'external' events or experiences. 

•comments and criticisms 
In response to the somewhat similar approach of Ayer and Ryle to the 
problem of self-knowledge, two particular points should be considered. 

(1) Let us suppose that they are both right to reject the Cartesian-type 
theory that we can 'introspect' or directly 'intuit' the Self. Does it follow 
that language describing 'inner' experiences can or should be translated 
into language referring to sense-experiences (Ayer); or that such 'inner' 
experiences can or should be understood in terms of dispositions of 
external behaviour (Ryle)? It should be noted that Ayer's proposed 
translation seems to be put forward largely in the interest of conve
nience. Maybe, he says, the self is not actually constructed out of 
sense-contents: but we can say nothing about it; its existence is unverifi
able. However, the notion of verification is itself suspect both in its 
application and in relation to the theory of meaning (see 10.1}. As for 
Ryle's solution, it is certainly open to question whether his procedure can 
be consistently carried through, not least because I can modify my 
behaviour in such a way as to lead others to make false inferences about 
my 'inner' states. (You might like to think up some examples. Consider 
also how Ryle might try to answer this objection. See also section 4.6 
above.) 

(2) Ryle's introduction of the 'person' as the proper object of asser
tions - about both 'bodily' and 'mental' experiences - undoubtedly has 
merit. A similar position is held by P. F. Strawson. For him a person is 

a type of entity such that both predicates ascribing states of conscious
ness and predicates ascribing corporeal characteristics, a physical 
situation etc., are equally applicable to a single individual of that single 
type. 

But Ryle's account can be accepted independently of his 'dispositional' 
theory; and this is because his notion of a person is in some respects 
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rather limited. He would seem to leave out of his analysis any apprecia
tion of the person as an agent, an autonomous being, or as a being with 
moral responsibility. While the rather simplistic intuitionism of Descartes 
may be rejected, we can certainly argue that we know ourselves in our 
actions, and from both an 'internal' and 'external' aspect. (Can this 
approach provide an answer to Ryle's 'infinite' regress' objection?) The 
possibility of moral choice also raises difficulties for descriptions of 
persons in terms of dispositions. And what account can be given of 
unconscious or subconscious activity? (This is another issue we cannot 
consider further here but which you might like to think about in the light 
of the above discussion. Some of these topics will be looked at in 
Chapters 10 and 11.) 

It does seem then that we can know ourselves in very much the same 
way as we know external objects. But yet we also seem to be in a 
fundamental sense more than bodies or special sorts of bodies: we are 
living organisms which have unique characters, that is, we can think, feel, 
hope, imagine, and act in various ways which are definitive of each 
individual Might we not go further and suggest that to know ourselves as 
persons presupposes the network of inter-relationships we establish with 
other people? Something like this is proposed by a philosopher to be 
discussed briefly at the end of this chapter. But first we must say 
something about our knowledge of others. 

Knowledge of others 
If Ayer is right that all sense-experiences are private to a single self; that 
the sense-experiences of another person cannot form part of one's own 
experience; and that other people are 'logical constructions' out of their 
sense-experiences, then it would seem that one cannot have any grounds 
for believing in the existence of others. But Ayer denies that solipsism is 
a necessary consequence of his epistemology. Just as we reject Locke's 
notion of a 'material substratum' as metaphysical and yet can make 
meaningful assertions about material things, so can we have access to 
other people's experiences and 'empirical manifestations' without invok
ing any 'entity' lying 'behind' the sense-experiences in terms of which we 
define them. 

And thus I find that I have as good a reason to believe in the existence 
of other people as I have to believe in the existence of material things. 
For in each case my hypothesis is verified by the occurrence in my 
sense-history of the appropriate series of sense-contents. 

In this way Ayer claims to have avoided the difficulties presented by the 
so-called 'argument by analogy'. According to this, although one cannot 
observe the existence of other people {because sense-contents belong to 
one's own personal history), one can nevertheless infer their existence 
with a high degree of probability from one's own experiences. Thus, if I 
observe in the behaviour of a body a resemblance to my own body's 



127 

behaviour I am entitled to argue that the body is related to a 'self (which 
I cannot observe) in the same way as my body is related to my own 
(observable) self. But this argument, says Ayer, is an attempt to answer 
the logical question, 'What good reason have I for believing in the 
existence of other people?' not the psychological question, 'What causes 
me to believe in the existence of other people?' It might be acceptable if 
the object 'underlying' the other body could be manifested in the 
observer's experience: but, says Ayer, this is not the case; it is a 
metaphysical object, and no argument can render probable the assertion 
that it exists. 

What reason have we for supposing, on Ayer's thesis, that the 'others' 
we observe through the reduction of 'their' sense-experiences to our own 
are not in fact so many robots? The answer he gives is that we can 
distinguish between a conscious man and an unconscious machine by 
applying appropriate tests to their perceptible behaviour. A conscious 
object will exhibit 'the empirical manifestations of consciousness': a 
dummy or machine will not. (Compare Ryle's discussion in chs I (3), and 
II of The Concept of Mind.) 

In conclusion Ayer states that while each man's sense-experiences are 
private to himself, it does not follow that we cannot believe another 
person's experiences are qualitatively the same as our own. Indeed we 
have to define the content of another man's experiences in terms of what 
we can ourselves observe. It is in this sense that Ayer can talk of other 
people's sensations as being accessible to us. Likewise we have good 
reason for supposing that other people understand us and that we 
understand them, because we can observe the effects, which we regard as 
appropriate, on each other's actions. It follows that we can believe 
ourselves as conscious beings to inhabit a common world. 

*Comments and criticisms 
Ayer's solution to the problem of 'other persons' is undoubtedly 
plausible and is acceptable in so far as it avoids the Cartesian or Lockean 
commitment to an underlying 'self lying 'behind' appearances. How
ever, his account is not entirely satisfactory. You might like to consider 
the following points (compare the criticisms made above of Ayer's 
phenomenalism as applied to the problem of perception of objects in 
general). 

(1) It can be argued that one mistake Ayer has made is to suppose that 
because a 'self behind the appearances' is inaccessible - indeed 'meta
physical' or 'fictitious' (because it could never be verified empirically) -
the self must therefore be constructed out of those appearances. And he 
has made this mistake because he has accorded logical and epistemolo
gical priority to sense-experiences. But if we consider the context in 
which terms referring to qualities are actually employed, Ayer's position 
seems less tenable. We do not, for example, use 'red', 'round', 'large', 
and so on in isolation; their use presupposes application to existent 
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objects such as trees, tables- and people. Moreover, other terms such as 
'happy', 'clever', 'intelligent' ascribe characteristics specifically to per
sons. In other words, it is only because we take it for granted that the 
world is populated with objects (some of which are persons) that we can 
make proper use of descriptive terms. 

(2) Ayer's 'logical constructionism' seems to fail for another reason. Let 
us suppose that another person is defined in terms of a set of sense
contents. Quite apart from the obvious point that such a definition could 
never be known), any statement ascribing some quality to that person 
would appear to be tautological. Consider, for example, the statement, 
'John is thin and tall'. Now by 'John' we mean a set of sense-contents 
a + b + c + . . . . But these sense-contents must include 'thin' and 
'tall'. So the statement becomes, 'a + b + c + ... + thin + ... + tall 
is thin and tall'. Furthermore, it is not clear how terms such as 'happy' or 
'intelligent' can be accommodated in Ayer's theory; for there is no one 
set of observable phenomena which can be said to exhaust the meaning 
and application of such terms as applied to a particular individual. A 
similar objection may be made against Ryle's attempt to translate 
'mental' descriptions into actual or hypothetical dispositional terms. 

Conclusion 
It would seem then that we do have good grounds for our claim to know 
that there are other people and to know something about them (and to 
know they are not robots). We see them and recognise them as persons. 
We communicate with them. They give us information about themselves, 
either explicitly or implicitly by the ways they behave towards us and to 
others in the public community. It is only when we have this information 
that we are able to use descriptive language correctly. Of course our 
experiences are in a trivial sense 'private'. My seeing someone as pale, or 
my interpretation of that person as being frightened or in pain, is mine. 
Likewise, it is as much a matter of the logic of the term 'pain' as of the 
fact that we are spatially and temporally separated that I cannot 
experience your pain. But what allows me to refer to paleness, fear, or 
pain is publicly observable. We do not have to invoke a 'hidden self. But 
neither do we have to resort to the subterfuge of phenomenalistic 
reductionism. The presentations of paleness, fear, and so on are the ways 
in which a particular person appears to us in given circumstances. 

The self and the other 
Before ending this chapter we shall say something about the contribution 
made to the problem by a thinker who has worked in a radically different 
tradition from that common to the philosophers we have referred to so 
far. Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980) was both an eminent French novelist 
and perhaps the best-known representative of the philosophical move
ment known as existentialism. We shall confine ourselves here to a brief 
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account of his theory of the self and the other. (Note. If you are studying 
for the International Baccalaureate your set-book is Being and Nothing
ness, Part III. Existentialism and Humanism, which is the text prescribed 
for the AEB A level examination, was intended by Sartre to provide a 
summary of the main doctrines of his major work. It is, however, 
concerned primarily with ethics and freedom, and Sartre himself was 
later rather critical of it. Nevertheless it should give you a 'flavour' of his 
manner of philosophizing and of some of his ideas, and may encourage 
you to read more widely in his literary and philosophical writings.) 

Sartre is in agreement with the phenomenalist critique of dualist 
theories which suppose there to be a 'self lying 'behind' appearances. 
But he is equally critical of the 'monism' of thinkers who attempt to 
reduce the self to appearances or to behaviour. What then is his own 
contribution to the problem? How does he provide a solution which is 
neither monist nor dualist? The key to an understanding of his approach 
lies in the notion of intentionality. By this is meant that mental 
phenomena or experiences are directed towards 'objects' of some kind 
(see Ch. 10.2). But whereas earlier thinkers (for example, phenomeno
logists such as E. Husserl (1859-1938], who greatly influenced Sartre) 
avoided the ontological problem concerning the reality or existence of 
these objects and confined themselves to an examination of them qua 
phenomena, Sartre explicitly argued that consciousness demands that 
such objects have 'being'. He refers to them as existing 'in themselves' 
(en soi). But he also says that phenomenological consciousness points 
back to a 'pre-reflective consciousness'. Here Sartre reinterprets the 
Cartesian ego; the self is now understood as an agent, and active being, a 
being 'for itself (pour soi), which is characterized by its capacity to 
'intend' or to 'mean'. (This relates further to the central tenet of Sartre 
and other existentialists that 'existence is prior to essence', which is 
discussed in Existentialism and Humanism and more extensively in Being 
and Nothingness.) Now conscious being for Sartre is conceived as setting 
itself off against everything that constitutes the 'world' - things 'in 
themselves' including its own body and past experiences. This 'setting
off is thought of as 'negating'; and as a result human consciousness 
introduces a 'hole', a 'nothingness', or 'non-being' into being-in-itself. 
There is thus a 'gap' between the en-soi and the pour-soi. It does not 
follow from this that Sartre is committed to scepticism so far as the 
existence of others is concerned. We have referred to the 'intentionality' 
of being-for-itself. But does this establish the existence of other minds? 
Sartre believes it does - but not through an appeal to any argument by 
analogy. Rather he invokes the notion of 'inter-subjectivity' based on our 
experience of our own feelings. Thus, when we feel shame, guilt, 
embarrassment and the like, the existence of others is presupposed: such 
experiences involve our considering ourselves as being observed and 
treated as an object by another consciousness- an 'autrui'. Such an 
account of other minds is implicit in these remarks in Existentialism and 
Humanism: 



130 

Contrary to the philosophy of Descartes, contrary to that of Kant, 
when we say 'I think' we are attaining to ourselves in the presence of 
the other, we are just as certain of the other as we are aware of 
ourselves. Thus the man who discovers himself directly in the cogito 
also discovers all the others, and discovers them as a condition of his 
own existence. He recognises that he cannot be anything (in the sense 
in which one says one is spiritual, or that one is wicked or jealous) 
unless others recognise him as such. I cannot obtain any truth 
whatsoever about myself, except through the mediation of another. 
The other is indispensable to my existence, and equally so to any 
knowledge I can have of myself. 

Sartre admits there is a major conflict here between the subjective and 
free self-conscious self and its recognition of itself as an object. (We shall 
consider this in 10.4. You will also find a further discussion of Sartre's 
philosophy in the next chapter, on political philosophy.) 

QUESTIONS 

A. Data response/guided answer questions 
1. Write a short philosophical commentary on the following passage, 
incorporating into your discussion your answers to the guiding questions: 

The importance to human life of having true beliefs about matters of 
fact is a thing too notorious. We live in a world of realities that can be 
infinitely useful or infinitely harmful. Ideas that tell us which of them 
to expect count as the true ideas in all this primary sphere of 
verification, and the pursuit of such ideas is a primary human duty. 
The possession of truth, so far from being here an end in itself, is only a 
preliminary means towards other vital satisfactions. If I am lost in the 
woods and starved, and find what looks like a cow-path, it is of the 
utmost important that I should think of a human habitation at the end 
of it, for if I do so and follow it, I save myself. The true thought is 
useful here because the house which is its object is useful. The practical 
value of true ideas is thus primarily derived from the practical 
importance of their objects to us. Their objects are, indeed, not 
important at all times. I may on another occasion have no use for the 
house; and then my idea of it, however verifiable, will be practically 
irrelevant, and had better remain latent. Yet since almost any object 
may some day become temporarily important, the advantage of having 
a general stock of extra truths, of ideas that shall be true of merely 
possible situations is obvious. We store such extra truths away in our 
memories, and with the overflow we fill our books of reference. 
Whenever such an extra truth becomes practically relevant to one of 
our emergencies, it passes from cold-storage to do work in the world 
and our belief in it grows active. You can say of it then either that 'it is 
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useful because it is true' or that 'it is true because it is useful'. Both 
these phrases mean exactly the same thing, namely that there is an idea 
that gets fulfilled and can be verified. True is the name for whatever 
idea starts the verification-process, useful is the name for its completed 
function in experience. True ideas would never have been singled out 
as such, would never have acquired a class-name, least of all a name 
suggesting value, unless they had been useful, from the outset in this 
way. [James, Pragmatism (VI)] 

(a) Why does James think that the pursuit of true ideas is a primary 
human duty, and how sound is his reasoning? 

(b) Is it the case that 'it is useful because it is true' means the same thing 
as 'it is true because it is useful'? 

(c) Is it the case that these two phrases mean that 'here is an idea that 
gets fulfilled and can be verified'? 

(d) What can be said both for and against the view that true ideas had 
been singled out only because they had been useful 'in this way'? 

[IB, 1988] 

2. Read the extract below and then answer the question which follow: 

But it may be said, perhaps, that, although the senses occasionally 
mislead us respecting minute objects, and such as are so far removed 
from us as to be beyond the reach of close observation, there are 
yet many other of their informations (presentations), of the truth of 
which it is manifestly impossible to doubt; as for example, then I am in 
this place, seated by the fire, clothed in a winter dressing-gown, that I 
hold in my hands this piece of paper, with other intimations of the 
same nature. But how could I deny that I possess these hands and this 
body, and withal escape being classed with persons in a state of 
insanity? [Descartes, Meditations (I)] 

(a) According to the extract, 
(i) what sense information might seem to be open to doubt? 

(ii) what sense information might not seem open to doubt? 
(b) How in Meditation I does Descartes establish general doubt? 
(c) How satisfactory do you find Descartes' argument for the establish

ment of general doubt in Meditation I? 
[JMB, 1987] 

3. Read the extract below and then answer the questions which follow: 

To recapitulate, therefore, the reasonings of this section. Every idea is 
copied from some preceding impression or sentiment; and where we 
cannot find any impression, we may be certain that there is no idea. In 
all single instances of the operation of bodies or minds, there is nothing 
that produces any impression, nor consequently can suggest any idea, 
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of power or necessary connexion. But when many uniform instances 
appear, and the same object is always followed by the same event; we 
then begin to entertain the notion of cause and connexion. We then 
feel a new sentiment or impression, to wit, a customary connexion in 
the thought of imagination between one object and its usual attendant; 
and this sentiment is the original of that idea which we seek for. For as 
this idea arises from a number of similar instances, and not from any 
single instance, it must arise from that circumstance, in which the 
number of instances differ from every individual instance. [Hume, 
Enquiry concerning Human Understanding (Section 61)] 

(a) According to the extract, 
(i) what forms and limits the extent to which we have ideas? 
(ii) what do all single instances of the operations of bodies or minds 

fail to produce? 
(b) Explain what Hume means by 'customary connexion'. 
(c) Discuss the view that Hume is a sceptic. 

[JMB, 1987] 

4. Write a short philosophical commentary on the following passage, 
incorporating into your discussion your answers to the guiding questions: 

Experience has shown us that, hitherto, the frequent repetition of one 
uniform succession or coexistence has been a cause of our expecting 
the same succession or coexistence on the next occasion. Food that has 
a certain appearance generally has a certain taste, and it is a severe 
shock to our expectations when the familiar appearance is found to be 
associated with an unusual taste. Things which we see become 
associated by habit, with certain tactile sensations which we expect if 
we touch them; one of the horrors of a ghost (in many ghost stories) is 
that it fails to give us the sensations of touch. Uneducated people who 
go abroad for the first time are surprised as to be incredulous when 
they find their native language not understood. 

And this kind of association is not confined to men; in animals also it 
is very strong. A horse which has been often driven along a certain 
road resists the attempt to drive him in a different direction. Domestic 
animals expect food when they see the person who usually feeds them. 
We know that all these rather crude expectations of uniformity are 
liable to be misleading. The man who has fed the chicken every day 
throughout its life at last wrings its neck instead, showing that more 
redefined views as to the uniformity of nature would have been useful 
to the chicken. 

But in spite of the misleadingness of such expectations, they 
nevertheless exist. The mere fact that something has happened a 
certain number of times causes animals and men to expect that it will 
happen again. Thus our instincts certainly cause us to believe that the 
sun will rise tomorrow, but we may be in no better a position than the 



133 

chicken which unexpectedly has its neck wrung. We have therefore to 
distinguish the fact that past uniformities cause expectations as to the 
future, from the question whether there is any reasonable ground for 
giving weight to such expectations after the question of their validity 
has been raised. 

The problem we have to discuss is whether there is any reason for 
believing in what is called 'the uniformity of nature'. The belief in the 
uniformity of nature is the belief that everything that has happened or 
will happen is an instance of some general law to which there are no 
exceptions. [Russell, The Problems of Philosophy (Ch. VI)] 

(a) How does Russell think that instinctive expectations are created in 
men and animals? 

(b) What precisely is the distinction between causes of belief and 
reasonable grounds for a belief? 

(c) Why might we have doubts about the uniformity of nature? 
[IB, 1987] 

5. Write a short philosophical commentary on the following passage, 
incorporating into your discussion your answers to the guiding questions: 

Everything which may be said of me in my relations with the Other 
applies to him as well. While I attempt to free myself from the hold of 
the Other, the Other seeks to enslave me. We are by no means dealing 
with unilateral relations with an object-in-itself, but with reciprocal 
and moving relations. The following descriptions of concrete behav
iour must therefore be envisaged within the perspective of conflict. 
Conflict is the original meaning of being-for-others. 

If we start with the first revelation of the Other as a look, we must 
recognise that we experience our inapprehensible being-for-others in 
the form of a possession. I am possessed by the Other; the Other's look 
fashions my body in its nakedness, causes it to be born, sculptures it, 
produces it as it is, sees it as I shall never see it. The Other holds a 
secret - the secret of what I am. He makes me be and thereby he 
possesses me, and this possession is nothing other than the conscious
ness of possessing me. I in the recognition of my object-state have 
proof that he has this consciousness. By virtue of consciousness the 
Other is for me simultaneously the one who has stolen my being from 
me and the one who causes 'there to be' a being which is my being. 
Thus I have a comprehension of this ontological structure; I am 
responsible for my being-for-others, but I am not the foundation of 
it. [Sartre, Being and Nothingness (Part III, Ch.3,1.)] 

(a) What is the meaning of the expressions 'being-for-others', 'being
for-oneself and 'being-in-itself? 

(b) What power is ascribed to the Other's look in the relations between 
human beings? 
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(c) Explain the following sentence: 'He makes me be and thereby he 
possesses me'. 

[IB, 1987] 

See also data-response questions 1 and 2 for Chapter 10. 

B. Essay questions (texts) 
I. Explain and discuss the Cartesian method of 'hyperbolic' doubt. [IB, 

1987] 
2. lq the Meditations Descartes makes a clean sweep of his opinions 

and begins again. 
(a) Outline the way he builds his opinions on new foundations. 
(b) Can the new structure withstand the criticisms which demolished 

the old? [AEB, 1985] 
3. Explain what Descartes means by 'Cogito, ergo sum'. How satisfac

tory do you find the 'Cogito, ergo sum' argument? [JMB, 1987] 
4. Discuss the Cartesian criterion of truth. 
5. State, with illustration and critical comment, Descartes' threefold 

classification of ideas. Which class was the most important for his 
philosophy? 

6. How, on his principles, does Descartes account for the possibility of 
error? 

7. Discuss the view that for Hume the mind is like white paper and 
experience a rubber stamp. [JMB, 1987] 

8. What is Hume's criticism of the doctrine of innate ideas? 
9. Give a critical summary of Hume's doctrine of the Idea of Necessary 

Connection. 
10. Explain Hume's objection to abstract reasonings. 
11. Why does Hume lay stress on what we can conceive when he 

discusses how we attain knowledge beyond what is immediately 
present to the memory and senses? [AEB, 1985] 

12. 'No negation of a fact can involve a contradiction'. Explain what 
Hume means by this. 

13. Explain Russell's distinction between knowledge by acquaintance 
and knowledge by description. [IB, 1987) 

14. Outline and discuss critically Russell's argument that 'it is rational to 
believe that our sense data ... are really signs of the existence of 
something independent of us and our perceptions'. [AEB, 1985) 

15. (a) What role does Russell give to instinctive beliefs within human 
knowledge and philosophical enquiry? 

(b) Offer at least three criticisms of his account. [AEB, 1986) 
16. Outline and discuss critically Russell's theory of truth. [AEB, 1986] 
17. Discuss and criticize Russell's theory of induction. 
18. (a) Describe Ayer's discussion of the problem of induction. 

(b) Discuss whether his conclusions lead to scepticism in matters of 
scientific knowledge and common sense. [AEB, 1986] 
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19. Explain and discuss critically Ayer's claim that 'there is nothing in 
the nature of philosophy to warrant the existence of conflicting 
philosophical parties or "schools".' [AEB, 1986] 

20. Do you find Ayer's account of analytic propositions consistent with 
his view that they can also be surprising? [AEB, 1985] 

21. How, according to Sartre, do I know myself? 
22. Does Ryle attempt to assimilate knowing 'that' to knowing 'how'? If 

so, do you think he succeeds? 

C. Essay questions (problems) 
23. Discuss the strengths and weaknesses of (a) the correspondence 

theory, (b) the coherence theory of truth. 
24. Pragmatism claims that a belief is true if it is useful, and false if it is 

not. How would you argue against this position? 
25. Is it the case that reason alone gives us knowledge of reality? [IB, 

1987] 
26. What reasons are there for supposing that the world is not as we 

experience it? [IB, 1986] 
27. Our knowledge of things in the world around us is based on 

inference rather than on direct perception. Can this assertion be 
justified? 

28. Examine phenomenalism considered as a response to scepticism 
concerning the existence of things we believe ourselves to perceive. 

29. Examine the claim that all knowledge is relative to the knower. 
[JMB, 1987] 

30. Does the representative (causal) theory of perception have the 
consequence that we can never know what our representations are 
representations of? [AEB, 1989] 

31. Can a sceptic know that he does not know anything? 
32. Discuss with examples whether the argument from illusion provides 

good reason for introducing sense-data into theories of perception. 
[AEB, 1989] 

33. Is it logically possible to doubt everything? 
34. Explain the distinction which has been made between primary and 

secondary qualities and consider whether or not the distinction can 
be upheld. [AEB, 1986] 

35. Critically examine the view that knowledge is to be equated with 
'justified true belief. 

36. What difficulties might there be in describing a physical object as 
having a real colour? [AEB, 1987] 

37. Discuss the claim that statements about physical objects can be 
completely analysed into statements about sense-data. [AEB, 1987] 

38. 'The sceptic's problems are insoluble because they are fictitious' 
(Ayer, Problem of Knowledge). Examine this statement. 

39. Explain with examples the following sets of distinctions: necessary/ 
contingent; a priori/ a posteriori; analytidsynthetic. 
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40. Discuss critically the claim that the 'necessity' of a 'necessary' 
proposition lies in a mere linguistic convention, in a determination to 
use words in a certain way? 

41. 'A thing cannot be completely green and red all over at the same 
time.' Can we know this? 
42. Explain and examine the so-called problem of 'knowing other 

minds'. 
43. Compare and contrast our knowledge of our own pains and our 

knowledge of other people's pains. 
44. How can I know that I am not the only person in the world? [IB, 

1987] 
45. What problems are posed by the view that we know other people 

solely through observing their behaviour? [IB, 1987] 
46. Do I know myself better than I know other people? 
47. 'I am the same person now as I was ten years ago.' Discuss this 

statement. 
48. Can I know you are not a robot? 

Notes/guided answers have been provided for questions 1, 3, 11, 14, 29, 
31, 36 and 42. 
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CHAPTER 5 139 

ETHICS 

5.1 THEORIES OF ETHICS: INTRODUCTION 

You may well by now be feeling a little 'shell-shocked', so to speak: 
Chapters 2 to 4 were certainly quite demanding. Moreover you may 
feel - and with justification - that the chapter on the theory of 
knowledge was rather abstract and dealt with problems which, although 
of considerable philosophical interest, are not at the centre of our 
everyday concerns. I cannot promise that the chapter you are embarking 
on will prove to be any easier, but the issues we shall be dealing with do 
differ from epistemological controversies in that they are about matters 
which vitally concern most of us at some stage of our lives. When we 
were quite young - perhaps particularly then - we often asked questions 
like, 'Why shouldn't I do that?', 'Why should I be good?' These are 
legitimate philosophical questions, that admit of a variety of answers. 
The answers we received as children were usually rather basic: 'Because, 
if you are not good/ if you do that, you won't get your tea/pocket money', 
'Daddy will smack you', 'God will be angry', 'You might have an 
accident' and so on! Depending on the sophistication of our moral 
education, we might later have been offered other answers, such as 'You 
will become a better person', 'You will improve your chances of living 
harmoniously with others in society', or 'You will be more successful in 
life'. At a more reflective stage, we may pose deeper questions such as 
'What do we mean by calling a person "good"?', 'What is the "Good"?', 
'Are actions "right" because of their consequences?', 'Are intentions and 
motives relevant to the "rightness"or "wrongness" of actions?' 

Now to keep the discussion on a relatively personal and concrete level 
it will be sensible if we concentrate on a specific moral issue, say that of 
killing another human being. Consider this question: 'Have you ever 
thought about murdering your husband/wife/ neighbour/tax inspector/ 
---/?(You can fill in the space yourself with an appropriate name!) 
The answer most of would give is undoubtedly, 'No'; or, if you have ever 
entertained the idea, it was probably little more than a passing fancy. But 
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suppose you were really seriously considering despatching someone you 
disliked intensely. Even then it is unlikely you would set about making 
detailed plans, and still less likely you would actually do the deed. Why 
not? Obviously, for most of us the fear of detection, conviction, and 
punishment would be sufficient deterrent. There is however a moral as 
well as a legal dimension to the whole issue. Most people would say that 
murder is wrong. 'Thou shalt do no murder' is, after all, the Fourth 
Commandment. But this is certainly an over-simplification, if not a 
simplistic response. We have first to contend with the problem of 
definition: what is meant by 'murder'? Is it to be equated with 'killing' as 
such? If so, then a soldier who shoots an 'enemy' in battle is guilty of 
murder. Certainly some pacifists might take this view. Yet many 
orthodox Christians argue that, at least in certain specified circum
stances, such killing is justified. What then is the moral justification for 
conscientious objection to military service? In some countries 'judicial 
execution' is sanctioned as a punishment for various crimes- not only 
against the state but against religion. Some unorthodox Muslims, for 
example, believe that it is right to kill 'blasphemers'. And what of 
suicide, euthanasia, and abortion? There are no easy answers, and the 
answers that are often given do not seem to follow the lines of 
demarcation between religious people and non-believers. Buddhists 
would in general regard any kind of killing (including the killing of 
animals) as unethical. But many Christians, while agreeing about the 
wrongness of, say, abortion, might disagree over the acceptability of 
euthanasia. 

It is unlikely that we shall solve all these problems, but we can try to 
clarify the issues by (1) critically examining some of the main systems of 
ethics, and then (2) considering how they might deal with the specific 
problem of killing. This chapter should therefore give you some idea of 
practical moral philosophy and it should also be of help to those of you 
who are required to study set texts for examination purposes. But before 
we tackle the first 'system' it will perhaps be useful to have a look at some 
of the important technical terms which are used to classify various kinds 
of ethical theories. 

(1) Teleological versus deontological theories. This is a fairly clear-cut 
distinction. Teleological theories (you will remember the reference to 
teleology in the discussion about Aristotle's philosophy) are characte
rized by their assumption that the rightness or wrongness of an action 
depends in some way on its results or consequences. These 'ends' may be 
of various kinds, and so there are many different teleological theories. 
Plato's ethics is teleological, the end of human action being 'the Good'. 
Aristotle took the end to be eudaimonia. But other philosophers, for 
example, Hume and J. S. Mill, have taken pleasure or happiness to be 
the criterion of morality. Deontological theories, on the other hand, 
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claim that actions are right or wrong 'in themselves', or that they are in 
accord with a law of some kind (for example, the 'moral law', the law of 
God, the law of 'nature', and so on). Perhaps the best example of a 
philosopher who held a deontological theory of ethics is Kant. 

(2) Subjective and objective theories. The subjectivist is rather like 
Humpty Dumpty who, you may recall, asserted, 'When I use a word it 
means just what I choose it to mean - neither more nor less'. In the same 
way the subjectivist in ethics believes himself to be the final arbiter of the 
moral standard. His own personal feelings, likes and dislikes are alone 
held to determine what is right and wrong, good or bad. In contrast 
objectivist theories appeal to standards or moral codes which are said to 
exist independently of individual preferences. A given action remains 
good whether I like it or not. 

(3) Relativism and absolutism. This distinction overlaps with the pre
vious one to some extent. Subjectivistic ethics are relativistic in that the 
moral standard varies with the insights or feelings of each individual. 
Absolutist ethics which claim, for example, that all men are bound by a 
universal and unchanging code are likewise objective. It is, however, 
possible for a theory to be both objective and relativistic. It might be 
claimed, for example, that the rightness or wrongness of killing some
body is determined by 'society' or an authority of some kind which 
overrides individual preference, but that whether it is actually right or 
wrong depends on the particular circumstances. Thus the killing of a 
murderer or of an enemy in war might be sanctioned, whereas to kill 
one's neighbour other than in self-defence would be contrary to the 
moral code of that society. 

(4) Naturalist and non-naturalist theories. Naturalist theories regard 
moral judgements as 'facts' about the world, and claim that moral words 
(for example, 'good') can be defined in terms of 'natural' qualities such 
as 'happiness' or 'pleasure', or such notions as 'being conducive to the 
survival of the group'. These theories thus assert that there is no clear-cut 
distinction between factual judgements and evaluative judgements (that 
is, between an 'is' and 'ought'). Non-naturalist theories either deny that 
moral words can be defined in terms of natural properties, or, more 
strongly, that moral words can be defined at all; they are sui generis. 

There are other distinctions that can be made. Some of these will be 
referred to in the course of the chapter. And some theories may not fall 
neatly into any of these classifications. But you may find it helpful to 
refer back to these brief accounts as you work through the various 
sections. We shall start by looking at the contribution made to moral 
philosophy by Hume. 
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5.2 HUME: SENTIMENT AND UTILITY 

Reading: Enquiry into the Principles of Morals; refer also to the 
Treaties, Book III 

When asked about morals many people tend to say that they 'know' what 
is good and what is 'bad'. This was also essentially the view of the 
distinguished Cambridge philosopher G. E. Moore (1873-1958), who 
adopted what may be described as a 'Common Sense' view of both ethics 
and perception. There can be no doubt, he says, that there is an external 
world. Things exist. We can see them and touch them. And this is 
because they are composed of basic 'entities' such as round and yellow 
with which we are directly acquainted and in terms of which propositions 
such as 'This is an inkstand' might be analysed. (Compare the discussion 
of Russell in Chapter 4.5. It was in fact Moore himself who introduced 
the term 'sense datum'.) Similarly, he claimed (in his Ethics and 
Principia Ethica) that the term 'good' names a simple 'objective' quality 
which, like 'yellow' is unanalysable; and that other ethical terms such as 
'right' and 'duty' are to be defined in terms of it. Now this raises the 
question how exactly we distinguish between good and bad 'wholes'. 
According to Moore 'goods' can be directly perceived or intuited. But it 
can then be asked further what is the nature of an 'intuition'. This is a 
question that was much debated in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. Some philosophers, in particular Richard Price (1723-91), 
supposed intuition to belong to belong to the reason of understanding 
and as providing direct insight into the rightness or wrongness of actions. 
(This is to be contrasted with the deductive processes which characterize 
the ethics of Plato and Aristotle.) Opposed to this 'rationalist' intuition
ism were philosophers of the 'moral sense' school, for example, the Third 
Earl of Shaftesbury (1671-1713) and Francis Hutcheson (1694-1746), 
who thought of moral and aesthetic intuitions as special sorts of feelings. 
How then can we decide between the two positions? Or, to widen the 
scope of the discussion, how do we discover the foundation of morals? 
Hume's contribution to the debate is of particular importance. We shall 
therefore set out the main points he makes in the Enquiry into the 
Principles of Morals. 

Arguments in favour of both reason and sentiment (that is, feeling) are 
so plausible, he says, that both may 'concur in almost all moral 
determinations and conclusions'. He therefore proposes to follow a 
simple method. This will consist of an analysis of 'that complication of 
mental qualities, which form what, in common life, we call Personal 
Merit'. What he intends to do in morals (which is for him an aspect of the 
wider study of man or human nature) is in fact comparable to what 
Newton did for physics: to follow the 'experimental method, and deduce 
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general maxims from a comparison of particular instances'. As he says in 
Section 138: 

Men are now cured of their passion for hypotheses and systems in 
natural philosophy, and will hearken to no arguments but those which 
are derived from experience. It is full time they should attempt a like 
reformation in all moral disquisitions; and reject every system of 
ethics, however subtle or ingenious, which is not founded on fact or 
observation. 

He starts his examination of 'human nature' by identifying the two social 
virtues, Benevolence and Justice. 

By Benevolence (Section II) Hume means 'natural philanthropy' (184) 
or 'a feeling for the happiness of mankind and a resentment of their 
misery' (135). This affection for humanity is manifested in such qualities 
as mercy, sociability, generosity, and so on (see 139). In Part II of 
Section II Hume argues that part of the merit of such a person's actions 
lies in their utility, that is, other people derive happiness from them in so 
far as he offers love or friendship, or provides for those in need. Such 
utility also explains why such actions are so universally approved. In 143 
Hume seems to regard the 'public utility' or 'the true interests of 
mankind' as the primary means by which we may determine our duty. 
(You should note his discussion in 143-4 of how some actions or 
life-styles which appear at first sight to be praiseworthy or reprehensible 
may subsequntly turn out to deserve the opposite description when 
experience reveals the true consequences.) 

Similar considerations apply to Justice, by which he means, roughly, 
the possession of the goods or property which will ensure an individual's 
happiness: 'anything which it is lawful for him, and for him alone to use' 
(158). But in Section III (Part I) Hume proceeds to show that in the case 
of this social virtue utility is the sole origin. In support of his claim he 
points out (145-9) that there could be no place for justice in extreme 
situations such as either (a) a 'golden age' when mankind lacked for 
nothing and lived in perfect harmony and tolerance, or (b) a 'state of 
nature' characterized by want, ignorance and savagery. (*Hume has in 
mind here not only Hobbes' state of nature where life was 'nasty, brutish 
and short' but also the view of society put forward by Thrasymachus and 
his friends in Plato's Republic. See Hume's footnote [151] and Chapter 2 
of this book.) His conclusion is summarized in 149: 

Thus, the rules of equity or justice depend entirely on the particular 
state and condition in which men are placed, and owe their origin and 
existence to that utility, which results to the public from their strict and 
regular observance. 

The ideas of property thus become necessary in a society which operates 
between extremes; and hence arise the usefulness, merit and moral 
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obligation of justice. To support this account of justice and public utility 
Hume discusses (Part II of this Section and Section IV) particular laws 
both within a given state and between nations, and the rules or 
conventions which hold between individuals in matters of friendship, 
etiquette, and so on. There must even be honour among thieves if their 
'pernicious confederacy' is to be maintained. 'Common interest and 
utility beget infallibly a standard of right and wrong among the parties 
concerned' (171). 

Hume now (Section V) raises the important question why we approve 
of the social virtues on account of their utility. What alternative accounts 
can be given of the origin of moral distinctions? They cannot all have 
arisen from education; such descriptions as 'honourable', 'shameful', 
'lovely', 'odious' must have had their source in the 'original constitution 
of the mind', if they were to be intelligible (173). Neither could morality 
be grounded in self-love or private interest; 'the voice of nature and 
experience seems plainly to oppose the selfish theory' (174). Moreover, 
he says, we often praise actions in other places or times which could not 
be remotely relevant to our self-interest. Sometimes we even approve of 
the actions of an adversary which could be contrary to our interests. 
Nevertheless, as he shows in Part II, the interest of each individual 
cannot be divorced from the general interest of the community: 

Usefulness is only a tendency to a certain end; and it is a contradiction 
in terms, that anything pleases as means to an end, where the end in no 
wise affects us. If usefulness, therefore, be a source of moral sent
iment, and if this usefulness be not always considered with a reference 
to self; it follows, that everything, which contributes to the happiness 
of society, recommends itself directly to our approbation and good
will. [178) 

Hume's position may still seem a little unclear. He has rejected 
self-love as the basis of morality but has stressed the interdependence of 
the individual's self-interest and that of society. And yet we may still 
approve of the actions of others even when they conflict with our 
interests. How does utility relate to the self? Why does public utility 
'please'? Hume's answer is to appeal to the notion of sympathy. What he 
means by this is explained in the Treatise on Human Nature (II, I, Section 
XI) in terms ofthe association of ideas. But in the Enquiry (179-190) he 
thinks of sympathy as arising directly from a capacity we all possess of 
putting ourselves, by means of our imagination, in the place of another 
person and of praising or blaming him for exhibiting qualities which 
would arouse in us pride or humiliation respectively if we possessed 
them. In other words through sympathy we experience the sentiments of 
humanity and benevolence. A man, says Hume (187), cannot be 
indifferent to the happiness or misery of his fellow beings. Whatever 
promotes their happiness is good, what tends to their misery is evil. And 
we discover from our experience that utility is in all circumstances a 
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source of approval - a 'foundation of the chief part of morals, which has 
a reference to mankind and our fellow-creatures' (188). 

Not surprisingly, Hume argues in Section VI that the sentiment of 
humanity and the moral sentiment are 'originally the same; since, in each 
particular, even the most minute, they are governed by the same laws, 
and are moved by the same objects' (193). Furthermore, the fact that we 
approve of such qualities as temperance, patience, presence of mind, and 
so on, which serve the possessor alone without claim to any public value, 
cannot be attributed to any theory of self-love on our part, but supports 
rather a doctrine of disinterested benevolence which ensures that there is 
no incompatibility in the community between morality and utility. 

In Part II of Section VI Hume seeks to support his theory further by 
reference to our regard for 'bodily endowments' and the 'goods of 
fortune'. In Section VII he examines qualities which appear to be valued 
for the immediate pleasure they bring to their possessor rather than for 
their utility: but he argues that in all such instances social sympathy 
operates and that there is therefore no inconsistency with his general 
theory. Similar considerations apply to qualities 'immediately agreeable 
to others' (Section VIII). [*These sections need not be studied closely. 
But at this stage you might find it worthwhile to read Appendix II 
carefully, where Hume sets out more extensive criticisms of the self-love 
theory in favour of the doctrine of disinterested benevolence; and then 
Section IX in which he summarizes the arguments developed in the 
Enquiry.] 

He can now return (Appendix I) to the question raised at the 
beginning of the Enquiry, namely whether the foundation of morals is to 
be sought in reason or sentiment. He recognises that reason has a role to 
play in assessing the consequences of actions and determining their 
utility, but he asserts that it is through sentiment that we gain insight into 
morality itself. In support of his view that reason cannot be the sole 
source of morals he offers five 'considerations'. (*These are summarized 
briefly here, but you should study his arguments carefully.) 

(1) (236-239) Reason, he says, can judge either of 'matters of fact' or 
'relations' (compare Chapter 4.4 above). But in the case of certain 
'crimes', for example ingratitude, it is the sentiment that determines their 
immorality. Morality cannot consist in the relation of actions to rules; to 
determine the 'rule of right', reason would have to start from a 
consideration of those very relations themselves. (*Note in particular his 
argument at the beginning of 239 and his definition of virtue and vice.) 

(2) (240-242) There is a distinction in method or procedure between 
'speculative' reasoning and moral deliberations. In the former we 
consider what is known and infer from it something which was previously 
unknown, whereas in the case of the latter all the objects and their 
relations must be known so that we base our approbation or blame on the 
total situation. 
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(3) (242) Moral beauty can be compared with natural beauty; in our 
apprehension of both, approval (or disapproval) arises from contempla
tion of the whole - and through the sentiments rather than by the 
intellectual faculties. 

(4) (243) If morality consisted merely in relations it would apply as much 
to inanimate objects as it does to moral agents. 

(5) (244-245) The ultimate ends of human actions can never be 
accounted for by reason. If you ask someone why he uses exercise he will 
say it is because he desires health, sickness is painful, and he hates pain. 
What more is there to be said? There can be no infinite progression: 
'something must be desirable on its own account, and because of its 
immediate accord or agreement with human sentiment and affection'. 

The bounds of reason and taste are thus easily ascertained. 'The 
former gives us knowledge of truth and falsehood: the latter gives the 
sentiment of beauty and deformity, vice and virtue' (246). It is only taste 
that can become a motive for action, in so far as it gives pleasure or pain 
and therefore happiness or misery. 'Cool and disengaged' reason can do 
no more than direct the impulse received from appetite or inclination. 
Hume is thus setting out a more moderate version of the assertion to be 
found in the Treatise (Bk II, Part III, Section III): 

We speak not strictly and philosophically, when we talk of the combat 
of passion and of reason. Reason is, and ought only to be, the slave of 
the passions, and can never pretend to any other office than to serve 
and obey them. 

·comment and criticisms 
(1) It is important that you should be clear about what Hume claims is 
the basis of morality. While it is reason which determines what is or is not 
'useful', reason is subordinated to sentiment (feeling) insofar as it is the 
latter which endows utility with moral worth. 

(2) Following on from the first point, it can be argued that Hume's 
psychological analysis is faulty. He seems to be committed to a 'bifurca
tion' of the self in the sense that reason and irrational sentiment are 
treated as distinct and separate elements in man, though they may 
'concur in almost all moral determinations and conclusions' (Enquiry, 
137). (You might compare his view of the self with that of Plato -though 
of course Plato stresses the primacy of reason whereas Hume's position is 
distinctly anti-intellectualistic.) His ethics is thus lacking in any recogni
tion that ethical decisions might perhaps be better regarded as being 
made by 'the whole man', an integrated personality in whom reason and 
the feelings are intimately fused. 
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(3) Another problem that needs to be examined concerns the two social 
virtues Hume discusses, namely benevolence and justice. We approve of 
the former, he says, because it is immediately pleasing and agreeable and 
not only for its utility. This seems to suggest that it is in part a person's 
disinterestedness or unselfishness, thus personal qualities, that lie at the 
basis of morality. Even if a course of action turned out not to be socially 
'useful' that action might still be morally approved of. In the case of 
justice, however, 'public utility is the sole origin ... and reflections on 
the beneficial consequences of this virtue are the sole foundation of its 
merit' (Enquiry 145). In the Treatise (Bk 3, II, 2) he also asserts that 'it is 
only from the selfishness and confined generosity of man, along with the 
scanty provision nature has made for his wants, that justice derives its 
origin' - though he makes it clear that he rejects the 'self-love' doctrine 
and that sympathy with the public interest is the source of moral approval 
of that virtue. Now given Hume's narrow interpretation of justice in 
terms of 'property' it can be argued that private and public interest have 
not been completely reconciled as between the two social virtues. (Do 
you agree with this? Come back to the question again after you have 
worked through the rest of this chapter [especially section 4] and Chapter 
6.2 and 6.3.) 

(4) It should be mentioned that Hume (Treatise, III, I, 1) is critical of 
attempts to derive 'value judgements' (for example, 'You ought to do 
this') from premises which are essentially factual (for example, 'This 
action produces happiness'). But it has often been suggested that Hume 
himself commits this fallacy in so far as he endows utility with moral 
worth and thus provides a basis for duty. This is another issue you will 
need to think about later (see especially 5. 7). There are at least two 
answers that might be made to this charge: (a) Hume did not in fact 
reject the move from 'is' to 'ought'. (This claim is difficult to sustain in 
view of the clear account he gives in the Treatise.) (b) Hume does stress 
the primacy of sentiment as the source of moral judgements. Our 
perception of duty is thus located in moral feeling and in particular in 
sympathy; and the question of an inference from an 'is' to an 'ought' does 
not therefore seem to arise. (This answer has more cogency.) 

(5) Lastly, you should note that the two strands in Hume's ethics, 
namely utility and sentiment, were developed, respectively by the 
'utilitarian' philosophers of the nineteenth century and the so-called 
'emotivists' in our own. But, whereas for Hume the 'feeling of approval' 
for actions which have pleasant consequences is shared by the majority 
and thus has an 'objective' aspect, some emotivist theories are neces
sarily subjectivist. Utilitarianism and emotivism will be discussed later. 
In the meantime we shall look at the moral philosophy of Kant who 
rejected both theories. 
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5.3 KANT AND DUTY 

Reading: The Moral Law: Kant's Groundwork of the Metaphysic of 
Morals (trans. and ed., H. J. Paton). This book, first published in 
1785, is demanding, but like Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics it is one 
of the most important contributions to moral philosophy ever 
written and deserves concentrated effort. Before tackling it you 
should read through again the brief summary of Kant's epistemology 
given in Chapter 4. Page references throughout will be to the 
numbers given in the margins of Paton's book and corresponding to 
the second edition of Kant's original text. 

You should note first of all what Kant is reacting against. In pages 89-95 
he discusses a central distinction between what he calls the autonomy and 
the heteronomy of the will. This can be explained in the following way. If 
I say I ought to do something because I want to gain or achieve 
something else (for example, tell the truth because I want to maintain my 
reputation), then I am said to be acting or willing heteronomously and 
thus, as Kant puts it, in accordance with a hypothetical imperative. But if 
I decide that I should not lie, regardless of any consequences, but simply 
because I recognise it as my duty to behave in this way, then I am said to 
be acting autonomously and in accordance with the categorical imperat
ive. This distinction lies at the heart of Kant's ethics. He goes on to 
distinguish further between two kinds of principles based on the assump
tion of heteronomy: (a) empirical principles which are dependent on 
such notions as moral sense, sympathy, and happiness itself; and (b) 
rational principles, which are grounded in the concept of some form of 
perfection. Thus he is clearly rejecting both the type of ethics repre
sented by Hume and that constructed by some of his rationalist German 
predecessors (Aristotle's ethics would also be open to the same criti
cism). But he does admit (93) that if he had to decide between moral 
sense and perfection the latter has the merit of being assessable by pure 
reason. 

We can now go back to the beginning of Kant's book. You will 
remember that in the Critique of Pure Reason he argued that human 
knowledge must be confined to the world of phenomena - 'things in 
themselves' are inaccessible- and that what knowledge we have results 
from the intuition of sensory data under the forms of space and time, 
which are then structured by a priori categories or principles of the 
understanding. In the Groundwork he holds that in the practical realm of 
ethics there is a similar synthetic a priori principle - the moral law -
which conditions our behaviour. Just as knowledge results from the 
interplay between the rational activity of the mind and the empirical 
realm, so here in morals we experience Reason in its practical aspect. His 
aim in this treatise, he says (in the Preface) is to prepare the way for a 



149 

Critique of Practical Reason by seeking out and establishing 'the 
supreme principle of morality'. (His Second Critique was in fact publ
ished three years later in 1788.) In chapters I and II Kant starts out from 
our everyday moral consciousness and attempts to lead back (by an 
'analytic' argument) to the fundamental principle which he thinks 
underpins moral judgements. In chapter III he undertakes an examina
tion of reason itself so as to pass to the supreme principle (by means of a 
'synthetic' argument) and thence back to our everyday judgements
thereby providing justification for the principle. 

Of all the qualities of mind man may possess, says Kant, there is only 
one which can be called good without qualification, namely a good will 
(p.l); and it is good intrinsically through its willing alone - not because it 
can lead to some end such as happiness (p.3). Indeed if the purpose of 
nature had been to bring about man's happiness, instinct would have 
been a surer guide than reason or will (p.S); reason's search for 
happiness does not lead to true contentment (p.6). The true function of 
reason must therefore be to produce a good will in itself, and therein lies 
its proper satisfaction (p.7). 

To make this notion of a will good in itself clearer, Kant devotes the 
next ten pages to an examination of the concept of duty which includes it. 
He firstly (p.9ff) distinguishes between actions which are performed for 
the sake of duty and those which are in accordance with duty; only the 
former have intrinsic moral worth. Consider these cases. A shopkeeper 
does not overcharge his customers. We help someone in distress. Right 
and proper, you may say, and certainly in accord with duty. However, it 
may well be that the shopkeeper's action stems from an immediate 
inclination (for example, 'love' for his customers), or from self-interest 
(his business will benefit). Likewise our action as the good Samaritan 
may be done because it gives us pleasure to spread happiness. In neither 
case, says Kant, does the action have genuine moral worth, because it is 
not performed from duty. He now introduces a second proposition 
(pp.13-14). The moral worth of an action done from duty does not lie in 
the purpose to be attained by it, but depends on what he calls the formal 
principle of volition by which it is determined. From these two general 
statements Kant derives a third proposition: 'Duty is the necessity to act 
out of reverence for the law' (p.l4). If we rule out both inclination and 
the anticipated effects of our actions as irrelevant to the moral worth of 
our actions, we are left only with the objective idea of law and a 
subjective feeling of reverence for it generated from within ourselves. 
("You should study Kant's footnote [pp.l6-17] carefully.) 

Kant now (pp.l7-20) proceeds to a notion central to his moral 
philosophy: the Categorical Imperative. What kind of law must it be, the 
thought of which is to determine a will that is to be good absolutely and 
without qualification? Kant's answer is that it must be a universal law; 
and the principle of action becomes 'I ought never to act except in such a 
way that I can also will that my maxim should become a universal law'. 
Suppose, for example, I make a promise but without intending to keep it. 
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It may be prudent (and to determine this, one would have to take 
account of the probable consequences for oneself of making false 
promises), but is it right? What would happen if everyone were to act in 
this way? Clearly, such a Jaw would be self-stultifying - there could be no 
promises at all- and I could have no reverence for it. 

Such an account, Kant concludes, is already implicit in the moral 
perceptions of the ordinary man. What the philosopher must do is to 
articulate these perceptions so as to make them more comprehensive and 
intelligible, thereby enabling the ordinary person to resist the claims of 
inclination and to reinforce the Jaw of duty (pp.21-24). 

In the early sections (pp.25-36) of chapter II Kant stresses: (1) that if 
morality is to have any truth or objective reference at all it must be valid 
for all rational beings (human or otherwise); (2) that it must be grounded 
in pure reason independently of experience (it would be quite mistaken 
to seek to base it on examples drawn from our experience - even our 
concept of God as the highest or archetypal good has to be derived from 
the Idea of moral perfection); (3) that ethics must therefore first be 
established on metaphysics before we seek to popularize it. The most 
important parts of the chapter, however, are Kant's discussion of 
imperatives (pp. 36--50), and his several formulations of the categorical 
imperative (pp. 50-81). 

Make sure you understand what he means by an 'imperative' 
(pp.37-8). As rational beings we have the capacity to act in accordance 
with objective moral principles (we have 'will', that is, 'practical' reason), 
but in so far as we are imperfectly rational we do not always do so. 
Objective principles therefore appear to us as 'necessitating', that is as 
obligatory, as commands. Such commands are expressed in terms of 
imperatives (characterized by an 'ought'). Imperatives are thus 'only 
formulae for expressing the relation of objective Jaws of willing to the 
subjective imperfection of the will of this or that rational being - for 
example, of the human will' (p.39). In the case of God or any holy or 
perfectly rational good will, imperatives are inapplicable. 

Kant's distinction between hypothetical and categorical imperatives, 
which we referred to above, is now introduced (p.40). ('For a first 
reading you could well pass over the subsequent discussion, pp. 40-50. 
Just note that he differentiates between several types of hypothetical 
imperative, and that while such imperatives are 'analytic', the categorical 
imperative is a 'synthetic a priori practical proposition'. We discussed 
this briefly in the chapter on Theory of Knowledge; Paton deals with it 
effectively on pp. 28 ff.) 

The more important issue at this stage is how the categorical impera
tive is actually applied. You will recall the problem, discussed earlier, 
whether it can be right to make a promise without intending to keep it. 
This helps to make clear his main formulation of the categorical 
imperative: 'Act only on that maximum through which you can at the 
same time will that it should become universal law' (p.52). (Note the 
alternative and subordinate formulation given in the same section.) Let 



151 

our maxim (that is, 'subjective principle of action') be 'I may make a 
promise with false intent'. To test it for moral validity we must ask 
whether this principle can be willed universally. Kant's answer is that it 
cannot, because if everybody behaved in this way the notion of 'promi
sing' would break down, would no longer have purchase, as it were. 
(*What kind of criterion is Kant proposing here? Study carefully the four 
illustrations he provides [pp.53-57]. Is the same test being applied in 
each case? This is a point we shall refer to again at the end of the chapter. 
Note also his rejection of teleology [pp.57-91.]) 

From pages 64 to 81 Kant introduces three further alternative formula
tions of the categorical imperative. We must be clear about the connec
tions between them and the first two formulations. When we act it is for 
some end. Only ends in themselves can be the proper object of morality; 
and since it is only rational beings that can exist as ends in themselves 
(*Why? - see section 66 and his footnote) the practical imperative can be 
formulated as: 'Act in such a way that you always treat humanity, whether 
in your own person or in the person of any other, never simply as a means, 
but always at the same time as an end' (pp.6&-7). Further, because we as 
rational beings are ends in ourselves we must act in accordance with a 
universal law which is self-imposed - which is the product of our own 
will. This gives rise to the fourth formulation of the imperative, namely 
that we should act so that our will can regard itself as at the same time 
making universal law through its maxim (pp. 69-74). From this Kant 
derives his final formula (pp. 74-7). Recognition of the rationality and 
autonomy we all possess must lead to the concept of a kingdom of ends, 
that is 'a systematic union of different rational beings under common 
laws'. This thus provides another test for the morality of legislation. 
Notice that Kant stresses only three of his formulations in his 'Review' 
(pp.79-81): (1) the formula of the Law of Nature (which is concerned 
with the form or universality of maxims); (2) the formula of the End in 
itself (which relates to the matter or end of the maxim); and (3) the 
formula of the Kingdom of Ends (which synthesizes both form and 
matter into a totality). (*Note Kant's short discussion of 'dignity' 
[pp.77-9] and his review of the whole argument [pp.81-7], which is 
summarized well by Paton.) 

The remaining sections (pp. 87-96) of the chapter deal with the 
autonomy and heteronomy of the will which we discussed above. 

In chapter III Kant is concerned to show that a categorical imperative 
is possible only on the presupposition that rational, willing beings are 
free: 'ought' implies 'can'. This raises a particular difficulty that relates 
back to the arguments and conclusions of the Critique of Pure Reason 
(see our chapter on the Theory of Knowledge). As rational free agents 
how can we at the same time be members of both the 'noumenal' 
(intelligible) and 'phenomenal' (sensible) worlds? How can freedom and 
necessity be reconciled? Kant notes further that it is impossible for us to 
have knowledge of the intelligible world, and that we can explain neither 
freedom itself nor our 'interest' in moral laws - how an Idea (of moral 
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law) can give rise to what is essentially based in moral feeling. (*We shall 
not discuss Kant's account further here. The problems of freedom and 
'reality' will be examined in Chapter 10 of this book. But note Kant's 
point that the Idea of an intelligible world, although incomprehensible, is 
yet unconditionally and practically necessary, that is, essential for 
morality.) 

•comment and criticisms 
While it is to Kant's credit that, unlike Hume, he accords a proper place 
to the 'practical' reason, he is often criticized for having gone to the other 
extreme. His moral philosophy is formalistic and austere. We may feel it 
to be contrary to our ordinary notions of what it is to be good that Kant 
should deny that description to a man acting out of love for his 
neighbour. But it is of course Kant's declared aim to identify the formal 
element in moral judgements; and it is in consequence of this that he 
singles out action for the sake of duty as the basis of the good will. This, 
however, lays him open to the objection that he has virtually defined 
goodness in terms of duty. This is certainly questionable; and indeed, as 
history has shown, many an action has been performed in the name of 
duty which we regard as distasteful if not evil. Does not moral philosophy 
first require an objective standard in terms of which our intentions, our 
actions themselves, or their consequences can be assessed? In the light of 
these general comments there are two aspects of his ethics which you 
should consider critically. 

(1) Whether or not an action has been done for the sake of duty in a 
strict sense (and thus can be regarded as emanating from a good will) can 
be determined, according to Kant, by the application of the categorical 
imperative. The central difficulty here, however, is whether it can be 
shown that the maximum on which we act is universalizable. It is not 
entirely clear from the many concrete examples Kant examines whether 
the test is absence of contradiction or, less rigorously, one of 'work
ability'. The difficulty with this approach is that the criterion seems to 
vary, depending upon the empirical circumstances of the case. The 
concept of 'not being able' is insufficiently clear. Have a look again at the 
many examples Kant discusses, with reference to his three main formula
tions of the categorical imperative. 

(2) The second point relates to the last of Kant's formulations, namely 
that which refers to the 'kingdom of ends'. Now there is a close link 
between this concept and that of the perfect good (summum bonum). 
Kant has made it clear that happiness is not the ground of the moral law, 
but he also claims that the pursuit of virtue, that is, the good, will in due 
course also lead to happiness. There is not of course a logically necessary 
connection between the search for virtue and the production of happi
ness. And indeed as physical objects in the phenomenal world we may in 
fact achieve neither. It is for this reason that Kant's postulates of 
immortality and God in the Critique of Pure Reason are so relevant to his 
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moral philosophy; for it is only on the assumption that the soul is 
immortal that we can think in terms of the possibility that holiness can be 
achieved. Moreover, the postulation of God Kant sees as a precondition 
for the necessary (although synthetic) connection between happiness and 
virtue. Does this mean then that, after all, Kant is really appealing to an 
absolute Good as the ground of morality prior to that of duty? We can 
also question whether happiness and virtue can be so sharply separated. 
(You might compare Aristotle's treatment of 'well-being' here.) If we 
suppose that the pursuit of virtue will in due course lead to happiness, 
can we completely disregard the possibility of happiness, albeit in a 
'future life', as a motivating factor when we do our 'duty'? Is there not 
therefore a teleological element in Kant's otherwise deontological 
ethics? (Compare Hare below, 5.7) At the very least we can say there is a 
certain tension between our recognition of duty as revealed through the 
formalism of the categorical imperative and the anticipation of happiness 
as implicit in the metaphysical postulate of God. 

5.4 MILL'S UTILITARIANISM 

Reading: J. S. Mill, Utilitarianism 

Utilitarianism did not originate with John Stuart Mill (1806-1873). As 
you have seen, the doctrine of 'utility' was adhered to by Hume but only 
in the context of his intuitionism. The utilitarian aspects of his system 
were subsequently taken over by later thinkers and received what was 
perhaps their fullest - if somewhat uncritical - exposition by the notable 
reformer Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832). But it is with Mill that utilita
rianism is nowadays particularly identified. His essay was in fact written 
in answer to criticisms of his father's moral philosophy, which was closely 
associated with Bentham's system, but with some recognition of its 
weaknesses in theory and application. 

Chapter I is introductory. Mill here sets out his explicitly teleological 
position: 

All action is for the sake of some end, and rules of action, it seems 
natural to suppose, must take their whole character and colour from 
the end to which they are subservient. [para. 2] 

But how are these ends to be determined? According to Hume the 
intuitionist it is through sentiment, a moral sense, that we discover what 
is right or wrong; reason cannot provide us with a proof. But intuitionism 
(and he would include the intuitionist element inHume's ethics here) is 
rejected by Mill, as is any theory which claims that ultimate principles are 
known a priori (para. 3) (*Consider carefully his criticism of Kant in 
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para. 4. Do you agree with Mill's point that to apply the categorical 
imperative is no more than to test a rule by reference to the conse
quences of its universal adoption? Does this show the untenability of 
Kant's premisses?) Indeed, questions of ultimate ends are not amenable 
to direct proof at all. 'Whatever can be proved to be good, must be so by 
being shown to be a means to something admitted to be good without 
proof (para. 5). Nevertheless, he claims that it is possible to discover 
through the exercise of reason 'considerations . . . equivalent to proof 
which enable us to accept or reject the utilitarian theory. But before he 
examines these considerations he discusses ( ch. II) what is meant by 
utilitarianism and how it has been misunderstood. 

Two misconceptions are referred to in the first paragraph: (a) that 
utility should be opposed to pleasure; (b) that by pleasure is meant 
voluptuousness. Mill first of all sets out (para. 2) a broadly Benthamite 
formulation of utilitarianism: 

The creed which accepts as the foundation of morals, Utility, or the 
Greatest Happiness Principle, holds that actions are right in propor
tion as they tend to promote happiness, wrong as they tend to produce 
the reverse of happiness. By happiness is intended pleasure, and the 
absence of pain; by unhappiness, pain, and the privation of pleasure. 

He then devotes paragraphs 3-8 to an analysis of pleasure and what it 
involves. You should note the following points. Pleasures should be 
distinguished not only in terms of quantity but with reference to their 
quality. 'It is quite compatible with the principle of utility to recognise 
the fact, that some kinds of pleasure are more desirable and more 
valuable than others' (para. 4). To determine which are the most 
desirable pleasures we must consult those people who are 'highly 
endowed' and make the fullest use of their 'higher faculties'. Such people 
may have experience of suffering and may not easily achieve happiness, 
yet they may be content. 'It is better to be a human being dissatisfied than 
a pig satisfied; better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied' 
(para. 6). If a person should choose the lower pleasure while yet 
appreciating the intrinsic superiority of the higher, this must be due to 
infirmity of character. 'It may be questioned whether any one who has 
remained equally susceptible to both classes of pleasures, ever knowingly 
and calmly preferred the lower; though many, in all ages, have broken 
down in an ineffectual attempt to combine both' (para. 7). (*You might 
consider here how far Mill's discussion of higher pleasures, the man of 
'higher faculties', and of moral weakness is reminiscent of Plato's 
treatment of these issues in The Republic). 

Paragraphs 9 and 10 are important in so far as Mill introduces the 
wider issue of the individual in the context of society: the utilitarian 
standard 'is not the agent's own greatest happiness, but the greatest 
amount of happiness altogether'. Indeed, he goes further and makes the 
pursuit of happiness the standard of morality (see para. 10). 
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The rest of the chapter is devoted to Mill's replies to a number of 
objections. You should find his discussion quite straightforward. Particu
lar note, however, should be taken of the point raised in paragraph 15 
concerning self-sacrifice. An individual may well be willing to do without 
happiness for the sake of something he prizes more: but what of the 
circumstance in which one sacrifices his own happiness so as to serve that 
of others? (para. 16). This can only occur in an imperfect world, says 
Mill, but the readiness to make such a sacrifice is man's highest virtue. 
He recognises the so-called paradox of hedonism, that 'the conscious 
ability to do without happiness gives the best prospect of realising such 
happiness as is attainable' (ibid.). And he adds that the sacrifice has 
value only if it increases or tends to increase the sum total of happiness. 

Now let us suppose that an individual does choose to behave in 
accordance with the moral standard- whatever it may be. Why should 
he? What is its sanction? What is the source of its obligation, its binding 
force? Why am I bound to promote the general happiness? If my own 
happiness lies in something else, why may I not give that the preference? 
Such questions form the content of chapter III and relate particularly to 
the problem of self-sacrifice. Mill distinguishes between external and 
internal sanctions. By external sanctions (para. 3) he means 'the hope of 
favour and the fear of displeasure, from our fellow-creatures or from the 
Ruler of the Universe', together with our feelings of sympathy for them 
or of awe for God. Such sanctions, strengthened by the possibility of 
reward or punishment, will become available to enforce the utilitarian 
morality once it is accepted by society. The internal sanction is then 
identified as a disinterested, subjective feeling in our minds, which arises 
when we violate our duty; and as such is the essence of Conscience 
(paras. 4 & 5). Note that for Mill this feeling of moral obligation is not 
innate but acquired, and susceptible of being 'cultivated in almost any 
direction' (para. 8). So what determines the conscience to be used 
positively? Mill's answer (para. 10) is to appeal to a 'powerful natural 
sentiment', namely, 

the social feeling of mankind; the desire to be in unity with our fellow 
creatures, which is already a powerful principle in human nature, and 
happily one of those which tend to become stronger, even without 
express inculcation, from the influences of advancing civilisation. The 
social state is at once so natural, so necessary, and so habitual to man, 
that, except in some unusual circumstances or by an effort of voluntary 
abstraction, he never conceives himself otherwise than as a member of 
a body; and this association is riveted more and more, as mankind are 
further removed from the state of savage independence. 

Mill is clearly an optimist; he believes in progress. As society evolves, its 
members will increasingly come to recognise the inseparability of their 
respective interests. (*Mill's full account [paras. 9 & 10] of the moral and 
political growth of society and the human mind should be studied 
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carefully and compared with Burne's views on the individual in society. 
Note, by the way, the point made about freedom and individuality at the 
end of para. 9; this issue will be taken up when we come to deal with 
Political Philosophy.) 

Chapter IV of Utilitarianism is concerned with 'proofs' of utilitarian 
principles, or 'considerations ... equivalent to proof', as he put it in 
chapter I. Mill first (para. 2) restates the utilitarian position: 

Questions about ends are ... questions what things are desirable. 
The utilitarian doctrine is, that happiness is desirable, and the only 
thing desirable, as an end; all other things being only desirable as a 
means to that end. 

The first paragraph of his 'proof;' is designed to show that happiness is 
one of the ends of morality; and it is an argument which has led to much 
critical comment: 

The only proof capable of being given that an object is visible, is that 
people actually see it, the only proof that a sound is audible is that 
people hear it; and so of the other sources of experience. In like 
manner, I apprehend, the sole evidence it is possible to produce that 
anything is desirable, is that people do actually desire it. [para. 3) 

The second part of the 'proof', in which he tries to show that it is only 
happiness which is desirable, is developed in paras 4-10. The initial 
problem is that people often desire other things, for example virtue. The 
essence of Mill's argument to counter this is that when people appear to 
desire virtue disinterestedly it is ultimately because it is conducive to 
happiness. Happiness is in reality 'not an abstract idea, but a concrete 
whole'; it is made up of many elements (para. 6). Virtue is one of these 
goods. But while it was not 'naturally and originally' part of the 'end' 
which we might seek, we have come to feel it as a good in itself as a result 
of its association with the pleasure it gives rise to (paras. 5-7). Happiness 
is the only thing which is really desired for its own sake; and this can be 
backed up, he thinks, by observing ourselves and others. This in effect 
constitutes a third stage in his 'proof' (para. 10). 

The final chapter (V) sets out Mill's views on justice - a concept you 
have already come across in the sections on Plato, Aristotle, and Hume. 
You should not find his account difficult. In fact Mill seems to have 
moved little from Burne's position. In the first three paragraphs he 
argues against the view of justice as being a human instinct; even if it 
were it would still need to be 'controlled and enlightened' by reason as 
other instincts are. So how do we account for the 'subjective mental 
feeling' of justice? Throughout the next main section of the chapter Mill 
lists a number of different kinds of unjust action (you can be left to read 
these for yourself), and by comparing these types he concludes that they 
appear to have little in common. So he now embarks on a short survey of 
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the history of the concept, its etymology and its relationship with law and 
the general notion of moral obligation. His conclusion is that justice 
'implies something which it is not only right to do, but which some 
individual person can claim from us as his moral right' (final para., 
section 2). Justice thus differs from virtues such as generosity and 
beneficence, which we are not morally bound to practise towards other 
individuals. He goes on, in the third section of the chapter, to show that 
the sentiments which give rise to the idea of justice are rooted in 'the 
impulse of self-defence and the feeling of sympathy' (para. 4, section 3). 
His intelligence joined with this power of sympathizing with other human 
beings enables a man 'to attach himself to the collective idea of his tribe, 
his country, or mankind, in such a manner that any act hurtful to them 
raises his instinct of sympathy, and urges him to resistance' (para. 5, 
section 3). The sentiment of justice is thus 'the natural feeling of 
retaliation or vengeance, rendered by intellect and sympathy applicable 
to those injuries ... which wound us through, or in common with, 
society at large' (para. 6, section 3). Mill makes the social relevance of 
justice even more explicit in para. 7: 

If [a person] does not feel [resentment] - if he is regarding the act 
solely as it affects his individually - he is not consciously just; he is not 
concerning himself about the justice of his action. 

And you should note particularly his appropriation of Kant's imperative, 
'So act, that thy rule of conduct might be adopted as a law by all rational 
beings', for his own utilitarian ethics: 

To give any meaning to Kant's principle, the sense put upon it must be, 
that we ought to shape our conduct by a rule which all rational being 
might adopt with benefit to their collective interest. [ibid.] 

Thus, concludes Mill (para. 8, section 3), 'the idea of justice supposes 
two things; a rule of conduct, and a sentiment which sanctions the rule'. 
The first is supposed to be common to mankind, and intended for their 
good; the second is a desire that offenders against the rule should be 
punished, but a feeling which derives its morality from the concept of 
'intelligent self-interest' and its 'energy of self-assertion' from the human 
'capacity of enlarged sympathy'. 

The remaining two sections of the chapter are devoted to (1) an 
examination of a number of particular cases which arouse disagreement 
as to what is just and unjust; (2) a discussion of whether there is, in the 
last analysis, a fundamental difference between justice and social expe
diency. His answer is summarized with particular clarity in the two final 
paragraphs of the last section. All cases of justice, he says, are also cases 
of expediency, but the former covers certain 'social utilities' which are 
vastly more important, absolute, and imperative than any others are as a 
class, and which are 'guarded by a sentiment not only different in degree, 
but different in kind'. 
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*Comments and criticisms 
Mill rejects both a priori rationalism and intuitionist ethics. His criterion 
for the rightness or wrongness of actions is the goodness or badness of 
their consequences; and this is assessed in terms of the amount of 
pleasure or happiness thereby produced. He is not, however, a 'classical' 
utilitarian for whom society is seen as an aggregate of individuals each 
seeking to achieve his own best interests, the result of which would be to 
bring about 'the greatest happiness of the greatest number'. For Mill 
society is essentially 'organic'. Certainly he lays considerable emphasis 
on personal liberty, but like Aristotle he implicitly argues for a much 
closer identification between the individual and society. Likewise he 
takes care to distinguish between different qualities of pleasure as well as 
quantities. Again there is much in common here between Mill and 
Aristotle's concept of eudaimonia. But there are a number of difficulties 
in his system which need to be looked at carefully. 

(1) Has he adequately reconciled private with public interest? Why 
should an individual sacrifice his own welfare for that of the general 
good? As we have seen, according to Mill the feeling of moral obligation 
to others has been so inculcated in us by society that the conflicts which 
inevitably arise in an imperfect world can be rationalized when we 
recognise altruism as a genuine moral motive. It must, however, be 
asked whether this modification of Benthamite utilitarianism is consi
stent with Mill's concern for liberty. Can he entirely escape the twin 
dangers of indoctrination and paternalism (as when it is said, 'you will be 
made to behave in a way conducive to the good of society without regard 
for yourself, or 'you will be made to behave in a way which will be in 
your own best interest without regard to your personal wishes')? Come 
back to this issue again after you have read Ch. 6.4. 

(2) Mill's point that pleasures differ in quality and that quantity alone 
must not be the sole measure of 'goodness' is undoubtedly an improve
ment on that of Bentham. But by what criterion is the value of a pleasure 
to be judged? The pleasures of the intellect, feelings, imagination, and 
the moral sentiments must be prized more highly that those of mere 
sensation, he says. And this is because a distinction can be made between 
happiness and contentment. Mill does not, however, go all the way with 
Aristotle and introduce the notion of man's proper function or end. The 
only reason he gives (ch. IV) for advocating the pursuit of the 'higher' 
pleasures is that most sensitive and sensible people do actually pursue 
them. Because people do actually desire such pleasures they must be 
desirable. Some philosophers, especially G. E. Moore, have accused Mill 
here of circularity and, more generally, have criticized utilitarians for 
committing the 'naturalistic fallacy' in that they have attempted to derive 
moral principles from non-moral factual judgements (compare 5.2 
above). It is certainly arguable that what Mill actually meant- but did 
not make sufficiently clear - is that if we want to know what kinds of 
pleasures are rated highly in our society we should look to see what 
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people (especially those whom we admire and rate highly as human 
beings) do actually desire. He is not saying that happiness ought to be 
desired; only that as a matter of fact most human beings find it more 
satisfying to strive for the higher things in life and aspire to the condition 
of a Socrates, albeit dissatisfied, rather than that of a contented pig. 
Whether there are alternatives to the utilitarian philosophy itself is of 
course a different and wider issue which it is the purpose of this chapter 
to help you to consider. 

(3) Note also the connected problems of determining (a) the conse
quences of actions, and (b) the quantification of the happiness they are 
deemed to bring about. Try to think of some particular examples. Can 
we always be sure of what is a consequence? What of the long-term as 
opposed to the immediate consequences? How long should we wait to 
find out? Or should we argue from the basis of historical precedent. 
(Note the problem of inductive reasoning referred to in the last chapter.) 
As for quantification, can happiness or pleasures be 'measured'? Would 
it be better for, say, ten people to be very happy or, for twenty people to 
be moderately happy? 

( 4) An important disagreement between some commentators concerns 
the status of the principles advocated by Mill. A distinction has been 
made in particular by, the influential American political philosopher 
John Rawls, between 'act-utilitarianism' and 'rule-utilitarianism'. The 
former interprets 'actions' to mean particular sorts of actions, while the 
rule-utilitarian thinks in terms of either possible rules or actual rules 
found operating in society. Whether the distinction is important for an 
understanding of Mill's own philosophy is debatable. But it is important 
to be aware of the distinction if you are assessing the tenability of 
utilitarianism as such. Thus if we consider, for example, the making of a 
promise to someone, the act-utilitarian might decide that he should keep 
his promise because the long-term effects in the particular case would be 
harmful (but compare point [2] above). The rule-utilitarian, however, 
might well think that the general principle that promises should not be 
broken outweighs in terms of consequences any consideration that might 
apply to the particular case. The difficulty here of course is that given the 
premisses of utilitarianism the rigid following of rules can lead both to 
inconsistency and to formalism. Moreover it can be objected that every 
case is unique. (You will find a further reference to this distinction in 
5.7). What then is Mill's position? This is not easy to determine; he 
certainly does not discuss the distinction any more explicitly than Hume 
does (Treatise, Bk III, II, 2-4). (He is usually regarded as an act
utilitarian, but his interpretations of Kant (in cbs II and V) do provide 
some support for those who would see him as a rule-utilitarian. (See also 
his references to rules inch. II and of 'rules of conduct' inch. V.) 

Despite the differences between their respective theories of ethics, the 
philosophers we have looked at so far in this chapter share a commitment 
to some form of 'objectivism'. For Kant morality is grounded in an 
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absolute universal law self-imposed by and applicable to all imperfectly 
rational beings as a categorical imperative. The teleological systems of 
both Hume and Mill likewise have an objective aspect. According to 
Hume actions which give rise to pleasant consequences arouse the 
sentiment of moral approval in the majority. There is thus a common 
agreement as to what is approved of. Similarly, for Mill the principle of 
rule-utilitarianism (if we interpret his ethics in this way) is the objective 
standard applicable universally, even though the actual rules may vary 
from society to society and thus are ethically relative. The philosophers 
we shall be examining in the next two sections, however - Friedrich 
Nietzsche (1844-1900) and Sartre- may both be thought of as having 
propounded subjectivist theories of ethics. Both, moreover, are noted 
for their literary styles. In contrast to the measured tones of Hume or 
Mill, or the heavy academicism of Kant, much of Nietzsche's writing is 
terse and passionate, replete with metaphor and aphorism. But whereas 
Nietzsche is clear, Sartre in his major philosophical works (though not in 
his novels and plays or lesser philosophical essays) is at times notoriously 
obscure. 

5.5 NIETZSCHE AND THE 'WILL TO POWER' 

Reading: On the Genealogy of Morals; Beyond Good and Evil. 
These two books (1886 and 1887 respectively), together with Thus 
Spake Zarathustra (1883--5), are generally regarded as Nietzsche's 
most important works and are the texts one should read for an 
understanding of his ethics. Although Beyond Good and Evil is the 
prescribed text for the JMB, it has not been possible to include an 
account in this chapter. However, the main themes of the book, 
which consists of a series of aphorisms and essays, receive a more 
systematic exposition in On the Genealogy of Morals; and if you are 
working for the JMB examination you should find the discussion of 
the latter work, when used in conjunction with the editor's notes to 
Beyond Good and Evil quite adequate as an introduction. 

In the First Essay Nietzsche sets out to discover the origin of morals and 
in particular the concept of 'good'. Rejecting the attempts of certain 
'English psychologists' to derive the notion from the utility of unegoistic 
actions, he shows that goodness as a value was created by the aristocrats, 
the nobility, to differentiate themselves from the 'low-minded, common 
and plebeian' herd whom they designated as 'bad' (Sections 1-2). It is 
thus men who are good or bad in this sense. How then did 'good' come to 
be applied to actions and assessed in terms of their utility? Nietzsche 
provides an answer in terms of his concept of ressentiment ('resentment'). 
The masses come to fear the aristocrats, and in opposition to the latter's 
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affirmation of beauty, nobility, fullness of life they come to assert their 
own system of values: 

The slave revolt in morality begins when ressentiment itself becomes 
creative and gives birth to values: the ressentiment of natures that are 
denied the true reaction, that of deeds, and compensate themselves 
with an imaginary revenge. While every noble morality develops from 
a triumphant affirmation of itself, slave morality from the outset says 
No to what is 'outside', what is 'different', what is 'not-itself; and this 
No is its creative deed. This inversion of the value-positing eye - this 
need to direct one's view outward instead of back to oneself- is of the 
essence of ressentiment. In order to exist, slave morality always first 
needs a hostile external world; it needs, physiologically speaking, 
external stimuli in order to act at all - its action is fundamentally 
reaction. [Sec. 10] 

Nietzsche thus distinguishes between two 'levels' or kinds of morality: 
that of the nobles and that of the herd - a 'master-morality' opposed to a 
'slave-morality'. The aristocrats see the slaves as 'bad': but for the herd 
blinded by ressentiment the nobles are 'evil' (11). The term 'good' thus 
also comes to have a double meaning. In the master-morality good is 
strength, authenticity, self-affirmation. In the herd-morality, however, it 
is identified wth meekness, sympathy, humility- as epitomized in parti
cular by Christianity (13-15). These two sets of opposing values ('good 
and bad', 'good and evil') have been engaged in a fearful struggle for 
thousands of years, says Nietzsche (16), and indeed may coexist within 
the same individual (10): 

One might even say that [the struggle] has risen ever higher and thus 
become more and more profound and spiritual; so that today there is 
perhaps no more decisive mark of a 'higher nature', a more spiritual 
nature, than that of being divided in this sense and a genuine 
battleground of these opposed valued. [16] 

There is no room, according to Nietzsche, for absolute or universal moral 
systems (such as that of Kant). The herd is welcome to its own set of 
values - be it grounded in Christianity, utility, or whatever; and it can be 
left to philosophers to determine the order of rank among values. But for 
Nietzsche the primary aim must be to rise above herd-morality, beyond 
Good and Evil, to create a higher value for himself. 

The Second Essay is concerned with such notions as 'guilt' and 'bad 
conscience', which are characteristic of the man of ressentiment. In 
Sections 1-15 Nietzsche examines and criticizes several accounts of how 
they may have originated. His brilliant analysis of 'punishment' (12-13) 
is particularly worth looking at (his approach has much in common with 
that of Wittgenstein in the present century). He argues 'our naive 
genealogists of law and morals' have thought that the procedures or 
customs of punishment were invented for the purpose of punishing. In 
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fact the 'meaning' of punishment (he calls it the 'fluid' element) arose 
very much later in culture than these customs and was projected and 
interpreted into them; and, moreover, 'punishment' does not possess just 
one meaning but 'a whole synthesis of meanings' or utilities - the most 
essential of which in the popular consciousness is that it is supposed to 
'possess the value of awakening the feeling of guilt in the guilty person' 
(14). But, on the contrary, argues Nietzsche, punishment does not sting 
the conscience; among criminals this is rare, rather it makes men hard 
and cold, it sharpens their feeling of alienation, strengthens their power 
of resistance. This leads on (16) to a central notion- that of 'internaliza
tion', by which he means the turning inward, the repressing, of human 
instincts that cannot discharge themselves outwardly. (A comparison 
with Freud is of interest here, although he interpreted repression in 
terms of sexuality.) Nietzsche refers particularly to the instinct for 
freedom. Restricted and confined by the narrowness of custom and 
political power (with its capacity to inflict punishment), man the animal 
in the course of time turned back on himself that very wildness and 
freedom he had sought to give full rein to. And it is through this 
internalization that the bad conscience arises (17). Nietzsche goes on to 
argue (22) that in order 'to drive his self-torture to its most gruesome 
pitch of severity and rigor' man postulates a holy God, who is both Judge 
and Hangman, before whom he can present himself as guilty, and by 
whom he will be condemned to an eternity of torment in hell. Herein lies 
a madness of the will, a sickness in man. (By contrast with what he 
intends to be a Christian concept of God Nietzsche says [23] that the 
Greeks used their gods- 'those reflections of noble and autocratic men, 
in whom the animal in man felt deified' - to ward off the 'bad conscience' 
and to rejoice in their freedom of soul. Moreover, so far from punishing 
man for his evil deeds they nobly took the guilt upon themselves by 
admitting that he must have been a god who led him astray.) 

It is important for an appreciation of Nietzsche's ethics that the bad 
conscience should not be understood negatively - solely in terms of its 
initial painfulness and ugliness (18). It is certainly an illness, but only as 
pregnancy is an illness (19). 

For fundamentally it is the same active force that is at work on a 
grander scale in those artists of violence and organizers who build 
states, and that here, internally, on a smaller and pettier scale, directed 
backward, in the 'labyrinth of the breast', to use Goethe's expression, 
creates for itself a bad conscience and builds negative ideals - namely, 
the instinct for freedom (in my language; the will to power); only here 
the material upon which the form-giving and ravishing nature of this 
force vents itself is man himself, his whole ancient animal self- and 
not, as in that greater and more obvious phenomenon, some other 
man, other men. This secret self-ravishment, this artists' cruelty, this 
delight in imposing a form upon oneself as a hard, recalcitrant, 
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suffering material and in burning a will, a critique, a contradiction, a 
contempt, a No into it, this uncanny, dreadfully joyous labour of a soul 
voluntarily at odds with itself that makes itself suffer out of joy in 
making suffer - eventually this entire active 'bad conscience' - you 
will have guessed it - as the womb of all ideal and imaginative 
phenomena, also brought to light an abundance of strange new beauty 
and affirmation, and perhaps beauty itself- After all, what would be 
'beautiful' if the contradiction had not first become conscious of itself, 
if the ugly had not first said to itself: 'I am ugly'? 

We can now see, after reading the first and second essays, that what 
Nietzsche is looking towards is an affirmation of life, which while it may 
grow out of the 'bad conscience' yet passes beyond it, transcending the 
good and evil of 'herd morality'. This will make it possible for the 
'yea-sayer' to create his own values - necessary if he is ultimately to 
reach that higher state exemplified by Nietzsche's mythical 'Superior 
Man' (Ubermensch) and described poetically in his Thus spake Zarathus
tra. As he says in The Genealogy of Morals (Second Essay, 24): 

Some day, in a stronget age than this decaying, self-doubting present, 
he must yet come to us, the redeeming man of great love and contempt, 
the creative spirit whose compelling strength will not let him rest in any 
aloofness or any beyond, whose isolation is misunderstood by the 
people as if it were flight from reality- while it is only his absorbtion, 
immersion, penetration into reality, so that, when he one day emerges 
again into the light, he may bring home the redemption of this reality: 
its redemption from the curse that the hitherto reigning ideal has laid 
upon it. This man of the future, who will redeem us not only from the 
hitherto reigning ideal but also from that which was bound to grow out 
of it, the great nausea, the will to nothingness, nihilism; this bell-stroke 
of noon and of the great decision that liberates the will again and 
restores its goal to the earth and his hope to man; this Antichrist and 
antinihilist; this victor over God and nothingness- he must come one 
day. 

It is in the light of such notions as liberation, victory, affirmation of life 
that we can understand the oft-quoted Nietzschean phrase 'the will to 
power'. 

Nietzsche's discussion of 'ascetic ideals' in his Third essay reinforces 
his central theme. (Space precludes an extensive account, but you should 
find the main points clear enough.) The human will, he says (1), has 'a 
horror of a vacuum': it needs a goal, that is a purpose, a sense of 
meaningfulness in life, and 'it will rather will nothingness than not will'. 
In the course of the Essay Nietzsche shows how the 'great, fruitful, 
inventive spirits' (particularly philosophers) (8) have sought to achieve 
this goal through the exercise of poverty, humility, or chastity in their 
lives and achievements. (Note that he is, however, scathingly critical of 
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'artists'- see Sections 2-5, 25.) But herein lies paradox. The ascetic 
ideal, while 'world-denying, hostile to life, suspicious of the senses, freed 
from sensuality' (10), is inherently self-contradictory. For while the 
ascetic 'priest' (as Nietzsche terms the incarnate desire of man to be 
different) is apparently the enemy of life- the denier or 'nay-sayer'
and like the 'bad conscience' epitomizes man's 'sickliness', yet at the 
same time the priest 'is among the greatest conserving and yes-creating 
forces of life' (13). 

The No he says to life brings to light, as if by magic, an abundance of 
tender Yeses; even when he wounds himself, this master of destruc
tion, of self-destruction- the very wound itself afterward compels him 
to live. [13] 

(For a fuller account of the 'ascetic priest' and the self-contradictory 
nature of the ascetic life you should read Section 11.) For all his 
weaknesses, therefore, such an individual is the spearhead of mankind: 
he shows the disgruntled, underprivileged and unfortunate herd mean
ing, salvation, a way forward to a fuller life. What that meaning might 
be, for what end or why man wills, what he wills with - these questions 
are subordinate to the central fact that the will itself is saved (28). 

"Comments and criticisms 
It is not surprising, in the light of his general conclusion, that Nietzsche 
should have embraced a form of pragmatism in his views on truth and 
knowledge. The test of truth is its value for life. The desire for 
knowledge, like the transcending of conventional morality, must be 
understood as a manifestation of the Will to Power. Nietzsche's moral 
philosophy is thus clearly opposed to the deontological rationalism of 
Kant; absolute standards are postulated by philosophers who are hor
rified by a vacuum. He must equally reject utilitarianism as a valid ethic; 
pleasure is neither what men seek nor the test of right actions, but is what 
men experience as their power increases, while pain, viewed negatively, 
occurs when the Will to Power is blocked or frustrated, but, viewed 
affirmatively, is the catalyst for further progress, for further 'self
overcoming'. 

As your reading of Nietzsche has probably been limited to the 
Genealogy of Morals, your understanding of his achievement has a whole 
must necessarily be incomplete. We have said nothing, for example, 
about his theory of eternal recurrence, and references to his central 
concept of the Will to Power have perhaps been a little superficial. In any 
case the unsystematic and wide ranging nature of his writings have led to 
many divergent interpretations of his philosophy. Criticisms here must 
therefore be tentative. But in general we suggest you think about the 
following two points. 

(1) Nietzsche contrasts the self-created values of the 'aristocrats' with 
herd morality, as higher is contrasted with lower. But what are these 
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'revalued' values? How are they to be differentiated from those of the 
herd? Nietzsche seems to understand them only as the means whereby 
man is enabled to move ever upwards on the ascending path so that he 
may eventually achieve the status of the Superior Man. But the Superior 
Man is described as being 'integrated', 'creative', 'life-affirming' -terms 
which if they are evaluative at all would seem to presuppose some kind of 
'objective' criterion. It is therefore a point for discussion whether our 
description of Nietzsche as 'subjectivist' is entirely appropriate. Is he not 
himself after all propounding a universal or absolutist moral system? 

(2) Nietzsche's approach in the Genealogy of Morals is broadly psycho
logical. But it is on this basis that he contructs what is essentially a 
hypothesis to account for the emergence of the 'higher' man and the 
possibility of the Superior Man. Although not perhaps a central philoso
phical issue. Nietzsche's interpretation of history and, in particular, of 
Christianity are open to question and should be looked at critically. 

5.6 SARTRE AND AUTHENTICITY 

Reading: Existentialism and Humanism, Being and Nothingness, 
Part III 

Sartre's contribution to ethics is bold and uncompromising. He may 
perhaps be seen as taking Nietzsche's 'individualism' to the ultimate. 
Unfortunately, the conclusions he comes to in Existentialism and 
Humanism (1946) are inconsistent with his general metaphysics and 
ontology as set out in his major work Being and Nothingness (1943), and 
he subsequently repudiated them. But, as we shall see, the arguments of 
Being and Nothingness seem to rule out the possibility of ethics at all; and 
it is in a still later work the Critique of Dialectical Reason (1960) (to be 
discussed briefly in 6.4) that Sartre claims to have found a way through 
the impasse. (*It is for this reason that if you wish to gain an adequate 
understanding of Sartre's moral philosophy you should have some 
acquaintance with all three texts - whether you are working for the A 
level or the IB examination, or for no examination at all. You will also 
find it helpful to look back at the brief account of Sartre given in the last 
chapter.) 

We shall start with the arguments of Existentialism and Humanism. 
Sartre's initial claim (see pp. 26--8) is that man does not possess a 'human 
nature'. People who claim there is a creator usually think of him as a 
'supernal artisan' who holds in his mind a universal conception of Man, 
each individual man being a particular realization of this universal. But, 
says Sartre, there is no God and therefore no human nature. As for 
atheistic thinkers who nevertheless adhere to the notion of a human 
nature common to all men, they assume that 'the essence of man 



166 

precedes that historic existence which we confront in experience' (27). 
For Sartre, however, and for existentialists in general, the converse is the 
case: existence precedes essence. ' ... man first of all exists, encounters 
himself, surges up in the world- and defines himself afterwards.' ... 
'Man is nothing else but that which he makes of himself.' (28) It is for this 
reason that people have called existentialism a 'subjectivist' philosophy; 
and Sartre goes on to suggest (29) that by 'subjectivism' is meant (a) the 
freedom of the individual subject, and (b) ('the deeper meaning of 
existentialism') that 'man cannot pass beyond human subjectivity'. It 
follows from this that the entire responsibility for our existence is placed 
directly upon our own shoulders, and further that when we make a 
choice between one course of action and another we thereby 'affirm the 
value of that which is chosen' [my italics]. This latter claim is central to 
Sartre's ethics. He rejects the authenticity of actions which are under
taken in accordance with systems of externally imposed values. To act is 
to endow our actions with value. 'If I regard a certain course of action as 
good, it is only I who choose to say that it is good and not bad' (31). To 
act in accordances with the dictates of a God, the doctrines of Christian
ity ,or the principles of philosophical system is to be guilty of 'bad faith' or 
'self-deception' (mauvaise foi). This is an important concept, discussed at 
length in Being and Nothingness (see Part I, ch. 2). What he means by 
this is made clear on pp. 50-51 of Existentialism and Humanism. 

Since we have defined the situation of man as one of free choice, 
without excuse and without help, any man who takes refuge behind the 
excuse of his passions, or by inventing some deterministic doctrine, is a 
self-deceiver. One may object: 'But why should he not deceive 
himself?' I reply that it is not for me to judge him morally, but I define 
his self-deception as an error. Here one cannot avoid pronouncing a 
judgement of truth. The self-deception is evidently a falsehood, 
because it is a dissimulation of man's complete liberty of commitment. 

In other words, to refuse to face up to what Sartre, following Heidegger, 
calls 'abandonment' (that is, deciding one's being for oneself), to shy 
away from one's total responsibility for one's actions, to hide behind 
externally defined values, is to deny that freedom which is the very 
definition and condition of man. ' ... man is free, man is freedom' (34). 
'One can choose anything, but only if it is upon the plane of free 
commitment' (54). (*You should study the concrete example Sartre 
discusses on pp. 35-39 by way of illustration of his doctrine, namely the 
story of his young pupil who [in 1940] cannot make up his mind whether 
he should go to England to fight for the Free French or should stay at 
home to look after his mother. You are also recommended to read 
Sartre's four-volume The Ways of Liberty, in which his philosophical and 
ethical theories are worked out through the medium of a novel.) 

Another important claim is made in Existentialism and Humanism, to 
which reference must be made. When we make a decision and choose a 
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course of action, says Sartre, we commit not only ourselves but humanity 
as a whole. In legislating for the whole of mankind the individual man 
'cannot escape from the sense of complete responsibility' and conse
quently experiences 'anguish'. It is not immediately obvious how this 
assertion of 'universalizability' of decisions and actions can be reconciled 
with the subjectivity of Sartre's ethics. He attempts to provide support 
for his view on pp. 44-5. The Cartesian cogito, he says, provides us with 
an absolute truth - one's immediate sense of oneself. But he goes on to 
affirm that in the 'I think' is contained also knowledge of other people. 
(His argument has already been quoted in 4.10; you should refer back to 
it now.) It follows then that 

the intimate discovery I have of myself is at the same time the 
revelation of the other as a freedom which confronts mine, and which 
cannot think or will without doing so either for or against me. Thus, at 
once, we find ourselves in a world which is, let us say, that of 
'inter-subjectivity'. It is in this world that man has to decide what he is 
and what others are. 

Now for Sartre what is characteristic of man is that he is 'self-surpassing'. 
Although we all find ourselves in different historical situations, we are all 
constrained by certain limitations - material, social, political. Such limi
tations are 'objective' (that is, they are met with and recognised 
everywhere) but in so far as they are lived they are 'subjective': man 
freely determines himself and his existence in relation to them, and in 
this respect we can identify a common or universal human purpose -
self-realization: 

There is no difference between free being- being as self-committal, as 
existence choosing its essence - and absolute being. And there is no 
difference whatever between being as an absolute, temporarily loca
lised - that is, localised in history - and universally intelligible be
ing. [47] 

It is on this basis that Sartre feels justified in universalizing his commit
ment. To take his own example (and indeed an issue he had to face in his 
own life) - whether to join the communist party: 

A man who belongs to some communist or revolutionary society wills 
certain concrete ends, which imply the will to freedom, but that 
freedom is willed in community. We will freedom for freedom's sake, 
and in and through particular circumstances. And in thus willing 
freedom, we discover that it depends entirely upon the freedom of 
others and that the freedom of others depends upon our own. 
Obviously, freedom as the definition of a man does not depend upon 
others, but as soon as there is a commitment, I am obliged to will the 
liberty of others at the same time as mine. I cannot make liberty my 
aim unless I make that of others equally my aim. [51-2) 
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Thus, as he says, 'although the content of morality is variable, a certain 
form of this morality is universal'. But he goes on to make it clear that he 
is not thereby adopting a Kantian position. For Kant 'the formal and the 
universal suffice for the constitution of a morality', but Sartre argues that 
'principles that are too abstract break down when we come to defining 
action' (52). In concrete cases there are no criteria by means of which we 
can judge how best to act. We must 'invest' our own rule or authority; 
and what matters is whether we do so in the name of freedom. (*Study 
the two cases discussed by Sartre on pp. 53-4. Do you agree with his 
claim that the two opposing moralities are equivalent?) 

·comments and criticisms 
(1} Although Sartre has expressly rejected Kantianism as being too 
abstract, the 'rule' which he invents for himself, which is grounded in the 
concept of freedom, nevertheless owes something to the German philo
sopher. And it is here that the inconsistency with the theory developed in 
Being and Nothingness becomes evident; for, as we saw in Ch. 4.10 
above, he makes it clear in the book that by attributing freedom to the 
'Other' he (the 'Other') becomes a threat or an obstacle to us (see Being 
and Nothingness, Part III, especially ch. 3). Moreoever, we can never 
approach the Other on the basis of equality, where 'the recognition of 
the Other's freedom would involve the recognition of our freedom': 

The Other is on principle inapprehensible; he flees me when I seek 
him and possesses me when I flee him. Even if I should want to act 
according to the precepts of Kantian morality and take the Other's 
freedom as an unconditioned end, still this freedom would become a 
transcendence-transcended by the mere fact that I make it my goal. On 
the other hand, I could act for his benefit only by utilizing the 
Other-as-object as an instrument in order to realize this freedom. It 
would be necessary, in fact, that I apprehend the Other in situation as 
an object-instrument, and my sole power would be then to modify the 
situation in relation to the Other and the Other in relation to the 
situation. Thus I am brought to that paradox which is the perilous reef 
of all liberal politics and which Rousseau has defined in a single world: 
I must 'force' the Other to be free. [Being and Nothingness, pp. 
408-9] 

(Note that Rousseau and this 'paradox' are discussed briefly in 6.3 
below.) It seems then that any kind of altruistic or social ethics, whether 
of the Aristotelian, Kantian, or Utilitarian variety, which might just 
conceivably be consistent with the premisses of Existentialism and 
Humanism, is clearly ruled out by the pessimistic analysis of human 
relationships which Sartre supplies in his major work. Nevertheless, 
Sartre does contemplate a way out. As he says in the footnote top. 412: 
'These considerations do not preclude the possibility of an ethics of 
deliverance and salvation. But this can be achieved only after a radical 
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conversation which we cannot discuss here'. (We shall say something 
about this 'radical conversion' in 6.4.) 

(2) Another possible weakness in the moral philosophy of Existentialism 
and Humanism stems from the 'first principle of existentialism'- its 
subjectivity. Man commits himself, makes his own choices, without 
reference to any pre-existent values. But, it can be objected, each 
situation is unique. If value is created by the commitment to a course of 
action, might this not lead to an emptying of all meaning from the 
concept of 'value'? If, on the other hand, Sartre were to say that a 
particular situation is like another in certain respects and that therefore 
in the interests of consistency a similar course of action is enjoined upon 
him, would this not be to introduce an objective criterion by means of 
which the action is to be judged? To what extent can an arbitrary choice 
be called a choice at all? This is of course by no means the end of the 
matter; and you should try to think through the implications of questions 
such as these. 

5.7 ETHICS AND LANGUAGE 

Reading: A. J. Ayer, Language, Truth and Logic, ch. VI; R. M. 
Hare, Freedom and Reason 

Ayer's 'emotivism' 
All the moral philosophers we have looked at so far, whatever fumla
mental differences there may be between their systems, would agree on 
at least one important point, namely that when we make moral judge
ments we are actually saying something, that is, moral statements are 
meaningful - they may be used for communication. This might seem an 
obvious requirement of language in general. The claim that ethical 
language is in a strict sense significant has, however, been contested by 
the so-called 'emotivists', of which school of thought Ayer is perhaps the 
most notable twentieth century proponent. 

You will remember that in Ch. 4.9 we discussed the distinction 
between analytic and synthetic propositions. According to Ayer the 
latter are all empirical hypotheses. How then can he account for 
'judgements of value', which are generally supposed to be synthetic but 
yet can hardly be thought of as having anything to say about our future 
sensations? Ayer sets out to show that to the extent such statements are 
significant they are ordinary 'scientific' statements; and in so far as they 
are not scientific they are not literally significant but are expressions of 
emotion and as such neither true nor false. 

He first of all divides ethical propositions into four classes: (1) 
propositions which 'express definitions of ethical terms, or judgements 
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about the legitimacy or possibility of certain definitions'; (2) propositions 
describing the phenomena of ordinary experience, and their causes; (3) 
'exhortations to moral virtue'; (4) actual ethical judgements. Only the 
first class, he says, can be said to constitute ethical philosophy; the others 
are either not propositions at all or belong to the sciences of psychology 
or sociology. And it is to this first category that he will confine his 
discussion. 

Ayer criticizes two kinds of moral philosophers, both of whom have 
claimed that statements of ethical value can be translated into statements 
of empirical fact. The 'subjectivist' argues that to call an action right, or a 
thing good, is to say that it is generally approved. (*It is not clear whom 
Ayer has in mind here. If it is Hume, then his interpretation is open to 
question; for, arguably, Hume is not saying that to call action right is to 
say it is generally approved of but that we call it right because its pleasant 
consequences are approved of. We endow actions with moral value. This 
need not, however, entail translation of ethical statements into factual 
ones.) A 'utilitarian' (for example, J. S. Mill) defines the rightness of 
actions, and the goodness of ends, in terms of the pleasure, or happiness, 
or satisfaction to which they give rise. But Ayer rejects both kinds of 
naturalism on the grounds that no self-contradiction is involved in the 
assertion that some actions generally approved of are not right (or things 
generally approved of are not good), or in the assertion that it is 
sometimes wrong to perform the action which would actually or probably 
cause the greatest happiness (or the greatest balance of satisfied over 
unsatisfied desire). (*But if people approve of them, what can make such 
actions or consequences 'wrong'? Hume and Mill would want to know 
what other criterion is being applied here.) Thus the sentence 'xis good' 
cannot be equivalent to 'x is pleasant' or 'xis desired'. Ayer does not 
deny that a language could be invented in which all ethical symbols are 
definable in non-ethical terms, but argues that in our language sentences 
which contain normative ethical symbols (that is, sentences such as 'xis 
wrong' when expressing a general type of conduct) are not equivalent to 
sentences which express empirical propositions of any kind - psycho
logical or otherwise. 

Now in rejecting the reducibility of ethical to empirical concepts Ayer 
might be thought to have left the way open to 'intuitionist' or 'absolutist' 
theories of ethics. l'he difficulty of course with such theories is that they 
rule out the possibility of proving the validity of any moral judgement; 
one person's 'intuition' is as acceptable as any other's. There is no 
criterion by means of which the validity of judgements can be tested. For 
intuitionists moral propositions are unverifiable and yet are held to be 
genuinely synthetic- thus undermining Ayer's main argument. So he 
must seek for a third view which is neither 'naturalistic' nor 'absolutist'. 
He agrees with the absolutists that the fundamental ethical concepts are 
unanalysable, but unlike them he can provide an explanation. They are, 
he says, 'pseudo-concepts'; in a statement such as 'You acted wrongly in 
stealing that money' the juxtaposition of 'You acted wrongly' and 'You 
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stole that money' adds nothing to the factual content of the latter 
assertion. What we are doing when we say that stealing money is wrong is 
no more than to express our moral disapproval of the action. We are 
saying nothing which could be true or false. Ethical terms, moreover, not 
only can be used to arouse feeling but also to stimulate action. The 
'meanings' of concepts such as 'good', 'duty', 'ought', when used in an 
ethical context, are then differentiated in terms of both the feelings they 
express and the responses they are intended to provoke. It is now clear, 
Ayer says, why we cannot find a criterion for determining the validity of 
ethical statements; they have no objective validity at all! 

He goes on to explain that his account differs from the 'orthodox 
subjectivist' theory in so far as the latter maintains that ethical sentences 
express the speaker's feelings without denying (as against Ayer) that they 
have genuine propositional status. But Ayer admits that subjectivist 
theories (his own included) seem to be open to G. E. Moore's objection: 
if ethical statements were simply about the speaker's feelings, arguments 
about questions of value would be impossible. In reply Ayer argues that 
in such cases the dispute is not about values at all but about questions of 
fact. We do not say that the person who disagrees with us has the 'wrong' 
ethical feeling but seek to show he has misjudged the effects of an action, 
assert the agent's motive, or other special circumstances. What we have 
to do is to deploy suitable arguments 'in the hope that we have only to get 
our opponent to agree with us about the nature of the empirical facts for 
him to adopt the same moral attitude towards them as we do'. This 
should be possible, he says, if the disputants in a moral argument share 
the same 'system of values' (which should be the case if they have been 
morally 'conditioned' in the same way and live in the same social order). 
This last point would suggest that ethics, as a branch of knowledge, is for 
Ayer a social science; and indeed he not only explicitly states this but 
goes on to assert that Kantian and hedonistic or eudaemonistic theories 
can both be accounted for in terms respectively of fear of a god's dis
pleasure and fear of society's sanctions in relation to the promotion or 
otherwise of happiness. Ayer's 'emotivist' theory of ethics is thus seen to 
be a form of reductionism consistent with his phenomenalistic theory of 
perception which we discussed in Chapter 4. 

·criticisms 
(1) The first and perhaps obvious point about Ayer's theory relates to 
what has already been said in comments about his account of knowledge 
(see 4.8): his criterion of meaning is simply incorrect. To talk of a person, 
a thing, or an action as being good is to say - in a given context of 
discourse - that it satisfies specific standards (which can be made expli
cit) to a degree sufficient to justify the use of the term 'good'. It is not 
thereby denied that such terms as 'good', 'right', and so on also have an 
evaluative function (this is an issue to be looked at in the next part of this 
section), but it can be argued that to be evaluated a person or an object 
must already possess certain characteristics, the reference to which is in 
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part contained in the meaning of those terms. (Again, this does not 
commit us to the view that all descriptive terms must be of one kind. 
'Red' may differ from 'large' in its possible functions as much as the latter 
does from 'good'.) 

(2) The most serious objection to the emotivist thesis, however, is that it 
does seem to make moral argument difficult if not superfluous. As we 
saw, Ayer clearly anticipated such a criticism and suggests that moral 
disputes are possible but are then arguments about matters of fact and 
not matters of value. Once we agree about the facts, and provided we 
share the same 'system of values', there will be no disagreement, he says. 
But does this not evade the issue? Surely, what we wish to ascertain is 
whether a system of values is possible on the basis of an emotivist theory? 
And this seems doubtful, for, firstly, feelings are in a very real sense 
subjective; and, secondly, to reduce moral judgement to two general 
categories of approval/disapproval is to obscure the wide range of subtle 
moral distinctions shared by different moral philosophies regardless of 
their premisses. Is it not possible, on Ayer's own thesis, both that we may 
agree on the facts that we have similar feelings about an action or 
person - but for different reasons? ("As an exercise you might like to 
accept Ayer's challenge in the middle of the chapter to construct an 
imaginary argument and think of some examples.) 

(3) A third point worth considering is Ayer's criticism of subjectivist and 
utilitarian theories. Even granted that this may have some validity - and 
you should think about this in connection with the discussion in 5.4-
does it follow (a) that moral terms cannot be defined at all, and (b) that 
therefore an emotivist theory is the only alternative? Ayer argues that a 
language can be invented in which ethical symbols are definable in 
non-ethical terms, but that such a reduction is inconsistent with the 
conventions of our own language. Is Ayer's appraisal of these conven
tions correct? 

Hare: prescriptivity and universalizability 
Like Ayer, Hare (b. 1919) is concerned initially with the 'language of 
morals'. (This is in fact the title of his first and particularly influential 
book. If at all possible you should find time to read it. The main 
conclusions are however restated in Freedom and Reason; and we shall 
be discussing them in this section). But whereas Ayer thinks a 'strictly 
philosophical treatise on ethics' should confine itself to giving an analysis 
of ethical terms (which in his case leads to their being classified as 
'pseudo-concepts'), Hare in his writings on ethics combines detailed 
analysis of such terms with an extensive examination of moral arguments 
about concrete issues. Indeed, as he says in the Preface to Freedom and 
Reason, 'The function of moral philosophy - or at any rate the hope with 
which I study it - is that of helping us to think better about moral 
questions by exposing the logical structure of the language in which the 
thought is expressed'. 



173 

Hare's primary aim is to reconcile two apparently incompatible kinds 
of moral philosophy. On the one hand there are theories loosely brought 
together under the heading of 'subjectivism' (this includes Ayer's 
'emotivism'), which in general deny the rationality of morals; and on the 
other hand 'descriptivist' theories (in particular 'naturalism') which were 
developed in order to preserve rationality but at the expense of our 
freedom to form our own opinions. Hare hopes therefore to be able to 
resolve the antinomy between 'freedom and reason'. To do this he 
employs three conclusions drawn from The Language of Morals: (1) 
Moral judgements are a kind of prescriptive judgement. (2) Moral 
judgements are distinguished from other prescriptive judgements (for 
example, imperatives or commands) in that they are universalizable. (3) 
It is possible for there to be logical relations between prescriptive 
judgements. If this were not so then moral argument could not be 
developed. We shall discuss each of these points in turn. 

Prescriptivity (Hare, ch. 2) 
Before it is explained what Hare means by 'prescriptivity' something 
must be said about descriptive meaning. 'A judgement is descriptive if in 
it the predicate or predicates are descriptive terms and the mood is 
indicative'; and what makes such terms descriptive is that their meaning 
is determined by certain kinds of rules implicit in our discourse, by which 
he means 'consistency of practice in the use of an expression which is the 
condition of its intelligibility'. (You should note the similarity between 
this view and Wittgenstein's account of meaning referred to in Ch. 4.3 
above.) A descriptive term can thus be misused if in using it one breaks 
the descriptive rule which attaches it to a certain kind of object (as when 
we say, for example, that a blue object is red). Now according to Hare 
value-words such as 'right' and 'good' are descriptive expressions just as 
much as 'red'. He thus differs from philosophers such as Ayer. But he 
also differs from descriptivists who seek to define value-words completely 
in terms of either 'natural' properties (for example, pleasure) or in terms 
of non-natural features, that is in terms of other value words. And this is 
because he believes that when we use moral terms we are, in addition to 
describing a person or action, comending or putting him/it forward as a 
criterion of rectitude, to be imitated by others. In other words, we have 
added prescriptive meaning to the descriptive term. Thus when we say 
that someone should be called 'good' (on account of his character or 
exemplary behaviour) we are not just explaining how the word should be 
used but we are giving 'moral instruction' which is likely to have an effect 
on the life of the person who accepts it. As Hare says (2.7), 'our 
descriptive-meaning rule has thus turned into a synthetic moral prin
ciple'. (It should be noted that according to Hare not all moral
judgements are value-judgements - though both kinds are expressed in 
prescriptive language; and prescriptive language includes moreover 
singular and universal imperatives.) Sometimes the prescriptive meaning 
of a word is primary and the descriptive meaning secondly (which allows 
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for changing standards); in other contexts the reverse may be the case 
(we could indeed use words like 'courageous' or 'industrious' in a purely 
descriptive sense without any commendatory intention at all) (see also 
Hare, ch. 10.1). 

*Criticism 
The issue that you need to think about here is whether Hare's distinction 
between descriptive and prescriptive meaning can be sustained at all. 
Consider again a word like 'good'. When I use it to refer to a person, 
action, or thing I usually mean that the person, action, or thing meets a 
certain standard or satisfies specifiable conditions. John is good, because 
his attitudes/intentions/actions are good, that is, he behaves in conform
ity with certain standards accepted by his society or promoted by his 
religion; and War and Peace is a good book (many critics have drawn 
attention to its literary quality, readers derive a particular kind of 
enjoyment from it). Now if we wish we can therefore talk as Hare does 
about the descriptive meaning of the word 'good' - though it is clear that 
the kinds of 'properties' exhibited by the person, action, or thing are not 
'perceptible' qualities like red, large, and so on. But what precisely are 
we adding to 'good' when we assign prescriptive meaning to it? Hare says 
we are commending the person or action; we are providing him with 
moral instruction. There are, however, two difficulties here. (1) The 
commendation belongs to us, the users of the word, whereas the 
properties which justify our use of it in its descriptive function are at least 
in some sense independent of us. Can we ever be sure when a word is 
being used with this prescriptive meaning? When someone says that a 
piece of work is good he means it has reached a certain standard: is he 
also commending it or expressing his approval? (2) To the extent that 
such commendation might be applied to any noun or adjective word 
whatsoever the question is raised whether prescription can have any 
special role to play in ethics - or at least whether it is sufficiently central 
to justify Hare's appeal to it as one of the 'rules of moral reasoning' (see 
below). 

Universalizability (Hare, cbs 2 and 3) 
This is a feature of language which, argues Hare, is shared by both 
descriptive and moral judgements. Suppose I say of an object that it is 
red. Now because of the 'rules' of our discourse we are committed to 
saying of any other thing which is like the first object in the relevant 
respects that it too possesses the property of being red. Singular 
descriptive judgements are thus universalizable in the sense that the 
meaning-rules of the descriptive terms they contain are themselves 
universal rules which relate to the notion of similarity (2.3). From what 
has been said in the preceding paragraph it can be seen that moral 
judgements must therefore also be universalizable by virtue of their 
possession of descriptive meaning. If I call something 'good' I am 
committed also to calling something like it 'good'. The descriptive 
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meaning is universalized; and to it is added the prescriptive meaning. It is 
this additional element in the meaning of moral terms, says Hare, that 
can make a difference to their logical behaviour in inferences (2.6). The 
question 'Why should this be so?' brings us to a consideration of his third 
conclusion from The Language of Morals. 

*Comment 
Hare's use of the concept of 'universalizability' is by no means as clear 
and unambiguous as one would wish. In 3.4 he says that universalism is a 
logical and not a moral thesis; and he suggests that there are certain 
affinities between his own position and those of Kant and Sartre in this 
respect (see Hare, pp. 34 and 38). The parallels are, however, mislead
ing. Certainly Hare, like both Kant and, to a lesser extent, Sartre (in 
Existentialism and Humanism) takes the view that a moral principle 
applicable to oneself must be taken to apply equally to others in similar 
circumstances. This is broadly a moral requirement (given that the test, 
according to Kant, is not always, if at all, a question of self-contradiction 
[see Ch. 5.3]). But Hare also talks of universalizability in a wider and 
seemingly obvious sense as a feature of all descriptive terms whether 
moral or not, namely that they must be used consistently in the same way 
in similar contexts. Thus to the extent his universalism is like Kant's it is 
not a matter of logic: to the extent it refers to .a logical requirement of 
language its affinities with the Kantian thesis are minimal. 

Moral judgements and logical relations (Hare, cbs. 6 and 10) 
Concentration on the language of morals has - at least until recently -
led many philosophers to ignore concrete moral issues. Hare is particu
larly concerned to bridge the gap and seeks to do so by examining the 
logic of moral inference. In both The Language of Morals and Freedom 
and Reason he frequently affirms his adherence to 'Home's Law', namely 
that it is logically impossible to deduce an 'ought' from an 'is', that is, a 
moral statement from a non-moral statement, a 'value' from a 'fact'. So 
as to bring ethics to bear on moral problems, 'naturalist' theories, says 
Hare, have defined moral terms so that the premisses in a moral 
argument are not morally neutral. Factual premisses could then be made 
to entail (that is, to lead necessarily to) moral conclusions. Hare, 
however, wishes to maintain that ethical premisses are neutral as 
between different moral opinions in the sense that ethical theory 
'provides only a clarification of the conceptual framework within which 
moral reasoning takes place' (6.2). So how then can we move from 
premisses to conclusions without falling foul of 'Home's Law'? Hare's 
solution is to invoke his two notions of prescriptivity and universality as 
the rules of moral reasoning. What we must do in a concrete situation is 
to decide what we ought to do by looking for an action to which we can 
commit ourselves (prescriptivity) but which is also an action we can 
accept as exemplifying a principle to be prescribed for others in like 
circumstances (universalizability). If either requirement is not met the 
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argument must fail. In addition to this logical 'framework' Hare lists 
three other ingredients which are required if we are to test a moral 
principle: the facts of the case, the inclinations or interests of the people 
involved to reject an evaluative proposition forced upon them by the 
logic of the argument, and their readiness to use imagination. Inch. 6 he 
provides a very simple example of moral reasoning so as to demonstrate 
his theory; and in cbs 7 and 8 the theory is generalized and developed in 
much greater detail to take account of moral conflicts. His analysis is 
acute and valuable. It certainly deserves much greater attention than 
space will allow here. 

In effect his argument is this. If I wish to turn a singular prescription 
(for example, 'Let me put A into prison') into a moral judgement ('I 
ought to put A into prison'), I must appeal to a general moral principle 
('Anyone who is in my position ought to put his debtor into prison if he 
does not pay'). If I owe someone else (C) money, then I am committed 
(by virtue of the universalizability of 'ought' and the principle) to the 
moral prescription 'C ought to put me into prison' and, further (by virtue 
of the prescriptivity of 'ought'), to the singular prescription 'Let C put me 
into prison'. If I am disinclined to accept this, then it would seem that I 
should have to accept that the prescription 'Let me put A into prison' 
does not hold. Now I can 'escape' from the force of the argument by 
refusing to accept either the universalizability or the prescriptivity of 
'ought'; or by refraining from making a moral judgement at all about 
some or all of my own or other's actions; or by reinterpreting the facts -
by showing that there are morally relevant differences between his case 
and mine. Alternatively, I might say that if I am determined to put A into 
prison I must override his, and therefore my own, disinclination by 
appealing to a universal moral principle (for example, the sanctity 
of contracts) either on utilitarian grounds or because he espouses 
an ideal, such as that of abstract justice. This leads Hare to go on in 
the later chapters to discuss (a) conflicts of interests and desires in 
'multilateral' situations and their reconciliation, when he adopts a 
position close to that of Mill's theory; and (b) the conflicts between 
individual interests and adherence to ideals by people who pursue them 
'fanatically' even when it requires the interests of others - and their 
own- to be sacrificed. 

*Comments and criticism 
As mentioned earlier, our summary of Hare's main arguments is 
inevitably selective and incomplete, and undoubtedly has not done them 
full justice. But we have said enough for you to tackle the book yourself 
and think critically about the assumptions he makes and the conclusions 
he draws. We have suggested possible weaknesses in his two notions of 
prescriptivity and universalizability; and this is itself should be sufficient 
for you to question whether the weight of his thesis can be supported by 
what seems to be an insecure foundation. You should look in particular 
at his use of 'ought' statements and his move from moral prescriptions ('x 
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ought ... ') to 'Let x ... ' statements. It is certainly arguable that these 
so-called 'singular prescriptions' are no more than disguised (and trivial) 
affirmations that the drawing of the conclusions of the form 'x ought 
. . . ' from general principles of the form 'Anyone ought . . . ' are (as 
Hare himself notes) logically valid deductions, and that therefore 
acceptance of the premisses must commit one to an acceptance of the 
conclusions as applying to oneself, not because of the adoption of any 
notion of prescriptive meaning but as a consequence of the nature of 
formal logic. Note also Hare's affinities with utilitarianism and especially 
his arguments inch. 7 against the distinctions between (a) deontological 
and teleological theories, and (b) act- and rule-utilitarianism (refer back 
to Ch. 5.3 and 5.4 of this book). The more important questions, it may be 
claimed, are (i) why a specific general principle is adopted at all, and (ii) 
why, having recognised that it applies to oneself (given that there are not 
special circumstances which might be legitimized by other qualifying 
principles), one fails to act in the morally appropriate way. The first has 
been implicitly examined throughout this chapter, in our discussions of 
various theories of ethics, and will be referred to again in 5.8. The second 
is the problem of moral weakness we touched on in Chapter 2 (sections 7, 
12 and 19), which we shall deal with now. 

Moral weakness (Hare, ch. 5) 
Can a man who knows or claims to know (in a 'strong' sense) that an 
action is bad nevertheless still perform it? How can he ignore the dictates 
of reason? Why does he give in to his passions? We have suggested that 
neither Plato nor Aristotle really got to grips with this problem. What is 
Hare's solution? It should first of all be noted that Hare sees the very 
existence of this problem as providing support for his distinction between 
prescriptivism and descriptivism. In a thoroughgoing descriptivist theory 
there could be no possibility of an 'ought' implying a 'can'. The fact that 
someone expresses regret or shows remorse when failing to act as he 
thinks he ought shows that he recognises the prescriptive force of 'ought'. 
How then did Plato (or Socrates) and Aristotle, both of whom he regards 
as descriptivists, deal with the issue? Hare suggests that they tried to 
deny the problem, Aristotle by invoking the notion of a natural necessity 
(it is man's nature to seek the good), Socrates by concentrating on 
personal desires and thereby ignoring the universalizability of value
judgements. Moral 'weakness' is thus a failure of reason. An alternative 
way of avoiding the problem, he says, is to deny the prescriptiveness of 
moral principles as applying to ourselves in the particular instance or by 
watering down the content of 'ought'. Some of these instances are 
tantamount to hypocrisy. But the typical case of moral weakness is a case 
of 'ought but can't', which Hare analyses in terms of 'psychological' 
impossibility. Thus a person (Hare cites the examples of Medea and St 
Paul) may accept the binding force of the moral judgement but cannot 
obey it because of a 'recalcitrant lower nature or "flesh" ', or because 'in 
his whole personality or real self he ceases to prescribe to himself. Hare 
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therefore concludes that there is no genuine counter-example to the 
prescriptivist thesis. 

*Comment 
This is an issue you need to think about seriously. Note carefully what 
Hare is saying: the failure to act on a moral imperative is to be accounted 
for in terms of a denial of prescriptivity, or of universalizability, or by an 
appeal to a 'psychological' impossibility (which Hare admits is described 
in terms of metaphors naturally and deeply imprinted in our common 
speech). You need to ask yourself here whether there is after all an 
alternative explanation. What Hare does not consider is the possibility 
that one 'ought but doesn't' rather than 'ought but can't'. Thus we might 
imagine a situation in which a person says, 'I know I ought to do X, but I 
don't want to do it because I prefer to do Y; Y will produce more 
short-term happiness; I might not live to experience longer-term disad
vantages; I might be able to avoid punishment; and so on'. This is 
arguably to take a more realistic view of moral 'weakness'. It is true that 
it is consistent with Hare's distinction between descriptivism and pres
criptivism. But it is also possible to analyse such a justification of 
behaviour entirely in descriptive terms, by defining 'ought' with refe
rence to the likely (but by no means inevitable) longer-term benefits. 
This is of course the central point of contention between Hare (and 
Ayer) and the naturalists. To examine this further something must be 
said about the so-called 'is-ought' or 'fact-value' distinction. 

Facts and values (see especially Freedom and Reason, chs 6 and 10) 
Is it legitimate to infer from a factual premiss or premisses to a 
conclusion which is evaluative? Hume is generally credited with having 
been the first philosopher to suggest that such reasoning is fallacious (see 
Ch. 5.2 above). His words are worth quoting in full: 

In every system of morality which I have hitherto met with, I have 
always remarked, that the author proceeds for some time in the 
ordinary way of reasoning, and establishes the being of a God, or 
makes observations concerning human affairs; when of a sudden I am 
surprised to find, that instead of the usual copulations of propositions, 
is, and is not, I meet with no proposition that is not connected with an 
ought, or an ought not. This change is imperceptible; but is, however, 
of the last consequence. For as this ought, or ought not, expresses some 
new relation or affirmation, it is necessary that it should be observed 
and explained; and at the same time that a reason should be given, for 
what seems altogether inconceivable, how this is new relation can be a 
deduction from others, which are entirely different from it. [Treatise, 
III, I, 1] 

A careful reading of this extract might lead one to question whether 
Hume is in fact criticizing the move from 'is' to 'ought' in such 
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uncompromising terms. Is he not, rather, making the somewhat weaker 
claim that it seems inconceivable that the latter can be deduced from the 
former, and that a reason needs to be given if the inference is possible? 
Be that as it may, Hare has no doubts. As he says in The Language of 
Morals (2.5; compare Freedom and Reason, 2.6 and 6.9), 'No imperative 
conclusion can be validly drawn from a set of premisses which does not 
contain at least one imperative'. His basic objection to naturalists who 
would seek to deny this claim is that naturalism 'makes moral questions 
depend upon conceptual ones' (10.1). Some naturalists, for example, see 
the evaluative content of a moral word as being tied to its descriptive 
meaning so that the use of the word commits one to making certain 
evaluations. It may well be, says Hare (10.2), that through the unanimity 
of people's evaluations, a word has a certain descriptive meaning tied to 
it. But nobody can be compelled logically to accept this evaluation; he 
can be compelled to accept only the implications of the descriptive 
meaning. To reinforce his point Hare goes on to say that as attitudes in 
society change a word may lose its evaluative meaning (though 'it is 
difficult to break away from evaluations which are incapsulated in the 
very language which we use'), or the conceptual apparatus may change 
and the word may acquire a new descriptive meaning. 

·comments and criticisms 
Hare's argument is persuasive. But does not his admission that both our 
evaluations and the conceptual apparatus we use can change with 
circumstances and context in fact undermine his position? There seems 
to be no logical or a priori reason why a language should not be 
formulated in which facts and values are inseparable and which would 
therefore license an inference from non-imperative premisses to an 
imperative conclusion. The possibility of this really depends on how one 
sees language. Do we control language or does language in some sense 
control us? If we are free to change our way of looking at the world and 
our behavour in it, then why should we not reconcile naturalism and the 
quest for, say, happiness or well-being, with both rationality in morals 
and freedom? I may choose to act in a particular way believing that 
action to be conducive to my happiness (in some refined sense as defined 
by, say, Aristotle or Mill). I can preserve universality by recommending 
to others that a similar course of action in similar circumstances will be 
likewise conducive to their happiness and thence to the well-being of 
society as a whole. And in the recommendation a degree of prescriptivity 
is preserved which is not inconsistent with the factual assertion in which 
the recommendation is grounded. Moreoever, it should be remembered 
that it is Hare himself who argues that the distinction between deontolo
gical and teleological theories is a false one. 

Space precludes further examination of Hare's important and influen
tial book. Our analysis has undoubtedly not done his thesis full justice; 
and nothing has been said about the practical examples he discusses 
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particularly in Chapters 9-11. But you will be able to explore some of the 
issues we have raised and consider their relevance as you study the next 
and final section which is concerned with the problem of killing we 
mentioned at the beginning. 

5.8 THE ETHICS OF KILLING 

If you have worked systematically through various sections of this 
chapter (and the relevant sections of Chapters 2 and 3) you should have a 
fair understanding of at least the basic assumptions and arguments of 
some of the great moral philosophers; and you should be in a position to 
tackle the problem of killing. But before we make a start something must 
be said of a difficulty that has no doubt occurred to you. Plato, Aristotle, 
Kant, Mill, Nietzsche, and so on were undoubtedly men of high 
intelligence and possessed of considerable philosophical acumen. But the 
ethical systems they constructed in such detail and with moral insight 
differ radically from each other. They cannot all be correct, you may say. 
Perhaps none of their theories is correct. How can we tell? There does 
not seem to be any 'metaethical' criterion to which we can appeal. 
Perhaps all we can do is to see whether any of the various moral 
philosophies actually works in practice. But it only needs a little 
reflection to see that all of them could in some sense 'work' given an 
appropriate social framework for them to operate in (even allowing for 
the intellectual objections we raised, in the course of our discussions in 
this chapter, in connection with the application of their respective ethical 
systems to particular cases of human behaviour). Systems of moral 
codes, principles, rules, or laws could be established which would 
facilitate the implementation of Aristotle's doctrine of the 'mean', Kant's 
Categorical Imperative, or Mill's utilitarianism as the case may be. 
Nietzsche would of course dismiss such conventional morality and would 
seek to 'revalue' all values in his quest to become the 'Ubermensch'. If 
needs be, his 'morality' could be imposed on the 'herd' by force. As for 
Sartre, at least in his Existentialism and Humanism, his conclusion would 
seem to be consistent with any ethical system whatsoever. It seem 
immaterial how we decide to live; what matters is our free commitment. 

There is also a second difficulty. Britain is a pluralist society in which 
therefore it is often difficult to achieve a consensus on such controversial 
issues as capital punishment, abortion, euthanasia, and so on. How can 
the 'ordinary' person hope to come to definite conclusions when profes
sional philosophers disagree about the cogency of ethical premisses or 
the consistency of arguments? Even in more 'monolithic' societies such 
as, say, China or Ireland, in which there is arguably greater uniformity of 
opinion on moral issues, as a result perhaps of a shared commitment (for 
example, to communism or catholicism respectively), there is frequently 
considerable debate, if not about fundamental principles then at least as 
to how they are to be applied in particular cases. This lack of agreement, 
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however, can be looked at in a positive light. The adoption of a totally 
unquestioning attitude is surely an abnegation of our responsibility as 
rational beings to assess facts, follow through chains of arguments, and 
act appropriately in the light of conclusions. 

So what we propose to do now is to subject the problem of killing to 
careful analysis and at the same time to explore the possibilities of 
reconciliation between teleological and deontological standpoints. 
Account needs also to be taken of the role of 'intuition' or 'moral sense', 
and of the 'fact-value' controversy referred to in 5.7. But there is an 
important caveat. It might be argued that too much emphasis on theory 
and debate can lead to inaction. Most of us, on seeing a small child fall 
into a pond, would take immediate steps to save it from drowning. Our 
initial response would most probably be regarded as instinctive. We 
might well be critical of a person who before acting sat down to work out 
whether saving the child would be conducive to the maximization of 
general happiness, or whether his action would be in accord with one of 
the formulations of the categorical imperative. But this does not do away 
with moral philosophy; for it can still be asked on what grounds would 
such criticism be based. Is instinctive action in some sense better than 
action that has been carefully thought out? Perhaps it is only in such 
situations that we are 'true to ourselves', or that our rationality is fully 
integrated with our feelings so that we are acting as complete persons? 
These are important and legitimate philosophical questions. Moreover it 
should not be thought that ethics necessarily leads to a passive attitude 
when one is confronted by major contemporary issues. When we find 
ourselves in serious disagreement with others, more often than not we 
are forced into a critical examination of the underlying principles which 
inform moral decisions, and which in turn may be grounded in wider 
social or religious 'world-views'; and we are right to ask of those with 
whom we are in dispute (and they of us) that acceptance of an 
commitment to those presuppositions be fully justified. In this way we 
might expect ideally (and it must be stressed that it is an ideal situation to 
which we as fallible beings aspire) to develop (1) a better understanding 
of the complexity of many moral problems and the relationships between 
morality, law, politics, and religion; (2) more openness and respect for 
views sincerely held by other people but which differ, often radically, 
from our own; and (3) greater integrity in our own behaviour. 

Why should I not kill my husband/wife/neighbour? Leaving aside any 
consideration of legal restrictions and confining the discussion strictly to 
the moral dimension, we might say first of all that it is against the will of 
God (God's 'law'). But how do we know this? Well, the Church tells us it 
is wrong; or it says so in the Bible (or in the Koran). One problem here of 
course is that 'holy books' are not always consistent, or they require 
interpretation; and different sects interpret the 'Word of God' in a 
variety of ways. But let us suppose for the sake of argument that there is 
no ambiguity and that there is a clear-cut injunction (for example, the 
Fourth Commandment) against murder, if not all forms of killing. Now 
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does this mean that it is wrong to murder someone because God says it is, 
or that God says it is because it is wrong? If the former is the case, then 
this produces a difficulty for the atheist or agnostic. It would be unwise 
(and uncharitable) to suggest that the non-believer is necessarily less 
'good', kind, well-disposed towards his neighbour than a committed 
Christian, Jew, or Muslim. To follow a moral code need not therefore 
necessarily commit one to a religious world-view. The believer might 
argue that nevertheless morality must in the last analysis have a religious 
basis though the atheist or agnostic may choose to disregard it. This
however misses the point: that moral principles may coincide with the 
code adhered to by, say, Christians and yet can still be accepted because 
of their conformity to secular criteria. The question can also be asked 
why in any case God decides that murder should be proscribed . Either 
we must regard God's decision as arbitrary and irrational (or beyond 
human understanding), or as being made because 'good' and 'evil' are 
after all categories intrinsic to the very nature of existence. (Compare 
Kant's point that our concept of God as the archetypal good must itself 
be derived from the Idea of moral perfection.) Moreover it hardly needs 
pointing out that to ground morality so exclusively in religious assump
tions is unwise, as it might well be undermined should they ever become 
discredited. So what secular criterion or criteria can we appeal to in 
support of the claim that murder is wrong? 

If we adopted a Kantian standpoint we should reject murder because 
as an action it would be in breach of the categorical imperative. To 
murder someone would be to treat him as a means not as an end; and we 
should have to say that the maxim of action is not universalizable, 
presumably on the grounds that if such killing were licensed it would 
logically lead to the extinction of the human race. A similar indictment of 
murder as contrary to morality could also be expected of those who 
subscribe to a utilitarian ethic such as Mill's. The murder of one's 
neighbour could hardly be described as conducive to the general 
happiness of society. Such assessments are however gross oversimplifica
tions; and whether one subscribes to a deontological or teleological 
theory some analysis of the background and circumstances of a murder 
are required if the moral aspects are to be analysed adequately. For 
murderers, unless they are in some sense genuinely ill (psychopaths, for 
example) or suffering from stress to a degree which might be held (in 
law) to exculpate them, usually commit their crimes for a specific reason 
or reasons. Let us consider a few possibilities. Mr X beats his wife 
unmercifully. She could have left him, called the police, and so on, but 
chose to put cyanide in his custard. My Y's daughter was killed in an IRA 
bomb attack. He shot one of the terrorists in retaliation. Mr Z's life was 
ruined when his business was destroyed and his wife taken by a rival 
whom he therefore stabbed to death. Now in all these cases it is not 
simply the action of murder as such that we are being asked to treat as a 
potentially universalizable maxim but the murder of someone who in 
some sense has been wronged. The Kantian objection must therefore be 
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modified. The question of human extinction no longer arises, as it is only 
a small proportion of people who would be eliminated given such a 
criterion. And it is by no means clearly established that there would be 
any incoherence or inconsistency in universalizing the maxim that people 
who have perpetrated certain wrongs in carefully specified circumstances 
might legitimately be killed. It could also be argued, on Millian lines, 
that greater happiness of society might ensue if such undesirable citizens 
were removed. There would however still be two difficulties. Firstly, 
murders in such circumstances would be instances of individuals taking 
the law into their own hands, and if not properly organized and 
controlled might lead to a free-for-all with the consequent breakdown of 
the social order. Secondly, it is not clear that such a defence could escape 
the Kantian objection, that to kill even an 'undesirable' would still be to 
treat him as a means (for example, to achieve personal satisfaction, 
retribution, and so on). 

Suppose we now empower a legitimate authority (the monarch, the 
state, the judiciary) to take on the responsibility for punishing those 
persons guilty of wife-beating, terrorism, crimes passionnels. Should 
capital punishment still be regarded as murder? And how would such 
actions be regarded by Kant and Mill? 

Perhaps somewhat surprisingly both philosophers are strongly in 
favour of the death penalty, but for quite different reasons. Kant argues 
for capital punishment because he thinks of punishment in general in 
terms of retribution. Putting a murderer to death is necessary if 'balance' 
is to be maintained in justice or the moral order. The rightness of the 
action therefore does not depend on any consequences which might 
affect the criminal but on whether the agent (the judge, hangman, and so 
on, who receive their commission from the law of society) acts for the 
sake of duty- out of reverence for the moral law. Although this is 
consistent with one formulation of the Categorical Imperative, it can be 
argued that Kant is now no longer treating the guilty indvidual as an end 
in himself. Kant would seem to admit this himself. In his Metaphysic of 
Morals he implies that those who break legal and moral contracts are 
thereby excluded from active citizenship and lose something of their 
personhood and become akin to 'things' (compare the discussion of 
Rousseau in Ch. 6.2). 

Mill on the other hand supports the death penalty because of what he 
sees as the consequences for the criminal. Unlike Kant he stresses the 
deterrent and reformist aspects of punishment. Now in view of the 
serious nature of the crime it would seem that nothing less than 
imprisonment for life with hard labour would suffice. But this would 
undoubtedly bring about a great deal of suffering; and Mill argues that it 
would be both a greater deterrent to others and more merciful to a 
murderer (or a thief!) to hang him than to leave him languishing in gaol. 
This is questionable and raises issues about the nature of short-term 
consequences for society in general (Mill's case has of course been 
over-simplified here. You will find his argument in his parliamentary 
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speech reprinted in the collection of articles edited by Singer, cited in the 
bibliography.) 

There is little doubt that both Kant and Mill stress important aspects of 
moral judgements. For Kant actions are right in so far as they conform 
formally to the objective moral law; the good person acts for the sake of 
duty, that is, because his action is right and not because it might bring 
about, say, greater happiness. But whereas Kant emphasizes motives or 
intentions, Mill sees the consequences of an action as the criterion by 
which it should be judged. Is there any possibility of reconciliation 
between these two theories? It certainly seems a little artificial to 
separate intentions from actions (Mill) and actions from consequences 
(Kant). Kant does after all appeal to consequences as a test for the 
universalizability of maxims for action ('If everybody acted like this 
society would disintegrate, promises would lose their meaning, etc.'). 
And in Mill's ethics one's decision whether to perform a specific action or 
not must take account of what one perceives to be the consequences, and 
must therefore be assimilated to one's intentions ('I intend to do this 
because I think it will increase the total sum of happiness'). Let us 
therefore adopt as a basis on which to make moral judgements the 
following propositions. (1) The 'goodness' of an intention depends on the 
'goodness' of the consequences of the intended action. (2) 'Good' 
consequences may be supposed to be those which (in some definable 
sense of 'well-being') contribute to the well-being of the individual and 
through him the well-being of society. (3) An action derives its 'rightness' 
from intentions or consequences, or from both: thus, a good action is one 
which is done with good intention to bring about good consequences. 
Several qualifications must be made here. (3a) If the consequences prove 
to be in some sense 'bad', the actions which led to them might still be 
regarded as right in so far as they stem from a good intention. The 
question can however be raised about the extent of the agent's responsi
bility for not having foreseen such consequences. (3b) If the intentions 
are bad an action might still be regarded as right to the extent that it gives 
rise to good consequences, but the agent could not then be regarded as 
praiseworthy. 

A further point should be made that Kant, although a 'universalist', 
cannot avoid particularizing, as each moral situation can be regarded as 
having its own special features or circumstances; while Mill, to the extent 
that he can be regarded as a rule-utilitarian, cannot avoid universalizing. 
In fact both philosophies must come to terms with the dual problem: that 
generalizations in ethics may fail to address concrete situations, and 
conversely that too much emphasis on the uniqueness of the particular 
case can lead one to lose sight of the moral implications. Thus to say 
simply that X murdered Y and that he should therefore be condemned 
takes no account of the motives and intentions of the agent, or 
circumstances and consequences of the deed. A general principle to the 
effect that killing is wrong (whether because of its breach of the 
categorical imperative or because such actions have bad consequences) 
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fails to allow for exceptions. At the same time, if one treats the killing as 
a special case (perhaps the murderer's mother was ill, there were political 
motives, the consequences might in the long run prove to be beneficial to 
society), then consistently one must treat other killings as special cases, 
and the general principle 'killing is wrong' might in due course fail to 
have any application at all. Clearly a balance between generality and 
particularity is required. How this balance is to be achieved and where 
lines should be drawn (and how 'well-being' or 'beneficial' are to be 
defined) can in the last analysis be decided only as a result of experience 
and discussion until a consensus is arrived at by the community at large. 

It should be noted that the consensus we have just referred to, 
although in part a consensus of judgement as to what is to count as 'right' 
or 'wrong', 'good' or 'bad', must be primarily a consensus of procedure. 
The arguments we are developing in this section are based on the premiss 
that ethics is not an absolute or immutable system but a dynamic 
on-going framework of guiding principles worked out to facilitate the 
day-to-day relationships and intercourse of human beings in society. It is 
as it were the oil that reduces friction in the social machinery. Any 
consensus must however be firm and flexible. It must be sufficiently firm 
to resist both the 'free-play' of subjectivism and the corrosion of what we 
may term 'closed value systems', both of which will in due course affect 
the efficiency of the 'machine'. Let us make clear what this means. If 
each and every individual were to establish his own code of behaviour 
independently of his relationships to other people the notion of morality 
would cease to have meaning. In at least one sense of the term, 
'subjectivism' must rule out ethics altogether; morals can only make 
sense in the context of shared beliefs. Subjectivism, as used in the 
writings of certain existentialists, however, is consistent with different 
systems, and is to be welcomed in so far as such philosophers emphasize 
freedom and commitment. (Some of the difficulties with this form of 
subjectivist ethics have already been discussed- see 5.6.) It will of 
course always be open to an iconoclast or a solitary Nietzsche-like figure 
to seek his own salvation in his own way. But society must resist any 
attempt by the individual claiming special insights to impose his vision 
(very often by force) without subjecting them to appropriate testing 
procedures and discussions. The threat posed by the often well-organized 
and vocal interest groups, who also claim special knowledge or moral 
insight (that is, they subscribe to 'closed value systems' which may be 
grounded in either a political or a religious ideology), is perhaps more 
serious. But if the consensus is to be firm it must also be flexible in that it 
should allow for the coexistence of minorities or individuals who dissent 
from the moral beliefs of the majority. It is ultimately a problem for 
legislators to establish what we might call a 'lowest common denomin
ator' framework of rules and principles in which all members of society 
might operate in optimal harmony. 

Let us now attempt to bring together some of the features of this 
'consensus', which have been discussed above. It is assumed that 
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members of a society possess the capacity both to reason and to make 
moral judgements. The guiding principle of the consensus might be: 
reasoned intention-in-action as referred to probable consequences. The 
ends to be sought-after might be the maximization of opportunities for 
personal development as human beings in society and the cultural 
progress of that society as a whole. 

Of course, statements such as these raise a multitude of further 
difficulties. What is meant by such phrases as 'personal development', 
'cultural progress'? Can 'opportunities' be maximized for all people 
equally? If my opportunities are increased, might this not be at the 
expense of yours? Some of these points will be raised again in Chapter 6. 
But it must be left to you to think seriously about them after you have 
completed your study of the book. One aspect in particular of personal 
development should however be mentioned now, namely that it should 
include a growth in understanding of and response to the very consensus 
which makes that development possible. And it is here perhaps that the 
notion of 'conscience' might be incorporated into the ethical scheme we 
are tentatively working out. One difficulty with this concept is that it has 
tended in the past to have been appropriated by religion and has been 
interpreted rather narrowly to mean 'the voice of God'. Less literal
minded Christians, however, have accepted the requirement that con
science be 'informed', that is, the human agent should take the fullest 
account of the moral principles relating to the problem - as 'revealed' by 
God in the Bible or through the teaching Church. Conscience would thus 
appear to belong to the 'reason' rather than to 'feeling', though we may 
sometimes refer to conscience as the 'moral sense'. A second problem is 
that the deliverances of the (rational) conscience vary from society to 
society. And even within the Christian tradition it has often seemed that 
God issues different instructions to different people in similar circum
stances. For the purpose of our scheme, therefore, we should probably 
be on safer ground if we thought of conscience .as the capacity of a 
rational individual to recognise and be sensitive to the demands of the 
'moral imperative' as articulated by a 'consensus'. It might indeed be 
regarded as akin to a skill (like typing or playing football) which can be 
improved and refined through constant training and practice, so that it 
can become almost instinctive. This kind of approach is not inconsistent 
with a more narrowly-theological interpretation, but it has the advantage 
of accommodating the varying perceptions of intuitions to be found in 
different cultures or indeed within a single culture. It also rules out an 
extreme individualistic view of conscience, in that the 'inner voice' has to 
be grounded in a shared and therefore 'objective' moral standard. 
(*There are no doubt difficulties with such a formulation. This is a 
philosophical issue you can perhaps follow up for yourself.) 

Actions which are deemed to promote personal development or social 
progress are approved of and therefore recommended as models: conver
sely !lCtions which are perceived as retarding progress or as liable to 
weaken the cohesion of society come to be disapproved of and recom-
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mendations are made that they should be avoided. (*It is also left to you 
to consider whether and how such an approach can facilitate a synthesis 
of teleological and deontological ethics. Does 'recommendation' satisfy 
Hare's requirement for prescriptivity? Can universalizability be recon
ciled with the particularity of 'special' cases? Is the move legitimate from 
perception [of actions as retarding progress] to disapproval and recom
mendation [to avoid them]? Look again at what was said in 5.7 about 
facts and values.) 

On the basis of the tentative conclusions we have come to in the course 
of the preceding discussion we shall now devote the remainder of this 
section to an examination of some of the other types of killing referred to 
at the start. ("Note: there is now a considerable philosophical literature 
devoted to such problems. Only a few general points can be made here. 
You are of course strongly advised to follow up some of the references in 
the bibliography, particularly if you are studying for the A level 
examination.) 

As we might expect, suicide, euthanasia, and abortion are all rejected 
by Kant (and by many people of different religious denominations) as 
being instances of murder and as being wrong without qualification. 
They are also seen to be contrary to the moral law or to the 'law of God'. 
Such blanket condemnations cannot, however, be based on any wider 
principle such as 'all killing is wrong', for with the exception of 
Buddhists, and perhaps members of the Society of Friends, few religious 
people actually subscribe to this view. Many Christians agree with Kant 
and Mill (though not necessarily for the same reasons) that capital 
punishment is desirable, or consider the killing of an enemy in war as 
morally acceptable. (Is this consistent with the injunction to 'turn the 
other cheek'?) There is also a considerable divergence of opinion among 
Christians and other religious people about suicide, euthanasia, and 
abortion. Again, is there any inconsistency here? Why, for example, 
might capital punishment be thought to be morally justifiable while 
abortion is held in abhorrence by the same person? What kinds of 
qualifications are made to a general prohibition of killing in such cases? 

To consider suicide first, it can be argued that in so far as we are wholly 
responsible for ourselves we have the right to determine when our lives 
should come to an end. We might feel, for example, that if we were 
suffering extreme pain (as in terminal cancer) suicide would be an 
understandable and acceptable course of action. What objections can be 
made to this? 

Firstly, we are creatures of God, it is said, and it is for Him to decide 
when to take us to His heavenly home. We have free will, but to kill 
ourselves is to misuse it. But does God intervene in His creation in this 
way (see 8.5)? Can any death -whether from disease, earthquake, or 
motor accident - be thought to be a consequence of God's intention or 
'will' rather than the result of natural causation? If then we cannot talk 
coherently of God as deciding when to terminate the life of one of His 
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creatures, then it is difficult to think of suicide as contrary to the Divine 
will. Moreover if God is merciful and compassionate he will not condemn 
such an action. 

Secondly, to commit suicide is selfish. To kill oneself is to run away 
from one's problems. It fails to take account of the consequences for 
others (one's family, friends, and so on). This can be answered quite 
easily. If one were contemplating suicide one could discuss it beforehand 
and make appropriate provision for those likely to be most affected. It 
need not be selfish. Suicide could in certain circumstances be an act of 
altruism. One's death might save the community from incurring heavy 
expenditure (on medical services). Perhaps one is suffering from a 
dangerous and incurable disease. Death would prevent it from being 
passed on to others. In some cultures (Japan, Ancient Rome) suicide has 
been looked upon as honourable. Even in our own society it may be 
regarded as an act of bravery - particularly if it is committed to help 
one's friends (remember Oates, a member of Scott's ill-fated Antarctic 
expedition). 

Similar considerations apply to euthanasia, which may perhaps be 
thought of as an extension of suicide. Many people say that they would 
wish their lives to be brought to an end in the event of their suffering, 
say, irreversible brain damage as a result of an accident, or to relieve 
them of further pain should they have an incurable disease, or should 
they become physically and mentally incapacitated in their old age and 
therefore a burden to their family and society. Again the possible 
consequences have to be weighed against each other. From the point of 
view of the sufferer, and perhaps also of his or her family, euthanasia 
might well be considered beneficial. Objectors might argue, however, 
that it would tend to blunt or weaken the moral sensitivities of the society 
as a whole. Were euthanasia to be legalized- and laws do not always 
reflect standards of morality - it might also be regarded as the thin end 
of the wedge. 'Look what happened in Nazi Germany', they say. The 
moral acceptability of euthanasia must therefore presuppose that the 
person whose life is to be terminated has given his or her permission 
voluntarily. This does of course raise questions as to whether such 
permission has in fact been given in a specific case, or how it was 
obtained. And what moral attitude should be adopted towards this issue 
in the case of people who are incapable of communicating their wishes, 
such as people who as a result of brain damage are little more than 
'cabbages'? Can people who have lost all capacity for rational thought or 
moral judgement be regarded as 'persons' with 'rights'? This of course 
relates to the wider context of religion, political philosophy, and the 
philosophy of mind. Is the possession of rights contingent on an ability to 
contribute in some way to society? It can certainly be argued that a 
society which is able to show compassion and care for those most 
handicapped in its midst is in some sense a 'better' society than one which 
would sanction 'mercy-killing'. It might also be claimed that despite their 
handicaps such individuals nevertheless have 'souls' and therefore it 
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would be quite wrong to terminate their lives; to do so would be nothing 
less than murder. 

It is over the question of abortion that perhaps the most heat has been 
generated in arguments. And certainly the issues do seem to be rather 
more complex. Let us take the oft-quoted case of a woman who knows 
that her unborn child will be severely handicapped (she has taken a drug 
or has had German Measles early in pregnancy, and tests have confirmed 
the prognosis). She has four children already, her husband is 
unemployed, and housing conditions are poor. Legally she would be 
entitled to seek abortion and would have no difficulty in securing one 
through the National Health Service. But does this make the abortion 
morally 'right'? Those who say it does not can make out the following 
sort of case. The unborn child has a 'right' to life. Moreover, human life 
is sacred. Each one of us has a 'soul' which comes to us from God. To kill 
the child in the womb, whatever its handicaps, is an affront to the 
Creator. As in the case of euthanasia - perhaps more so - abortion 
weakens respect for life. Society should be able to cater for such disabled 
children regardless of the financial cost. Caring for them in any case is an 
opportunity for people to show patience and love. Who is to say that the 
child might not live a happy life and make a contribution to the wider 
community? (The recent example might be cited here of Christy Nolan, 
the young Irish writer who, although mute and almost totally paralysed, 
learned to operate a computer keyboard with his head, gained admission 
to university and won the Whit bread Book of the Year award.) From this 
standpoint the consequences of abortion would be regarded as 'bad' as 
would the action itself. In answer to these objections a number of points 
could be made. 'Rights' belong to people who are actually members of 
society and are given to them by society. (This is one reason why it need 
not be inconsistent to be in favour of abortion in certain circumstances 
and yet be opposed to the death penalty for murder; whereas there 
would appear to be an inconsistency when those who are most vociferous 
in opposing abortion, on the grounds that human life is sacred, yet often 
appear quite unconcerned about capital punishment.) The unborn child 
belongs to the mother; her wishes and decision must be paramount. 
Certainly in the earliest weeks of pregnancy the child is not viable; that 
is, it could not survive outside the womb. The sacredness or sanctity of 
life is a human concept. The existence of a Creator is questionable. As to 
the existence of a 'soul' in each individual, this of course gives rise to the 
question of when exactly in the development of the foetus does it become 
'ensouled'. Most speculation about this, however, is idle and unneces
sary, as what really matters for the opponents of abortion is that 
termination of pregnancy prevents the embryo from realizing its poten
tial as a human being; and from the biological standpoint (even without 
introducing religious or metaphysical concepts) it can be argued that this 
potential is present from the earliest moment when the zygote comes into 
being after the ovum has been fertilized. The philosophical debate can 
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then be concentrated on the issues of balancing the respective claims of 
the child as against the needs and wishes of its mother (and perhaps also 
the father). One might also refer to the wider claims of the society at 
large. Particularly pertinent is the problem of overpopulation in such 
countries as India and China, while a failure to control births can lead to 
mass starvation. Abortion is arguably a rather extreme measure; contra
ception and sterilization might seem to be more satisfactory alternatives. 
But for many opponents of abortion such methods are equally unaccept
able from the moral point of view. 

It is doubtful whether there can ever be common ground between the 
proponents and opponents of such controversial moral issues, starting as 
they do from different premisses and perhaps basing their respective 
moral judgements on different criteria. Of course, it has not been 
possible to give more than a brief summary here of some of the 
arguments. The issues are difficult, and extensive further reading is 
essential if you wish to gain a better understanding of the different points 
of view. But if you are to enter into a serious philosophical debate about 
these, and other moral problems, you should take note of the following 
points. 

(1) Be sceptical about the validity of general principles which are alleged 
to admit of no exceptions. Moral issues are usually very much more 
complex than they might seem at first sight. 
(2) Several moral principles may in fact be applicable to the same 
situation at the same time. 
(3) Consider intentions, actions, and consequences (actual and foresee
able). 
( 4) Although moral decisions are made in the context of society, in the 
last analysis they are made by individuals. 

You may have good reasons for acting (or not acting) in the way you do, 
and you may wish to recommend to others that they follow a similar 
course of action. But remember that they may well be operating within a 
different framework and may approach a problem from a different 
standpoint. A certain minimum of agreement on basic rules of behaviour 
is obviously necessary for the smooth running of society. (What this 
'lowest common denominator' should be in a particular community is of 
course a matter for legislation, and this requires a further debate in 
itself.) Beyond this minimum, however, it should be thought undesirable 
for one person's code to be imposed on another individual. (Why? Can 
you think of any counter-arguments?) In the United Kingdom, for 
example, nobody who is opposed to abortion is forced to undergo such 
an operation herself. Likewise, the wishes of individuals who feel that 
abortion is acceptable should be respected. This does not of course mean 
that one cannot seek to influence the majority 'consensus' and ultimately 
to change the law if it can be shown that on balance the wider 
consequences for the community of a particular practice are sufficient 
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justification for limiting individual autonomy on moral issues. (Some of 
the problems arising from conflicts between the individual and society 
will be examined in the next chapter.) 

Finally, it should be mentioned that there are numerous other moral 
issues which lack of space has prevented us from discussing, for example, 
nuclear disarmament, women's rights, animal rights, our destruction of 
the environment. You will find references to these in some of the books 
in the reading list- see particularly those by Barrow and Singer (ed.). 

QUESTIONS 

A. Data response/guided answer questions 
1. Write a short philosophical commentary on the following passage, 
incorporating into your discussion your answers to the guiding questions. 

The practical imperative will therefore be as follows: 'Act in such a 
way that you always treat humanity whether in your own person or in 
the person of any other, never simply as a means, but always at the 
same time as an end'. We will now consider whether this can be carried 
out in practice. 

Let us keep to our previous examples: 
First, as regards the concept of necessary duty to oneself, the man 

who contemplates suicide will ask 'Can my action be compatible with 
the idea of humanity as an end in itself?' If he does away with himself 
in order to escape from a painful situation, he is making use of a person 
merely as a means to maintain a tolerable state of affairs till the end of 
his life. But man is not a thing - not something to be used merely as a 
means: he must always in all his actions be regarded as an end in 
himself. Hence I cannot dispose of man in my person by maiming, 
spoiling, or killing. (A more precise determination of this principle in 
order to avoid all misunderstanding - for example, about having limbs 
amputated to save myself or about exposing my life to danger in order 
to preserve it, and so on - I must here forego; this question belongs to 
morals proper.) 

Secondly, so far as necessary or strict duty to others is concerned, 
the man who has a mind to make a false promise to others will see at 
once that he is intending to make use of another man merely as a 
means to an end he does not share. For the man whom I seek to use for 
my own purposes by such a promise cannot himself share the end of 
the action. This incompatibility with the principle of duty to others 
leaps to the eye more obviously when we bring in examples of attempts 
on the freedom and property of others. For then it is manifest that a 
violater of the rights of man intends to use the person of others merely 
as a means without taking into consideration that, as rational beings, 
they ought always at the same time to be rated as ends - that is, only as 
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beings who must themselves be able to share in the end of the very 
same action. [Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals 
(67-68)] 

(a) How does Kant deal here with the issue of the morality of suicide? 
(b) How does Kant deal in this abstract with the making of false 

promises? 
(c) Is Kant saying that suicide is always wrong, and that making a false 

promise is always wrong? 
(d) In his analysis of these two issues does Kant make allowance for 

different circumstances of action? 
[IB, 1987] 

2. Read the extract below and then answer the questions which follow 

So long as the utility which dominates moral value-judgements is solely 
that which is useful to the herd, so long as the object is solely the 
preservation of the community and the immoral is sought precisely and 
exclusively in that which seems to imperil the existence of the 
community; so long as that is the case there can be no 'morality of love 
of one's neighbour'. Supposing that even there a constant little 
exercise of consideration, pity, fairness, mildness, mutual aid was 
practised, supposing that even at that stage of all society all those 
drives are active which are later honourably designated 'virtues' and 
are finally practically equated with the concept 'morality': in that era 
they do not yet by any means belong to the domain of moral 
valuation - they are still extra-moral. [Nietzsche, Beyond Good and 
Evil (201)] 

(a) According to the extract 
(i) upon what basis may moral judgements be made, 

(ii) upon what basis might immoral actions be judged, 
(iii) what might be meant by 'extra-moral'? 

(b) Explain and give an example of what Nietzsche means by herd
animal morality. 

(c) Discuss Nietzsche's view that there are no objective grounds for 
moral values. 

[JMB, 1987) 

Essay questions (texts) 
1. What does Hume declare to be the relation between justice and 

utility? Show briefly how he justifies his contention. 
2. 'Since Hume admits that only reason can determine what is useful, 

and since his whole thesis is that the moral is the useful, surely it follows 
that it is reason which determines what is the moral. How then can he 
aver that morality rests in sentiment? Examine this criticism of Hume. 
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3. 'Hume's doctrine of sympathy amounts to a doctrine of self-love, 
and is therefore a negation of all morality.' Discuss. 

4. What is Kant's criterion of the moral worth of actions? 
5. What does Kant mean by the statement that duty is the necessity of 

acting out of reverence for the law? 
6. Examine Kant's notion of the Good Will. [IB, 1987] 
7. State and criticize Kant's successive formulations of the categorical 

imperative. 
8. 'For a holy will there are no imperatives.' Explain what this means. 
9. What is Kant's answer to the question: 'How is a categorical 

imperative possible'? 
10. How does Mill criticize the 'intuitionist' view of ethics? How far is 
Mill himself an intuitionist? 
11. What according to Mill, are the sanctions of the utilitarian ethic? 
12. What 'proofs' does Mill advance in favour of utilitarianism? 
13. How does Mill prove that justice is a branch of morality? 
14. By what criteria does Mill distinguish the different qualities of 
pleasures? 
15. How does Mill attempt to establish the General Happiness Prin
ciple? How far do you think Mill is successful? [JMB, 1987] 
16. Why does Nietzsche seek to discover the origin of moral pheno
mena? [IB, 1987] 
17. Why do you think Nietzsche called his work Beyond Good and Evil. 
Prelude to a philosophy of the future? [JMB, 1987] 
18. Explain Nietzsche's thesis we need a critique of moral values. [IB, 
1988] 
19. Examine critically Nietzsche's concept of 'ressentiment'. 
20. Is Nietzsche's moral philosophy 'subjectivist'? 
21. Explain and discuss critically Sartre's claim that man 'in choosing for 
himself ... chooses for all men'. [AEB, 1985] 
22. In Existentialism and Humanism Sartre refers to the following 
remark which has been addressed to the existentialist, 'Then it does not 
matter what you do'. 

(a) Why has this criticism been made? 
(b) Elaborate Sartre's response to this criticism and discuss whether 

or not you think he refutes it. 
[AEB, 1985] 

23. Examine critically the Sartrean view that man makes his own values. 
24. Explain what Sartre means by self-deception and consider its impor
tance in Existentialism and Humanism. [AEB, 1986] 
25. Why does Ayer believe that it is not possible to translate ethical 
terms into empirical terms? 
26. Discuss critically Ayer's view that when I use the word 'right' and 
'wrong' all I am doing is expressing my ethical feelings. 
27. How does Ayer answer the objection that on his theory it would be 
impossible to argue about questions of value? Is his answer satisfactory? 



194 

C. Essay questions (problems) 
28. Why might it be thought that feelings are a better guide to action 
than reason? [IB, 1987) 
29. Is being morally good the same thing as following a set of moral 
rules? (IB, 1987) 
30. 'Ultimately no reasons can be given for moral judgements.' What 
arguments can be advanced for and against this view? [AEB, 1989) 
31. Examine the distinction between 'act-utilitarianism' and 'rule
utilitarianism'. 
32. Moral values are frequently said to be relative. Can this view be 
defended? [AEB, 1987) 
33. Can an 'ought' be derived from an 'is'? [AEB, 1987] 
34. Can a clear distinction be made between 'prescriptive' and 'descrip
tive' meaning? 
35. 'I know what I ought to do but I am not going to do it.' Examine 
critically the grounds on which such an assertion might be justified. 
36. 'If I adopt a rule for myself, I must adopt it for others.' Must this be 
so? 
37. Can voluntary euthanasia be justified? Discuss the philosophical 
difficulties. 
38. Examine the ethical arguments for or against experimentation on 
animals. 
39. What central moral problems are raised in considering whether or 
not it is right for one person to prevent another's suicide? [AEB, 1987) 
40. On what grounds might it be considered right to sacrifice one's own 
welfare for the benefit of another's? 
41. How far can the right of a woman to determine what happens in and 
to her body supply a justification for abortion? [AEB, 1989) 
42. Explain what is meant by 'fanaticism'. Is it morally coherent? 
43. Examine the claim that it is right to pursue a policy of nuclear 
deterrence which has as its goal the prevention of nuclear war. [JMB, 
1987] 

(See also questions on ethics for Chapters 2 [Plato] and 3 [Aristotle].) 
Notes/guided answers have been provided for questions 6, 15, 18, 23, 29, 
32, and 34. 

READING LIST 

A. Prescribed texts 
Ayer, A. J., Language, Truth and Logic. (AEB) 
Kant, 1., Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals. (IB) 
Mill, J. S., Utilitarianism. (JMB) 
Nietzsche, F., On the Genealogy of Morals. (IB) 
Nietzsche, F., Beyond Good and Evil. (JMB) 



Sartre, J.-P., Existentialism and Humanism. (AEB) 
Sartre, J.-P., Being and Nothingness. (IB) 

B. Other texts 
Hare, R. M., The Language of Morals. 
Hare, R. M., Freedom and Reason. 
Hume, D., Enquiry concerning the Principles of Morals. 

C. Supplementary Reading 

195 

(If you are a relative beginner, you are recommended to read first the 
titles marked with an asterisk.) 

I. Books and articles on individual philosophers. 
Foster, J., A. J. Ayer. 
Hanfling, 0., 'Ayer, Language, Truth and Logic', in G. Vesey (ed.), 

Philosophers Ancient and Modern.* 
Wollheim, R., F. H. Bradley.* 
Ayer, A. J., Hume.* 
Mackie, J. L., Hume's Moral Theory. 
Stroud, B., Hume. 
Acton, H. B., Kant's Moral Philosophy. 
Scruton, R., Kant.* 
Walker, R. C. S., Kant. 
Britton, K., Mill.* 
Plamenatz, J., The English Utilitarians. • 
Thomas, W., Mill.* 
Hollingdale, R. J., Nietzsche: The Man and his Philosophy. 
Schacht, R., Nietzsche. 
Stern, J.P., Nietzsche.* 
Tanner, M., 'Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil', in G. Vesey (ed.), 

Philosophers Ancient and Modern. 
Caws, P., Sartre. 
Murdoch, I., Sartre, Romantic Rationalist.* 
Warnock, M., The Philosophy of Sartre. • 

2. General books on moral philosophy or essays on particular issues. 
Barrow, R., Injustice, Inequality and Ethics. • 
Bradley, F. H., Ethical Studies. 
Broad, C. D., Five Types of Ethical Theory. 
Feinberg, J. (ed.), Moral Concepts.* 
Foot, P. (ed.), Theories of Ethics.* 
Frankena, W. A., Ethics.* 
Glover, J., Causing Death and Saving Lives. • 
Hudson, W. D., Modern Moral Philosophy. 
Mackie, J. L., Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong. 
Moore, G. E., Ethics.* 



196 

Moore, G. E., Principia Ethica. 
Murdoch, I., Sovereignty of the Good. • 
Nowell-Smith, P. H., Ethics. 
Parfit, D., Reasons and Persons. 
Singer, P. (ed.), Applied Ethics.* 
Singer, P. and Clark, S., 'Value Judgements', in A. Phillips Griffiths 

(ed.), Philosophical Themes.* 
Toulmin, S. E., An Examination of the Place of Reason in Ethics.* 
Williams, B., Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy. 
Williams, B., Morality: An Introduction to Ethics.* 

3. Historical background 
Macintyre, A., A Short History of Ethics.* 
Warnock, M., Ethics since 1900." 

(See also the historical reading list for Chapter 4.) 



CHAPTER 6 197 

POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY 

6.1 INTRODUCTION 

Through your reading of Cbs 2. 8-11 and 3.9 you will already have some 
idea of what political philosophy is all about. In the present chapter we 
shall consider a number of important philosophical issues arising out of 
an analysis of the political and social relationship that may obtain 
between individuals and societies. Think first of the problem of control
ling behaviour. If we all acted with total selfishness, with no regard at all 
for the effects of our actions on other people, there could be no concept 
of socially accepted standards. Indeed our behaviour might well become 
self-defeating in the sense that the actions of other people might actually 
prevent us from achieving our own aims. Alternatively society would 
disintegrate into a battlefield on which conflicting factions would engage 
in an incessant struggle for power. If on the other hand we all agreed on 
what the 'right' actions were in all circumstances, then perhaps we would 
live together in a state of perfect harmony. 

But of course life is not like that. We have differing conceptions of 
morality, and modern societies are complex entities. It is the task of 
governments not only to regulate the economic and social life of the 
community but also to legislate so as to reconcile conflicting perspectives 
and ensure that society runs smoothly. This leads to the problem of 
authority. What gives our rulers the right to control the lives of individual 
citizens? From where do they derive their authority? Why should we 
obey the state? These matters will be discussed in the next section. If we 
do submit to a 'higher' authority, to what extent are we relinquishing our 
liberty? Should the state's role be purely negative - to prevent harm 
being inflicted on an individual? Or should the state go further and 
positively encourage individuality and freedom in the sense of 'self
realization' or 'rational self-direction', as Isaiah Berlin puts it in his Four 
Essays on Liberty? The problem of liberty will be examined in 6.3. Does 
'positive' freedom necessarily entail inequality? Can all citizens be 
'equal' in some absolute sense, or must we rest content with the notion of 
equality of opportunity? Is this consistent with justice? The final section 
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(6.4) will be devoted to an examination of Karl Marx's conception of 
society. 

6.2 AUTHORITY AND OBEDIENCE 

Reading: Hobbes, Leviathan; Locke, Second Treatise on Civil Gov
ernment; Rousseau, The Social Contract and Discourse on the Origin 
of Inequality 

At some time in our lives most of us find ourselves in a position of having 
to do what we are told. At school we have to do our exercises. At work 
we must follow our employer's instructions. In everyday life we have to 
obey the law- drive on the correct side of the road, 'keep the peace', 
and so on. What is the basis of the authority which imposes itself on us in 
such ways? There are two general answers that might be initially given to 
justify our acquiescence. (1) The authority is regarded as having the 
appropriate knowledge, experience, or expertise. 'Teacher knows best', 
it may be said. And recognition of his having authority in this sense 
would be thought sufficient reason for our following the instructions of 
our family doctor, for example. In like manner the ruler of a state might 
be thought to possess the degree of wisdom or virtue necessary to ensure 
the well-being of all the citizens, and on these grounds would expect 
them to be obedient to his commands. (2) Rulers of states, however, 
(and school teachers) are additionally generally thought to be in author
ity; and this notion of authority suggests that they have the power of 
coercion. If we do not do what we are told we are liable to be punished. 

An alternative and perhaps more precise distinction can also be made: 
between de facto and de jure authority. A person is in authority de facto 
if by virtue of his position or knowledge he is recognised as being entitled 
to command us to act in some way. It does not follow from this, however, 
that we have 'given' him this authority. To grant someone (a ruler, 
policeman, football referee, for example) authority presupposes a set of 
rules, an agreed framework, within which he can exercise it. In this sense 
we may talk of de jure authority. Of course possession of authority de 
facto more often than not is a consequence of being in authority de jure. 
But the reverse does not seem to be the case; we can always ask someone 
who seeks to exercise authority over us by what right it is claimed. And 
an acceptable justification cannot always be given. This is a central issue 
which concerns us in much of what follows. 

The two meanings of 'authority' are implicit in the political philosophy 
of both Plato and Aristotle. The Guardians or Philosopher-Kings of the 
Republic are uniquely endowed with 'reason' and have been given the 
specific training to rule the 'ideal' society. Likewise the 'middle-class' 
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administrators and members of the judiciary, who take it in turn to rule 
Aristotle's 'Polity', are qualified to do so by their virtue and experience. 
Now two points must be noted here. Firstly, neither of these kinds of 
society is 'democratic' in the sense of the term as generally used today: 
the majority of inhabitants of Plato's 'ideal' state play no part in choosing 
who should rule them. Through state-controlled education they are 
indoctrinated with the metaphysical and ethical principles underlying 
their society, and thus have no alternative but to accept the authority 
imposed on them from birth. Secondly, in the Platonic-Aristotelian view 
of the state, authority is inseparable from a concept of law as grounded in 
a metaphysical theory of human nature or of 'reality'. (It is true that in 
the Republic there is no provision for a 'constitution' in which might be 
enshrined citizens' rights. In the perfect state there would be no need of 
laws, for the Guardians are ruled by reason while the other two classes 
are ruled by the all-wise Guardians. In his later works on political theory 
[the Statesman and the Laws] Plato recognises that there are no perfect 
rulers, and endeavoured to introduce a code of law, embodying the 
absolute standards in accordance with which he thought society should 
be regulated.) 

With the rise of Christianity the Platonic conception of law is incorpo
rated into a theological framework. God is now the ultimate authority; 
and in the writings of one of the most influential of early Christian 
political theorists, St Augustine (354-430), the standard against which 
the actions of fallen man are to be judged in the social context is divine or 
eternal law. In his The City of God (which you are strongly recom
mended to read if you have time) Augustine argues for a political 
structure which interferes with the affairs of the citizen only to the extent 
necessary to maintain unity and order; each individual being left to work 
out his own salvation in the light of his conscience - that is, his 
apprehension of the archetypal eternal law - and with the aid of divine 
grace. 

If Augustine was influenced by Plato, the Aristotelian tradition 
reappears in the writings of St Thomas Aquinas (1224-74), though he 
also incorporates Platonic elements in his monumental synthesis. The 
central notion of man as a natural political being is restored. The state is 
no longer limited to playing a minimalist role in human society but is now 
regarded as providing the essential context in which man can fulfil 
himself spiritually as a creature of God. The ideal constitution is an 
elected monarchy, the ruler exercising his authority with the consent of 
the governed by virtue of the fact that each man is, like himself, rational 
and is free to use his own judgement. Aquinas also distinguishes between 
four kinds of law. The law on the basis of which society is run is termed 
'human' law. This is subordinated to 'natural' law which provides the 
standard for human law but which itself is understood as 'participation in 
the eternal law by a rational creature' and is 'self-evident' through the 
exercise of practical reason. The fourth kind of law is 'divine' law which 
is given to man in revelation. 
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The social contract 
It is possible to argue that in the several systems we have referred to in 
the preceding paragraphs de facto authority is legitimized in terms of a de 
jure authority which is itself grounded in metaphysical or theological 
principles, given to us through faith or through the exercise of pure 
reason. But what if standards are no longer believed to be universal or 
objective? What support can there be for a claim to the possession of 
authority de jure? Why should an individual feel himself obliged to obey 
his rulers (other than out of fear of coercion or punishment)? This is a 
problem which concerned a number of post-medieval philosophers who 
in different ways appealed to the notion of a 'social contract'. 

Hobbes 
Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) may perhaps be described as a sceptical 
materialist. Although our senses may permit us to construct a science of 
moving bodies, we can have no certain knowledge of what the world 
outside us is really like. He rejected 'supernatural' accounts of man; 
human beings are to be understood as working like a machine. Human 
nature operates on the basis of two principles: desire (stemming from 
sensations) and reason (by means of which desires are put into effect). 
As he also rejects the possibility of our knowing any 'objective' moral 
principles, his political philosophy takes as its starting point the evident 
desire in all men for security and ultimately self-preservation (man, he 
says in his famous work Leviathan, is in 'continual fear and danger of 
violent death'). It is in response to this desire that men decided to band 
together in society - without which life would be 'solitary, poor, nasty, 
brutish and short' (ch. 17). To overcome the difficulties of moral 
scepticism and relativism rational men then agree among themselves to 
surrender their 'natural rights' (for example, of self-defence) to a 
sovereign (which could be a single man or a group) whose subjects they 
would then become. The sovereign thus acquires de jure authority; and in 
Hobbes's version of the social contract becomes 'that great LEVIATHAN, or 
rather, to speak more reverently, ... that moral God, to which we owe 
under the immortal God, our peace and defence' [ibid.]. But this 
Leviathan has absolute power and is 'above the law' in the sense that he 
determines and enforces the civil law, that is what is right and wrong. It is 
only when he fails to secure order within the state (his raison d' etre) that 
resistance to his authority can be justified and his power undermined. 

Locke 
Although he also embraced a social contract theory, Locke diverged 
markedly from Hobbes in a number of respects. 

(1) (Cbs 11-V) He rejected the image of primitive man as being in a 
condition of brutish hostility concerned solely with his own personal 
welfare. For Locke people are naturally social; they are subject to 
rational laws of nature instituted by God for the proper functioning of 
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His creation. Natural rights, which he identifies as life, liberty, and 
property, thus have a supernatural basis: 

The state of nature has a law of nature to govern it, which obliges 
every one, and reason, which is that law, teaches all mankind, who will 
but consult it, that being all equal and independent, no one ought to 
harm another in his life, health, liberty, or possessions; for men being 
all the workmanship of one omnipotent, and infinitely wise maker; all 
the servants of one sovereign master, sent into the world by his order, 
and about his business; they are his property, whose workmanship they 
are, made to last during his, not one another's pleasure; and being 
furnished with like faculties, sharing all in one community of nature, 
there cannot be supposed any such subordination among us, that may 
authorize us to destroy one another, as if we were made for one 
another's uses, as the inferior ranks of creatures are for ours. 
[Section 6] 

(2) (Ch. VIII) As in Hobbes's theory, the contract is made between 
individuals, but for Locke their rights are given up to the community 
('Commonwealth' is his preferred term [ch. X]) and not to a sovereign 
(Sec. 96). Indeed an absolute monarchy (which Hobbes had argued to be 
the best form of government to secure peace within the state) is 
inconsistent with civil society; for under such a ruler, who possesses all 
legislative and executive power within himself, a citizen is denied appeal 
for any injury suffered (Sec. 90). Locke's society is also more 'democra
tic' in the sense that he invokes rule by the majority as a practical 
necessity: 

For if the consent of the majority shall not in reason be received as the 
act of the whole, and conclude every individual, nothing but the 
consent of every individual can make any thing to be the act of the 
whole, which, considering the infirmities of health and avocations of 
business, which in a number though much less than that of a common
wealth, will necessarily keep many away from the public assembly; and 
the variety of opinions and contrariety of interests which unavoidably 
happen in all collections of men, 'tis next impossible ever to be 
had ... Such a constitution as this would make the mighty Leviathan 
of a shorter duration than the feeblest of creatures, and not let it 
outlast the day it was born in, which cannot be supposed till we can 
think that rational creatures should desire and constitute societies only 
to be dissolved. For where the majority cannot conclude the rest, there 
they cannot act as one body, and consequently will be immediately 
dissolved again. [Sec. 98] 

Authority thus lies with the government of the 'commonwealth' and is 
grounded in the agreement of the majority. As Locke remarked in 
section 142, the legislative 'must not raise taxes on the property of the 
people without the consent of the people given by themselves or their 
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deputies' - a remark that was later to be echoed frequently during the 
American Revolution ('no taxation without representation'). 

(3) (Cbs IX, XI, XII-XIV) It should be noted that in Locke's versions of 
the social contract only those natural rights are surrendered which are 
necessary for the well-being of the community. As he says, quoting 
Cicero, 'Salus populi suprema lex that is, 'The welfare of the people is the 
supreme law') (Sec. 158). The role of the state is to be confined to 
protecting the individual's life, liberty and property (see for example Sec. 
131). Hobbes is of course much more 'absolutist'. 

Rousseau 
It is with the quixotic French writer and philosopher Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau (1712-1778) that the social contract theory is especially 
associated. To understand his account of the contract and therefore what 
he means by authority we need first of all to look at his notion of 'natural 
man' which he presented in an early essay, the Discourse on Inequality 
(1755). Two central points should be noted. 

(1) (As against Hobbes) 'savage' man is essentially amoral. 'Men in a 
state of nature, having no moral relations or determinate obligations one 
with another, could not be either good or bad, virtuous or vicious.' 
However, this is a preliminary view. Rousseau goes on to stress that 
primitive man is naturally virtuous. For although akin to other animals in 
that his behaviour is instinctive (and also in not possessing language), 
natural man manifests two principles 'prior to reason': 

one of them deeply interesting to us in our own welfare and preserva
tion, and the other exciting a natural repugnance at seeing any other 
sensible being, and particularly any of our own species, suffer pain or 
death. It is from the agreement and combination which the un
derstanding is in a position to establish between these two principles, 
without its being necessary to introduce that of sociability, that all the 
rules of natural right appear to me to be derived - rules which our 
reason is afterwards obliged to establish on other foundations, when by 
its successive developments is has been led to suppress nature itself. 
[Preface] 

This 'repugnance' is attributable to compassion; and this is 'a natural 
feeling, which, by moderating the activity of love of self in each 
individual, contributes to the preservation of the whole species' (Part I). 
He goes on to suggest that natural man, although amoral, was perfec
tible, that is, possessed a capacity for moral and social improvement 
which could be developed given the right conditions for growth. 

(2) The fact that natural man did not fulfil this potential is due, argues 
Rousseau, to two factors: (a) the idea of private property, (b) the 
increasing domination of 'passion' by reason once man is in society. Now 
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(as against Locke) Rousseau suggests that primitive man did not have 
any possessions: 'the only goods he recognises in the universe are food, a 
female, and sleep: the only evils he fears are pain and hunger' (Part I). 
But in Part II he sets out to show how man became 'civilized' and 
therefore corrupt as he acquired property and established the 'artificial' 
institutions of society. As he puts it: 

The first man who, having enclosed a piece of ground, bethought 
himself of saying 'This is mine,' and found people simple enough to 
believe him, was the real founder of civil society ... Society and law, 
which bound new fetters on the poor, and gave new powers to the rich; 
which irretrievably destroyed natural liberty, eternally fixed the law of 
property and inequality, converted clever usurpation into unalterable 
right, and, for the advantage of a few ambitious individuals, subjected 
all mankind to perpetual labour, slavery, and wretchedness. [paras. 1 
and 37] 

Rousseau's account of man's 'fall from innocence'- from primitive 
simplicity, through to the invention of tools, development of skills, the 
foundation of family life, the emergence of language, the introduction of 
morality, law, and punishment (as amour pro pre came to dominate the 
natural feeling of 'self-love'), and finally to the full-blown complexity of 
modern societies with their violence, misery, and inequality- is set out 
with great clarity; and you should experience no difficulty in following it. 
Of more relevance to the topic of this section is the thesis of his major 
work, the Social Contract, which has a positive aim, namely, to suggest 
the means by which the human condition might be ameliorated - though 
he recognised that there could be no return to the hypothetical 'state of 
nature'. 

He starts (Book I, cbs i-v) by attempting to show that there is no 
natural 'sacred right' in social order; any such right must be grounded in 
conventions. Right can be created neither by force nor by any 'natural 
authority' of one man over another. It follows then that those who would 
claim the right to enslave others can, in the last analysis, justify their 
presumed authority only by appealing to the consent of the slave; and 
this is absurd. 'The words slave and right contradict each other, and are 
mutually exclusive' (I, iv). As Rousseau says in ch. i, man, although 
everywhere in chains, is born free. 'To renounce liberty is to renounce 
being a man, to surrender the rights of humanity and even its duties,' (I, 
iv). The problem then is how man's intrinsic freedom is to be realized. 
Rousseau's solution is nothing if not radical. If rights are ultimately to be 
grounded in political convention, then political structures must be 
established so as to ensure that freedom of the subject is preserved. And 
this can be achieved only through the surrender of each and every man 
not to an individual authority but to what Rousseau calls the general will 
(Ia volonte genera/e). This is the basis of his 'social compact' (I, vi): 
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Each of us puts his person and all his power in common under the 
supreme direction of the general will, and, in our corporate capacity, 
we receive each member as an indivisible part of the whole. 

This authority (Republic or body politic) is called variously the State 
(when passive), Sovereign (when active), and Power (when compared 
with other similar bodies). In so far as they are under the laws of the state 
the people are called subjects, but they are also citizens in that they share 
in the 'sovereign authority' Rousseau's 'body politic' is an 'organic' 
community. It cannot 'alienate any part of itself'. It cannot 'offend 
against one of the members without attacking the body', while to attack 
the body must lead to the resentment of its members (I, vi). It follows 
that there can be no place for the manifestation of a particular will or 
interest in conflict with the common interest; this would be to drive a 
wedge between the individual as subject and as citizen. He must 
therefore give up to the corporate body his natural liberty in order to 
gain civil liberty and thus moral liberty 'which alone makes him master of 
himself; for the mere impulse of appetite is slavery, while obedience to a 
law which we prescribe to ourselves is liberty' (I, x). (*This is an 
important and controversial feature of Rousseau's theory of the state. 
You might compare it with the rational man's self-imposition of the 
categorical imperative in Kant's moral philosophy- see Ch. 5.3- and 
with the Marxist conception of society discussed in Ch. 6.4. The issue of 
liberty will be tackled in the next section.) As Rousseau says in I, vii: 

In order then that the social compact may not be an empty formula, it 
tacitly includes the undertaking, which alone can give force to the rest, 
that whoever refuses to obey the general will shall be compelled to do 
so by the whole body. This means nothing less than that he will be 
forced to be free; for this is the condition which, by giving each citizen 
to his country, secures him against all personal dependence. In this lies 
the key to the working of the political machine; this alone legitimizes 
civil undertakings, which, without it, would be absurd, tyrannical and 
liable to the most frightful abuses. 

Rousseau's 'general will' as expressed by the Sovereign, that is the body 
politic when active, thus has supreme de jure authority. Sovereignty is 
inalienable (II, i), indivisible (II, ii), and infallible- provided citizens 
can communicate with each other and the general will can make itself 
known (II, iii). The 'pluses and minuses' of particular wills can then 
cancel each other out, so that the general will, which is concerned only 
with the common interest, 'remains as the sum of the differences' (ibid.). 

The remaining chapters of Book II are concerned mainly with law and 
legislation. A law, says Rousseau, is an act of the general will made by 
the whole people for the whole people: it 'unites universality of will with 
universality of object' (II, vi). However, it is difficult for a public body to 
implement a system of legislation because it does not always see the good 
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it wills; individual judgement is not always enlightened. A legislator is 
therefore necessary, who will occupy an office in the state which is 
neither magistracy nor sovereignty. He will himself have no personal 
right of legislation and must submit his decisions to the free vote of the 
people. But, says Rousseau, he must ultimately have recourse to an 
authority of a different order, namely God, if he is to constrain without 
violence those whom human prudence cannot move. 'The great soul of 
the legislator is the only miracle that can prove his mission' (II, vii). Such 
a being will thus unite understanding and will in the social body: the parts 
will be made to work exactly together and the whole will be 'raised to its 
highest power' (II, vi). 

Throughout Books III and IV Rousseau examines different forms of 
government. (You should note in particular his view that because the 
government itself is not sovereign, but merely an agency subject to the 
dictates of the community as a whole, the general will is as likely to be 
expressed in a democracy as in a dictatorship.) 

·comments and criticisms 
There are clearly both differences and similarities between these various 
versions of the social contract theory. Note especially the contrast 
between Hobbes' view of man in the 'primitive' state and that of 
Rousseau; the accounts given by Locke and Rousseau on property; and 
compare what all three thinkers have to say about 'nature' and 'rights'. 
As for the contract theory itself, you might think about the following 
three points: 

(1} According to the theory in its simplest form a contract is made 
between individuals. Leaving aside any consideration of what man was 
like in the so-called 'state of nature', it is certainly not easy to ascertain 
when or how or in what form actual agreements were made. It is for this 
reason that social contract theories are said to be 'hypothetical'. Thus far 
they can be useful in providing us with an explanatory framework which 
can help us to analyse actual societies. Their value in providing an 
account of the origin of societies must, however, remain doubtful. (You 
will find a short summary of a modem version of the 'hypothetical' social 
contract theory at the end of the next section.) 

(2} It can be argued that the social contract theory treats the 'individual' 
as an abstraction, that is, as a separate entity possessing rights who then 
freely consents to submit himself to the authority of a sovereign 
individual or government. Some critics have claimed that the attempt to 
incorporate essentially asocial individuals in the social framework of a 
contract is to introduce a tension into the theory if not a direct 
inconsistency. 

(3) As we have seen, while the versions of the theory put forward by 
Hobbes and Locke tend to emphasize individualism as being prior to 
'collectivity', Rousseau's society is distinctly 'organicist'. But in his. case 
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this gives rise to several particular difficulties. (a) Rousseau's notion of 
the 'general will' is metaphysical if not incoherent. It can be identified 
neither with any particular will nor with an aggregate of individual wills. 
In practice it turns out to be the collective opinion of an actual grouping 
within society. (b) Closely connected wth the first point is Rousseau's 
account of freedom. The individual must be compelled to understand 
that his particular viewpoint is false and that his 'real' will is to be 
identified with that of the community as a whole, wherein also lies his 
true freedom. He must be forced to be free. This does seem to be 
paradoxical, to say the least. (c) These weaknesses in his theory are the 
more serious in that for Rousseau the individual citizen subordinates 
himself not only to the law but to the community's conception of 
morality. Indeed the distinction between the two concepts virtually 
disappears in Rousseau's scheme. But it remains unclear as to what the 
moral ideals or standards of the community, as expressed through the 
general will, can actually be. 

6.3 LIBERTY, EQUALITY AND JUSTICE 

Reading: Mill, On Liberty 

Liberty 
An examination of the basis of authority leads on naturally to the 
question of liberty or freedom (which we touched on in the last section in 
our discussion of Rousseau). By this is meant not the so-called 'freedom 
of the will' (which we shall be considering later in the book) but, as Mill 
puts it, 'the nature and limits of the power which can be legitimately 
exercised by society over the individual'. As we indicated in the 
introduction to the chapter, an initial distinction can be made between 
'negative' freedom and 'positive' freedom. The former refers to a notion 
of liberty where individuals are said to be free to the extent that they are 
not coerced or constrained by other people. They are able to act in 
accordance with their own wishes and inclinations without restriction. 
But to refer to wishes and inclinations is to introduce the notion of choice 
as between alternatives. People usually act for some purpose, with a view 
to achieving a goal. Such choice and the deliberation which precedes it 
constitute the core of freedom in its positive aspect. In this section we 
shall look at freedom in both these senses and with particular reference 
to Mill's On Liberty, which contains what is perhaps the classical 
exposition of 'individualism'. 

First of all note Mill's account of liberty as he believes it to have 
developed in the course of history (ch. I). In olden times liberty meant 
'protection aganst the tyranny of the political rulers'. It became necess
ary to limit the power of such rulers over the community, and this was 
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achieved, says Mill, through (a) the recognition of political liberties or 
rights, and (b) 'the establishment of constitutional checks, by which the 
consent of the community, or of a body of some sort, supposed to 
represent its interests, was made a necessary condition to some of the 
more important acts of the governing power'. However, it became clear 
that the habitual opposition of rulers to the ruled did not cease on the 
introduction of electoral accountability. What was now needed was that 
the interest and will of rulers should be identical with the interest and will 
of the people. 'The nation did not need to be protected against its own 
will.' But, as Mill points out, the will of the people in practice means the 
will of the (active) majority- a majority which can and often does 
coerce, indeed exercise tyranny over, minorities by means of laws, 
enforceable by punishment, or through the force of public opinion and 
disapproval of dissentient opinions. ("This might be regarded as a 
criticism of Rousseau.) Such factors as these lead Mill to assert his 
central principle: 

The sole end for which mankind are warranted, individually or 
collectively, in interfering with the liberty of action of any of their 
number, is self-protection. That the only purpose for which power can 
be rightfully exercised over any member of a civilised community, 
against his will, is to prevent harm to others ... Over himself, over his 
own body and mind, the individual is sovereign. 

There are two features of his account, as it develops in the course of his 
book, which need to be stressed. 

(1) 'Liberty of action' is used by Mill in a wide sense to include liberty of 
thought, feeling, and tastes, the freedom to hold, express and publish 
opinions on all subjects, and the liberty to unite with others - with the 
limitation that what we do does not harm others. 'No society in which 
these liberties are not, on the whole, respected, is free, whatever may be 
its form of government; and none is completely free in which they do not 
exist absolute and unqualified' (Ch. 1). But as he says in chapter III: 

No one pretends that actions should be as free as opinions. On the 
contrary, even opinions lose their immunity when the circumstances in 
which they are expressed are such as to constitute their expression a 
positive instigation to some mischievous act ... Acts, of whatever 
kind, which without justifiable cause, do harm to others, may be, and 
in the more important cases absolutely require to be, controlled by the 
unfavourable sentiments, and, when needful, by the active interfe
rence of mankind. 

(2) His views on individualism. The individual is important in Mill's 
political philosophy becaue it is only through his 'spontaneity' and 
originality that society can be enriched. The free development of 
individuality is not only one of the leading essentials of well-being but is a 
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co-ordinate and necessary part of all that is designated by the term 
civilisation, instruction, education, and culture. The expression of indivi
duality is thus a precondition for human progress. 

It is not by wearing down into uniformity all that is individual in 
themselves, but by cultivating it, and calling it forth, within the limits 
imposed by the rights and interests of others, that human beings 
become a noble and beautiful object of contemplation; and as the 
works partake the character of those who do them, by the same 
process human life also becomes rich, diversified, and animating, 
furnishing more abundant aliment to high thoughts and elevating 
feelings, and strengthening the tie which binds every individual to the 
race, by making the race infinitely worth belonging to. In proportion to 
the development of his individuality, each person becomes more 
valuable to himself, and is therefore capable of being more valuable to 
others. There is a greater fullness of life about his own existence, and 
when there is more life in the units there is more in the mass which is 
composed of them. [Ch. III) 

It is easy to understand therefore why Mill was so concerned to promote 
liberty of thought (ch. II); for unless individuals are free to pursue truth 
unhindered by repressive laws or prejudiced conventions, we can never 
know whether or not an opinion is true and we must remain in the power 
of those who claim infallibility. 

It can be seen from these several quotations that Mill starts out by 
making an eloquent defence of negative freedom, but with his emphasis 
on individuality in effect also implicitly promotes freedom in its positive 
aspect. The problem now arises of determining the precise limits to the 
authority of the state over the individual. This is discussed in chapter IV. 
Note first the assertion that society is not founded on a contract. 
Nevertheless he argues that the acceptance of society's protection 
obligates the individual to observe two conditions, namely (a) that he 
should not injure those interests of others, which legally or 'by tacit 
understanding ought to be considered as rights'; and (b) that he should 
bear his share of 'the labours and sacrifices' incurred in the exercise of 
this protection. Beyond these conditions the individual should have 
'perfect freedom, legal and social, to do the action and stand the 
consequences'. Mill summarizes his position clearly in paragraph 6: 

What I contend for is, that the inconveniences which are strictly 
inseparable from the unfavourable judgement of others, are the only 
ones to which a person should ever be subjected for that portion of his 
own conduct and character which concerns his own good, but which 
does not affect the interests of others in their relations with him. Acts 
injurious to others require a totally different treatment. Encroachment 
on their rights; infliction on them of any loss or damage not justified by 
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his own rights; falsehood or duplicity in dealing with them; unfair or 
ungenerous use of advantage over them; even selfish abstinence from 
defending them against injury - these are fit objects of moral reproba
tion, and, in grave cases, of moral retribution and punishment. 

Thus, if the individual harms another he should be punished or at least 
reproved. But Mill seems to argue against paternalistic interference with 
the individual himself - even if it appears that the latter is harming his 
own interests. (*Study carefully the arguments Mill subsequently puts 
forward in ch. IV against this central thesis and his own replies. The 
examples he gives, drawn from various periods in history where freedom 
has been restricted, are also of value for an understanding of his position, 
as are the 'applications' he discusses inch. V. Note in particular the two 
'maxims' given at the beginning.) 

Equality and justice 
Although Mill places considerable emphasis on self-development, it 
seems clear that he is not propounding a doctrine of selfishness; on the 
contrary, individualism, he argues, is a precondition for the well-being 
and progress of society. Nevertheless, we can certainly imagine cir
cumstances in which an individual's concern with his own self-realization 
might tend to degenerate into self-seeking to the detriment of the welfare 
of others. This might be manifested by the emergence of inequalities in 
society. Before we develop this point some more distinctions must be 
made. 

(1) In a fairly obvious sense we are all unequal from birth in that we 
inherit different characteristics. Some people are more intelligent than 
others, some are good at music while others are tone-deaf. Some people 
are good athletes, others have poor physical co-ordination or, more 
tragically, are disabled. 

(2) People may be said to be unequal in their upbringing. A child born to 
a peasant family in the Third World clearly does not start out in life with 
the advantages of housing, health, and education enjoyed by many of us 
in the affluent West. Such inequalities are clearly relevant to freedom. 
Can the peasant child be said to have as much freedom as ourselves if his 
choice is restricted by poor nutrition or sub-standard living conditions? 

(3) In a more abstract sense it can be argued that 'political' inequalities 
exist within society, the implication being that all men were equal in the 
pre-social 'state of nature'. Despite their differences the several political 
thinkers referred to in the sections on authority and liberty concur in 
their acceptance of this view. According to Hobbes men are more or less 
equal in brutishness and cunning; Locke regards them as equally free 
under 'natural law'; while for Rousseau men are equal in their autonomy 
and perfectibility. It is only within society that this· equality is lost: for 
Hobbes and Locke political inequality arises as a result of the partial 
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surrender of their freedom by citizens to an individual sovereign or to a 
ruling class, but for Rousseau inequality is the necessary concomitant of 
social conventions which sanction property relationships. Much subse
quent political philosophy has therefore been concerned with the pro
blem of balancing 'natural equality' against the demands of society in the 
context of which, seemingly, individual self-realization has to be sought. 
This is in effect the problem of justice. 

As we have seen, 'justice' is itself an ambiguous term. We shall confine 
the discussion here to justice in the broadly Aristotelian sense of 
'distributive' justice. (*Refer back to Ch. 3.6. You might also look again 
at what we said about the conceptions of justice held by Plato and Mill in 
Chapters 2.9 and 5.4 respectively.) Now 'distributive' justice means 
roughly 'fairness': equals are to be treated equally and unequals 
unequally in the relevant respects. What are these 'relevant respects'? 
What criterion should be applied to ensure fair treatment? An arguably 
simplistic approach would be to say that in so far as all people are citizens 
in a particular society then not only should they be subject to the same 
laws but they should have the same income, the same housing, the same 
education, and so on. This approach has the merit of apparently 
eliminating the inequalities listed under (2) above, and although political 
inequality between ruler and ruled (point 3) still obtains, every citizen is 
in this respect unequal to the same extent. However, it can be objected 
that this criterion fails to take account of the fact that people who are 
physically or intellectually unequal from birth, that is, in sense (1) above, 
must have different needs. 'Fairness' might then necessitate that people 
unequal in such respects be treated preferentially- in compensation. 
The difficulty here is where the line should be drawn. People have 
different aspirations. Some are more ambitious, or work harder than 
others. Unless we subscribe to some kind of 'determinist' doctrine (see 
Chapter 10), we should think of such people as selecting their priorities 
and choosing their courses of action rationally and freely. Should not 
they therefore be treated on the basis of merit? Should they not be 
rewarded for hard work and achievement? Moreover 'need' is also a 
relative term. Certainly a disabled person is 'in need' and in a central 
sense of justice should be given preferential assistance. But most people 
who are fortunate not to suffer from physical or mental disability may 
well have their own special needs; and how is one to decide whether one 
case is more deserving of 'unequal' treatment than another? 

Decisions of this kind must, it would seem, be left to the state. Some 
people might be expected to treat others fairly on an individual basis, 
perhaps in accordance with a set of moral principles. But protection of 
the rights and attention to the needs of all members of the community, 
consideration of priorities, and resolution of conflicts, are all matters of 
such complexity that general agreement can normally be effected only 
through legislation. How far the laws of a community should be 
grounded in or reflect a particular moral code is of course itself a 
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controversial matter, particularly in a so-called pluralist society (compare 
Ch. 5.8). Reference to the state, however, raises two particular issues 
concerning (1) the extent of state intervention in private matters, and (2) 
the degree of participation afforded to individual citizens in the legisla
tive process. 

(1) Mill of course wished to restrict state interference to the minimum 
(see cbs IV and V of On Liberty). But, as the poet John Donne wrote, 
'No man is an island', and it is not always easy to separate private 
concerns from the public domain. Certainly Mill was concerned for the 
welfare of others: that a person's actions should not harm other people 
was after all the basis for his principle of Liberty. It is however arguable 
that despite his laudable aim, to root out prejudice and coercion, his 
vision of society was too optimistic. Emphasis on individualism, on 
self-regarding action, can all to easily lead to a laissez-faire mentality as a 
result of which the weakest go to the wall unless their rights are 
recognised as protected by the state. As against this we should be aware 
of the dangers inherent in what Mill termed 'the tyranny of the 
majority' - which as often as not means the tyranny against individual 
liberty of prevailing opinion and feeling. How these extremes are to be 
avoided, how the claims of the individual to freedom are to be reconciled 
with the claim of the state to ensure justice for all is a central problem for 
political philosophy that remains unresolved to this day. The solution, if 
solution there be, may well be connected with the second of the two 
issues mentioned above, namely that concerned with participation of the 
governed in the governing process. It is to Mill's credit that he argued 
strongly in favour of co-operative societies, decentralization of power, 
and greater participation by the people in local government, and he was 
an early champion of women's rights. 

(2) The problem of participation brings us back again to the question of 
liberty; for it can be argued that if a society is to be genuinely democratic, 
in the literal sense of the word, then citizens must be sufficiently free (i.e. 
from constraint or coercion) to take part in political activity which has a 
bearing on their own well-being in the community. Not all of us can at 
the same time be members of parliament or local councillors. But at the 
very least participation means that the channels of communication 
between the legislature and the governed must be kept as open as 
possible. The problem here is that even in western democracies, which 
we usually refer to as 'free' societies in contrast to the (until recently) 
totalitarian 'democracies' of the communist world, there are wide 
divergencies in the 'quality of life' enjoyed by their citizens. People who 
earn disproportionately high incomes, often as a direct result of market 
forces rather than on the basis of merit alone, thereby gain access to 
better education and health facilities, which in turn may ensure that their 
participation in the political process is more effective than those who find 
themselves in less fortunate circumstances. Moreover, it is not surprising 
that such political power is often exercised to ensure the maintenance of 
the status quo. 
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To bring this section to a close we shall look briefly at a recent attempt to 
reconcile freedom and equality made by John Rawls (b. 1921), (see also 
Ch. 5.4). In his book A Theory of Justice (1972) he develops a theory that 
'seems to offer an alternative systematic account of justice that is 
superior, or so I argue, to the dominant utilitarianism of [much modern 
moral philosophy].' 

Rawls' social contract theory- which, as he himself tells us in the 
Preface, is 'highly Kantian in nature' - is explicitly 'hypothetical' (see the 
Comments at the end of Ch. 6.2). His aim is to identify and analyse the 
principles of justice 'that free and rational persons concerned to further 
their own interests would accept in an initial position of equality as 
defining the fundamental terms of their association' (Section 3). The 
principle of justice thus conceived is called justice as fairness. There are 
in fact two such principles, and these are given their final statement in s. 
46. (*You should be able to detect the Kantian aspects of his theory): 

First Principle 
Each person is to have an equal right to the most extensive total system 
of equal basic liberties compatible with a similar system for all. 

Second Principle 
Social and economic inequalities are to be arranged so that they are 
both: 
(a) to the greatest benefit of the least advantaged, consistent with the 

just savings principle, and 
(b) attached to offices and positions open to all under conditions of 

fair equality of opportunity. 

These principles are qualified by two rules: 

First Priority Rule (The Priority of Liberty) 
The principles of justice are to be ranked in lexical order and therefore 
liberty can be restricted only for the sake of liberty. There are two 
cases: 
(a) a less extensive liberty must strengthen the total system of liberty 

shared by all; 
(b) a less than equal liberty must be acceptable to those with the lesser 

liberty. 

Second Priority Rule (The Priority of Justice over Efficiency and 
Welfare) 
The second principle of justice is lexically prior to the principle of 
efficiency and to that of maximizing the sum of advantages; and fair 
opportunity is prior to the difference principle. There are two cases: 
(a) an equality of opportunity must enhance the opportunities of those 

with the lesser opportunity; 
(b) an excessive rate of saving must on balance mitigate the burden of 

those bearing this hardship. 
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Rawls then provides a 'general conception' of his principles: 

All social primary goods - liberty and opportunity, income and 
wealth, and the bases of self-respect- are to be distributed equally 
unless an unequal distribution of any or all of these goods is to the 
advantage of the least favoured. 

What Rawls in effect asks us to do in the course of his book is to divest 
ourselves of the preconceptions and expectations we associate with our 
present status in society, and to use our imagination to put ourselves in 
the position of the least favoured members of the community. What 
would we then regard as the basic requirement necessary if our well
being is to be advanced? The answer given is: a fair share of the social 
goods. But he makes it clear in his listing of Principles and Priority Rules 
that the demand for liberty would be expected to take precedence over 
the quest for material prosperity. (By 'lexical priority' he means that 'a 
principle does not come into play until those previous to it are either fully 
met or do not apply' ([8].) In this way, argues Rawls, ifthe distribution of 
society's goods is to be made on the basis of a guarantee that the least 
favoured people in society will enjoy the maximum benefit consistent 
with the rules of priority, then the natural self-regarding tendencies of 
the rest of the community will be tempered by altruism. 
(*This brief summary is little more than a caricature of Rawls' careful and 
detailed argument and his examination of the application of the theory to 
particular social and economic situations. An extensive discussion has 
not been possible here. But The Theory of Justice is influential, and if 
you do have time while preparing for your examination to study it, you 
are strongly recommended to do so- particularly Parts I and II.) 

One final point deserves mention however. Rawls commits himself to 
the view that in certain circumstances civil disobedience is permissible 
(ss. 53-9). His position on such a controversial issue is of interest not 
least because its radicalism is related to a contract theory in much the 
same way as the revolutionary founders of the United States were 
inspired by the contract theorists of the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. The stirring words of The Unanimous Declaration of the 
Thirteen United States of America ( 4 July 1776) are well-known: 

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, 
that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable 
Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happi
ness. That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among 
Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed. That 
whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these 
ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or abolish it, and to institute 
new Government, laying its powers in such form, as to them shall seem 
most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness. 
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We are not of course implying that Rawls is preaching revolution. He 
sees civil disobedience as falling between legal protest on the one side 
and conscientious refusal and various forms of resistance on the other. 
He defines it as 'a public, non-violent, conscientious yet political act 
contrary to law usually done with the aim of bringing about a change in 
the law or policies of the government' (s. 55). He is not therefore 
suggesting that it might be legitimate to overthrow a democratically 
elected government, but he is advocating the right of the individual to 
disobey the law if the government is perceived as failing to implement the 
principles of justice (that is, liberty and equality) 'which regulate the 
constitution and social institutions generally'. He further makes it clear 
that while the law is broken, yet fidelity to the law is expressed by the 
public and non-violent nature of the act, and by the willingness of the 
agent to accept the legal consequences of his disobedience. Moreover, in 
deciding whether civil disobedience is justified the citizen must behave 
responsibly and look to the political principles that underlie the constitu
tion and not to his own personal or party political interests [see s. 59]. 
Note also that for Rawls civil disobedience is grounded solely in the 
shared conception of justice that underlies the political order. This is in 
contrast to conscientious refusal which, although in time of war may be 
based on political considerations, is more usually founded on appeals to 
moral or religious convictions (see s. 56). 

It would not be appropriate to formulate criticisms of Rawls' theory on 
the basis of such an incomplete account. If you want to dig more deeply 
into the issues he raises, you are directed to the supplementary reading 
list at the end of the chapter. What we shall do now is to move on to 
examine some of the ideas of a political thinker whose writings have had 
a profound effect on the political and social history of this century in that 
they have become the holy books of communist totalitarianism and 
world-revolutionaries. 

6.4 MARXISM AND REVOLUTION 

Reading: The German Ideology, Theses on Feuerbach. Sartre, 
Search for a Method 

Marx 
Perhaps the most famous publications of Karl Marx (1818--83) are the 
Communist Manifesto (1848), which he wrote in collaboration with his 
close friend Friedrich Engels (182{}-95), and Capital, the first part of 
which appeared in 1867 (the second and third parts were published by 
Engels after Marx's death). The German Ideology, written in 1845-6 
though it was not published until 1932, is important, however, as 
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providing an early account of Marx and Engels' political philosophy. 
Marx's Theses on Feuerbach were composed about the same time. 

The German Ideology opens with a sustained attack on a number of 
left-wing German philosophers usually called the 'Young Hegelians' (see 
the first section, The Illusions of German Ideology, pp. 39-41) This 
might seem surprising, for what these thinkers held in common was an 
adherence to the eighteenth century doctrines of 'liberty, equality and 
fraternity' which had informed the French and American Revolutions (as 
discussed in the last section), and an opposition to the conservative 
authoritarianism of the Prussian monarchy. There is nothing here Marx 
could not sympathize with. But what he objected to was the naivety of 
Young-Hegelian philosophers, their ignorance of economics, and their 
'abstractness' and obsession with theory. 

To understand Marx's position on these issues something must be said 
briefly about Hegel's idealistic philosophy. Hegel identified the Real (the 
Totality of all things, the Idea, or the Absolute) with Reason or 
Universal Spirit. History, he argued, is its self-expression. According to 
Marx and Engels' interpretation this Idea 'alienates' or projects itself in 
unconscious Nature which thus becomes its opposite. After further 
development it gives rise to man and thereby returns to self
consciousness or Spirit. This is brought about through a 'dialectic' 
process of successive negations by means of which a thesis generates an 
antithesis both of which are then subsumed under a higher synthesis. 

Now the significant feature of Marx's own position is that he in effect 
adopted the Hegelian dialectic but rejected the idealism. Reality is 
identified not with Spirit or the 'Absolute Idea' but with 'material' 
Nature; and all human thought is to be understood as reflecting the 
dialectic process of the real as it works in the world and in human history. 
(*You should note here the influence of Feuerbach on Marx. Although 
Marx is critical of him in many respects, he accepted Feuerbach's 
arguments against Hegel and also his view that religion arises as a result 
of man's 'self-alienation'. Note also the role played by Engels in Marx's 
writings. It has been argued that much of the methodology of 'Marx
ism' - in particular the application of dialectic to material nature - was 
the work of Engels [who, ironically, was not philosophically trained as 
Marx had been.]) A further important objection Marx laid against Hegel 
was that it is not enough to understand the world or (as did Feuerbach 
and the Young Hegelians) merely to criticize religion, thoughts, ideas; 
philosophy must result in political and social action. The Young
Hegelian ideologists, he says, when they are 'fighting against "phrases".' 

forget . . . that to these phrases they themselves are only opposing 
other phrases, and that they are in no way combating the real existing 
world when they are merely combating the phrases of this world. 
[The German Ideology, p. 41) 
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And as he says in the oft-quoted statement in his Theses on Feurerbach 
(XI): 'The philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways; 
the point is to change it'. How, and into what, the present order of things 
is to be changed are precisely the questions Marx seeks to answer in The 
German Ideology. In the most general terms we might say that this book 
embodies a materialist theory of history (which includes the notion of 
'class-war') underpinned by a labour theory of value. But a more detailed 
examination is required. Most of the main ideas are clearly set out in Part 
I A (sections 2-4, pp. 45-52). (You are recommended to devote 
particularly close attention to these sections even though Marx develops 
some of the ideas discussed there later in the book.) 

Marx's starting point is not dogma but real individuals grounded in 
'natural conditions', who are distinguished from animals in that they 
produce their means of subsistence and thereby their actual material life. 
This activity or 'mode of life' defines the individual: 

As individuals express their life, so they are. What they are, therefore, 
coincides with their production, both with what they produce and how 
they produce. The nature of individuals thus depends on the material 
conditions determining their production. [42] 

It is important to appreciate that Marx is not propounding an individual
ist thesis such as was held by Locke or Rousseau. The idea of a 
pre-contractual 'State of Nature' is for Marx a myth (compare p. 49). 
Productive forces and hence 'individuals' are from the moment of their 
first appearance in history inseparable from social and political relation
ships or intercourse (Verkehr- seep. 42) grounded in material activity. 
The first historical act, he says is the production of the means to satisfy 
needs such as eating and drinking, a habitation, and clothing. Moreover 
it is this social context that gives rise to and indeed determines language, 
culture, and consciousness itself: 

The production of ideas, of conceptions, of consciousness, is at first 
directly interwoven with the material activity and the material inter
course of men, the language of real life. Conceiving, thinking, the 
mental intercourse of men, appear at this stage as the direct efflux of 
their material behaviour. The same applies to mental productions as 
expressed in the language of politics, laws, morality, religion, meta
physics, etc. of a people. Men are the producers of their conceptions, 
ideas, etc. - real, active men, as they are conditioned by a definite 
development of their productive forces and of the intercourse cor
responding to these, up to its furthest forms. [48] 

'Life', he says [ibid.], 'is not determined by consciousness, but conscious
ness by life.' It should be noted that Marx sees himself as thereby 
avoiding the error of 'abstractionism' which he thinks was committed by 
both British empiricism and German idealism (pp. 47-8). 
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The initial social relationship is that of the family (p. 49), and it is in 
this context that a number of key terms in Marx's analysis are first 
introduced: division of labour, contradiction, alienation, and his account 
of property and class. From the beginning of history productivity (that is, 
in labour and procreation) involved man simultaneously in both natural 
and social relationships which are interdependent: 

Consciousness is at first . . . merely consciousness concerning the 
immediate sensuous environment and consciousness of the limited 
connection with other persons and things outside the individual who is 
growing self-conscious. At the same time it is consciousness of nature, 
which first appears to men as a completely alien, all-powerful and 
unassailable force, with which men's relations are purely animal and by 
which they are overawed like beasts; it is thus a purely animal 
consciousness of nature (natural religion) just because nature is as yet 
hardly modified historically. (We see here immediately: this natural 
religion or this particular relation of men to nature is determined by 
the form of society and vice versa. Here, as everywhere, the identity of 
nature and man appears in such a way that the restricted relation of 
men to nature determines their restricted relation to one another, and 
their restricted relation to one another determines men's restricted 
relation to nature.) [51] 

As the population increased, with a consequent increase of productivity 
and needs, so does the division of labour become more explicit and 
complex. Grounded originally in the sexual act, in genetic differences, or 
in chance happenings, division of labour becomes 'truly such from the 
moment when a division of material and mental labour appears' (51). 

Contradictions are introduced between social relations and forces of 
production; and Marx goes on to assert that this is a necessary process: 

The forces of production, the state of society, and consciousness can 
and must come into contradiction with one another, because the 
division of labour implies the possibility, nay the fact that intellectual 
and material activity - enjoyment and labour, production and con
sumption - devolve on different individuals, and that the only possi
bility of their not coming into contradiction lies in the negation in its 
turn of the division of labour. [52] 

(Implicit here is the 'materialized' Hegelian dialectic referred to above.) 
From the concept of division of labour Marx derives his theory of 

property and class. Property arises from the unequal distribution of 
labour and its products contingent upon the opposition of individual 
families in society. Indeed division of labour and private property are 
identical expressions, the former relating to an activity while the latter 
refers to the product of that activity. Division of labour gives rise also to 
different classes (for example, feudal, urban, aristocracy, bourgeoisie) 



218 

defined by their several activities, that is, their relation to property and 
the means of production. Marx's historical analysis of the emergence of 
classes will not be summarized here; it can easily be followed particularly 
in Section C of The German Ideology. But two important points arising 
from it deserve mention. (1) Class interest and class conflict. The 
possession of private property leads to antagonism between classes, one 
of which comes to be the dominant or ruling class. This ruling class, says 
Marx, controls not only the means of material production but also the 
ideas of an epoch (64). In due course- once the contradiction between 
forces of production and social relations has become apparent - a class 
struggle ensues which brings about the overthrow of the dominant class, 
the victors becoming the new ruling class. (2) Civil society and the State. 
By 'civil society' Marx means the totality of commercial relationships 
(Verkehr), grounded in the forces of production, which exist between 
individuals. 

Civil society embraces the whole material intercourse of individuals 
within a definite stage of the development of productive forces. It 
embraces the whole commercial and industrial life of a given stage and, 
insofar, transcends the State and the nation, though, on the other hand 
again, it must assert itself in its foreign relations as nationality, and 
inwardly must organise itself as State. [57] 

The State for Marx is an abstraction. It is, 'the form in which the 
individuals of a ruling class assert their common interests, and in which 
the whole of civil society of an epoch is epitomised' (80). Again, 

... all struggles within the State, the struggle between democracy, 
aristocracy, and monarchy, the struggle for the franchise, etc., etc., are 
merely the illusory forms in which the real struggles of the different 
classes are fought out among one another. [53] 

It follows that all common institutions, including the legal system and 
justice which 'is reduced to the actual laws' are formed through the 
mediation of the State (80). 

Underlying class conflict is 'alienation' (a key term Marx derived from 
Hegel). By this he means the feeling or awareness of discord experienced 
by individuals when they come to recognise a lack of coincidence 
between their own interest and that of the community. Initially it is man's 
own activity - the social role into which he is forced as a result of division 
of labour - which opposes him, but subsequently it is the bureaucratic 
and political State itself that is the alien power which enslaves him and 
constitutes a threat to his individuality in the context of family or civil 
society (see pp. 53-56). The primary aim of political activity must 
therefore be to eliminate alienation, to achieve a society in which there is 
no conflict between private and public interest, a society in which men 
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will be really free. Such a society will necessarily be classless, property
less, a true democracy- in a word, communist. 

We are now brought to the second of the two questions posed at the 
beginning of our account: how is the communist society to be realized? 
Marx's answer is through revolution. Now revolution was of course the 
stock in trade of eighteenth and nineteenth century libertarian move
ments in Europe and America which appealed to 'Laws of Nature', the 
'Rights of Man', and so on (compare Ch. 6.3). And it is no coincidence 
that this should have been followed by an explosion of revolutionary 
energy in France only thirteen years later which would - in theory -
guarantee 'Liberte, Egalite, Fraternite' to all. But Marx will have nothing 
to do with such abstractions which he sees as expressions of bourgeois 
ideology grounded in property relations. (*See, for example, what he 
says about 'Utilitarianism' on pp. 109ff and compare his discussion of 
'Kant and Liberalism' on pp. 97ff.) His ideal is the establishment of the 
'revolutionary dictatorship of the proletariat'. This can only be achieved 
when the bourgeoisie itself is overthrown, the class-system is abolished, 
and the State has withered away, thus producing a real community in 
which the individual will be able to cultivate his gifts and achieve 
personal freedom (p. 83): 

Both for the production on a mass scale of this communist conscious
ness, and for the success of the cause itself, the alteration of men on a 
mass scale is necessary, an alteration which can only take place in a 
practical movement, a revolution, this revolution is necessary, there
fore, not only because the ruling class cannot be overthrown in any 
other way, but also because the class overthrowing it can only in a 
revolution succeed in ridding itself of all the muck of ages and become 
fitted to found society anew. [94-5; see also pp. 82-88] 

The communist revolution differs from all previous revolutions, Marx 
says: it is directed against the mode of activity, does away with labour, 
and abolishes classes and thereby class-rule (because the 'class' that 
carries it through 'is not recognised as a class, and is in itself the 
expression of the dissolution of all classes, nationalities, etc. within 
present society' [94]. It is important to note that the revolution must be 
simultaneously world-wide (Marx gives his reasons on p. 56), and that 
communism is not thought of as an ideal but as an actual movement. 

Communism is for us not a state of affairs which is to be established, an 
ideal to which reality [will] have to adjust itself. We call communism 
the real movement which abolishes the present state of things. The 
conditions of this movement result from the premises now in 
existence. [56--7] 



220 

*Comments and criticisms 
First of all you should take note of two general points. 

(1) When talking of communism we naturally have in mind a political 
and social system which we associate with 'totalitarian' regimes such as 
the Soviet Union or the People's Republic of China. To refer to such 
societies by the blanket term 'communism' does however obscure the 
very real differences which exist between them and which are in part 
attributable to 'deviant' interpretations or differing implementations of 
Marxian communism. So far as 'interpretations' go, we may distinguish 
broadly between 'orthodox' Marxists, such as Lenin, Stalin, and Mao, 
who tend to stress the materialist aspects of Marx's writings; and 
'revisionists' who tend towards an 'idealist' interpretation. The latter 
group includes Lukacs, Marcuse, and Sartre, all of whom stress the 
Hegelian influences on Marx. (Note that such classifications are very 
rough and ready; in actuality these various writers and activists differ 
quite considerably from each other in their readings of Marxist theory or 
in the ways they believe Marxism should be put into practice in the 
political process.) 

(2) We must ensure that we do not judge the philosophical tenability of 
Marx's political thought on the basis of how acceptable or otherwise we 
find some contemporary communist regimes (any more than we should 
criticize Nietzsche's philosophy because of its alleged appropriation by 
German fascism, or judge the 'truth' of, say, Christianity or Islam by the 
standards of societies which in the course of history have professed to be 
informed by the Christian [or Islamic] ethic; there is probably little to 
choose between the Inquisition and the Ayatollahs, or the KGB). But 
having said that, it is fair to add that if Marxism either has not been 
properly implemented, or - as most critics would claim - if it is not seen 
to be 'working' (that is, as a political or an economic system), then this 
may at least in part reflect an inherent weakness in the theoretical basis 
of the system itself. 

The following criticisms are relevant. 
(a) Marx claimed that 'Marxism' was 'scientific'. But it is certainly not 
scientific in any conventional sense of the term. It is difficult, for 
example, to think of Marx's account of Nature as a 'hypothesis' which is 
open to experimental testing, or as an explanatory model for a particular 
phenomenon. And this is primarily because his 'theory' is intended to 
apply to the totality of phenomena, that is to Nature itself. What could 
then count as falsifying counter-instances? (*You will be learning some
thing about the philosophy of science in the next chapter. Note in 
particular Karl Popper's views (Ch. 7.3), and his criticisms of Marxism in 
Conjectures and Refutations and The Open Society and its Enemies.) 
(b) In contrast to Hegelian philosophy, Marx's theory is essentially 
materialist. This is not to say he denies the existence of mental 
phenomena, but he does think of material Nature as prior and argues 
that consciousness and cultural modes or structures such as religion, art, 
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moral systems, and philosophy itself originate from and are determined 
by a substructure which is to be understood in terms of economic or 
productive forces. This is certainly a bold claim which, to say the least, is 
questionable (see also Ch. 11.5). 
(3) Most later interpreters regard the Marxist system as a species of 
metaphysics. The key concept is obviously the 'dialectic'. Nature is a 
process which progresses dialectically. There are two principal difficul
ties. (a) The concept of 'dialectic' is open to the same criticisms made of 
it in its original Hegelian context: it is a wide-ranging notion, and 
although relating to material phenomena it is alleged to be grounded in a 
logic of successive negation and counter-negation. Certainly we may talk 
of two statements as contradicting each other: but it is less clear how, 
say, a seed can be negated when it starts to grow into a plant. (b) 
Following on from the first difficulty, descriptions of the world process 
(that is, of man in Nature - historical events, the class 'struggle' itself) 
just do not seem to work without a great deal of artificial forcing of acts 
into the preformed dialectic mould. 
(4) There is a tension between the apparent inevitability of the dialectic 
process and individual human choice. Marx claims it is the job of 
philosophy to change the world rather than to understand it. But if the 
world is going to change anyway in accordance with the dialectic, what 
role can man play other than to be acquiescent - which is hardly a 
revolutionary attitude? It is perhaps possible to reconcile these two 
factors by thinking of man as being active - in dialogue - with Nature, as 
it were, and as thereby making explicit the dialectic process. Man's 
activity is the dialectic in action (compare the discussion of Sartre's 
'Marxism' below). 

There are no doubt many other objections that might be made against 
Marxism as a 'philosophy', but these four points should give you more 
than enough to work on. 

Sartre and Marxism 
As mentioned in Chapter 5.6, Sartre, although pessimistic at the end of 
Being and Nothingness, thought ethics might be possible given a 'radical 
conversion'. This proved in due course to be a conversion to Marxism 
and resulted in a massive tome on political and social philosophy entitled 
The Critique of Dialectical Reason. (The expected book on ethics was 
never written.) We shall do no more here than to summarize a few of the 
main ideas. ( If you would like to tackle the original text you are 
recommended to study Sartre's introductory essay, Question de Methode 
[translated as Search for a Method], written to provide the critical 
foundations for the book as a whole, and which has the advantage of 
being much easier to read.) 

Sartre starts ( ch. I of Search for a Method) with the view that a 
philosophy is 'a particular way in which the "rising class" becomes 
conscious of itself (pp. 3-4). But it must be more than this; it must be 
'simultaneously a totalization of knowledge, a method, a regulative Idea, 
an offensive weapon, and a community of language' (6). He sees this 
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'vision of the world' further as 'an instrument which ferments rotten 
societies' and as becoming 'the culture and sometimes the nature of a 
whole class'. Just as in the past the philosophies of Descartes, Locke, 
Kant, and Hegel have filled this role, so it is now Marxism that Sartre 
sees as being the dominant philosophy of the present day (7). However, 
he is at the same time severely critical of contemporary Marxists. They 
treat as concrete truths what should be taken as heuristic (guiding) 
principles or regulative ideas; their method does not derive concepts 
from experience but is certain of their truth and treats them as constitut
ive schemata. (The terminology of 'regulative' and 'constitutive' here is 
Kantian.) The sole purpose of the method is 'to force the events, the 
persons, or the acts considered into prefabricated moulds' (37). 
Moreoever, the 'intellectual' or 'lazy' Marxist interprets history teleolo
gically, in terms of a mechanistic movement towards a moment of final 
completion, a 'totality'; and thereby subsumes the concrete particu
lar - especially man, whom Sartre sees as free and creative - under the 
universal. The Marxist is here guilty of 'bad faith', for he is 

bringing two concepts into play at the same time so as to preserve the 
benefit of a teleological interpretation while concealing the abundant, 
high-handed use which they make of the explanation by finality. They 
employ the second concept to make it appear to everyone that there is 
a mechanistic interpretation of History - ends have disappeared. At 
the same time they make use of the first so as surreptitiously to 
transform into real objectives of a human activity the necessary but 
unforseeable consequences which this activity entails. hence that 
tedious vacillation in Marxist explanations. From one sentence to 
another the historical enterprise is defined implicitly by goals (which 
are only unforeseen results) or reduced to the diffusion of a physical 
movement across an inert milieu. [47] 

What Sartre wants to do is to get back to what he sees as the Hegelian 
roots of the original Marx. He wants to put man back into the picture: 
' ... it is men whom we judge and not physical forces' (47). 'This lazy 
Marxism puts everything into everything, makes real men into the 
symbols of its myths' (53). And he seeks a Marxist philosophy which is 
not a predetermined totality but a continuous totalizing process. 

To put concrete man back into history it is necessary to make the 
historical object 'pass through a process of mediation' (42): contempor
ary Marxism 'lacks any hierarchy of mediations which would permit it to 
grasp the process which produces the person and his product inside a 
class and within a given society at a given historical moment' (56). And 
Sartre sees it as the function of existentialism. 

without being unfaithful to Marxist [i.e. pure] principles, to find 
mediations which allow the individual concrete - the particular life, 
the real and dated conflict, the person - to emerge from the 
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background of the general contradiction of productive forces and 
relations of production. [57] 

The 'progressive-regressive' method to be employed, the purpose of 
which is 'to place man in his proper framework', is sketched out mainly in 
chapter III. By 'regressive' Sartre means that it is concerned with the 
uncovering of the fundamental structures that link men to each other and 
to Nature. This is achieved by the making of what he calls 'cross
references'. And it is 'progressive' in that it is a continuous process of 
'totalization'. A biography, for example (Sartre examines in detail the 
writer Flaubert) is progressively determined through an examination of 
the period, and the period by an examination of the person's life. 'Far 
from seeking immediately to integrate one into the other, [the method] 
will hold them separate until the reciprocal involvement comes to pass of 
itself and puts a temporary end to the research' (135). Regression is a 
move back to an original condition: progression is the movement towards 
the objective result (154). Moreover the method, Sartre insists, is 
heuristic and not a priori like the 'synthetic progression' of the 'lazy' 
Marxists; he is concerned to show how the individual actually makes his 
free choices in the context of his social grouping but at the same time 
'transcends' himself within the dialectical historical process. This purpos
ive activity (compare Aristotle) Sartre refers to by the technical term 
praxis. It thus consists of three aspects: (a) the plan or intention (the 
project); (b) the factual or objective situation man seeks to alter; (c) the 
'passing beyond' (depassement) that situation. The objective situation is 
called the 'practico-inert'. But it is not just a material structure which 
limits man; it may be a class, or indeed anything produced by him which 
as an 'en-soi' is found to be in opposition to the freedom of man himself, 
the 'pour-soi', and which thus becomes the source of alienation as 
expressed in what Sartre calls need or scarcity (besoin) (91). 

The full significance of praxis is revealed in the Conclusions. Marxism, 
says Sartre, 

appears to be the only possible anthropology which can be at once 
historical and structural. It is the only one which at the same time takes 
man in his totality - that is, in terms of the materiality of his 
condition. [175] 

But anthropological disciplines, or the sciences of man - disciplines such 
as history, sociology, ethnology, and Marxism itself, study the develop
ment and relation of human facts but 'do not question themselves about 
man' (168). Intellectual Knowledge is in opposition to Being. 

If anthropology is to be an organized whole, it must surmount this 
contradiction - the origin of which does not reside in a Knowledge but 
in reality itself- and it must on its own constitute itself as a structural, 
historical anthropology. [169] 
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What is needed, therefore, is a process of 'interiorization' or 'internali
zation' by means of which existence can be reintegrated into Knowledge. 
It is here that praxis has a role to play (see pp. 170-1), for the 
'determinations of the person' (that is, those economic and cultural 
factors which oppose or condition him) are 'themselves sustained, 
internalized, and lived' by the personal project; and it is in his 'compre
hending' of the project that man makes his own reality, 'existentializes' 
the ideology. 'Comprehension' is described as being both 'immediate 
existence (since it is produced as the movement of action)' and as 'the 
foundation of an indirect knowing of existence (since it comprehends the 
ex-istence of the other)'. And by 'indirect knowing' Sartre means the 
result of reflection on existence. It is indirect in the sense that it is 
presupposed by the concepts of anthropology 'without being itself made 
the object of concepts.' He makes it clear that the process is entirely 
rational and reproduces the dialectical movement from the 'given' to 
'activity'. (Hence his substitution of 'Dialectical Reason' for 'Dialectical 
Materialism'.) Moreover, 'the demand for an existential foundation for 
the Marxist theory' is, he says, already contained implicitly in Marx's 
own Marxism (177). If Marxism does not reintegrate man into itself as its 
foundation, it will 'degenerate into a non-human anthropology' (179). 
What Sartre seems to be saying is that existentialism and Marxism 
require each other; existentialism will enliven Marxism and as it does so 
it will no longer exist as an independent philosophy. The final paragraph 
of the book contains what is perhaps the clearest statement of his new 
standpoint: 

Thus the autonomy of existential studies results necessarily from the 
negative qualities of Marxists (and not from Marxism itself.) So long as 
the doctrine does not recognise its anaemia, so long as it founds its 
Knowledge upon a dogmatic metaphysics (a dialectic of Nature) 
instead of seeking its support in the comprehension of the living man, 
so long as it rejects as irrational those ideologies which wish, as Marx 
did, to separate being from Knowledge and, in anthropology, to found 
the knowing of man on human existence, existentialism will follow its 
own path of study. This means that it will attempt to clarify the givens 
of Marxist Knowledge by indirect knowing (that is, as we have seen, by 
words which regressively denote existential structures), and to en
gender within the framework of Marxism a veritable comprehensive 
knowing which will rediscover man in the social world and which will 
follow him in his praxis - or, if you prefer, in the project which throws 
him toward the social possibles in terms of a defined situation. 
Existentialism will appear therefore as a fragment of the system, which 
has fallen outside of Knowledge. From the day that Marxist thought 
will have taken on the human dimension (that is, the existential 
project) as the foundation of anthropological Knowledge, existential
ism will no longer have any reason for being. Absorbed, surpassed and 
conserved by the totalizing movement of philosophy, it will cease to be 
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a particular inquiry and will become the foundation of all inquiry. 
[181] 

•comments 
How far Sartre's thesis represents a genuine and coherent reinterpreta
tion of Marxism is a question best left to Marxist scholars to answer. The 
initial problem is in any case probably one of understanding what he 
actually means. Terms such as 'comprehending', 'internalization', 'pro
gressive', 'regressive', 'indirect knowing', are used in a somewhat 
idiosyncratic fashion; and no doubt much careful reading of the text will 
be required if you are to cut through the obscurity and achieve some 
clarification. The short and admittedly incomplete sketch provided in 
this section should however provide you with some assistance. As for 
actual criticisms of Sartre's regenerated Marxism, the main issue is 
probably that of freedom: can the individual's existential freedom to 
make himself, to choose his own course of action, be reconciled with his 
commitment to a Marxist dialectic of inevitability? It can certainly be 
argued that this conflict between freedom and necessity, which is implicit 
in the Marxist system, is particularly acute in Sartre's version because of 
the emphasis he laid on freedom during his 'pure' existentialist period as 
expressed particularly in Being and Nothingness. We shall come back to 
this problem in Chapter 10. 

QUESTIONS 

A. Data-response/guided answer questions 
1. Read the extract below and then answer the questions which follow: 

Every man entered into society has quitted his power to punish 
offences against the law of Nature in prosecution of his own private 
judgement, yet with the judgement of offences which he has given up 
to the legislative, in all cases where he can appeal to the magistrate, he 
has given up a right to the commonwealth to employ his force for the 
execution of the judgements of the commonwealth whenever he shall 
be called to it, which, indeed, are his own judgements, they being 
made by himself or his representative. And herein we have the original 
of the legislative and executive power of civil society, which is to judge 
by standing laws how far offences are to be punished when committed 
within the commonwealth; and also by occasional judgements founded 
in the present circumstances of the fact, how far injuries from without 
are to be vindicated, and in both these to employ all the force of all the 
members when there shall be no need. [Locke, The Second Treatise 
of Government (section 88)] 

(a) According to the extract, what is renounced when one joins political 
society? 
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(b) What may the commonwealth require of man 'in all cases where he 
can appeal to the magistrate'? 

(c) According to the extract, what are the functions of the legislative? 
(d) How does Locke describe pre-political society? Why do men decide 

to leave this state of nature? 
[JMB, 1987) 

2. Read the extract below and then answer the questions which follow: 

The general will is always right and tends to the public advantage; but 
it does not follow that the deliberations of the people are always 
equally correct. Our will is always for our own good, but we do not 
always see what that is; the people is never corrupted, but it is often 
deceived, and on such occasions only does it seem to will what is bad. 

There is often a great deal of difference between the will of all and 
the general will; the latter considers only the common interest, while 
the former takes private interest into account, and is no more than a 
sum of particular wills; but take away from these same wills the pluses 
and minuses that cancel one another, and the general will remains as 
the sum of the differences. [Rousseau, The Social Contract (ch. III)] 

(a) According to the extract, what are the characteristics of the general 
will? 

(b) Sometimes the people seem to will what is bad. Why? 
(c) What is the distinction between the general will and the will of all? 
(d) What problems are generated by the concept of the general will? 

[JMB, 1987) 

3. Write a short philosophical commentary on the following passage, 
incorporating into your discussion your answers to the guiding questions. 

When the estate of the urban burghers, the corporations, etc., 
emerged in opposition to the landed nobility, their condition of 
existence - movable property and craft labour, which had already 
existed latently before their separation from the feudal ties - appeared 
as something positive, which was asserted against feudal landed 
property, and, therefore, in its own way at first took on a feudal form. 
Certainly the refugee serfs treated their previous servitude as some
thing accidental to their personality. But here they only were doing 
what every class that is freeing itself from a fetter does; and they did 
not free themselves as a class but separately. Moreover, they did not 
rise above the system of estates, but only formed a new estate, 
retaining their previous mode of labour even in their new situation, 
and developing it further by freeing it from its earlier fetters, which no 
longer corresponded to the development already attained. 
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For the proletarians, on the other hand, the condition of their 
existence, labour, and with it all the conditions of existence governing 
modern society, have become something accidental, something over 
which they, as separate individuals, have no control, and over which 
no social organisations can give them control. The contradiction 
between the individuality of each separate proletarian and labour, the 
condition of life forced upon him, becomes evident to himself, for he is 
sacrificed from youth upwards and, within his own class, has no chance 
of arriving at the conditions which would place him in the other class. 

Thus, while the refugee serfs only wished to be free to develop and 
assert those conditions of existence which were already there, and 
hence, in the end, only arrived at free labour, the proletarians, if they 
are to assert themselves as individuals, will have to abolish the very 
condition of their existence hitherto (which has, moreover, been that 
of all society up to the present), namely labour. Thus they find 
themselves directly opposed to the form in which, hitherto the 
individuals, of which society consists, have given themselves collective 
expression, that is the State. In order, therefore, to assert themselves 
as individuals, they must overthrow the State. [Marx, The German 
Ideology (Part I, D)] 

(a) Explain how Marx sees the contrast between the situation of other 
oppressed classes and that of proletarians. 

(b) Why, according to Marx, has the proletarian no chance of arriving at 
the conditions which would place him in another class? 

(c) Why must the proletarians overthrow the State? Is Marx's argument 
here sound? 

[IB, 1988] 

B. Essay questions (texts) 
1. Explain Locke's concept of the state of nature and its purpose in his 

political theory. [IB, 1987] 
2. Explain the role played by consent in Locke's political philosophy. 

[IB, 1988] 
3. Examine critically Locke's theory of the 'Contract'. 
4. Discuss the power of the legislature in Locke's theory of government 
5. Discuss Rousseau's judgement on property in the Discourse on the 

Origin of Inequality [IB, 1987] 
6. Explain and discuss the distinctions drawn by Rousseau in relation to 

inequality. [IB, 1988] 
7. Examine Rousseau's concept of the General Will. 
8. Has Rousseau any notion of the rights of the individual? 
9. Why does Mill lay so much stress on the importance of individuality 

in On Liberty? [AEB, 1986) 
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10. Why is Mill opposed to the policy of 'coercing' people into prudence 
or temperance? 
11. According to Mill, democratic tyranny would be far worse than 
aristocratic or despotic tyranny. Why did Mill think this? Discuss the 
measures he advocated to conteract democratic tyranny. 
12. Explain what Marx meant by 'alienation'. [IB, 1987) 
13. Marx stated that 'the philosophers have only interpreted the world 
differently, the point is to change it'. In the light of this statement discuss 
Marx's criticisms of Feuerbach and describe what you consider the 
statement's implications are for the study of philosophy. [AEB, 1985) 
14. Discuss the distinction Marx makes between the 'State' and a 'real 
community'. 
15. Examine Marx's concept of 'class-warfare'. 
16. According to Marx, revolution is the only and necessary route 'to 
found society anew'. What arguments would you use to defend or rebut 
this view? [JMB, 1987) 
17. Is there a place for political liberty in Sartre's 'humanized' Marxism? 

C. Essay questions (problems) 
(Note that many of these questions have ethical implications; it is not 
usually possible to achieve a complete separation between political and 
moral philosophy.) 

18. Do laws constitute the best way to harmonize individual liberty with 
public order? [IB, 1987) 
19. Can there be an unjust law? [IB, 1987) 
20. Is it the case that the only purpose for which power can be rightfully 
exercised over any member of a civilized community, against his will, is 
to prevent harm to others? [IB, 1987) 
21. Is submission to authority necessarily an abdication of one's respon
sibility as a moral agent? [IB, 1987) 
22. Is there a realm of morality which is not the law's business? [IB, 
1987) 
23. (a) What is understood by 'natural rights'? 

(b) Is the notion of a natural right useful in placing limits upon the 
state's control? 

[AEB, 1989) 
24. (a) Provide a definition of civil disobedience. How could civil 

disobedience be thought justifiable? 
(b) In the light of the definition you have offered, discuss the 

justification for civil disobedience during wartime. 
[AEB, 1985) 
25. 'Liberty, Equality, Fraternity' - do you think these aims are simulta
neously realizable? Discuss the conflicts between them. 
26. 'For there to be authority there must first be power: behind the 
authority of the policeman there is the power of the truncheon.' Discuss 
this view of authority. [AEB, 1986) 
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27. 'That freedom can exist within society is a contradiction in terms.' 
Discuss. [AEB, 1987] 
28. 'No man should be put to death, even as an example, if he can be left 
to live without danger to society' (Rousseau). Discuss. [JMB, 1987] 
29. Comment on the following statement of principle promulgated by 
the New York Radical Women group. 

'We take the woman's side in everything. We ask not if something is 
"reformist", "radical", "revolutionary", or "moral". We ask: is it good 
for women or bad for women?' 

[JMB, 1987] 
30. Examine the claim that it is right to pursue a policy of nuclear 
deterrence which has as its goal the prevention of nuclear war. [JMB, 
1987] (See also Q. 43, Ch. 5.) 
31. 'The well-being of the people is the supreme law.' Discuss. 

Notes/guided answers have been provided for questions 3, 7, 9, 13, 19, 
24, and 27. 
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THE PHILOSOPHY 
OF SCIENCE 

7.1 INTRODUCTION 

We live in an age of science; and throughout this century in particular 
man has made extraordinary progress both in his understanding of the 
universe and in his use of scientific knowledge to improve the quality of 
life. All around us we find examples of its benefits: television, 
aeroplanes, new medicines to conquer disease, computers, synthetic 
materials for clothes and furnishings. There is of course a darker side. 
We may have reached the Moon and before long will have set foot on 
Mars: but at the same time we are steadily destroying Mother Earth. 
Material resources are being used up at an unprecedented rate; the 
tropical rain forests are disappearing - 50 hectares are being cut down 
every minute; acid rain is polluting the soil; we are pouring noxious 
substances into the atmosphere and thereby probably bringing about 
long-term and perhaps irreversible changes in the world's climate. It 
would be quite wrong, however, to lay the blame wholly on scientists. 
The reasons for man's predicament are numerous and broadly political, 
social, and economic. Indeed to a greater or lesser extent we must all 
accept our share of responsibility; and it is incumbent on each one of us 
to do what we can to reverse current trends if we have any concern at all 
for future generations. Moreover, it is not science as such which is on 
trial so much as the way we use it. So what then is science? What is the 
scientist trying to do? What are his methods? These seemingly straight
forward questions do in fact lead to some quite complex philosophical 
problems. 

The word 'science' is derived from the Latin word scientia which means 
'knowledge' and it is nothing less than knowledge of the whole universe 
that scientists seek. It is of course necessarily a collective enterprise; no 
individual nowadays can possibly carry out research on anything but a 
very narrow front. He can no longer say with Francis Bacon (1561-1626), 
'I take all knowledge to be my province' (particularly as the great 
scientist and essayist included under the heading of knowledge rather 
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more than science as we use the term today). That is why we talk not so 
much of scientists as of physicists, chemists, biologists, and, perhaps, 
anthropologists; or at a still higher level of specialization, of nuclear 
physicists, biochemists, neurobiologists, and so on. But does this res
earch give them knowledge in the sense of insight into 'reality'? If so, 
what is this 'reality'? How does a biologist's 'reality' differ from the 
insight achieved by, say, quantum mechanics? Do different kinds of 
scientists employ the same methods? What are these methods? What is a 
scientific theory? How is it tested? These are typical of the very many 
questions asked by philosophers of science; and we shall be looking at 
some of them in this chapter. 

7.2 SCIENTIFIC INFERENCE AND EXPLANATION 

Reading: Ayer, Language, Truth and Logic, cbs II and V; Russell, 
The Problems of Philosophy, ch. 6; Copi, Introduction to Logic, cbs 
11, 12, 14; Hempel, 'Explanation in Science and History'; Popper, 
The Logic of Scientific Discovery, cbs I and X; Conjectures and 
Refutations, Introduction and Ch. I 

According to a commonly held view of scientific method (which owes 
much to the writings of Francis Bacon and John Stuart Mill), practising 
scientists proceed roughly along the following lines. As a result of careful 
observation of the world they may become aware of something to be 
explained. A tentative guess or suggestion, called a hypothesis, is then 
put forward as a possible solution. The hypothesis is then verified or 
confirmed by means of appropriate experiments and thereby qualifies for 
the status of a theory and provides the backing for scientific laws. The 
essential criterion by which the adequacy of a theory is judged is its 
power of prediction; that is, the extent to which it can enable us to say in 
advance that certain sorts of events will occur if the theory is true. Such 
an account is not only over-simplified but is in fundamental respects 
thoroughly mistaken and open to philosophical objections. We shall start 
by examining the nature of the inference implicit in this type of 
procedure. 

The inferences or arguments made use of by scientists allegedly 
following this method for investigating nature are essentially inductive. 
So that you will be clear about what this means consider first the 
following arguments: 

(a) All philosophers are eccentic (premiss 1); 
Eccentric people are anti-social (premiss 2); 

.·.Philosophers are anti-social (conclusion). 
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(b) Tom, Dick and Harry were all born under the sign of Pisces, are 34, 
and have an unpleasant experience on the thirteenth day of the 
month; 
Mary is also 34, and had an unpleasant experience on 13th June; 

:. Mary is a Piscean. 

(c) I have observed the sun to rise every day for the last fifty years; 
:. It will rise tomorrow. 

(a) is an example of a deductive inference. Provided the premisses are 
true the conclusion follows with logical necessity; it would be self
contradictory to accept the truth of the premisses while denying the truth 
of the conclusion. (Note that an argument could also be deductively valid 
if the premisses and the conclusion were all false. You will find many 
examples in Copi's Introduction to Logic). (b) and (c) are quite different. 
They are both examples of inductive arguments. (b) is an argument from 
analogy. Essentially it involves an inference from premisses stating that a 
group of things share a number of features to a conclusion which affirms 
that another member of the group known to possess all but one of the 
given features must possess that remaining one as well. (c) is an example 
of a simple enumeration, in which we move from a statement about past 
instances of a thing or event possessing a number of characteristics to a 
statement affirming a future occurrence. Now clearly (b) and (c) cannot 
be said to be valid in the sense that deductive arguments are. The 
conclusions go beyond what is given in the premisses and as such can be 
regarded as only probably true, that is it would not be self-contradictory 
to affirm the premisses and yet deny the truth of the conclusion. Indeed a 
conclusion of an inductive argument could well be false - though how 
this could be ascertained is a question which itself gives rise to many 
difficulties. Only a brief mention of some of these is possible here. 

(1) To consider arguments from analogy, can we be sure which charac
teristics are relevant or what constitutes similarity? Thus, in the case of 
the Pisceans discussed above, it might be queried whether the place of 
birth is relevant. To determine this we should have to have more 
information to decide how significant such a detail is. It is, for example, 
just possible that three people born in the same place, and in the same 
month and year, might find themselves in circumstances on the 13th of 
June (in a given year) which led to their undergoing the same unpleasant 
experience; and from this is might be reasonable to infer that Mary was 
indeed born in March and therefore a Piscean. But the acceptability of 
such an argument then depends on many factors, not least that the 
experience should have been the same by virtue of the fact that they were 
in the same circumstances on the stated occasion and that their date and 
place of birth was in some sense the reason for their being together. 
Moreover, it is doubtful whether the argument can now be said to be 
from analogy. Of course it can be further objected that having an 
unpleasant experience is in any case irrelevant to whether one is born 
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under a particular star sign. (A great deal has been written about the 
'scientific' credentials of astrology; and what little statistical evidence 
there is is not convincing.) 

The question of similarity is also a tricky one. We might say, for 
example, (perhaps in support of animal 'rights') that humans are living 
and can feel pain; cats/mice/fish are living, and therefore also feel pain 
(hence they should not be maltreated). The characteristic of similarity 
here is 'being a living thing'. But then trees are also living. Does it follow 
that they too experience pain? Perhaps it is the possession of a nervous 
system that consitutes a more important similarity in such an argument. 
On the other hand, if the conclusion of the argument is to be that a plant 
is edible then its being a living thing might be regarded as a resemblance 
of greater significance. 

It is of course sometimes not easy to establish precisely in what 
respects two or more things resemble each other. Both relevance and 
similarity can well be matters of a subjective judgement which varies 
from person to person. You can be left to make up your own examples. 

(2) Is there a genuine 'causal' connection between characteristics or 
events, or is the possession in common of a given feature nothing more 
than coincidence? To deal with this problem John Stuart Mill formulated 
a number of methodological procedures, namely, the method of Agree
ment, the Method of Difference, the Joint Method of Agreement and 
Difference, the Method of Concomitant Variations, and the Method of 
Residues. Thus, to illustrate the Method of Agreement, we might take 
the case of a group of people suffering from a particular disease. It is 
found that although they differ in many respects (age, race, home 
environment, and so on) they all have one factor in common. This is then 
taken to be the cause of the disease. This still does not rule out the 
possibility of coincidence of course. But if it could then be shown that 
people lacking that factor had not contracted the illness, whereas those 
possessing the factor were showing the symptoms, then the case would be 
stronger for identifying it as the cause of the disease. (More will be said 
about 'causation' in Ch. 10.3). 

(3) It is often claimed (see, for example, Russell's discussion of induc
tion in his Problems of Philosophy which we referred to inCh. 4.5) that 
the greater the number of observed instances, the more certainty we can 
place in the conclusion. While this may be so in some situations, there 
are many counter-examples. A tossed coin may have landed 'heads' up 
on ten successive occasions: but the probability of a 'heads' on the 
eleventh toss is still 50 per cent. Even in the case of our expectations 
about the sun's rising tomorrow, which Russell deals with, it can be 
argued that given an understanding of gravitation, the orbiting of 
planets, Newton's laws, and so on, we are no more or less certain about 
the possibility that it will rise tomorrow than we were when we made our 
prediction yesterday that it would rise today. 
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It is indisputable that science in some sense 'works'. Scientists make 
discoveries and at least claim to give us information about what the world 
is made of and how nature behaves. But if the above account of 
methodological inference is correct, the scientific edifice would seem to 
have been built on rather insecure foundations. The question has 
therefore to be asked whether induction can be 'justified' in some way? 
As you will remember from our discussion of the issue in Chapter 4.4, 
Hume came to the conclusion that it cannot. (*You should refer back to 
his arguments at this stage. See also Ayer's discussions in Language, 
Truth and Logic, ch. II, and The Problem of Knowledge, 2 (viii).) 
Nevertheless, there are many contemporary philosophers who are not 
satisfied with Hume's arguments and have indeed tried to justify 
induction in a variety of ways. Thus, P. F. Strawson has argued 
(Introduction to Logic, ch. 9) that if the premisses of an inductive 
argument are known to be true then it is not necessary to justify the claim 
that it is reasonable and rational to expect the conclusion to be true, for 
these notions of reasonableness and rationality derive their meaning 
from contexts in which such arguments are deployed. The statement that 
it is reasonable to expect the conclusion to follow is, he says, analytically 
true. By contrast, R. B. Braithwaite (b. 1900), in Scientific Explanation 
(ch. 8), has sought to show that inductive arguments can be justified by 
our appeal to a 'rule' which permits us to move from true premisses to 
true conclusion on the grounds that application of this rule has been 
successful in the past. This has engendered much debate as to whether 
Braithwaite's proposed solution has avoided circularity and whether he 
has or has not adequately separated the logical from the psychological 
issues involved. Still other philosophers, in particular Hans Reichenbach 
(1891-1953), have tried to justify induction on pragmatic grounds, 
arguing that if there are any true laws of nature (by which they mean 
certain kinds of universal or statistical statements) then they can be 
discovered only by enumerative procedures. Reichenbach (in Experience 
and Prediction) referred to what he called 'the straight rule' which 
licenses the move from 'n per cent of observed As are B' to 'n per cent of 
all As are B'. It is then claimed that because such inductive methods have 
been frequently successful we have good reason for placing our trust in 
them. It has been argued against this theory that continued use of the 
straight rule can never tell us when we have actually discovered a law of 
nature. Reichenbach has said that a 'limiting frequency' can be found 
from a finite but undertermined sample of As. But what we do not know 
is how large such a sample must be before we are in a position to make a 
reliable prediction of this limiting frequency of As that are Bs. Mo
reover, we have no reason to suppose that, even if continued use of the 
'straight rule' does enable us to discover laws of nature, the use of many 
other kinds of inductive rules (these are usually called 'asymptotic rules') 
will not be equally successful in leading us to the limiting frequency; and 
our initial choice of one type of rule in preference to another would seem 
to have been made for arbitrary reasons. 
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A fuller examination of these various attempts is not possible here. We 
must turn instead to a quite different approach to the problem of 
induction. Many influential philosophers of science (such as C. G. 
Hempel, E. Nagel, Karl Popper, and also Braithwaite) have argued that 
scientific inference is not primarily inductive at all but, rather, deductive. 
This view, which originated with Mill, has been referred to as the 
'hypothetical-deductive', or 'covering-law' theory of scientific explana
tion. According to Hempel (b. 1905), a statement describing the event to 
be explained (the 'explanandum') is deduced from an 'explanans', which 
is a conjunction of a set of general laws with a series of statements 
describing particular facts. (Because a phenomenon can be accounted for 
by reference to general laws or theoretical principles, Hempel refers to 
this model of explanation as 'nomological'.) Thus if we wished to explain 
why a stick looks bent in water, we would show how this statement could 
be deduced from particular circumstances such as the densities of the air 
and water on that occasion, and the angle of the stick in relation to the 
water surface, in accordance with the appropriate laws- in this case the 
laws of refraction. The uniformities expressed by the general laws can in 
their turn be subsumed under more inclusive laws and eventually under 
comprehensive theories (for example, the wave theory of light), which 
results in both a wider scope of scientific understanding and greater 
depth in so far as the original empirical laws are seen to hold only within 
certain limits. 

Many philosophers who have proposed this model of scientific expla
nation do however admit that there is a second type which is inductive 
and thereby probabilistic. Thus Hempel suggests that in such arguments 
the explanandum ( Oi) is expressed in a statement that in a particular 
instance (i), for example, someone's allergic attack, and outcome 
(D)-subsidence of the attack - occurs; and that this explanandum is 
explained by means of two explanans-statements. The first of these (Fi) 
corresponds to the series of statements describing particular factors (F) 
in the 'covering-law' model, while the second namely, P( 0, F) expresses 
a law affirming that the statistical probability for the outcome to occur is 
high when the various factors are realized. Probabilistic explanations are 
therefore still nomological in Hempel's sense, although not deductive. 

·comment and criticism 
Hempel's account of explanation is much more sophisticated and extens
ive than might be thought from the necessarily-short summary given 
here. There is, however, one point- which Hempel himself dis
cusses - that needs to be taken up. So far as the probabilistic type of 
explanation is concerned, the problem we referred to above concerning 
the soundness of the foundations on which science is constructed remains 
unanswered. Explananda must remain probable and not certain, as 
indeed must the scientific laws from which they are derived. But, it may 
be asked, are not all scientific laws (and therefore explanations) proba-
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bilistic, since even the universal laws which constitute the premisses of 
deductive arguments must have been established on the basis of a finite 
body of evidence. Moreover, it can be questioned whether the distinction 
between the deductive and probabilistic models of explanation should be 
maintained at all? In answer to such possible objections Hempel argues 
that the argument confounds a logical issue with an epistemological one: 
'it fails to distinguish properly between the claim made by a given 
law-statement and the degree of confirmation, or probability, which it 
possesses on the available evidence'. Universal law-statements (of the 
simplest kind), he says, assert that all elements of an indefinitely large 
reference class (for example, copper objects) have a certain character
istic (for example being good conductors of electricity); whereas stat
istical law-statements assert that, in the long run, a specified proportion 
of the reference class have some specified property. The difference in 
claim of the two kinds of law is reflected in the difference of form. Now, 
this is no doubt correct. But the point at issue is whether the claims made 
in each case are justified. Deductive arguments from premisses accepted 
as true are impeccable as valid inferences. But if such a universal premiss 
proves subsequently to admit of exceptions then doubt may then be cast 
on the validity of the inference and the truth of the conclusion - unless 
the exception can be accommodated by a modification of the general 
law. All such claims have therefore to be regarded as being made on a 
temporary basis. 

It might be added that this issue can be related to a wider controversy, 
namely, whether the distinction between deduction and induction is after 
all as clear-cut as it might have seemed from the discussion at the 
beginning of this section. Two points will suffice here. (1) Do we not call 
some arguments valid or conclusive which are not in fact logically 
necessary? Can we not be said to know (given sufficient 'backing', which 
might include information about the earth, the solar system, human 
behaviour, and so on) that the sun will rise tomorrow? To talk of 
'probabilities' in such a context is arguably to commit oneself to an 
unjustified scepticism ("see Ch. 4). (2) According to 'traditional' logic, in 
deductive arguments we pass either from universal premisses to universal 
or particular conclusions or from particular premisses to particular 
conclusions, whereas in inductive arguments we move from particulars to 
universals. Could this view be mistaken? In the case of the sun rising 
tomorrow there is apparently an appeal to many events which have taken 
place in the past, from which a statement about a future event emerges. 
Thus it might be said that from the many particulars a universal 
generalization about the sun's behaviour (strictly speaking, the Earth's!) 
is established, and that the rising of the sun tomorrow would therefore be 
included in this universal conclusion. But could we not think of the 
argument in a different way? We do not seek first to establish a general 
proposition, 'The sun rises every day', from which it would seem to 
follow that the sun will rise tomorrow. Rather, we argue directly to the 
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proposition 'The sun will rise tomorrow' (a particular) from a mass of 
facts of the kind indicated above, which may be expressed in both 
particular and universal propositions. 

What we are suggesting in the light of these two points is that attempts 
to distinguish between deductive and inductive arguments by referring to 
the quality of the propositions of which they consist must fail. Considera
tions such as these lead to the view espoused by some philosophers (for 
example, Toulmin) that both kinds of arguments have a great deal in 
comm<;>n, in that, when we use them we appeal in each case to 'backing' 
in order to justify their conclusions; and that they differ perhaps only in 
the type of backing required or in the ways in which it is obtained. 
Deductive arguments might then be seen as limiting cases of inductive 
arguments. But much would depend on our usage of such terms as 
'conclusive' and 'probable'. 

7.3 THEORIES, LAWS, AND HYPOTHESES 

Reading: Ayer, Language, Truth and Logic, ch. V; Copi, Introduc
tion to Logic, ch. 13; Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 
Popper, The Logic of Scientific Discovery, cbs IV and VII, and 
Conjectures and Refutations, ch. 3 

Theories and laws 
Some philosophers of science have argued that no clear distinction can be 
made between these two terms as they are used in the experimental 
context. Those who seek to uphold such a distinction usually claim that 
laws are statements containing terms which refer directly to 'observables' 
or which can be defined by reference to 'operational' procedures, 
whereas theories contain at least some terms which lack observational 
reference or operational definability. This seems to be broadly consistent 
with the contrast made in 'deductive-nomological' accounts of scientific 
explanation between generality and particularity. Just as an observable 
phenomenon (for example, a bent stick) can be explained by laws (the 
laws of refraction), so can laws be explained by more general laws, which 
are in their turn subsumable under comprehensive theories. There are, 
however, several difficulties associated with the observability criterion. 

(1) The notion of being 'observable' is not always clear-cut. What is 
observable to one person might not be to another. This might be due to 
differing cultural presuppositions, or different historical perspectives. 
(When the Kinetic Theory of gases was first formulated, although it 
could be checked experimentally, molecules and atoms could not be 
observed as sufficiently powerful instruments had not been invented.) 
However, while this might make the distinction difficult to apply in some 
instances it does not break it down completely. 
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(2) A more serious objection is that in so far as laws are related 
specifically to observables and experimental procedures, a given law or 
set of laws might well be operating at various times against a background 
of different theories. This could give rise to at least two related problems. 
(a) There might be formal inconsistency between the deductive infe
rences by means of which experimental law statements are derived from 
theoretical premisses. (b) The deductive link between laws and theories 
might be broken altogether. 

(3) This follows on from the second point: how, it may be asked, can 
laws which relate to observables and are grounded in experimental 
procedures be deduced in any case from theoretical statements which (in 
some instances at least) lack such reference? 

These three difficulties must lead to a consideration of the wider 
question of how theories and laws (that is, observation statements) are to 
be linked. A full discussion of the issue is beyond the scope of this book, 
but we shall make some mention of three kinds of solution which have 
been proposed. 

(1) Reductionism. This approach, associated particularly with P. W. 
Bridgman (1882-1962) and A. Eddington (1882-1944), has something in 
common with the reductionist programme of positivism and phenome
nalism discussed in Chapter 4- and is open to similar objections. 
According to Bridgman, theoretical concepts are definable in terms of a 
set of physical or mental 'operations' (and it is for this reason that his 
version of reductionism is called operationalism). Thus, a physical 
concept such as length is said to be synonymous with the actual physical 
operations by which length is measured; while a mental concept such as 
mathematical continuity is equivalent to the 'mental' operations by which 
we determine whether a magnitude is continuous. The fundamental 
difficulty of such a project is that it cannot be completely carried 
through, as there will always be further observables other than those 
already identified in an experimental situation. Moreover, it can be 
argued that with some theories (for example, quantum mechanics and 
theories of the social sciences) translation is not possible at all. (*If you 
have a scientific background you might like to think about the problems 
raised by quantum theory. The social sciences will be looked at in 
Chapter 11.) 

(2) Instrumentalism. According to this view, both theories and lower
level 'laws of nature' are compared to tools in the sense that we can use 
them to derive one set of observation statements from another. They 
thus function as rules of inference. Toulmin, an English instrumentalist 
(b. 1922), thinks of theories as analogous to maps. Just as a map 
transforms and presents a collection of readings in a surveyor's note
book into a clear and orderly pattern, so do the ray-diagrams of 
geometrical optics present, 'in a logically novel manner', all that is 
contained in a set of observational statements (and no more than this). 



240 

Theories of greater generality (for example, the wave theory of light) are 
thought of as 'maps' exhibiting greater detail (such as physical maps as 
contrasted with road maps). Which map one uses depends on the kinds 
of questions asked and the degree of accuracy required of the answers. 
Now it is fundamental to instrumentalism that both laws of nature and 
the more general theories, in so far as they are rules, are spoken of as 
'holding' under certain circumstances or as 'applicable' in an appropriate 
context. It is only after the relevant requirements and conditions have 
been laid down that the question of truth can be considered; for it is the 
map itself which defines the criteria for the correct use of the term 'true' 
in that context. The physical map might be 'truer' than the road map in 
that it provides more detail. As Toulmin says 

If we are to say anything, we must be prepared to abide by the rules 
and conventions that govern the terms in which we speak; to adopt 
these is no submission, nor are they shackles. Only if we are so 
prepared can we hope to say anything true - or anything un
true. [Philosophy of Science, ch. 4.5] 

Many critics have found this position difficult to accept. Theories, they 
say, must have some descriptive power: they must say something true 
about the world, otherwise how could we talk of falsifying and rejecting a 
particular theory in favour of another? 

(3) Models. Most philosophers of science nowadays accept that models 
have an important role to play in explanation, though there is disagree
ment as to what they are or how they function. The notion of a model is 
in any case ambiguous. Here we shall confine the discussion to what are 
usually termed 'theoretical models'. Such a model can be regarded as 
being a 'structure' in terms of which both the 'unobservables' of a theory 
and the observable experimental operations and data can be accommo
dated and interpreted. The model incorporates elements from aspects of 
our experience with which we are already in some sense familiar. What 
this means should be clear from an example. When scientists talk of light 
as being either 'wave-like' or 'particulate' they are using concepts drawn 
from everyday life. We have all seen waves in the sea and particles of 
various kinds. Now of course the scientist does not mean that light is 
made up of heaving oceans or ball-bearings travelling through space at an 
enormous velocity. Rather, he is suggesting that by thinking of light as if 
it shared these features with water or ball-bearings, as the case may be, 
we can facilitate the articulation of fundamental theoretical concepts, the 
derivation of empirical laws, and the prediction of certain kinds of 
events. (In certain situations, for the explanation of specific phenomena, 
it is found that the wave model is more suitable; to think of light as 
corpuscular, however, is more appropriate to explanations of other kinds 
of phenomena.) The relationship between a theoretical model and the 
'familiar' experiences which gave rise to it is thus essentially analogical. 
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Once an analogy has been decided upon and applied to the new 
context, it is essential that its explanatory potential be explored as fully 
as possible. Although most analogies prove to be fruitful in this respect, 
they are invariably limited; and it is to determine these limitations or 
inadequacies that experiments have to be carried out, usually involving 
observations, measurements and subsequently deductive (mathematical) 
procedures. Let us consider another example, the electric current. In 
general terms, an electric current is today regarded as involving the 
movement of negatively charged particles (electrons) through a con
ductor. As a result of their observations of what happens when a simple 
cell is connected to a suitable response system (in the eighteenth century 
it was a frog's leg muscle!), the early theoreticians suggested that this 
might be due to a kind of fluid - on the analogy of water flowing through 
a pipe. There was a sufficient number of similarities to justify this claim. 
Water can build up a pressure, and the rate of flow can be varied for a 
given amount of 'push' by narrowing the bore of the pipe. In the same 
way one can refer to the electrical 'pressure' and can talk of an increase 
of resistance if the conductor is made thinner. Thus, although an electric 
current can indeed be thought of in terms of something 'flowing', the 
analogy breaks down in a number of respects. The behaviour of electrons 
is not very much like the behaviour of molecules of water. (Indeed 
certain phenomena exhibited by water, such as surface tension, expan
sion, and viscosity are today explained by forces acting between their 
constituent atoms, which are in turn accounted for in terms of the 
charges on the nuclei and electrons they are composed of.) These 
features of water which are not shared by electricity are often referred to 
as negative analogies. 

What we have said so far is based on the assumption that there is a 
distinction between theories and laws. It does not follow, of course, that 
it is always clear-cut. The physicist and philosopher of science N. R. 
Campbell (1880-1949) uses the term 'theory' to refer to the total 
explanatory structure of general principles (axioms and theorems), 
experimental laws, correspondence rules for connecting the laws with the 
'formal' principles, and the analogical models in terms of which the 
theoretical concepts and empirical data can be interpreted. This is not 
inconsistent with usage of the term in its narrower connotation. But to 
say that theories can be distinguished from laws is not to argue for their 
separability. In fact a case can be made out for saying that experimental 
laws, emprical data, and 'facts' must all be considered as being in some 
sense 'theory-laden': that is, it is not possible to conceive of them except 
in the context of a theoretical framework. Likewise it can be argued that 
theories demand application and interpretation in experimental situa
tions if they are to fulfil their proper function. The semantic distinction 
would then seem to be of peripheral significance. 

This third approach restores an objective reference to theories without 
reduction, so that theoretical entities can be linked to observables. By 
the use of models theories can be given empirical content. Consideration 
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of a theory's 'objectivity' in relation to the empirical aspect must, 
however, be delayed until we come to the final section of this chapter, 
where we shall be looking at the question of scientific 'progress'. 

Two further important issues are raised by our discussion: (1) How 
does the practising scientist initially select a model or theory? (2) What 
criterion or criteria does he appeal to in order to determine its acceptabil
ity? These questions will be dealt with now in our examination of 
hypotheses. 

Hypotheses 
What are hypotheses? Again, as with laws and theories, there is no 
clear-cut single answer which would satisfy all philosophers of science 
without exception. There does, however, seem to be broad support for 
the view that hypotheses are (a) general statements put forward to stand 
as the premisses of an explanatory structure, and (b) that they are 
provisional in the sense that they have not yet been shown to be true and 
might well be false, in which case of course they could no longer be 
retained as premisses. In other words, hypotheses can be thought of as 
untested theories or theoretical models. This raises an immediate 
difficulty: are not theories themselves continually open to revision? How 
then can a distinction be admitted between theories and hypotheses? A 
useful approach is to contrast the two notions by comparison with the 
distinction made in Chapter 4.7 between knowledge and belief. You will 
remember we there concluded that the difference between them might 
be accounted for in terms of the strength of one's commitment. If I say 
that I know 'p' to be true, then not only do I believe it but also I am in 
effect making public my willingness to back up my claim by providing (or 
indicating how I might provide) appropriate evidence. Similarly, we 
might say here that a theory is a hypothesis which has withstood 
appropriate ·testing procedures. In the same way we might distinguish 
between 'hypothetical models' and 'theoretical models'. Three questions 
need now to be considered: (1) How do we come by hypotheses or 
models in the first place? (2) What kinds of testing procedures are 
appropriate? (3) What are the criteria by which hypotheses may be 
judged to be 'successful'. 

(1) The question how a model or theory comes to be selected prior to its 
being tested does in fact cover two separate issues: (a) the initial 
'empirical' stimulus (for example, observations such as the twitching of a 
frog's muscle when connected to a Voltaic cell); and (b) the 'intellectual' 
processes that go on in the scientist's head. Why did some eighteenth 
century scientists make a particular connection between the behaviour of 
water (which they could see) and an electric current (which they could 
not)? Or, why should a phenomenon such as diffraction have encouraged 
support for a wave theory of light? If one studies many different 
instances of scientific discoveries, it will be seen that the intellectual 
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processes may be varied. In some cases the link may be made as a result 
of a rational inductive procedure involving generalization from a succes
sion of cumulative data, or the use of mathematical (deductive) infe
rences. In other cases a discovery has been made through a 'leap' of 
intuition or imagination. It may result from carefully directed experimen
tation, or it may be the product of luck or chance. Most probably both 
induction and intuition have a role to play. 

(2) So far as science is concerned the procedures employed to test 
hypotheses make use primarily of experiments. We shall demonstrate 
what this might involve by considering the example of light referred to 
above. A stick appears to be bent when it is partially submerged in water. 
It has also been observed by scientists that in an appropriate exper
imental situation light falling on a metal surface causes electrons to be 
emitted (this is called the 'photoelectric effect'). At one time it was 
thought that both the corpuscular theory (originally proposed by New
ton) and the wave theory of Huyghens could account for the apparent 
bending of the stick, but it was later shown by simple mathematics that 
according to the former, light bends away from the normal when passing 
into a medium in which its velocity is smaller, whereas the wave theory 
predicts that it will bend towards the normal. It was shown exper
imentally in 1882 that light passing from air to water (in which it moves 
more slowly) is in fact refracted towards the normal, thus confirming the 
prediction of the wave theory. By contrast, it is now accepted that the 
photoelectric effect can be explained only on the assumption that light is 
emitted as discrete 'packets' or 'quanta', that is, that it must be supposed 
to exhibit corpuscular properties. As before, the explanation and confir
mation of the prediction involve experiments, measurement, and mathe
matical procedures. 

There are two qualifications in particular which should be mentioned 
here. 
(a) Experimentation is not always possible. In astronomy, for example, 
the options open to the scientist for altering conditions are severely 
limited. For most purposes, however, 'controlled' or 'selective' observa
tion has proved to be quite adequate. An excellent example of this is the 
confirmation of Kepler's three 'Laws of Planetary Motion' by 
appropriate and precise measurements of the positions of the various 
planets. (These laws were subsequently shown to be consistent with 
Newton's Law of Universal Gravitation- which can today be tested 
experimentally.) Difficulties can also arise in sub-atomic physics where 
the actual attempts to observe and experiment with particles have an 
influence on their behaviour. Experiments can however be set up to 
permit observation and measurement of predicted effects of sub-atomic 
particles (for example, as recorded on a photographic plate). 
(b) The distinguished philosopher Karl Popper (b. 1902) has argued 
cogently that the notion of a 'bare' observation from which one moves to 
theory is absurd. Observation, he says, is always selective: 
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It needs a chosen object, a definite task, an interest, a point of view, a 
problem. And its description presupposes a descriptive language, with 
property words; it presupposes similarity and classification, which in its 
turn presupposes interests, points of view, and problems. [Con
jectures and Refutations, p. 46] 

Certainly a particular hypothesis or 'conjecture' will have been preceded 
by observations (for example, the observations the hypothesis has been 
designed to explain). But these observations presupposed the adoption 
of a 'frame of reference', of expectations, or of theories. There is 
however no danger here of an infinite regress, says Popper (p. 47), for if 
we go back to 'more and more primitive theories and myths we shall in 
the end find unconscious, inborn expectations'. Popper makes it clear 
that while these are psychologically or genetically a priori, such 
'knowledge' is not a priori valid; an inborn expectation may be mistaken. 
(See also the discussion of 'causation' inCh. 10.3 below.) 

(3) The examples just discussed in this section have shown that one 
criterion by means of which the success or acceptability of a hypothesis 
can be judged, and as a result of which it may be 'promoted' to the level 
of a theory, is its predictive power. By attributing certain features to light 
we can make predictions about its behaviour under a given set of 
conditions. If it proves to exhibit such behaviour, then we have grounds 
for supposing the hypothesis is correct. There are, however, serious 
logical difficulties associated with this criterion. 
(a) Consider this argument: if Socrates was a great thinker, then 
Socrates died at a great age; Socrates died at a great age; therefore 
Socrates was a great thinker. It should not take you long to realize that 
this is an invalid argument although both statements are true. (If you are 
doubtful, then make up some examples of your own which follow the 
same pattern.) Now in view of the fallaciousness of such an inference we 
have to be careful about arguing to the correctness of a hypothesis/theory 
on the grounds that a prediction has been confirmed. 
(b) The Paradoxes of Confirmation. The 'paradoxes' arise out of a 
conjunction of four 'confirmation criteria' originally set out by the 
French logician Jean Nicod: (i) 'All As are Bs' is confirmed by any (A 
and B); (ii) 'All As are Bs' is disconfirmed by any (A and non-B); (iii) 
'All As are Bs' is neither confirmed nor disconfirmed by any non-A; (iv) 
Whatever confirms one hypothesis in a set of logically equivalent 
hypotheses confirms the others. Now each of these criteria seems 
plausible on its own, but there appears to be a 'paradox' when they are 
taken together. It can be shown, for example, that the statement 'All 
ravens are black' is logically equivalent to the complex statement 'All 
things which are (ravens or non-ravens) are (black or non-ravens)'. (*Do 
not worry if you do not see why this is so; to understand the equivalence 
requires some knowledge of modern logic.) It follows then, according to 
Nicod's criteria, that anything whatsoever, apart from (ii) (that is, 
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instances of ravens which are non-black), will confirm the statement 'All 
ravens are black'. But this seems to be rather odd, for it would mean that 
the statement would be confirmed both by instances of non-ravens (for 
example, swans) and by any other black thing. It is also inconsistent wth 
(iii). To avoid the inconsistency Hempel denied condition (iii). But we 
are then still faced with the apparent paradox that 'All ravens are black' 
is confirmed by an examination of non-ravens (as this statement is 
logically equivalent to 'All non-ravens are non-black things'). Nelson 
Goodman (b. 1906) has argued that it is condition (iv) that should be 
rejected. But this does not seem to be satisfactory, as we normally think 
of logically equivalent propositions as being shown to be true or false by 
the same empirical evidence. (*It should be noted that a great deal has 
been written about these two responses to Nicod's paradox. Goodman 
has also drawn attention to another paradox relating to the confirmation 
of hypotheses, which he calls 'the new riddle of induction'. This involves 
the postulation and evidential support for two hypotheses which are 
incompatible in so far as they make the same predictions under one set of 
conditions, but make different predictions when the restrictions are 
altered. Discussion of all these issues is, however, rather technical, and 
so no further account will be provided here. You can follow them up 
from some of the references given in the bibliography.) 

A second criterion by which a hypothesis (and hence theories and 
laws) may be judged is that of simplicity. This is an ambiguous notion. It 
can be used in an aesthetic sense (for example, of a mathematical proof) 
to mean something like 'elegance'. Some supporters of inductive 
accounts of science (see, for example, Reichenbach's pragmatic justifica
tion discussed earlier) have argued that by choosing the simplest 
generalizations from observations to arrive at laws of nature we can 
make inductive inferences 'work'. Simplest' here can be understood by 
reference to the analogy of curve construction in mathematics (Cartesian 
or coordinate geometry). Given a number of points we may start by 
joining them by straight lines. But as the number of points increases we 
might find that it is possible to draw a curve through them, which, we can 
predict, will become smoother with still further accumulation of points 
and will be seen to represent an algebraic relation or 'law'. This notion of 
simplicity has been criticized by Popper (The Logic of Scientific Disco
ery, p. 138) on the grounds that an unlimited number of curves can be 
drawn through a finite set of points, and that we have no reason for 
supposing that, say, a linear function is simpler than a quadratic one, or a 
circular function simpler than an elliptical. 

The acceptability of a hypothesis/theory is sometimes judged by its 
coherence with other hypotheses or theories. Thus, if we are presented 
with two hypotheses which are claimed to account equally well for the 
facts and both are supported by appropriate experimental data, we 
accept one rather than the other if it 'fits in' with the broader explanatory 
framework within which we are already operating. There are obviously a 
number of problems with this criterion. (i) It involves circularity, since 
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the acceptability of other hypotheses/theories in the general structure 
must in their turn presuppose a 'fit' with the new hypothesis we are 
seeking to introduce. (ii) The notion of 'fit' or coherence is obscure. 
Does it involve logical consistency? If so, then might there not be other 
hypotheses which are equally consistent in this sense with the general 
framework, in which case an additional criterion is still required for 
deciding between them? (iii) Such a view would tend to blur the 
distinctions between scientific and 'metaphysical' or 'religious' views of 
the world; a metaphysical hypothesis might be held to be as 'coherent' 
with other theories in the explanatory system as the 'scientific' one under 
consideration. (iv) It can be argued that the coherence criterion tends to 
undermine the notion of scientific truth. (Compare the Coherence 
Theory of Truth discussed in Ch. 4.2). The question of the 'truth' of 
scientific theories will be looked at in the next section.) 

In his influential books The Logic of Scientific Discovery and Conjec
tures and Refutations Karl Popper has worked out an alternative account 
which purports to deal with the various difficulties associated with these 
criteria of acceptability which we have been discussing. First of all we 
should note that Popper in effect starts out from the standpoint of the 
'Covering-Law' theory of explanation but rejects the 'probabilistic' 
version (and 'traditional' view) that hypotheses are confirmed by induct
ive procedures. According to such a criterion no scientific theory can be 
conclusively verified. Popper therefore goes on to argue that in fact what 
is characteristic of scientific method is not a verificational procedure but 
falsification. He thus denies Nicod's confirmatory condition (i) in favour 
of the disconfirmatory condition (ii). If a hypothesis is proposed, we 
should, by observation and experiment, seek to discover a counter
instance which will conclusively falsify the hypothesis - given specific 
and clearly defined conditions. This may not of course lead to a total 
rejection of the hypothesis, but at the very least we shall be forced to 
modify it to take account of the counter-instance. It is for this reason that 
we still use Newton's Laws of Motion when we wish to calculate the 
distance travelled by an object accelerating at a given rate during a 
particular period of time, although the Newtonian theory has been 
superseded by Einstein's Relativity Theory where large distances or very 
high speeds (approximating to the velocity of light) are concerned, or by 
Quantum Mechanics as applied to the world of micro-particles; Newton's 
theory works well enough for everyday purposes within an acceptable 
degree of approximation. 

You should note the following additional points in Popper's account of 
scientific procedure. 

(1) Falsiftability is regarded as being a criterion of demarcation between 
science and non-science. Any 'theory' (for example, religious or meta
physical) which is consistent with all possible states of affairs, that is, for 
which there are no instances which would enable us to determine 
whether the theory is true or false, cannot be said to be scientifically 
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informative. (It is for this reason that Popper is so critical of the claims 
made for Marxist Dialectical Materialism to be scientific - see Ch. 6.4 
above.) This is not to say- as the logical positivists did - that such 
theories are non-sensical. 

(2) Popper also rejects the appeal of some philosophers of science to 
probability as the means whereby the difficulties over induction can be 
avoided. He distinguishes between 'probability' and 'degree of corrobo
ration'. The probability of a statement is, he says, inversely proportional 
to 'the content or deductive power of the statement, and thus to its 
explanatory power'. Thus we can say that the statement 'There will be an 
earthquake within the next thousand years' has a high probability but has 
a minimal informative content, and as such is not scientifically interest
ing. But if we predict that there will be an earthquake in London on 1st 
January 2000 starting at 6.30, this is much more precise and informative, 
very much less probable - and therefore testable and scientific. 

(3) Simplicity. Popper claims that the various epistemological difficulties 
which arise in connection with this concept can be answered if it be 
equated with his notion of 'degree of falsifiability' and thereby associated 
with the 'logical improbability' of a theory. The simplest theories, 
according to this definition, are those which have the most empirical or 
informative context and have a high degree of testability. As you have 
probably realized, Popper's redefinition of 'simplicity' is in effect an 
alternative formulation of his anti-inductivist methodology; and as he 
says himself, 'I do not attach the slightest importance to the word 
"simplicity".' 

·criticisms 
(1) One problem with Popper's general approach, according to some 
practising scientists, is that he does not always describe accurately what 
they actually do. Indeed it is sometimes unclear whether he is setting out 
to describe scientific procedure or laying down guidelines for what he 
believes should be done if scientific investigations are to be successful. 
But it is probably unfair to single out Popper in this way. Like many 
other philosophers of science he is concerned to investigate the logic of 
scientific methodology, and it may well be that working scientists in their 
day-to-day activities adopt a more pragmatic approach by making use of 
different methods at different times depending on the circumstances 
(availability of data, nature of the problem under investigation, exper
imental facilities, even the intellectual and emotional states of the 
scientists themselves). Despite Popper's emphasis on falsifiability, the 
practising scientist might still find inductive verificational procedures to 
be fruitful on occasion. 

(2) A more serious objection has been made by T. S. Kuhn of Princeton 
in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. According to Kuhn most 
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theories are incomplete or inadequate in certain respects: 'no theory ever 
solves all the puzzles with which it is confronted at a given time; nor are 
the solutions already achieved often perfect'. Theories give rise to what 
he calls 'anomalous experiences', that is, failures of data to 'fit' theories. 
Superficially these might seem to be Popper's 'falsifications', but if they 
were, says Kuhn, then all theories ought to be rejected at all times. 
Popper of course does not wish his criterion to be applied in such an 
uncompromising manner. We must, he says, adopt a suitably critical 
attitude so that when counter-instances result in the falsification of a 
hypothesis, we must investigate these instances carefully with a view to 
constructing a modified version of the hypothesis which will give us 
better understanding of the exceptions. Some data-theory 'fits' are 
however more severe, and in such cases, argues Kuhn, Popperians will 
require some criterion of 'improbability' or 'falsification' which will be 
open to the same kinds of difficulties probabilistic verification theories 
have to contend with. Indeed falsification for Kuhn is seen as akin to 
verification in that it is a process which is separate from the emergence of 
an anomaly or falsifying instance and leads to a new paradigm (see the 
next section). All historically significant theories fit the facts- but more 
or less well. It makes more sense, Kuhn says, to consider which of two 
competing theories (for example, Priestley's as opposed to Lavoisier's 
theory of burning) fits the facts better. And this involves a joint 
verification-falsification process. 

(3) Lastly, it has been claimed by some critics of Popper that despite his 
rejection of inductivism in science he in fact tacitly makes use of an 
inductive procedure in so far as hypotheses appear to be strengthened to 
the extent that attempts to refute them have failed. However, Popper is 
not saying that hypotheses thereby become more probably true. On the 
contrary, he appeals to the degree of 'verisimilitude' of a theory, by 
which he means the extent to which the theory corresponds to the totality 
ofreal facts (as opposed to only some of them). It is doubtful whether the 
use of the notion of an 'approximation' to the truth involves a commit
ment to inductive inferences. 

You will in a better position to assess both the relative claims of the 
Popperian and Kuhnian models and the acceptability of Popper's con
cept of verisimilitude after you have considered the problems of truth 
and progress in science. 

7.4 PROGRESS AND TRUTH 

Reading: Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions; Popper, 
Conjectures and Refutations, ch. 10 
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Few scientists would want to say that no progress has been made in their 
discipline since, say, the fifteenth century, however the term 'science' be 
interpreted. Thus much more is known about the universe today than in 
the time of Galileo. Many discoveries have been made (in heat, 
electricity, light, and so on). Many puzzles have been solved. But 
perhaps of more interest to philosophers of science are the mechanisms 
or patterns of progress, and how progress is to be gauged. It has long 
been thought, for example (especially by verificationists and inductivists, 
though a similar view can also be held by a 'hypothetico-deductivist'), 
that progress is linear and cumulative. By this is meant that as new 
theories are introduced and 'confirmed', so they both build on and 
incorporate the content and explanatory potential of previously held 
theories. Thus it might be said that Einstein's Theory of Relativity is 
more 'general', covers more facts, or has greater explanatory capacity 
than the gravitational theory of his predecessor Newton. Now while this 
is correct, it does not follow that Newton's insights should be understood 
as having been simply absorbed by the more embracing Relativity 
Theory. A number of radical contemporary philosophers of science, 
including Popper and Kuhn, would be inclined to say that Newton's 
account was simply false. Newton's laws seem to work when applied to 
falling apples or motor cars accelerating up the M4, but more precise 
measurement would show that they do not in fact 'fit' the facts. 

The statements we have been making here are of course a little vague. 
A more rigorous analysis is required if we are to achieve a better 
understanding of what scientific progress involves and how the accounts 
offerered by Popper and Kuhn actually differ. Popper argues for a 
systematic subjection of 'bold conjectures' to 'criticism' with a view to 
their refutation. He sees this as the normal activity of scientists but 
admits that it may be described as 'revolutionary' (in the sense that as a 
result of the critical procedure 'dogmatic' theories can be overthrown 
and progress achieved). By contrast, Kuhn thinks of 'normal science' as 
being at once a more conservative and ideological activity. Scientists 
work within a community committed to a shared framework of theory, 
ideas, and presuppositions, that is, 'paradigms' (a term that was first used 
in this sense by G. C. Lichtenberg in the eighteenth century). Their 
allotted task is to unravel problems or puzzles within the context of that 
framework. At particular stages in the history of science, normal 
scientific activity reaches a crisis, suffers a breakdown, and the commun
ity undergoes a shift of vision, or change of paradigm. While such shifts 
in the ways a scientific community looks at the world may be preceded by 
an awareness of anomalies such as inadequacies of 'fit' between data and 
theory, and consequent blurring of the rules of normal science as ad hoc 
divergent articulations' or adjustments are made, the switch from one 
paradigm to another more often seems to be similar to a change of 
religious commitment. Kuhn himself refers to the 'transfer of allegiance' 
from one paradigm to another as 'a conversion experience' (Reflections 
on my Critics', in Criticism and the Growth of Knowledge, p. 260). And 
in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions he writes that 
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the new paradigm, or a sufficient hint to permit later articulation, 
emerges all at once, sometimes in the middle of the night, in the mind 
of a man deeply immersed in crisis. What the nature of that final stage 
is - how an individual invents (or finds he has invented) a new way of 
giving order to data now all assembled - must here remain inscrutable 
and may be permanently so. [p. 89). 

It is not surprising, given such remarks as these, that the procedures 
described in Kuhn's model have been criticized for being irrational. 
Objections have also been raised against his ambiguous usage of the term 
'paradigm' (Margaret Masterman has identified twenty-one different 
meanings of the term in his book). However, we are not going to 
consider these particular issues here but shall concentrate on a more 
important problem, namely the conflict between 'objectivism' and 
'relativism'. To get a better understanding of what is involved let us first 
of all return to Popper's notion of 'verisimilitude' mentioned in the last 
section. A complex formal definition of his concept is provided in section 
3 of the Addenda to his Conjectures and Refutations, but the essentials 
are clearly set out in chapter 10: 

Assuming that the truth-content and the falsity-content of two theories 
t~> and t2 are comparable, we can say that t2 is more closely similar to 
the truth, or corresponds better to the facts, than t" if only either 
(a) the truth-content but not the falsity-content of t2 exceeds that oft" 
(b) the falsity-content of t~> but not its truth-content, exceeds that of 

t2• [p. 235) 

Popper here distinguishes between the actual truth or falsity of a 
statement and the content, that is, the class of all its logical consequences. 
If it is true, then this class can consist only of true statements, but if it is 
false then the class will always consist of true or false statements. Thus, 
'It always rains on Sundays' is false, but its conclusion that it rained last 
Sunday happens to be true. So whether a statement is true or false, there 
may be more truth, or less truth, in what it says, according to the number 
of true statements in the class of its logical consequences. If we assume 
that the content and truth-content of a theory (a) are measurable, then, 
says Popper, a measure of the verisimilitude of the theory will be (in 
simplest terms) Vs(a) = CtT(a) - Ctp(a). Thus, although a theory might 
be false in that disconfirming instances have been discovered, we can still 
talk of it as being an approximation to the truth. Newton's theory of 
dynamics, for example, although refuted can still be regarded as superior 
to Galileo's because of its greater content or explanatory power: 

Newton's theory continues to explain more facts than did the others; to 
explain them with greater precision; and to unify the previously 
unconnected problems of celestial and terrestrial mechanics. [p. 236] 
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Now it would seem from these quotations that Popper is committed to 
the view that there is an unchanging world or 'nature' which our scientific 
explanations approximate to more and more closely as our conjectures or 
hypotheses are systematically tested, refuted, or modified, and give rise 
to 'Objective Knowledge' (the title of another of his books). As was 
stated in the last section, Kuhn rejects Popper's falsification procedure. 
But, more seriously, he rejects Popper's commitment to 'objectivism'. 
For his part Popper accuses Kuhn of being a relativist, on the grounds 
that according to Kuhn a paradigm shift involves not only a change in 
theory so that data will fit but also a change in the actual definitions of 
such central terms as 'truth' and 'proof, and indeed perhaps 'nature' 
itself. 

Kuhn's position is clearly explained in 'Reflections on my Critics' (pp. 
264--6). He denies that he is a relativist in so far as he believes that 
'scientific development is, like biological evolution, unidirectional and 
irreversible. One scientific theory is not as good as another for doing 
what scientists normally do'. Within the context of normal science, 
members of the community agree as to which consequences of a shared 
theory sustain the test of experiment and are therefore true, and which 
are false. But if it is correct to call him a relativist this must be in a sense 
opposed to Popper's claim to be able to compare theories as 'representa
tions of nature, as statements about "what is really out there" ': 

Granting that neither theory of a historical pair is true, they nonethe
less seek a sense in which the latter is a better approximation to the 
truth. I believe that nothing of that sort can be found. [p. 265] 

Kuhn then discusses two reasons for his rejection of this objectivist 
position. (1) To say, for example, of a field theory 'that it approach[es] 
more closely to the truth' than an older matter-and-force theory should 
mean that the ultimate constituents of nature are more like fields than 
matter and force. But there are difficulties here with language, says 
Kuhn (it is not clear how 'more like' is to applied), and with the evidence 
for which conclusions about an ontological limit are to be drawn, which 
should be not from whole theories but from their empirical conse
quences. This involves 'a major leap'. (2) Popper's commitment is 
broadly to an 'objective' truth in Tarski's sense. (*compare Ch. 4.2 
above) But, argues Kuhn, Popper takes it for granted that the objective 
observers understand 'snow is white' or, for example, 'elements combine 
in constant proportion by weight' in the same way. There is, however, no 
such neutral language shared by proponents of competing theories 
adequate to the comparison of such observation reports. 

This second objection does in fact constitute the crux of the disagree
ment between Kuhn and Popper. And Kuhn's view that a change of 
paradigm necessarily involves changes in the meanings of the descriptive 
terms used in the paradigms, and therefore our 'world-view' or 'ontolo
gy', has received powerful support from several other influential Ameri-
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can philosophers, notably P. K. Feyerabend (University of California, 
Berkeley) and W. V. 0. Quine (Harvard). Thus Feyerabend has argued 
that the meaning of the phrase 'being warm' is different in the context of 
the kinetic theory, which explains temperature in terms of molecular 
movement and energy, from what it is in everyday non-scientific 
discourse. Feyerabend's general approach however, is more sympathetic 
to Popper than Kuhn. He is critical of the kind of conservatism implicit in 
Kuhn's concept of 'normal' science, and argues in favour of testing a 
variety of metaphysical systems as an antidote to dogmatism: 

Metaphysical systems are scientific theories in their most primitive 
stage. If they contradict a well-confirmed point of view, then this 
indicates their usefulness as an alternative to this point of view. 
Alternatives are needed for the purpose of criticism. ['How to be a 
good empiricist', in Nidditch, The Philosophy of Science, p. 37] 

·comments 
If you are to appreciate fully the important issues discussed in this section 
and try to resolve the disagreements between Popper and Kuhn, it is 
essential that you read as much as you can of the primary sources. It is 
important to note that quotations have been taken from the first edition 
of The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, and that in the second edition 
Kuhn has modified his standpoint to some extent so as to take account of 
criticisms. His 'Postscript' in the book should be read carefully in 
conjunction with his two papers (and the papers of his critics) in Criticism 
and the Growth of Knowledge. You should also read the cited essay by 
Feyerabend. 

The whole issue of objectivism versus relativism in science in fact 
relates to the wider metaphysical notion of 'reality'. Some of the 
epistemological problems have already been looked at in Chapter 4. We 
shall examine the concept further in Chapter 10.5, where some reference 
will be made to the contribution made by Quine. 

QUESTIONS 

Essay questions (problems) 

1. What kinds of problems is the philosopher of science interested 
in? Why are they important? 
2. Does induction have to be 'justified'? 
3. (a) What difficulties are involved in the problem of induction? 

(b) What bearing does the problem have on the practice and 
claims of science? 

[AEB 1986] 



4. 'Scientific claims to knowledge can only be regarded as valid if 
they are based on experimental data which are beyond doubt.' 
Discuss. [AEB 1988] 
5. 'The more falsifiable a theory is, the better it is.' What are the 

merits of falsificationism? [AEB 1986] 
6. If scientific laws go beyond experience, can they be justified by 

observation and experiment? [AEB, 1989] 
7. 'Scientific theories cannot be observed to be true.' 
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(a) Outline three features that a scientific theory may have, each 
of which seems to support this view. Explain, in the case of 
each feature, why it seems to do so. 

(b) If scientific theories cannot be observed to be true, what 
purpose do they have? 

[AEB 1985] 
8. Discuss the claim that scientific observation is dependent on 

theory and that scientific observation is not therefore neutral or 
objective. [AEB 1987] 
9. Critically evaluate the claim that science describes events but does 

not explain them. [AEB 1988] 
10. Critically examine the concept of 'verisimilitude'. 
11. Is there such a thing as 'normal' science? 
12. What grounds have we for supposing that sub-atomic particles 
exist? 
13. Is the 'simplicity' of a scientific theory any guide to its 'truth'? 
14. Examine the role of 'models' in scientific explanations. 

(See also questions 17 and 18 on Chapter 4.) 

Notes/guided answers have been provided for questions 2, 4, and 7. 
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256 CHAPTER 8 

THE PHILOSOPHY 
OF RELIGION 

8.1 INTRODUCTION 

In the last chapter we examined some of the central concepts and 
methods of the natural sciences, such as 'explanation', 'hypothesis' and 
'theory'. The philosophy of religion is concerned similarly with certain 
concepts which are fundamental to the religious practices and beliefs of 
mankind. This brings us at once to the question of definition: what is 
meant by 'religion' and 'religious'. The major religions of the world differ 
greatly, and from earliest times there have of course been many other 
faiths with their own special features. The Babylonians, Egyptians, 
Greeks and Romans believed, for the most part, in many Gods (they 
were 'polytheists'). Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, however, are 
'monotheistic' religions; their adherents believe in one supreme deity. In 
Hinayana Buddhism the concept of a personal God is absent. In trying to 
define the 'essence' of religion various writers have tended to emphasize 
different aspects or functions. Thus religion may be seen as involving a 
feeling of dependence on a higher 'power', as providing an ultimate 
foundation for morality, or as encapsulating the 'truth' about the 
universe and man's place in it. However, most philosophers today would 
probably accept that an attempt to find a single definition embracing all 
religions is likely to be as unsuccessful as the attempt to discover what 
games as diverse as football, tennis, hurling, chess, and patience have in 
common. A better approach is to identify the characteristics found in 
different religions but not all of which are exhibited in a particular one. 
Thus we can discover (a) belief in a supernatural being, (b) rituals, (c) 
the concept of the 'sacred', (d) prayer, (e) religious feelings such as a 
sense of mystery or awe, (f) a 'world-view'. We might note also the 
grounding of ethics in religious conceptions of the world and the 
significance of religion as a cohesive force in many societies. (The word 
'religion' is probably derived from a Latin word meaning 'to bind'.) In his 
Notes towards a Definition of Culture, T. S. Eliot argued that religion is 
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inseparable from the total culture or 'way of life' of a people; culture 
being its 'incarnation', as he put it (on Culture see Chapter 11). 

It is of course not possible to examine these characteristics in a short 
chapter. You can learn more about them by reading some of the books 
listed at the end. We shall instead concentrate on some of the central 
philosophical issues: the nature of religious language and the 'truth' of 
religious assertions; what is meant by 'faith'; 'proofs' for the existence of 
God; and the problem of evil. The reference above to 'world-view' 
suggests that there is some overlap between religion and metaphysics. 
Certainly many medieval philosophers took it for granted that there was. 
This and the problem of 'fatalism' (the view that the future is already 
'fixed' and - in this context - that God has foreknowledge of future 
events) will be discussed briefly in the next chapter. When assessing the 
claims of religion to provide access to 'Truth' you will also need to bear in 
mind the conclusions of Chapter 7. Whether there is any serious conflict 
between religion and the findings of science is, however, still an open 
question. 

8.2 RELIGIOUS LANGUAGE 

Reading: Ayer, Language, Truth and Logic, ch. VI; Aquinas, 
Summa contra Gentiles, I, 31-34; Summa Theologiae, I, 13; Flew & 
Macintyre (eds), New Essays in Philosophical Theology, Wittgen
stein, Lectures and Conversations on Religious Belief 

A central feature of most if not all religions is prayer, and this usually 
consists of an attempt by believers to communicate with a god or gods. 
Prayers may be directed to a number of ends or meet several needs: 
worship of the creator, confession of faults, or the petitioning of favours 
such as the forgiving of sins, healing of the sick, and so on. Such 
communication has been seen by many philosophers to be a problem in 
so far as it involves the use of everyday concepts applied to what may be 
thought of as a supernatural being. Thus, in the Christian context God is 
addressed as 'Father', He is referred to as a 'ruler' of a 'kingdom', as 
'making' the world. Moreover, various qualities are attributed to God: 
goodness, wisdom, perfect love, omniscience, and omnipotence. What is 
the status of such language? Can these terms be applied to such a being 
with the same literal meanings they possess in the everyday context? If 
not, in what way or ways do they differ in their application? 

Positivist philosophers, such as Ayer in his first book, Language, Truth 
and Logic, have argued that religious assertions (like those of ethics) are 
literally nonsensical because there is no empirical evidence to be found 
which could count as verification of their truth. As he says (p. 120), 
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The theist, like the moralist, may believe that his experiences are 
cognitive experiences, but unless he can formulate his knowledge in 
propositions that are empirically verifiable, we may be sure that he is 
deceiving himself. 

There are in fact two distinct issues: (a) the verification theory of 
meaning and (b) the verification principle. According to (a) the 'mea
ning' of a proposition is understood in terms of the way it is actually 
verified, whereas (b) states in effect that if I do not know how to verify a 
proposition then the sentence which expresses it cannot be said to be 
factually significant. The latter thus makes a stronger claim; for it might 
be possible for me to use a sentence in a meaningful way (that is, I know 
how to set about verifying it) and yet for its meaning not to be identified 
with its mode of verification. Ayer, for example, argues, as we have 
seen, that religious and ethical assertions have emotive meaning but that 
if they are to be factually meaningful at all we must know how to verify 
them. 

·comment 
What is to count as verification? A supernatural being cannot be 
observed in any ordinary sense of the term. Believing Christians, 
however, might say that God can be 'observed' through His activity in 
the universe He has created. They may be thinking here of some kind of 
'revelation' through sacred literature (the Bible, Koran, or Upanishads, 
for example), the 'living' Church, in 'Nature'- as Locke wrote, 'The 
works of Nature everywhere sufficiently evidence a Deity', or in the 
moral consciousness: we reach God, said Kant, not only through the 
starry heavens above but also through the moral law within. How far all 
this constitutes 'proof' of God's existence is a question we shall leave to 
the next section; and of course one must take account of the objections 
raised by Popper to verificational procedures in general (see Ch. 7.3). 
But these different approaches do at least open up the possibility that 
'verification' might be interpreted Jess narrowly than the positivists 
would have us believe. (See further discussion of verification in Ch. 
10.1.) 

Whatever the difficulties associated with verification, need we be limited 
to the view of meaning as only emotive? Wittgenstein has argued that 
one should not search for 'meanings' but look at the ways in which 
language is used in a specific context. Religion is a 'Form of Life' and 
religious language functions in accordance with its own set of conven
tions and criteria in terms of which alone it can make sense. To 
understand what the sentence 'God is good' 'means' we must consider its 
use in the context of the Christian way of life- prayer, ritual, ethical 
commitment, and of course the whole underlying theology. Problems 
only arise when we insist on thinking that in such sentences as 'God is 
love', 'God' and 'love' are functioning in their 'ordinary' or everyday 
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senses. (We should note also that the affirmation of God's perfection and 
goodness is made also by adherents of the other great monotheisic 
religions, Judaism and Islam). 

•comment 
A difficulty with this kind of approach is that while different 'Forms of 
Life' (including non-religious 'forms' such as that of the humanist) might 
be recognised, the possibility of an 'objective' comparison 'from the 
outside', as it were, appears to be ruled out, because what might seem to 
be 'outside' is considered to be merely another 'inside' standpoint 
(another language 'game') on the same level as its own presuppositions 
and procedures. Evidence in the scientific sense is held to be 
inappropriate. If this is so, then it would seem that we must conclude that 
whatever the status of theological utterances, they are either not factual 
assertions or are factual in a peculiar sense. 

Accepting that religious language is not factual in the usual senses of the 
term, many philosophers have suggested variously that it is metapho
rical, symbolic, or a means by which we can be directed towards what is 
essentially a mystical experience of the divine. There is, however, yet 
another approach to the problem, which has been followed by the 
adherents of quite diverse religious traditions, namely, that statements 
about God or gods must be understood in analogical terms. In its crudest 
form (as in the religions of ancient Egypt, Babylonia, the Greeks and the 
Romans, and in early Judaism) this involves no more than an anthropo
morphic attribution to the divine of human qualities such as motherhood 
and fatherhood, power, wisdom, and love. A much more sophisticated 
version was developed by St Thomas Aquinas. Following Aristotle, 
Aquinas starts out from 'existences' and not from conceptually defined 
'essences'. The problem is then how we are to predicate what he calls 
'transcendentals' (he identifies six: being, thing, unity, distinction, true 
and good) of anything which we can say 'It is', and this includes the 
'necessary Being', that is, God. Now in the Summa contra Gentiles 
Aquinas argues that when we apply the name of a quality both to God 
and to a finite being we are not using the name in the same sense (that is, 
the term is not used univocally), but neither are the senses totally 
different (the term is not being used equivocally). Thus to use his own 
example, we can call hot both the sun itself and the heat generated by the 
sun. This exhibits analogical use of language. Aquinas in fact dis
tinguishes between what he calls the 'Analogy of Proportionality' and the 
'Analogy of Attribution'. By means ofthe first we move from a statement 
about the way in which the qualities of a created being are related to its 
nature, to a statement about how attributes of uncreated being (God) are 
related to its nature. This thus involves an extrapolation of a relationship 
from finite to infinite being. The difficulty here, as Aquinas recognises, is 
that this does not tell us anything about what God is actually like. So it is 
necessary to extend the analogy by attributing to God properties 
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experienced in ourselves. Thus we may talk of human wisdom or 
fatherhood and then apply these terms to the relationship we say obtains 
between us and Him. This presupposes that there is a relation of causal 
dependence between creature and creator. (How Aquinas sought to 
prove this is discussed in the next section.) 

·comments and criticisms 
Many objectio.ns have been raised against Aquinas's doctrine of analogy. 

(1) We may think of God as the cause of a property in his creatures. But 
it does not follow that we have to think of God Himself as possessing that 
property. (In the language of scholasticism, we may attribute, for 
example, goodness to God 'virtually' but not 'formally'. 

(2) Fredrick Ferre has argued (Language, Logic and God) that the 
Analogy of Attribution is 'excessively permissive' in that, 

if God is the cause of all things, theists should be willing to apply all 
conceivable predicates to Him in this 'virtual' sense. As the cause of 
the physical universe He must be (virtually) hot, heavy, multi
coloured, and so on. [p. 74] 

(3) As for the Analogy of Proportionality, it is doubtful whether this can 
be applied at all, for quite apart from the problems (a) of thinking of God 
as having properties and (b) of supposing there to be relations between 
them and the Creator, it must be asked how the alleged proportionalities 
between His qualities and nature can be compared with those which are 
found between our qualities and nature. Even to suppose that there is a 
similarity between the two sets of relationships is to beg the question. 

Underlying these - and many other difficulties - is a general point, 
namely that there is perhaps no middle way between univocal and 
equivocal language. The former leads to anthropomorphism, the latter to 
meaninglessness: or, if analogical language is given a place, how could it 
ever be determined that qualities descriptive of material beings existing 
in space and time are predicable meaningfully of a spiritual non-spatial 
and non-temporal creator? St Thomas's arguments are of course tech
nical and not easy to follow for the beginner. If you want to follow up 
these issues you should read the books by Copleston and Kenny referred 
to in the Reading List. 

8.3 THE EXISTENCE OF GOD 

Reading: Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, 2-3; Summa contra Genti
les, I. 1~13; Descartes, Meditations, III, V; Ayer, Language, Truth 
and Logic, ch. VI; James, Pragmatism; Hick, The Existence of God; 
Flew and Macintyre (eds), New Essays in Philosophical Theology 
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That we have and use the concept of an all-powerful, all-knowing, 
perfectly good supernatural creator is of course indisputable. Without 
such a concept no discussion about the meaning and applicability to such 
a being of terms referring to properties or attributes would make sense. 
Because we have the concept, however, it does not necessarily follow 
that God exists. In this section we shall try to give you some understand
ing of the numerous attempts which have been made by philosophers and 
theologians over the centuries to prove that He does. Alleged 'proofs' 
tend to fall into three main groups: (a) rationalist proofs from the 
concept of God itself; (b) empirical proofs based in some sense on the 
existence of the world or universe; and (c) 'pragmatic' and moral proofs. 
But before we consider each of these in tum something needs to be said 
about the concepts of 'existence' and 'proof. 

First of all you should note that these concepts are closely connected in 
so far as what is to count as a proof for God's existence partly depends on 
what we mean by 'existence'. You will remember that the question of 
how we are to understand the term arose also when applied to Plato's 
Forms (Ch. 2.5). We can also ask a similar question about the 'ontologi
cal' status of sub-atomic particles in modem physics. The problem with 
the existence of God (and perhaps to a lesser extent with Plato's 
Absolute Form of the Good) is that there do not seem to be any clearly 
defined and generally accepted procedures, against the background of 
which 'existence' could be coherently and consistently employed. Tables 
and chairs, cats and dogs certainly exist in that I can see and touch them. 
But I do not (and could never) observe electrons or protons. Neverthe
less, we can talk meaningfully of their existence either because they play 
a special role in the hierarchy of scientific explanation (at least according 
to some accounts- see Ch. 7.3), or because we can observe and measure 
their effects (such as tracks on a photographic plate). Perhaps I can also 
talk about the existence of images, sensations and concepts; I certainly 
have them. But there is a difficulty here about the status of concepts. Do 
they 'exist' in some Platonic sense 'before' or 'apart from' their instantia
tions in physical things? This has been a much-discussed issue at various 
times in the history of philosophy. Some thinkers have gone so far as to 
attribute a 'real' existence to imaginary objects such as unicorns, to 
mathematical 'entities' such as numbers, or to self-contradictory notions 
such as a square circle. Can we therefore refer to God as existing in any 
sense which is not anthropomorphic or does not involve explicit or 
implicit reference to a space-time-matter framework? If God does exist 
then it would seem that His 'existence' cannot be understood in the sense 
in which the term is employed to refer to tables, electrons, images, or 
even unicorns or numbers; and this is because of the difficulty, discussed 
in section 1 of this chapter, of referring to Him in language which is 
neither univocal nor equivocal. Yet the fact is that we do talk of God 
and, rightly or wrongly, we do attribute qualities to Him. Moreover, only 
philosophers who embrace some form of positivism are prepared to state 
dogmatically that such talk is meaningless. We shall come back to the 
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question of existence after we have examined critically the various 
'proofs'. 

The ontological argument 
This (rationalist) argument, originally formulated by St Anselm (c. 
1033-1109) in his proslogion, may be summarized as follows. 

(a) Even a fool (who 'says in his heart, "There is no God" '-Psalm 53) 
must admit that he understands the concept of God as 'something 
than which nothing greater can be conceived'. 

(b) This idea exists at least in our understanding (in intellecto ). 
(c) It cannot exist in the understanding alone, for if we suppose it does 

then we can conceive it to exist in reality, which is greater. 
(d) Therefore, if that than which nothing greater can be conceived exists 

in the understanding alone, the very being than which nothing 
greater can be conceived is one than which a greater can be 
conceived; and this is absurd. 

(e) So there must exist both in the understanding and in reality a being 
than which nothing greater can be conceived. [Proslogion, 2] 

In Proslogion 3 he offers a slightly different version. A being which 
cannot be conceived not to exist must be greater than one which can be 
conceived not to exist. It would then be self-contradictory to conceive as 
non-existing a being than which nothing greater can be conceived. 
Therefore, there must so truly exist such a being that it cannot even be 
conceived not to exist. 

Anselm then sets out an objection put forward on the fool's behalf by a 
monk called Gaunilo. If we are to say that the being than which nothing 
greater can be conceived necessarily exists, then we must first have some 
evidence of His existence. For otherwise could we not just as well argue 
that because we can conceive of the existence of the most perfect island it 
must exist in reality; if it did not it would be less perfect than any known 
island, and this too would involve a contradiction. In his reply Anselm 
reiterates that God is a special case in that, unlike islands or any other 
finite thing, He is a being than which nothing greater can be conceived 
and must therefore exist in reality: 

For no one who denies or doubts the existence of a being than which a 
greater is inconceivable denies or doubts that if it did exist, its 
nonexistence, either in reality or in the understanding, would be 
impossible. For otherwise it would not be a being than which a greater 
can be conceived. But as to whatever can be conceived, but does not 
exist: if there were such a thing, its nonexistence, either in reality or in 
the understanding, would be possible. Therefore if a being than which 
a greater is inconceivable can even be conceived, it cannot be 
nonexistent. 
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Anselm's ontological argument was taken up by Descartes. In the Fifth 
Meditation he argues that the existence of God can be no more separated 
from His essence than the idea of a mountain from that of a valley, or the 
equality of the three angles of a triangle to two right angles, from its 
essence. But whereas it does not follow that a mountain actually exists 
because we can conceive a mountain with a valley, in the case of God He 
cannot be conceived except as existing. And the reason Descartes gives 
for this is that God possesses all perfections and existence is a perfection. 

•comments 
StThomas Aquinas criticized Anselm's argument on the grounds that the 
conclusion that God in reality exists just does not follow from the fact 
that we understand the name 'God' to mean 'that than which a greater 
cannot be conceived'. Moreover, he says, atheists deny that there is 
something in reality than which a greater cannot be thought. The most 
cogent criticism of the ontological argument, however, comes from Kant 
in the Critique of Pure Reason, and is directed against Descartes' version. 
The proposition 'this or that thing exists' is, he says (B 62~), either 
analytic or synthetic (see Ch. 4.9). If it is analytic, then the assertion that 
the thing exists adds nothing to the thought of the thing, or results in a 
tautological argument. If, however, we maintain 'as every reasonable 
person must' that the proposition is synthetic, then how can it be claimed 
that the predicate of existence canot be rejected without contradiction? 
In fact, continues Kant, ' "Being" or "existence" is not a real predicate at 
all. When say say "God is" or "There is a God", we attach no new 
predicate to the concept of God, but only posit the subject in itself with 
all its predicates, and indeed posit it as being an object that stands in 
relation to my concept (B 626-7) .' There is no difference in number 
between a hundred real thalers (currency) and a hundred possible or 
imaginary ones. What is at issue is whether they actually exist (which, he 
says, would affect his financial position very differently), but this cannot 
be ascertained by any analysis of the concept of a hundred thalers. As 
Russell has pointed out (The Philosophy of Logical Atomism), when I 
say 'God exists', I am not saying anything about God's attributes, any 
more than I am about the King of France when I state 'The King of 
France exists', but am asserting that the concept of God is 'instantiated'. 

Much has been written about the ontological argument, and there have 
been numerous attempts to circumvent these logical objections (most 
notably by Norman Malcolm). While it is doubtful that any of these 
attempts has been successful, this particular argument for the existence 
of God continues to weave a spell over many philosophers and theolo
gians who perhaps are inclined to exaggerate the power of the human 
intellect. 

The cosmological argument 
The cosmological argument, and the next two, are empiricist arguments. 
The cosmological proceeds along the following lines. We apparently see 
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one thing as being caused by another and this in turn by something else 
prior to it. We then argue that since there cannot be an infinite regress 
there must be an unconditioned First Cause or God. Both Plato and 
Aristotle put forward versions of this argument, but it has come to be 
associated especially with Aquinas and Descartes. 

Aquinas presented the argument from three different standpoints (the 
first three of his so-called 'Five Ways'). 

(a) The argument from motion. We observe that some things in the 
world are in motion. Whatever is in motion must have been moved 
by something else. This cannot go on to infinity; for without a first 
mover there would be no motion to be imparted from one thing to 
another. 

(b) The argument from efficient causality. In the world of sense we find 
there is an order of efficient causes. If there was no first cause there 
could be no intermediate or ultimate causes. 

(c) The argument from possibility and necessity. It is possible for the 
things in nature to be and not to be, since they are found to be 
generated and to corrupt. If everything were like this then at one 
time there could have been nothing in existence, in which case there 
would be nothing in existence now. There must therefore be 
something the existence of which is necessary. This necessity is either 
possessed by the thing itself or caused by another. In the latter case, 
once again there can be no regress to infinity. There must therefore 
be a being 'having of itself its own necessity'. 

(We have given only summaries of Aquinas's arguments. You can follow 
them in full in the Summa Theo/ogiae, I, 2, Article 3.) 

Descartes' version is set out in the Third Meditation. Unlike Aquinas, 
he starts out from the contents of his own consciousness (as of course he 
must, as he has not yet provided his justification for supposing that the 
external, physical world really exists). He recognises that he has the idea 
of God which is neither 'adventitious' nor 'factitious' but which is 'innate' 
(see Ch. 4.3). Using the terminology of late medieval scholastics, he 
argues that the cause of an idea must ('it is manifest by the natural light') 
contain as much reality as the effect, both formally or eminently and 
objectively. (By 'formally' Descartes means roughly that the cause 
contains the effect to an equal extent and in the same way or 'mode', as 
when, for example, the shape of my thumb exists in the impression I 
make in wax; if the cause contains reality 'eminently' then it possesses 
more 'reality' than the effect. 'Objective' reality is what the idea 
possesses by virtue of its denotation, that is, the concept of 'thumb'.) He 
also recognises his dependence (in respect of both his production and his 
conservation) on a being external to himself. It follows then, says 
Descartes, that the idea of an Absolute or Perfect Being (God) must be 
supremely (objectively) real, and its cause must possess commensurate 
formal reality. Since Descartes himself is imperfect, the idea of a Perfect 
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Being must also contain more reality 'eminently' than the idea. God must 
therefore exist, as a thinking thing and possessing 'the idea of all the 
perfections I attribute to Deity'. Moreover, God must be the cause of the 
idea in Descartes' mind, for 

though the idea of substance be in my mind owing to this, that I myself 
am a substance, I should not, however, have the idea of an infinite 
substance, seeing I am a finite being, unless it were given me by some 
substance in reality infinite. [para. 15] 

Descartes reinforces his conclusion by appealing to what is in effect the 
'Second Way' of Aquinas: 

Then it may again be inquired whether this cause owes its origin and 
existence to itself, or to some other cause. For if it be self-existent, it 
follows, from what I have before laid down, that this cause is God; for, 
since it possesses the perfection of self-existence, it must likewise, 
without doubt, have the power of actually possessing every perfection 
of which it has the idea - in other words, all the perfections I conceive 
to belong to God. But if it owe its existence to another cause than 
itself, then we demand again, for a similar reason, whether this second 
cause exists of itself or through some other, until from stage to stage, 
we at length arrive at an ultimate cause, which will be God. And it is 
quite manifest that in this matter there can be no infinite regress of 
causes, seeing that the question raised respects not so much the cause 
which once produced me, as that by which I am at this present moment 
conserved. [para. 21] 

*Criticisms 
Many objections have been made against the cosmological argument. 
You might like to think in particular about the following. 

(1) The postulation of a 'First Cause' is either self-contradictory or 
arbitrary. If it is claimed there are no uncaused causes, then how can 
there be a first cause? If in reply it is argued that God is a special case, 
that He is causa sui, then we might answer that this is a piece of 
gratuitous special pleading. 
(2) It is claimed that there can be no infinite regress (of motions or 
causes). It is unclear why not. The assertion of an infinite regress does 
not seem to involve a contradiction. Why could not the universe have 
been always in existence? The most recent findings of science (though 
not of course necessarily the last word) have indicated that the universe 
did in fact have a definite beginning with the 'Big Bang' some 15,000 
million years ago (though estimates vary). Some theoretical cosmologists 
have suggested that it could have arisen literally out of 'nothing'. A 
possible alternative scenario is that of the present (expanding) universe 
emerging from the collapse of a previous (contracting) universe, and so 
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on ad infinitum. (A somewhat similar concept is found in certain Hindu 
and Buddhist world-views.) Experimental data which might provide 
support for this theory are still not yet forthcoming. But if this were to 
prove to be the case, then it could certainly be argued that this is no more 
implausible than the existence of God. Some philosophers might say 
that, while He need not be invoked to account for the creation of the 
universe, God is necessary to sustain and conserve the total series of 
events, albeit infinite, which constitutes it. But, if the universe had no 
beginning (or if there is an eternal cycle of universes), then the concept 
of a God still seems to be superfluous. 

(3) Another objection relates to the alleged causal efficacy of God. 
Difficulties might seem to be raised by the claim that a transcendent, 
eternal, immutable spiritual being can bring into existence a material 
world of change and decay. (There are parallels here with the problem 
raised by Plato's chorismos- see Ch. 2.5.) Apologists would answer that 
an omnipotent creator can do anything. The attribution of omnipotence, 
however, begs the question. One can say only that if such an omnipotent 
being exists then he must possess the power to produce the universe. This 
does not deal with the objection. If it then be argued that our limited 
intellect cannot comprehend how God exercises His power, we might 
query whether that intellect is adequate to devise an infallible proof for 
His existence. 

(4) Is it even coherent to talk of a first cause? If by 'causation' we mean 
some sort of regularity in or relationship between events, or (with Kant) 
an a priori 'subjective' category, then it is arguable that the concept of a 
causal agency cannot be applied to a being 'existing' outside of the 
space-time/matter/energy continuum. (You should come back to this 
point after you have read the section on causality in Ch. 10.3} 

(5) Finally, you should note the invalidity of the move from asserting 
that the members of a group of things or events have causes to the claim 
that there must therefore be a single cause for the group as a whole. 

The teleological argument (often called the argument from design) 
Suppose you are living on a desert island and one day, while walking 
along the beach, you find a watch. By examining its parts and the way 
they are put together, and by observing its working- how its moving 
hands indicate the passage of time - you would quite reasonably argue 
that it had been constructed by an intelligent designer. The watch has a 
function or purpose. In a similar manner, it might be argued that the 
human eye exhibits 'teleological' order, that is, the way its parts fits 
together and operate suggests that it too has a purpose (compare the 
discussion of teleology and final causes in Ch. 3.3). Thus it must have 
been produced by an intelligent designer, which is God. This is, in 
essentials, the argument put forward by the moral philosopher and 
theologian William Paley (1743-1805); and it too has been found 



267 

attractive by some Christian philosophers. Aquinas's 'Fifth Way' can be 
seen to be a version of the teleological argument, though his formulation 
is weakened by its association with Aristotelian physics. When we look at 
the world, he writes (Summa Theo/ogiae, I, 3c), 

we see that things which lack intelligence, such as natural bodies, act 
for an end, and this is evident from their acting always, or nearly 
always, in the same way, so as to obtain the best result. Hence it is 
plain that not fortuitously, but designedly, do they achieve their end. 
Now whatever lacks intelligence cannot move towards an end, unless it 
be directed by some being endowed with knowledge; as the arrow is 
shot to its mark by the archer. Therefore some intelligent being exists 
by whom all natural things are directed to their end; and this being we 
call God. 

*Criticisms 
(1) It can be objected that to think of, say, an eye as an artifact, in the 
sense that a watch is, is already to apply a distorting model. Certainly an 
eye has a function just as a watch does. But whereas our knowledge of a 
watch's purpose is partly tied up with what we know about watchmakers 
and the importance of time in our culture, we are well able to appreciate 
what an eye is 'for', how it works, how it is constructed, without making 
any kind of assumptions about a possible 'designer'. (Moreover, when 
we describe the operations of the eye we do so in terms quite other than 
those appropriate to the working of watches, which consist of springs and 
cogs, and so on.) 

(2) The second point follows from the first. Alternative explanations -
the Darwinian theory of evolution, for example- can be offered to 
account for the development and functions of the eye. It might be argued 
in reply that while such a theory might be considered to explain how 
certain mutations in an organ could in particular circumstances enhance 
the chances of survival of the species posessing that organ, it cannot 
account for the origin of livings things from simpler organisms, or of 
those simpler organisms from inanimate matter. This is disputable. (You 
will find it instructive to read Richard Dawkins' The Blind Watchmaker 
or Jacques Monod's Chance and Necessity and then, in marked contrast, 
The Phenomenon of Man by Teilhard de Chardin.) 

(3) Whatever the acceptibility of the argument from particular cases of 
design, the move from the universe as a whole to a cosmic designer is 
illegitimate. This is because (a) The total universe cannot be described in 
terms appropriate to parts of it. (b) It is doubtful if any sense can be 
made of the notion of 'function' or 'purpose' as applied to the universe. 
An 'orthodox' answer is that God needs a creation so as to express His 
infinite love. If this is so, then this would tend to support the idea of a 
universe without beginning or end; otherwise there would have been a 
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'moment' or moments when God's love was not being expressed- unless 
we admit the possibility of there being an infinity of temporal universes. 
(c) From a cursory examination of just our own planet, the universe does 
not seem always to be particularly pleasant. Are plagues, earthquakes, 
floods, starvation, and other apparently meaningless and unpredictable 
accidents- 'the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune'- to be re
garded as evidence of design? The best of all possible worlds, as Leibniz 
put it? (This leads on to the problem of evil to be discussed in section 4 
below.) 

(4) It could be argued that the notion of 'design' is in any case in some 
sense subjective: whatever we may think of as designed (apart from our 
own artifacts) seems so only because we consciously or unconsciously 
happen to see it in that way. To talk of natural things and events as 
exhibiting design is to use metaphorical language. To use the language of 
design to refer to a God could also be regarded as a lapse into 
anthropomorphism. 

(5) Objections can be made against the notion of the 'First Designer' 
similar to those made above against the concept of the First Cause. 
Moreover, even if the teleological argument be admitted, it does not 
prove the existence of the God of the Christians (or indeed of any of the 
other major monotheistic religions). At the most it points to an imper
sonal unity such as is affirmed in many Mahayana Buddhist and Hindu 
religious texts. 

(6) It should also be mentioned that both the cosmological and teleolo
gical arguments were held by Kant to assume the ontological argument; 
they presuppose 'that the concept of the highest reality is completely 
adequate to the concept of absolute necessity of existence' (Critique of 
Pure Reason, B 635). On that ground alone they are, for Kant, regarded 
as invalid, though he was sympathetic to what he called the 'physico
teleological' proof. They also commit the fundamental error of all 
metaphysics in that reason oversteps its legitimate bounds, as shown by 
his 'antinomies'- pairs of arguments which purport to show that at one 
and the same time mutually contradictory assertions can be held. Thus 
the Fourth Antinomy consists of a thesis: 'there belongs to the world 
either as its part or as its cause, a being that is absolutely necessary'; and 
an antithesis: 'an absolutely necessary being nowhere exists in the world, 
nor does it exist outside the world as its cause' (B 481). 

(7) A more recent version of the argument from design, the so-called 
'Anthropic Principle' might seem to hand the initiative back to religion. 
According to some modern cosmologists the existence of the universe 
can no longer be thought of as resulting from mere chance. It is suggested 
that the fact the universe is as it is and that we are here as conscious 
beings to understand its workings points to a designer. This is because if 
the 'fundamental constants' of nature (such as the mass-to-charge ratio of 
the electron, the strength of the force which binds nuclear particles 
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together, and so on) did not have just the values they in fact possess, then 
the universe would never have come into existence. The 'fine-tuning' 
that seems to be implicit here points to the existence of a God who 
thought it all out. The odds against such a universe coming into existence 
without a designer are colossal. In reply it has been suggested that our 
universe may be just one of millions coexisting, each one differing from 
the others by virtue of a slight adjustment in the values of the funda
mental constants. Of course we have no evidence of this, and probably 
there could never be any. But then have we any evidence that our 
universe was created by God, other than the fact of its existence and our 
consciousness of it? The Anthropic Principle, moreover, has still to 
contend with the other objections raised against the argument from 
design. And in the last analysis acceptance of the existence of God is as 
much an act of faith as is commitment to the many-universes theory. 

Many religious people, including some philosophers, are quite pre
pared to accept that arguments like the three we have been looking at are 
dubious or cannot establish the existence of the God in which they 
believe. (This is not to say that such arguments are not taken seriously. 
The Five Ways of Aquinas are still regarded by many Roman Catholics 
as providing an adequate a posteriori demonstration that God exists. 
Further discussion is unfortunately not possible here.) They tend there
fore to appeal to different types of 'proof. We shall make a few brief 
comments about two of these. 

The argument from religious experience 
Everyday life is for most of us routine and humdrum. But from time to 
time many people claim to have had 'special' sorts of experiences which 
they claim variously to be 'uplifting', 'mystical', 'magical'. The expe
riences may be visual or auditory, or they may consist in a more general 
and uncategorizable emotional 'glow' or warmth. The intensity of some 
of these 'spiritual' experiences is such that those who enjoy them are 
often led to interpret them in metaphysical or religious terms. They 
assert that they have encountered the Absolute 'One', the Ultimate 
Reality, God. Such people are possessed of total conviction; they are in 
no doubt about the authenticity of their experience and their meeting 
with God as a Person. 

•comments 
How does philosophy respond to this kind of claim? There are three 
points in particular that should be made. 

(1) These kinds of experience are so diverse that generalizations about 
their significance must be regarded as unwise. 

(2) Alternative 'naturalistic' explanations of these experiences are 
possible, so the onus must be on the believer to justify his or her claims. 
What kinds of explanations might there be? Perhaps the experiences 
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could be attributed to emotional trauma, or to drugs? Trance-like and 
'mystical' states can often be induced by the heightened atmosphere 
associated with, for example, religious rites or ascetic practices involving 
fasting for long periods of time. Or they may result from meditation, 
listening to certain kinds of music, or even auto-suggestion. (You might 
like to think up more explanations for yourself.) 

(3) We have only the claim itself of the individual who has had the 
experience. While we would not wish to dispute that he or she has had 
some sort of intense spiritual experience, it is difficult to discover any 
objective criterion by which the claims to contact with God could be 
established. It should be noted that it is not being asserted here that none 
of these experiences is authentic. It is certainly possible that some indeed 
are to be understood as direct encounters with a supreme deity. The 
problem is how to distinguish the genuinely supernatural experience 
from the natural, or, more frequently, from the spurious. The opportuni
ties for self-deception, albeit unintentional, are legion. 

The pragmatic argument 
As used by the unphilosophical layman, this argument may perhaps be 
called the argument of last resort. 'I will admit', he says, 'that all the 
arguments put forward so far are open to serious objections. I am even 
prepared to accept, for the purposes of discussion, that what I claim to be 
experiences of God may have an alternative explanation. But what you 
cannot deny is that, for me at least, belief in God actually works. It gives 
sense to my life; it helps me in my relationships with other people; it 
gives me peace of mind. So there must be something in it.' Implicit in this 
declaration is the view that because the belief is (or seems to be) 
effective, there must be some 'objective' content or reality to support it. 
A more sophisticated version of this pragmatic approach is to be found in 
the writings of William James. His position can be summed up as follows. 
(a) The positive content of religious experience lies in 'the fact that the 
conscious person is continuous with a wider self through which saving 
experiences come'. (b) This wider self, higher reality, or God produces 
real effects in this world. 

When we commune with it, work is actually done upon our finite 
personality, for we are turned into new men, and consequences in the 
way of conduct follow in the natural world upon our regenerative 
change. 

(c) When religious people pass beyond this 'instinctive belief to make 
broader assertions of faith (such as, 'God's existence is the guarantee of 
an ideal order that shall be permanently preserved'), they are bringing 
into play 'a real hypothesis', which is, however, to be distinguished from 
a scientific hypothesis: 
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A good hypothesis in science must have other properties than those of 
the phenomenon it is immediately invoked to explain, otherwise it is 
not prolific enough. God, meaning only what enters into the religious 
man's experience of union, falls short of being an hypothesis of this 
more useful order. He needs to enter into wider cosmic relations in 
order to justify the subject's absolute confidence and peace. 

(d) It is not necessary to go further; and indeed James is not committing 
himself to a specifically Christian deity: 

The practical needs and experience of religion seem to be sufficiently 
met by the belief that beyond each man and in a fashion continuous 
with him there exists a larger power which is friendly to him and to his 
ideals. All that the facts require is that the power should be other and 
larger than our conscious selves. Anything larger will do, if only it be 
large enough to trust for the next step. It need not be infinite, it need 
not be solitary. It might conceivably even be only a larger and more 
godlike self, of which the present self would then be but the mutilated 
expression, and the universe might conceivably be a collection of such 
selves of different degrees of inclusiveness, with no absolute unity 
realized in it at all. 

(All these quotations are taken from The Varieties of Religious Expe
rience, Lecture XX and Postscript.) 

In Lecture II of Pragmatism, 'What Pragmatism Means', James sums 
up the importance of pragmatism in religion: 

Pragmatism [is] a mediator and reconciler ... and, borrowing the 
word from Papini [an Italian pragmatist, 1881-1956, whom James 
admired], ... 'unstiffens' our theories. She has in fact no prejudices 
whatever, no obstructive dogmas, no rigid canons of what shall count 
as proof. She is completely genial. She will entertain any hypothesis, 
she will consider any evidence. It follows that in the religous field she is 
at a great advantage both over positivistic empiricism, with its anti
theological bias, and over religious rationalism, with its exclusive 
interest in the remote, the noble, the simple, and the abstract in the 
way of conception . . . 

Her only test of probable truth is what works best in the way of 
leading us, what fits every part of life's best and combines with the 
collectivity of experience's demands, nothing being omitted. If theolo
gical ideas should do this, if the notion of God, in particular, should 
prove to do it, how could pragmatism possibly deny God's existence? 
She could see no meaning in treating as 'not true' a notion that was 
pragmatically so successful. What other kind of truth could there be, 
for her, than all this agreement with concrete reality? 
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*Criticism 
You will probably find this approach most refreshing, avoiding as it does 
the dogmatism usually associated with much institutionalized religion. 
But in its very strength lie the weaknesses of pragmatism. So far from 
addressing the philosophical issues raised by empiricism and rationalism, 
James has in fact by-passed them altogether by redefining 'truth'. (You 
should refer back to the discussion of the pragmatic theory of truth in Ch. 
4.2.) Moreover, while his concern for openness and unprejudiced 
thinking is laudable (and a philosophical virtue!), his emphasis on 'what 
works best' runs the risk of emptying the concept of 'God' of meaning; 
for any belief in any being or ideal which can be construed as an 
expression of the 'higher' self or 'higher' part of the universe would 
presumably be entirely acceptable if it proves to have what the believer 
feels to be desirable consequences. And what are to count as 'desirable' 
consequences raises as many questions as the problem of God's existence 
does. 

We have looked at a number of different 'proofs' that God exists. 
Limitation of space prevents us from discussing any others (but see Ch. 
5.3 for a reference to Kant's conception of God as a 'Regulative Idea', 
which is one version of the argument from morality). Before moving on 
to the final section, where we shall deal with miracles and the problem of 
evil, there is one further topic, already referred to, that needs to be 
examined and which is to some extent connected with the pragmatic view 
of religious belief, namely, the question of faith. 

8.4 FAITH 

Reading: Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles, I, 3-8; Wittgenstein, 
Lectures and Conversations on Religious Belief 

In an everyday sense we use the term 'faith' as a synonym for 'trust', 
'reliance', or 'confidence' (which is derived from the Latin word for 
'faith'). Thus we might say, rightly or wrongly, that we have faith 
(confidence) in British justice, or that we trust a friend to help us when 
we are in need. Religious people may refer to God in such terms. 'Faith' 
does, however, have a meaning with epistemological overtones; and we 
must consider how it differs from 'knowledge' and 'belief (see Ch. 4. 
1-7). 

The question of faith is discussed by Aquinas in Book II of the Summa 
Theologiae. A clear account of its nature is also given in the Summa 
Contra Gentiles, which has been largely followed by Thomists within the 
Roman Catholic Church. Aquinas distinguishes between truths about 
God which are accessible to the human reason (for example, that He 
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exists, is one, and so on), and truths about God which exceed the 
capacity of human reason. This is just as well, he says, for otherwise 
people who are less intelligent, busy with daily affairs, or just indolent 
would be cut off from God. Moreover, the quest for God through 
reason, that is, the study of metaphysics, takes a great deal of time and 
presupposes arduous training. Reason is also fallible. 

That is why it was necessary that the unshakable certitude and pure 
truth concerning divine things should be presented to me by way of 
faith. [Summa contra Gentiles, I, 4(5)] 

Now an obvious question that might be raised concerns Aquinas's use of 
the term 'certitude'. But it should be noted that he is talking of a 
certitude about 'divine things' which are then 'presented' to us through 
faith rather than about the certitude of faith itself. In fact if we link up his 
discussion of faith with his 'Five Ways' we can get a better idea of his 
general position. What he seems to be saying is that: (a) God's existence 
can be proved by the exercise of human reason; (b) human reason has its 
limitations; (c) through careful consideration of the supernatural work
ings of the deity in the world (such as miracles), and having regard to the 
authoritative teachings of the Church, we come to assent to divine truth. 
Thus faith is man's response to God's revelation. But as he makes clear, 
while we have the choice whether or not to assent to divine truth, our 
decision is influenced by God's 'grace': 

Now, for the minds of moral men to assent to these things is the 
greatest of miracles, just as it is a manifest work of divine inspiration 
that, spurning visible things, men should seek only what is invisible. 
Now, that this has happened neither without preparation nor by 
chance, but as the result of the disposition of God, is clear from the 
fact that through many pronouncements of the ancient prophets God 
had foretold He would do this. The books of these prophets are held in 
veneration among us Christians, since they give witness to our 
faith. [Op. cit. I, 6(2)] 

(This raises the question of human freedom. See Ch. 10.4.) 
In affirming that he holds 'certain' truths by faith Aquinas is thus at the 

same time willing to provide some justification or backing for them. 
Faith would therefore seem to have much in common with 
knowledge - as we discussed it in Chapter 4. Such 'truths', however, are 
not demonstrable in the way that everyday empirical experiences are 
(today we would include scientific assertions); and Aquinas himself 
would grant that faith is not knowledge in a strict sense. At the same time 
to have faith in something (a proposition or a person) involves more than 
belief; for in the latter one accepts the possibility that one may be wrong. 
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•comment 
You must be left to consider whether this view of faith as a 'mode of 
cognition' somewhere between knowledge and belief is tenable. Perhaps 
the main difficulty is that the evidence a fideist might wish to introduce as 
backing for his claim does not itself enjoy the kind of general support that 
might be invoked in the case of claims of knowledge of facts such 
'London is the capital of England' or '2 + 2 = 4'. Faith presupposes a 
religious context which is meaningful only to those who claim to have 
evidence of, say, God's existence and His workings in the world; and 
these are of course controversial claims. 

Although Aquinas's account of faith has been influential and remains 
of major importance even in our own day, there have been other 
approaches. Of particular interest is the notion of commitment, which 
has been employed by a number of philosophers coming from quite 
different traditions. 

For John Henry Newman (1801-1890), a leading figure in the 'Oxford 
Movement' and convert to Roman Catholicism (he subsequently became 
a Cardinal of the Church), commitment is implicit in his concept of 
'assent' as discussed in his An Essay in Aid of a Grammar of Assent. By a 
careful examination of evidence and use of both formal and informal 
inference, we must seek to bridge the gap between rules and matters of 
fact. Reasoning must become 'concrete' whereby each person takes full 
responsibility for his own individual decisions and acts; and this must 
involve the reaching of a conclusion, the recognition of 'certitude' in 
relation to the truth of a proposition, and the giving of his 'assent' to it. 
The 'power of judging and concluding, when it is perfection', Newman 
calls 'the illative sense'. 'Certitude' differs from 'certainty'- which is a 
term applicable to propositions themselves in that it involves a personal 
response (commitment) of the mind to a proposition. Newman further 
distinguished between 'notional' and 'real' assent. As applied to pro
blems in the philosophy of religion, such as the existence and nature of 
God, notional assent involves assent to the truth of a proposition, but 
real assent is a commitment to God as a person with whom one can 
establish a relationship. The importance of Newman's approach to faith 
is his insistence that both notional and real assent are required, in our 
approach respectively to propositional inference and to the concrete 
realities to which propositions point us. It should be mentioned also that 
on the question of proof of God's existence Newman looks to the moral 
conscience of man rather than to the traditional formal arguments we 
discussed earlier. 

Newman's approach to religion has something in common with the 
'existentialism' of the Danish thinker S0ren Kierkegaard (1813-1855), in 
that both grapple with problems of assent and commitment in human 
relationships with each other and with God. But whereas Newman is 
concerned to sift and assess 'evidence' calmly and dispassionately, 
Kierkergaard is critical of systematic philosophy (particularly Hegel's) 
and is concerned primarily to find a response to feelings such as 
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'anguish', 'guilt', and 'dread', which are characteristic of the concrete 
human situation (at least as experienced by Kierkegaard himself). What 
is central for him is the act of choice. Throughout our human existence 
we must make decisions; and the most important is whether or not to 
accept Christianity. The supreme act therefore is the 'leap of faith' by 
which the truth of Christianity is validated. 

*Comment 
The obvious difficulty with the existentialist notion of choice (unlike 
Newman's 'assent') is that no criterion is appealed to in order to resolve 
religious or moral conflicts, or if an appeal were made, one could object 
that the criterion, whatever it might be, must itself first be chosen. This 
must therefore lead either to an infinite regress to some kind of objective 
truth or moral code, or to a restatement of the fundamental arbitrariness 
of all commitment. For Kierkegaard this commitment must involve what 
he calls a 'paradox'. Truth is either already within us or it must be 
communicated to us through a teacher. If the latter then the supreme 
Truth can be revealed to us only by God himself - and through a human 
being. It is this which Kierkegaard sees as a paradox surpassing human 
understanding; and it is in the unconditional embracing of this paradox 
that the 'objectivity' of God and Christianity is manifested. As Tertullian 
(c. 160-220) remarked, the Incarnation must be certain because it is 
impossible. The notions of both paradox and choice, however, never 
seem to be fully worked out by Kierkegaard, and we must conclude that 
his account of faith remains flawed. (Compare and contrast the approach 
to religion and morality of the atheist existentialist Sartre [Ch. 5.6).) 

Both Aquinas and Newman saw no incompatibility between faith and 
reason. Kierkegaard equivocates on this issue but he does seem to 
suggest that reason is of value only to the extent that it allows us to 
recognise the intrinsic paradox of Christianity which justifies our decision 
to commit and submit ourselves to revelations of its 'truths'. For 
Wittgenstein, however, reason is irrelevant, in the sense that it cannot 
help us decide between religious belief and unbelief. This is because the 
belief and the unbeliever are, as it were, living on different planes. 
Religion consititutes a different 'form of life' from, say, science or 
history, and the propositions of religious belief must be judged by criteria 
or rules which can be understood only by those already living by them. It 
is as if one could understand the rules of a game only by playing it, in 
which case when playing cricket one could not understand what it would 
be like to play football. It follows therefore that beliefs about God and 
Christ only make sense to the committed Christian. We are reminded 
here of St Anselm's 'I do not seek to understand that I may believe, but I 
believe in order to understand'. 
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·comment 
It should be noted that Wittgenstein himself, although baptized into the 
Roman Catholic Church, was not a Christian, and once remarked of two 
Catholic philosophers of his acquaintance, 'I could not possibly bring 
myself to believe all the things they believe'. It can, however, be argued 
that in his later writings he was concerned to protect 'forms of life' such 
as religion, ethics, and aesthetics from the iconoclastic onslaughts of 
positivism and to maintain the meaningfulness of each 'form'- according 
to its own internal logic or criteria. This has an advantage for the believer 
in that his feelings of awe when confronted with what he sees to be the 
essential mysteriousness of the universe, his sense of what Rudolf Otto 
termed the 'numinous', and his response to a deity allegedly transcending 
the space-time continuum of mundane existence - all this is held to 
escape the net of scientific analysis and explanation. A difficulty with 
such a view is that any kind of comparison between different religions 
would seem to be ruled out; in switching from one belief system to 
another we should necessarily be exchanging one set of 'rules' for the 
correct employment of key concepts ('God', 'existence', 'incarnation', 
and so on) for another set (applicable to, say, 'Buddha', 'karma', 
'nirvana', and so on). Attempts to validate fundamental religious 'truths' 
historically (for example, that Christ was crucified and rose again from 
the dead) must therefore be in a sense irrelevant. A religion has to be 
accepted on a kind of package deal basis, complete with doctrine, ritual, 
ethical code, and holy books. If you don't like this one- if it doesn't 
'work' for you - then try another. 

Understandably most Christians and Muslims- indeed adherents of 
any religion that makes absolutist claims to the 'Truth' -will find this 
conclusion unsatisfactory. But it does seem unavoidable. Doctrinally the 
major theistic world religions are at least in part mutually contradictory: 
both Judaism and Islam, for example, reject the divinity of Jesus Christ. 
All three faiths do, however, affirm the existence of a Supreme 
Creator- God, Jahweh, or Allah; and in this respect at least they are 
afforded some opportunity for reconciliation. Arguably, Buddhism and 
Hinduism are doctrinally more open in that they regard all world faiths as 
valid paths to the Truth or the 'One': just as water takes on the shape of 
its various containers while its essential nature remains unchanged. This 
is clearly an issue which admits of no easy answers. 

8.5 GOD AND THE NATURAL ORDER 

Reading: Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, 47-49; Hume, Enquiry 
concerning Human Understanding, VIII-XI 

Let us leave aside the various difficulties referred to in the last two 
sections and accept that God does exist and that the faith of millions is 
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well-founded. In this final section of the chapter we shall look at two of 
the problems that can arise in supposing that God maintains a relation
ship with the natural order, with His creation. 

Miracles 
The word 'miracle' is frequently used in a very general way to refer to a 
fortunate occurrence for which no immediate explanation is to hand or 
has been sought. Thus a person pulled from the wreckage of an 
aeroplane might afterwards say something like, 'I do not know how I got 
out; it was a miracle'. Or we might read a headline in a newspaper: 'Five 
year old's miraculous escape from inferno'. In a strict philosophical and 
theological sense, however, miracles are, to quote Aquinas, 'things 
which are done by divine agency beyond the order commonly observed 
in nature' (Summa Contra Gentiles, III, 100). The definition used by 
Hume is that a miracle is 'a transgression of a law of nature by a 
particular volition of the Deity, or by the interposition of some invisible 
agent' (Enquiry, s. 90). Many examples of alleged miracles are described 
in the New Testament (the feeding of the five thousand, for example, or 
the raising of Lazarus), and of course Christianity itself is grounded in 
the central claim that God Himself became a man in the person of Jesus, 
was crucified, and was then resurrected. Hume sets out a number of 
arguments against miracles which are of variable merit. Essentially his 
main points are that testimony is inadequate or unreliable, and that in so 
far as miracles do violate natural laws then it is unreasonable to believe in 
them. We shall not consider his objections here. Instead we shall 
concentrate on three difficulties which the apologist for miracles must 
come to terms with. {*You will find it useful to study sections x and xi of 
the Enquiry after you have read the following discussion.) 

(1) The above definitions refer to a 'law' or an 'order' of nature. But as 
we saw in Chapter 7, it is a far from easy matter to pin down precisely 
what a 'law' is. Both 'law' and 'order' suggest some kind of regularity or 
sequence, and at the least it would seem that whatever meaning or 
meanings these terms have should be understood in the context of 
explanation as a whole. Now, references to God as transgressing a law or 
as acting beyond the order imply that this regularity is in some sense 
broken. Perhaps the best way of understanding this is to look at a specific 
case- the Incarnation. The 'Virgin' Mary is alleged to have conceived 
not as a result of the 'natural' process of intercourse with her husband 
Joseph, but through the direct intervention of the Holy Spirit. It is this 
single event which constitutes the breach of the law or order of nature; 
what happened thereafter follows the normal physical and biological 
processes operating within space and time. It is important to note, 
however, that if an event is to count as a miracle, then a natural 'order' is 
presupposed. If ann alternative account of science were offered in terms 
of, say, probabilities, then the logical distinction between what is 
'scientific' and what is 'miraculous' might well be seen to disappear. (This 
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will be taken further in Chapter 10.3.) But if the distinction be 
maintained, then another problem has to be considered. 

(2) How is a miracle recognised as such? The short answer is: with great 
difficulty. What are the marks of the Incarnation which might lead us to 
suppose it was a miraculous intervention of God in the world? We have 
all manner and kinds of 'signs' and 'wonders': the Star of Bethlehem, 
prophecies, the testimony of Mary herself. But this 'evidence' would 
hardly stand up in a court of law. Moreover, no good grounds have been 
adduced to suggest that the straightforwarded scientific account of 
conception is inapplicable to this case. Let us consider another example. 
A few Irish villagers claim to have seen a statue of the Virgin Mary move. 
Within days crowds of visitors are flocking to the shrine: the movement 
of the statue is confirmed again and again. Statues do not move of their 
own volition. There is no earthquake. It must be a miracle. Subsequent 
research by psychologists from the local university leads to an alternative 
naturalistic explanation (which does not, however, in any way weaken 
the belief of most of the pilgrims - indeed the researchers are accused by 
many of being atheists). It is significant that in this case the Church has 
not confirmed the phenomenon as being a miracle. This does, however, 
raise the fundamental problem of how miraculous occurrences can be 
distinguished from non-miraculous ones. Is there not always the possibil
ity that a naturalistic explanation might be found? If it be objected that 
miracles are 'one-off' events, whereas scientific explanation requires 
repeatability of testable observations in a 'controlled' experimental 
context, then we might reply that repetition cannot be ruled out. Other 
cases of 'immaculate' conceptions have been recorded- though this does 
not in itself eliminate the possibility that the immaculate conception was 
brought about by the causal agency of God. 

(3) Another difficulty relates to the seeming arbitrariness of what are 
claimed to be miracles. Why should God (or the Virgin Mary) select this 
particular statue in this relatively obscure village? If there is a disaster 
and a survivor claims that God miraculously saved him on account of his 
prayer or faith, then what answer can be given to the retort that many of 
those who perished were practising Christians and no doubt had prayed 
with equal fervour? Either such claims are unjustified or God is fickle -
which seems inconsistent with the Christian conception of His attributes. 
It should also be noted that 'miraculous' occurrences in other cultures 
seem to be manifestations of the deity or deities peculiar to their own 
religious beliefs and practices; and this again suggests that naturalistic 
explanations (hallucinations, mass hysteria, individual psychological 
disturbances, hypnotic states induced by ritual or meditation, and so on) 
might be more appropriate - unless appeal be made to a supernatural 
power of which the Christian God, Hindu deities, the 'Tao' and so on are 
all symbols or manifestations: but such a syncretic approach brings 
further difficulties, and would in any case be rejected by most Christians. 
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(4) It should not be concluded from what we have said that miracles are 
impossible. On the contrary, given the Christian concept of an omnipo
tent God, it is entirely reasonable to expect Him to intervene in His 
creation when - according to the Biblical story - mankind has turned 
away from Him. But this brings us back to the issue of faith in revealed 
'truths' which are subsequently validated by an authoritative Church. 
The 'package' of revelation, practices, and beliefs hangs together. 

The problem of evil 
Whether or not miracles genuinely occur is not seen as presenting the 
religious believer with any serious difficulty. The problem of evil, 
however, is rather more intractable and is potentially a greater threat to 
the stability of faith. To discuss this we must first of all distinguish 
between 'moral' evil and 'natural' evil. 

(1) Moral evil. The concept of evil is arguably emotive, and to many 
people today it may be thought to be rather quaint or anachronistic. But 
a cursory look at the history of mankind over the past few thousand years 
is quite sufficient to show that many human beings have been responsible 
for inflicting a great deal of pain and suffering on their fellow creatures. 
To demonstrate this one need mention only the Nazi concentration 
camps where millions of Jews were tortured and ultimately met their 
deaths. And on a less dramatic level we can all cite examples of 
individual cruelty either from our own experience or from what we read 
in the newspapers. The problem for the Christian is how a loving God 
could permit such evils in His world. There are at least two standard 
answers to this. 
(a) In so far as God is love He must needs have created beings who can 
respond to that love of their own volition. In other words they must have 
the freedom to choose or to reject God's laws. To have created 
robot-like beings who are 'programmed' to respond necessarily to Him 
would not be adequate to His love. In answer to this, however, it might 
be said that if God is omnipotent, as He is defined to be by Christians, 
then surely it is within His capacity to have created beings who would 
have chosen His way freely. Moreover it can be asked why in fact did 
man 'fall' from grace if he had the moral and intellectual capacity to 
distinguish good from evil? To attribute his backsliding to the influence 
of Satan, as described in the Book of Genesis, is to by-pass the central 
issue of moral weakness (see Ch. 5.7) and again it can be asked why God 
did not create beings who would have been able to resist the Devil's 
temptation. At this point the tendency of many believers is to lapse into 
agnosticism and to admit that it is not given to us mortals to understand 
the workings of the divine mind. A further difficulty must be mentioned. 
God is conceived to be not only omnipotent but also omniscient. He 
must therefore have known in advance how His creatures would act. He 
must therefore have had good reason to arrange matters as He did. This 
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leads on to the second answer. (It also raises the further difficulty of 
'fatalism'- see Ch. 10.4.) 

(b) Man's freely chosen decision to follow the path of selfishness and evil 
must be seen as part of God's plan to maximize the amount of good in 
His creation. This seems paradoxical, but the point here is that having 
rejected God, man's return to Him through the sacrifice of God Himself 
in the person of Christ is all the more satisfying to the Creator and a more 
authentic manifestation of His love. Within the framework of Christian 
belief there is a kind of logic here, but to the non-believer it might well 
seem that God's creatures are in some sense being manipulated, and that 
God's omniscience and omnipotence do not appear to be fully recon
ciled. 

(2) Natural evil. Let us suppose that we can make some sense of the 
existence of moral evil in terms of man's free-will or the maximization of 
goodness in the world. What of natural disasters such as droughts, 
plagues and earthquakes, for which man cannot in any real sense be held 
responsible? This is a difficult issue. Again one might argue, as did 
Leibniz, that God created the 'best possible world', or that such disasters 
provide man with opportunities to exercise his moral worth. If one 
follows this line is one not guilty of special pleading? It could also be 
claimed that if God was to create a dynamic universe constituted of 
matter and energy in space-time, then necessarily it would have to be 
universe in which man would have to contend with danger. This is a fair 
point, but once more we must query whether it could not have been 
within God's power to order things differently. A further defence offered 
by the believer would be to claim that, come what may, God does indeed 
look after those who have faith in Him. He can and does intervene 
'miraculously' when we are in peril. In any case we must all die, and what 
matters is whether we are to be brought into the divine presence in the 
next life. As to the possibility of miracles, the objection referred to 
earlier has to be made, namely that God's interventions seem to be 
remarkably arbitrary. And whether there is a 'next life' is a question 
which is itself a matter of faith. 

In conclusion it should be stressed that it is not the intention of the writer 
to belittle religious claims but rather to draw attention to the philoso
phical difficulties implicit in them. Whether or not you are working for 
an examination, it is important that you consider such claims and 
possible objections seriously. Further reading must be regarded as 
essential; and you are directed to the extensive bibliography which 
follows. 
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QUESTIONS 

A. Data-response/guided answer questions 
1. Read the extract below and then answer the questions which follow. 

If the law of all creation were justice and the Creator omnipotent, 
then, in whatever amount suffering and happiness might be dispensed 
to the world, each person's share of them would be exactly propor
tioned to that person's good or evil deeds; no human being would have 
a worse lot than another without worse deserts; accidents or favoritism 
would have no part in such a world, but every human life would be the 
playing out of a drama constructed like a perfect moral tale. No one is 
able to blind himself to the fact that the world we live in is totally 
different from this, insomuch that the necessity of redressing the 
balance has been deemed one of the strongest arguments for another 
life after death, which amounts to an admission that the order of things 
in this life is often an example of injustice, not justice. If it be said that 
God does not take sufficient account of pleasure and pain to make 
them the reward or punishment of the good or the wicked, but that 
virtue is itself the greatest good and vice the greatest evil, then these at 
least ought to be dispensed to all according to what they have done to 
deserve them; instead of which every kind of moral depravity is 
entailed upon multitudes by the fatality of their birth, through the fault 
of their parents, of society, or of uncontrollable circumstances, cer
tainly through no fault of their own. Not even on the most distorted 
and contracted theory of good which ever was framed by religious or 
philosophical fanaticism can the government of nature be made to 
resemble the work of a being at once good and omnipotent. [J. S. 
Mill, in The Existence of God, ed. Hick.] 

(a) According to the extract, what would be the case if 'the law of all 
creation were justice and the Creator omnipotent'? 

(b) According to the extract, what ought to be the case if 'virtue is itself 
the greatest good and vice the greatest evil'? 

(c) By what arguments does Mill come to the view that the government 
of nature cannot 'be made to resemble the work of a being at once 
good and omnipotent'? 

(d) How might one seek to resolve the problem that if evil exists the 
Creator cannot be both good and omnipotent? 

[JMB, 1987] 

2. Read the extract below and then answer the questions which follow. 

From the fact that I cannot conceive a mountain without a valley, it 
does not follow that there is any mountain or any valley in existence, 
but only that the mountain and the valley, whether they exist or do not 
exist, cannot in any way be separated one from the other. While from 



282 

the fact that I cannot conceive God without existence, it follows that 
existence is inseparable from Him, and hence that He really exists; not 
that my thought can bring this to pass, or impose any necessity on 
things, but, on the contrary, because the necessity which lies in the 
thing itself, i.e. the necessity of the existence of God determines me to 
think in this way. For it is not within my power to think of God without 
existence (that is of a supremely perfect Being devoid of a supreme 
perfection) though it is in my power to imagine a horse either with 
wings or without wings. [Descartes, in The Existence of God, ed. 
Hick] 

(a) What follows, and does not follow, from the fact that 'I cannot 
conceive a mountain without a valley'? 

(b) What follows from 'I cannot conceive God without existence'? 
(c) Outline Descartes' Ontological Argument. 
(d) Evaluate Descartes' Ontological Argument. 

[JMB, 1987] 

B. Essay questions (texts and problems) 
1. 'Expressions like "There is a God" and "God is Love" are at best 

peculiar or paradoxical, at worst meaningless.' 
(a) Describe those features of such expressions which lend support 

to the view that they are 'peculiar' or 'paradoxical'. 
(b) Discuss whether or not such expressions are meaningless. 

[AEB, 1986] 
2. Is the idea of God unique? 
3. How, if at all can it be shown that the Idea of God is nothing but a 

creation of the human mind? [IB, 1987] 
4. To what extent can the statement 'God exists' be regarded as 

meaningful? Discuss the philosophical difficulties. 
5. What explanations might there be in God's character and attributes 

for both his intervention and his non-intervention in the world? [AEB, 
1986] 
6. Why did Aquinas reject Anselm's ontological argument? Do you 

think he was correct to do so? 
7. How successful is the argument from design in providing proof of the 

existence of God? [AEB, 1987] 
8. 'It was as if I were surrounded by a golden light and as if I only had to 

reach out my hand to touch God himself who was so surrounding me with 
compassion.' Experiences such as this one are sometimes claimed to 
prove the existence of God. Discuss whether they indeed do so. [AEB 
1986] 
9. (a) Discuss the First Cause argument, bringing out clearly its main 

assumptions. 
(b) Discuss critically the validity of the argument. 

[AEB, 1985] 
10. How can one resolve rationally the conflict between secular human
ists and believers concerning the existence of God? [IB, 1988] 



283 

11. 'Religious faith is more than belief but less than knowledge.' Discuss 
this assertion. 
12. 'I know that my redeemer liveth.' How might one know such a 
thing? [JMB 1987) 
13. 'Proof of God's existence is irrelevant- what matters is faith'. 
Discuss. [AEB, 1987) 
14. (a) Describe the problem of evil and explain how man's free will has 

been thought to solve it. 
(b) Discuss critically two objections which might be made to the 

proposed solution. 
[AEB, 1985) 
15. 'The observable state of affairs is equally compatible with both the 
existence and the non-existence of God.' Discuss. [AEB, 1988) 
16. It is often believed that God's existence is proved by the occurrence 
of miracles. What difficulties are attached to such a belief? [AEB, 1988) 
17. 'In his discussion of the extraordinary and miraculous Hume is no 
longer the sceptical philosopher of the earlier parts of the Enquiry.' 

(a) Describe Hume's account of the difference between the extraor
dinary and the miraculous, and of our grounds for belief or 
disbelief in them. 

(b) Discuss whether or not Hume 'is no longer the sceptical philoso-
pher' in the account which he gives. 

[AEB, 1986) 
18. Explain and comment on the claim that Christianity is an exercise in 
believing the impossible. [JMB, 1987) 
19. 'In a religious discourse we use such expressions as: "I believe that so 
and so will happen," and use them differently to the way in which we use 
them in science'. (Wittgenstein) Do you agree with this view? 
20. Commitment is more important than truth. Discuss this assertion 
with reference to religion. 
21. Examine some of the philosophical difficulties associated with 
religious syncretism. 

Notes/guided answers have been provided for questions 4, 12, and 16. 
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THE PHILOSOPHY 
OF ART 

9.1 INTRODUCTION 

You do not have to be a scientist to be aware of the contribution science 
has made to our daily lives. Likewise, although you may not yourself 
profess belief in a religion or be consciously following the precepts of, 
say, Christianity, Judaism, or Buddhism, you will probably agree that 
religion too is pervasive - even in societies where the prevailing ortho
doxy is atheism. A similar observation can be made about the arts. One 
need not be a painter, composer, or poet to appreciate that in one way or 
another we are influenced by art, music, and literature. All around us we 
see advertisements, we listen to songs on the radio, and we read 
newspapers. But, you may say, surely this is not what is meant by 'real' 
art? Michelangelo, Renoir, Constable, Van Gogh, yes; but paintings of 
coca cola bottles? As for music, surely we cannot refer in the same breath 
to Beethoven and the Beatles? And how can we possibly compare, say, a 
'Mills and Boon' novel to War and Peace? This is not to say, of course, 
that 'pop' or 'mass' art is necessarily worthless. Perhaps it is. But this 
raises a fundamental problem: is there a criterion of value? Or several 
criteria? How do we actually judge the 'worth' of a picture, or a piece of 
music or writing? Is it not all a matter of subjective opinion? A chacun 
son gout, as the French say. As you have no doubt guessed, these are 
questions which belong to the philosophy of art. And there are many 
more, relating to the 'purposes' of art, the nature of beauty, the effects of 
art on individuals and societies, and how the various arts are to be 
classified. In this chapter we are going to consider just three questions: 
( 1) What is the artist (and we shall use this term in a wide sense to include 
composers and writers) trying to achieve and why? (2) How does he 
realize his aims? (3) How do we judge that he has been successful? 
Underlying all three questions is the central one: What counts as 'good' 
art? 
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9.2 THE PURPOSE OF ART 

Reading: Plato, Republic, Book X; Aristotle On the Art of Poetry; 
Collingwood, The Principles of Art; Langer, Philosophy in a New 
Key, chs VIII and IX 

The heading of this section is misleading, for art cannot be said to have 
just one 'purpose'. Different artists often have quite divergent concep
tions of what they are doing. So let us consider some of them. 

Imitation 
The view that art involves some form of imitation originates with the 
ancient Greeks, in particular with Plato. As you will remember from 
your study of his Republic in Chapter 2, what he means by 'imitation' is 
closely bound up with his theory of Forms. Of course, in one sense of the 
term, imitation for Plato is simply one way in which he conceives of the 
relationship between sense objects and the eternal 'ideas' (just as 
'participation' is another). But in a narrower sense, he thinks of 'works of 
art' (which he classifies in the Sophist under the general heading of things 
acquired or produced by 'craft' or 'skill'- techne) as images (eikones) of 
physical things. They are thus at two removes from the 'real' world of the 
forms (compare Ch. 2.5). He also refers scathingly to imitative works of 
art as 'mimetic' depictions of how things appear to us rather than what 
they are actually like even at the level ofthe sensory world (see Republic, 
Book X). In general then Plato does not look to the arts as a means by 
which we can ascend to true knowledge, although he does qualify this 
when he argues in other dialogues (for example, the Symposium and the 
Phaedrus) that some works of art may be said to exemplify the Idea of 
Beauty to a greater or lesser extent. The primary 'purpose' of the artist 
can in fact only be appreciated when the arts are placed at the disposal of 
the rulers and subordinated to the moral and political requirements of 
the state. 

Aristotle too subscribes to an imitation or representation theory 
though he confines his discussion on the whole to poetry (his classical 
work is called On the Art of Poetry) and combines it with another theory 
of art, the 'formalist' theory, which we shall look at shortly. It was the 
Ars Poetica of the Roman poet and critic Horace ( 65-8 BC) that proved 
to be particularly influential. In his opinion, 'the experienced poet, as an 
imitative artist, should look to human life and character for his models, 
and from them derive a language that is true to life.' He also advocated 
that aspiring poets should imitate not only nature but the models of their 
Greek predecessors (especially Homer)- advice that was eagerly 
adopted by many eighteenth century writers such as Pope and other 
English Augustans. 
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"Criticism and comments 
Imitation theories do not seem to work consistently or are limited in their 
application. Certainly there are numerous examples of paintings deemed 
generally by 'cognoscenti' to be great works of art and which do in an 
obvious sense imitate their subjects. Thus we can refer to portraits by 
Reynolds or the landscapes of Constable as being faithful or accurate 
representations. But what are we to say of the impressionist paintings of, 
say, Monet? Few would deny them the accolade of greatness: yet to the 
uninitiated Monet's work might seem to be in certain respects nothing 
more than distortions of reality. 'Reality' is in fact the key word here. For 
the impressionists what matters is not a detailed 'photographic' depiction 
of real things as such, but immediate, fleeting appearances. And of 
course there have been very many artists who would explicitly deny that 
their work is intended to be imitative of a 'visible' reality in any sense at 
all, but who claimed to be penetrating to the subconscious mind 
(Surrealism) or to be redefining the real (as in Expressionism and 
Abstractionism). 

When we move away from the visual arts imitation theories seem even 
more inappropriate. There are a few pieces of music which, it would 
seem, have been composed deliberately to imitate some event or natural 
occurrence. Thus Debussy's La Mer conveys to the listener something of 
the sound of waves- as does Mendelssohn's Fingal's Cave. We might 
mention also the storm sequence in Beethoven's Pastoral Symphony. 
Another example of direct imitation is found in Saint-Saens' Danse 
Macabre suite, which cleverly conveys to us the sound of skeletons 
dancing. But for the most part this kind of direct copying of sounds is 
absent in works of the 'great' composers. 

The possibilities of imitation are perhaps wider in literature. In poetry 
the use of such devices as alliteration and onomatopoeia enables the poet 
to reduplicate sounds made by natural objects such as streams or insects. 
Tennyson makes use of these techniques with good effect in Marte 
d'Arthur to convey the noise made by the armoured knight, Sir Bedivere, 
as he strides across the mountains in mid-winter: 

Dry clash'd his harness in the icy caves 
And barren chasms, and all to the left and right 
The bare black cliff clang'd round him, as he based 
His feet on juts of slippery crag that rang 
Sharp-smitten with the dint of armed heels 

Much prose fiction may perhaps also be said to be imitative to the 
extent that it attempts to create and describe complex human situations 
and relationships 'objectively' and in considerable detail. Classical 
examples are the tragedies of Shakespeare and nineteenth century 
'realist' novels such as Flaubert's Madame Bovary. But, as in the case of 
music and painting, there are so many counter-examples of novels or 
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plays which cannot be fitted easily into such a rigid classification that the 
imitative theory has to be regarded as being of limited value. 

Expression 
The written word is not only descriptive; it frequently has the capacity to 
communicate emotions. And this is a feature it shares with both painting 
and music. Some philosophers of art have been so impressed by this 
capacity that they have attempted to work out a theory on the basis that 
art is an expression of human feeling. This general statement is of course 
ambiguous. It can mean either that a work of art is that which is the result 
or product of human feeling, or that it is the means by which feeling is to 
be expressed and derives its worth in proportion to the degree to which 
such feeling has been 'objectified'. It is in this second sense that the 
principal exponents of the theory, the Italian philosopher B. Croce 
(1866-1952) and the English historian and philosopher R. G. Colling
wood (1889-1943), understand art to be 'expression', but only if expres
sion be identified with 'imagination'. In his book The Principles of Art 
Collingwood firstly rejects the identification of art with craft and 
representation, magic, and amusement. After a discussion of the con
cepts of thinking and feeling he deals with the relationship of imagination 
with each of them. A theory of language as the imaginative expression of 
(a) emotion and (b) thought is then followed by his claim that art itself is 
a form of language. The origin of art, he says, can lie neither in man's 
physical nature (that is, sensation or its emotions) nor in the intellect 
(concepts). 'The activity which generates an artistic experience is the 
activity of consciousness' (p. 273), which 'converts impression into idea, 
that is, crude sensation into imagination' (p. 215). 

At the level of imaginative experience, the crude emotion of the 
psychical level is translated into idealized emotion, or the so-called 
aesthetic emotion, which is thus not an emotion pre-existing to the 
expression of it, but the emotional charge on the experience of 
expressing a given emotion, felt as a new colouring which that emotion 
receives in being expressed. Similarly, the psycho-physical activity on 
which the given emotion was a charge is converted into a controlled 
activity of the organism, dominated by the consciousness which 
controls it, and this activity is language or art. [274] 

Collingwood's theory, which sees art as essentially cathartic in so far as 
it is a channel for the release of emotion, undoubtedly merits serious 
attention. It is certainly consistent with Wordsworth's view of poetry as 
'the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings' originating from 'emo
tion recollected in tranquility' and from the workings of imagination. 
Imagination for Wordsworth is a 'plastic-power' which can shape and 
mould sense-impressions into significant forms; it is 'that glorious faculty 
that higher minds bear with them as their own'. Similarly, Coleridge 
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constructs the term 'esemplastic' (from the Greek words eis en plattein
'to shape into one') to distinguish imagination from 'fancy'. Whereas 
fancy is but 'a mode of memory emancipated from the order of time and 
space' and 'must receive all its materials from the law of association' 
(compare Ch. 4.4), imagination (in its 'secondary' signification) 'is 
essentially vital' as opposed to objects which, as objects, are 'fixed and 
dead'. 

It dissolves, diffuses, dissipates, in order to re-create; or where this 
process is rendered impossible, yet still, at all events, it struggles to 
idealize and to unify. [Biographia Literaria, ch. XIII] 

('Primary' imagination for Coleridge is 'the living power and prime agent 
of all human perception, ... a repetition in the finite mind of the eternal 
act of creation in the infinite I AM'. He considers the secondary to differ 
from it only in degree and in the mode of its operation.) 

Parallels are also to be found in the art of van Gogh and the later 
Expressionists. The function of a painting is now no longer to define the 
object but to serve as a medium for the expression of the artist's feelings 
or passions, and as a means by which nature itself can be 'spiritualized'. 
It is by loving a thing, wrote van Gogh, that one can perceive it better 
and more accurately. As for music, we might note the feelings aroused in 
the listener by the later work of Beethoven- especially the last Quartets; 
or by the compositions of Chopin, Schubert, Sibelius, Mahler, and many 
others. 

*Criticisms and comments 
An obvious question is whether we can be sure what is 'going on' inside 
an artist's head. After all, what we see or hear is the work of art itself, the 
completed product. Is it not possible that a poem, a painting, or a 
symphony might have been created 'intellectually' in an 'emotion-free' 
state of mind? If so, would the composition necessarily be an inferior 
work of art? Collingwood, quoted Coleridge, says that 'we know a man 
for a poet by the fact that he makes us poets. We know he is expressing 
his emotions by the fact that he is enabling us to express ours' (The 
Principles of Art, p. 118). But this will not do, for several reasons. 

(1) Different people may respond differently to the same work of art. I 
may be intensely moved by, say, Boris Godunov, whereas Mussorgsky's 
opera may leave others 'cold'. 

(2) Despite Collingwood's (and Coleridge's) assertions we cannot be 
sure, unless the artist has told us, that he experienced some sort of 
emotional release in the moment of creation or that the emotions 
engendered by my auditory and visual experiences of the composition 
'correspond' to his. And of course this 'gap' or disparity between 
interpretation and intention is one which many an unwary critic has 
fallen headlong into. 
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(3) Perhaps the main difficulty is that Collingwood's emphasis on the 
creative process (which in any case might well be regarded as a matter for 
psychology) ignores the role played by the work of art itself. What we 
would like to know is to what extent (perhaps by means of their 
structures) the actual paintings, poems, or string quartets contribute to 
our experience. Collingwood, however, is uncompromising in his rejec
tion of formalist theories: 

Music does not consist of heard noises, paintings do not consist of seen 
colours, and so forth. Of what, then, do these things consist? Not, 
clearly, of a 'form', understood as a pattern or a system of relations 
between the various noises we hear or the various colours we see. Such 
'forms' are nothing but the perceived structures of bodily 'works of 
art', that is to say, 'works of art' falsely so called; and these formalistic 
theories of art, popular though they have been or are, have no 
relevance to art proper and will not be further considered in this book. 
The distinction between form and matter, on which they are based, is a 
distinction belonging to the philosophy of craft, and not applicable to 
the philosophy of art. 

The work of art proper is something not seen or heard, but 
something imagined. [p. 141-2) 

Form 
Because of the evident difficulties associated with both the imitative and 
expressionist theories, some philosophers have suggested that an ade
quate theory of art must be based on the notion of 'form'. What does this 
mean? For Plato, as we have seen, the form of a work of art would be the 
non-sensible 'archetype' or set of archetypes from which the physical 
things represented by the work of art would themselves derive their 
reality. The term is also used by Kant in his Critique of Judgement, which 
we shall say something about in the next section. But 'formalism' as a 
theory of art is particularly associated with the critics Clive Bell and 
Roger Fry. 

Rejecting both representative and expressionist theories, Bell argued 
that 'good' art possesses 'significant form'. But he does not provide a 
detailed analysis of what he means by this beyond defining it in terms of 
its effect, namely its ability to arouse a specifically aesthetic emotion in 
the sensitive viewer or listener. He does not deny that a painting might 
be representational or that a piece of music might make the listener feel 
happy or sad: but he claims that such qualities of the work of art are 
irrelevant to their aesthetic value. What matters is the way the elements 
of the composition are arranged and interconnected. And by 'elements' 
is meant such features of the work as colours, lines, shapes, and the ways 
they are arranged and fused together in what is in fact a complex 
'organic' unity. We can get a better understanding of 'significant form' by 
referring to the work of the post-Impressionist Cezanne, who, Bell 
thinks, exemplifies his theory particularly well. By concentrating on the 
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formal construction of his paintings, Cezanne subordinated the particu
larity and immediacy of objects (trees, bowls of fruit, cups and so on) to 
geometrical forms and colours which he perceived as revealing an 
underlying universality or order in nature. It is this potential for 
revealing the 'universal' that Bell identifies as significant form; and it is 
for this reason that he is so dismissive of imitation and expression. (A 
somewhat similar view of formalism in music has been put forward by the 
Austrian critic Eduard Hanslick; and the possibility of applying the 
theory to literature - which Bell excludes - was investigated by Fry.) 

*Comments and criticisms 
(1) As with the imitation and expression theories, it may be doubted 
whether the formalist approach can cope with the variety and range of 
compositions produced by man in different cultures over a period of 
thousands of years. Individual painters, musicians, writers, sculptors and 
so on have started out with different aims and have developed many 
idiosyncratic techniques. Moreover, it can certainly be argued that 'form' 
in, say, the visual arts does not correspond completely to the formal 
features characteristic of the other arts, on account of the fundamental 
differences between the media which they make use of. In painting we 
may be concerned with lines, shadows, contrast and balance of colour. 
The musician too is interested in balance, contrast and harmony, but as 
between sounds. Similar considerations probably apply to poetry, but it 
is a matter for debate whether comparable relationships can be identified 
in prose other than by analogy. To say that formal criteria are applicable 
to all works of art simply because they are made of parts which can be 
related to each other in some way is to make the theory so vague and 
general as to be virtually useless. 

(2) It is doubtful whether 'form' can be totally isolated from content in 
the way that formalists seem to require. In the visual arts in particular, 
when we look at painting we are usually aware of it as being a picture of 
something. Cezanne may well have intended that his landscapes or still 
lifes should be the vehicles by means of which 'universality' is conveyed 
to the observer. But we still see trees or bowls of fruit. And in any case 
most other artists would claim that they had quite different aims. In 
music too, the attention we pay to sounds may well dominate our 
recognition of 'formal' aspects. As for literature, 'formal' patterns or 
structures probably play a relatively minor role in the total aesthetic 
experience, the primary features being description of character and 
places, and of course the 'plot'. Aristotle was one of the first critics to set 
out formalistic requirements, and in his Poetics ( ch. 7) he argues for the 
need for plots in drama to be of a reasonable size, the 'parts' to be 
properly ordered, and for character to be subordinated to the action. But 
'universal truth' for him is achieved through the correct imitation rather 
than through attention to formal aspects such as order and balance. 
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(3) It can also be argued that formalism cannot be separated from 
expressionism. This seems to have been recognised by the American 
philosopher Susanne Langer (b. 1895) in her books Feeling and Form 
and Philosophy in a New Key. Langer distinguishes between an aesthetic 
emotion, which is experienced, that is, expressed, by the artist as he 
labours to create his masterpiece, and the emotional content of the work 
itself, which can be felt both by artist and beholder as they contemplate 
the finished painting. The former springs from 'an intellectual triumph, 
from overcoming barriers of word-bound thought and achieving insight 
into literally "unspeakable" realities'. The emotive content of the work, 
however, is something deeper than any intellectual experience: it is 
'more essential, pre-rational, and vital: something of the life-rhythms we 
share with all growing, hungering, moving and fearing creatures: the 
ultimate realities themselves, the central facts of our brief, sentient 
existence' (Philosophy in a New Key, p. 260). It is the capacity of a work 
as a whole (and Langer's thesis is applied to all the arts), or of natural 
objects which an artist might seek to imitate, to bring about this 
emotional response to content that she identifies with 'significant form' 
or 'artistic truth'. 'Artistic truth' is, she writes, 'the truth of a symbol to 
the forms of feeling - nameless forms, but recognisable when they 
appear in sensuous replica' (op. cit., p. 262). Nevertheless, despite the 
greater philosophical rigour of Langer's arguments as compared with 
those of Bell and Fry, her notion of 'artistic truth' and the nature of the 
symbolizing process is not made sufficiently clear. We shall return to this 
in the next section. 

9.3 BEAUTY AND JUDGEMENT 

Reading: Plato, Symposium; Collingwood, Principles of Art, ch. 
XIII; Langer, Philosophy in a New Key, chs VIII and IX; Ayer, 
Language, Truth and Logic, ch VI 

Throughout the discussion so far we have been seeking at least implicitly 
to find answers to the first two questions raised at the beginning of the 
chapter: what is the artist trying to do, and how does he set about 
realizing his aims? We must now deal with the third question: how we are 
to judge whether or not he has been successful, and with the fundamental 
problem of what constitutes 'good' (and 'bad') art. As we might expect, 
each of the three theories of art so far considered offers its own criterion. 

For the representationist good art is art which successfully imitates its 
objects. The obvious difficulty here is that an element of subjectivity is 
unavoidable. Imitation is not to be understood as a one-to-one corres
pondence of particulars. Different artists will 'perceive' in a diversity of 
ways what they are endeavouring to represent, thereby reflecting their 
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psychological or cultural preconceptions. How are we to determine that 
one representation is more successful or 'true to life' than another? In 
any case, as has already been said, many works art (including music and 
literature) do not claim to be imitative and yet can still be described 
meaningfully as 'good'. 

According to Collingwood the exptessionist, a good work of art is an 
activity in which the agent is successful in expressing a given emotion. 
Conversely, bad art fails to express that emotion thereby 'corrupting' 
consciousness (albeit temporarily or partially) 

on the threshold that divides the psychical level of experience from the 
conscious level. It is the malperformance of the act which converts 
what is merely psychical (impression) into what is conscious (idea). 
[pp. 282-3]. 

The problem with this kind of criterion is also one of subjectivity. How, it 
may be asked, can the beholder or listener possibly know whether the 
artist has or has not been successful in expressing his/her emotion? To 
say that experienced and sensitive critics are agreed that a given work of 
art (painting, novel, etc.) is good and that therefore its creator must have 
expressed his emotions successfully would be to beg the question. Even if 
a living artist tells us that he has experienced some kind of catharsis, this 
can be no guarantee that he will thereby be assured of critical acclaim. 

What of formalism? Langer frankly acknowledges the subjective 
aspect and is content to leave the decisions on the whole to those who 
have the requisite knowledge and sensitivity: 

To understand the 'idea' in a work of art is therefore more like having 
a new experience than like entertaining a new proposition; and to 
negotiate this knowledge by acquaintance the work may be adequate 
in some degree. There are no degrees of literal truth, but artistic truth, 
which is all significance, expressiveness, articulateness, has degrees; 
therefore works of art may be good or bad, and each must be judged 
on our experience of its revelations. Standards of art are set by the 
expectations of people whom long conversance with a certain 
mode- music, painting, architecture, or what not- has made both 
sensitive and exacting; there is no immutable law of artistic adequacy, 
because significance is always for a mind as well as of a form. [p. 
263]. 

This seems to be a balanced and attractive view, though of course it has 
to be conceded that judgements as to the adequacy of works of art can 
still be made by those who do not subscribe to theories which make use 
of such concepts as 'significant form' or 'artistic symbolizing'. So let us 
look at another approach to the problem, according to which 'good' 
works of art can be identified by virtue of their possession of beauty. 
What is beauty? How do we recognise it? 
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Beauty has been regarded by many philosophers, most notably Plato 
(in the Philebus), as an intrinsic quality of objects (such as geometrical 
shapes, colours and musical sounds). Unfortunately Plato oscillates 
between two different accounts of this quality. It is either to be defined in 
terms of formal features of the object, namely 'measure and symmetry', 
or it is indefinable. Either way, beauty in sensible things is objectively 
real in so far as it exemplifies the Ideal or universal Beauty (which he 
discusses in the Symposium). It should be noted also that beauty for 
Plato is also ultimately a Form of the Good, and that the pleasures that 
are evoked by our contemplation of beautiful things are 'pure'. 

Now if Plato is right, we should not expect there to be disagreement 
about whether a given work of art is or is not beautiful (provided we 
leave aside the possibility that a listener may be tone-deaf or an observer 
blind to 'symmetry'). Yet we do differ greatly in our appreciation and 
assessment of art, music and literature. Some people have therefore 
maintained that beauty is indeed 'in the eye of the beholder', or that it is 
but a capacity possessed by works of art to 'cause' the idea of beauty in 
us. Some other philosophers, in particular Ayer, and critics (especially I. 
A. Richards) have argued that the language used about beauty is 
essentially emotive (compare Chs 5.7 and 7.2). The problem of reconci
ling subjectivity of response with the presumed universality of aesthetic 
judgement is one which Kant grappled with in his third Critique, The 
Critique of Judgement, Part I. (*It will be useful to check over what you 
have learned about Kant's theory of knowledge and ethics, as his views 
of art are an integral part of his philosophical system.) Only a short 
summary of some of the main ideas will be given here. 

When we describe a flower as being red we are, according to Kant, 
essentially subsuming sensory data under concepts. But in the case of a 
judgement like 'This flower is beautiful' we are relating what is being 
perceived to what he calls 'a delight ... apart from any interest'. This is 
a 'judgement of taste' (as contrasted with 'judgements of the agreeable'). 
He goes on to show (in the 'Analytic of the Beautiful') that although such 
judgements of taste are singular they do have (a priori) universal validity, 
that is, we expect other people to react to the object (the beautiful 
flower) in the same way as we do. This cannot be proved, for we are not 
dealing here with concepts; and my taste cannot serve as an adequate 
ground for another's. So what is the basis for Kant's assertion that 
judgements of taste are both universal and refer necessarily (but 
'synthetically') to aesthetic satisfaction? His 'Transcendental Deduction' 
is difficult to follow. But again we can grasp the central points by contrast 
with the 'Deduction' of the first Critique. Empirical knowledge is 
possible, he says, because the raw data of sense are subsumed under the 
concepts of the understanding mediated or synthesized by the imagina
tion. In the case of judgements of taste, however, the imagination and 
understanding are in a state of 'free-play'. This condition is brought 
about by what he calls the 'purposiveness without purpose', which is 
characteristic of an aesthetic object in so far as in its wholeness of form or 
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appearance it looks as if it has some sort of function, although it has not. 
As a result of this 'purposiveness' and 'free-play' we experience a 
disinterested satisfaction which depends on our awareness of a harmony 
between the understanding and the imagination. Since it has already 
been established in the first Critique that our understanding and imagina
tion work together (because we share knowledge), so we are all capable 
of feeling their 'free-play' and hence of experiencing aesthetic pleasure. 

For, since the delight is not based on any inclination of the Subject (or 
on any other deliberate interest), but the subject feels himself comp
letely free in respect of the liking which he accords to the object, he can 
find as reason for his delight no personal conditions to which his own 
subjective self might alone be party. Hence he must regard it as resting 
on what he may also presuppose in every other person; and therefore 
he must believe that he has reason for demanding a similar delight 
from every one. [Critique of Judgement, section 6] 

In addition to his examination of 'beauty' Kant also investigates the 
concept of the 'sublime' in the third Critique ('Analytic of the Sublime'). 
Following Edmund Burke (A Philosophical Inquiry into the Origin of 
Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, 1756), Kant tries to show that 
our feeling of the sublime is a different kind of satisfaction which arises 
from our contemplation of the greatness of human reason and our 
recognition of our moral worth. 

In Part II of the Critique of Judgement (the 'Critique of Teleological 
Judgement') Kant seeks to use his analyses of the beautiful and the 
sublime to reconcile the phenomenal and noumenal worlds of nature and 
freedom respectively, which he had examined in the first two Critiques. 
Our experience both of the formal 'purposiveness' we perceive in beauty 
and of the terrifying formlessness of nature's sublimity underpin our 
morality and point to a cosmic purpose (compare Kant's ethics, discussed 
inCh. 5.3). 

The fundamental difficulty with Kant's theory is that in the last 
analysis it fails to deal satisfactorily with aesthetic disputes. If I see a 
flower as beautiful, it may well be that, given the validity of Kant's 
'Transcendental Deduction', I should expect other people to perceive it 
in the same way and acknowledge its aesthetic qualities. The fact 
remains, however, that critics continue to disagree about the merits and 
demerits of paintings, symphonies and novels. So, to complete this 
chapter, we shall now look briefly at another standard against which the 
'worth' of a work of art is often judged, namely its role or 'function' in 
society. 

9.4 ART AND SOCIETY 

Reading: Collingwood, Principles of Art, ch. XIV 
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Many philosophers and artists, starting with the Greeks, have suggested 
that the fundamental criterion by which the 'goodness' of works of art 
should be judged is the contribution they make to society. Certainly, 
what artists do cannot be seen in isolation from culture as a whole. Art 
(like ethics, religion, and science) is- to use Wittgenstein's phrase 
again - a 'form of life'. It is akin to a game which is played in accordance 
with rules, and 'what belongs to a language game is a whole culture' 
(Lectures on Aesthetics, I, section 26). 'The words we call expressions of 
aesthetic judgement play a very complicated role, but a very definite 
role, in what we call a culture of a period' (25). 'In order to get a clear 
idea about aesthetic words you have to describe ways of living' (35). 
Wittgenstein also suggests that the rules appropriate to, say, music are 
different from those used in the appreciation of architecture (23). And 
there is no doubt that in most civilizations there is a close, even 
symbiotic, relationship between art, religion, ethics, science, and philo
sophy. It is understandable therefore that the influences of art on a 
culture and in particular on its social aspects should have been taken 
seriously. Some writers, Tolstoy for example, have argued that for a 
work of art to be regarded as such it must communicate feelings of 
universal brotherhood; it must bind men together. Art is necessarily 
religious in nature. Many Marxist-Leninist thinkers, however, argue that 
the function of the artist is to serve the 'revolution', by making explicit 
the socio-economic 'laws' which determine human culture and by 
furthering the 'class-struggle'. The artist is thus primarily a propagandist 
and his work is to be judged on this basis. (Whether art itself can be 
explained completely in terms of the socio-economic infrastructure is an 
open question and one which does not seem to have been fully worked 
out by dialecticians - if the frequent acrimonious debates and ritual 
purges of artists in, say, the (pre-Glasnost) Soviet Union are anything to 
go by. Consider the experiences of Pasternak and Shostakovitch, for 
example.) (On Marxism and society compare Cbs 6 and 11.) 

*Criticisms 
Three points in particular can be made about such an approach to art. 

(1) Both the Tolstoyan (religious) and the Marxist (atheistic and 
dialectical) standpoints effectively brand as 'decadent' or 'bourgeois' 
many of the works of art which most people for one reason or another 
would regard as 'great'. 

(2) Emphasis on the social impact of art is not inconsistent with 
appreciation of the aesthetic qualities it may be supposed to possess by 
virtue of its formal structures. 

(3) Similarly the social importance of art should not be allowed to 
obscure its significance for the individual artist or other individuals who 
may feel that a particular work in some sense speaks to the 'human 
condition'. Indeed many English literary critics starting with Matthew 
Arnold and (some would say) ending with F. R. Leavis assess writing in 
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terms of its ability to generate self-knowledge and 'intense moral 
seriousness'. 

Conclusion 
We are faced with the problem of reconciling (a) different critical 
appraisals of works of art and (b) two apparently opposed views of art -
'art for art's sake' and art as propaganda. 

As to the first, it has to be recognised that Wittgenstein's 'rules' for the 
'correct' use of aesthetic language can change. Sometimes only a few 
rules change (compare Wittgenstein, Lectures on Aesthetics, I, section 
16). But often the changes are more radical: 

Suppose Lewy has what is called a cultured taste in painting. This is 
something entirely different to what was called a cultured taste in the 
fifteenth century. An entirely different game was played. He does 
something entirely different with it to what a man did then. [29] 

A suitable way of dealing with aesthetic disagreements might therefore 
be to develop a 'consensus' theory similar to that suggested in the chapter 
on Ethics. The judgements we make about works of art at any particular 
cultural stage should take into consideration not only their forms and 
structures, and the techniques of the creator, but also his intentions. 
(Would we regard a pleasing pattern produced by a chimpanzee let loose 
with pots of different coloured paints as a work of art? Perhaps this is 
why we have reservations about 'action' painting.) It may well be that in 
the light of such considerations sensitive and experienced critics come to 
articulate the artistic standards of a culture. This is not, however, to 
argue in favour of elitism or an 'aristocracy' of taste. Each of us can make 
use of his or her own judgement, and through informed discussion can 
seek to reinforce, refine, modify or even to change the consensus 
radically - as indeed some 'great' artists themselves have done. One 
need only mention Picasso in painting, Joyce in literature, and Stravinsky 
in music. But it may well be that despite changes in the 'rules'- or in our 
interpretation of them - there is a certain lowest common denominator 
of taste in aesthetics (as there could also be in ethics in relation to the 
'rightness' of actions and the 'goodness' of intentions and consequences) 
which can be identified in different cultures and cultural stages. 

The second problem is more controversial. Certainly account should 
be taken of the social consequences of the arts. Does this mean that 
censorship can be justified? Plato had no doubts about this. But there is a 
powerful tradition particularly in Britain that the freedom of the artist to 
express himself through his chosen medium should be infringed as little 
as possible. How can the relative claims of the individual and society be 
reconciled? First of all, it has to be said that censorship of 'bad' art would 
not seem to be justified on aesthetic grounds. If it can be shown that the 
consequences of a particular work are likely to be 'bad' for society, then 
whatever objections are raised should be based on moral and Legal 
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considerations. Is the work liable to offend public decency? Is it 
blasphemous? Is it likely to encourage crime? And so on. The problems 
here concern definitions and the assessment of probabilities. What are 
meant by 'liable' and 'likely'? Who is to say? An eminent critic, or 'the 
man on the Clapham omnibus'? Should a utilitarian criterion be 
adopted? If but one person finds a work of art offensive, should that be 
regarded as sufficient justification for restricting the artist's freedom to 
publish (and others to enjoy his composition)? Probably what is required 
in any 'civilized' society is a reasonable balance. The artist should 
recognise that the creating and exhibiting of a work of art is at least 
potentially a publicly observable act. He should therefore paint, write, or 
compose his music responsibly and with integrity, aware of the wider 
implications. Likewise those with moraVreligious axes to grind should 
think of issues such as freedom of the artist and the value of such 
freedom to society as a whole or to individual committed to a different 
set of ideals or principles. Indeed it can be argued that in the last analysis 
the responsibility of the artist, writer - and philosopher - should be to 
the individual, and that this must outweigh his obligation to reflect or 
support any political or religious ideology which lays claim to 'Absolute 
Truth'. For without the individual's freedom to examine, choose, accept 
or reject, 'commitment' is worthless. If mankind is to survive there can 
be no room for fanatics who would as soon shoot a writer as allow him to 
express a view inconsistent with their beliefs. Art, like other manifesta
tions of the human spirit - religion, ethics, and science - must be given 
room to breathe and develop. 

As you will appreciate. there are many problems in the philosophy of 
art we have been unable to investigate. And those we have studied have 
been examined only cursorily. But this chapter should have been 
sufficient to enable you to find your way around yet another part of the 
philosophical landscape; and you will of course gain further assistance 
from the books listed below. 

QUESTIONS 

Essay questions (texts and problems) 
1. 'The artist's representation is ... a long way removed from truth'. 

(Republic 598) Discuss what Plato means by this. 
2. 'The only poetry that should be allowed in a state is hymns to the 

gods and paeans in praise of good men'. (Republic 607) Examine Plato's 
assertion critically. 
3. How does Aristotle's concept of 'imitation' differ from Plato's? 
4. What does Aristotle mean by 'catharsis'? 
5. Discuss some of the difficulties inherent in mimetic theories of art. 
6. Art is the imaginative expression of emotion. Examine this claim 

with reference to Collingwood's theory of art. 
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7. Is it possible to separate our evaluation of a work of art from our 
knowledge of the artist's intentions? 
8. 'Music does not consist of heard noises, paintings do not consist of 

seen colours, and so forth.' (Collingwood) Do you agree? 
9. Examine the concept of 'significant form' as used by Bell, Fry, and 

Langer. 
10. For a work of art to be called good it must be beautiful. Examine this 
assertion. 
11. 'The purpose of aesthetic criticism is not so much to give knowledge 
as to communicate emotion.' (Ayer) Discuss. 
12. Why does Kant think we are all capable of experiencing aesthetic 
pleasure? 
13. Examine Kant's concept of 'purposiveness'. 
14. Are judgements of taste universal, as Kant maintains? 
15. The function of art is to instruct, not to please. Discuss. 
16. 'In order to get a clear idea about aesthetic words you have to 
describe ways of living.' Investigate the meaning and implications of 
Wittgenstein's assertion. 
17. How might one set about distinguishing qualitatively between, say, a 
song by Schubert and the winning entry in the Eurovision song contest? 
18. Discuss the justification in a democratic society for banning a work 
of art on the grounds (a) of blasphemy, (b) sedition, and (c) obscenity. 
19. 'Art [in the theatre]- the image, not the fact- cannot degrade and 
corrupt, though it certainly upsets and disturbs.' Do you agree? 
20. 'Science is abstract, life is concrete, literature bridges the gap.' 
Discuss with examples. [IB 1988] 
21. Do you agree with Sartre's view (Existentialism and Humanism) that 
an ethical choice may be compared to the construction of a work of art? 

Notes/guided answers have been provided for questions 1, 7, and 20. 
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METAPHYSICS 

10.1 WHAT IS METAPHYSICS? 

Reading: Kant, Critique of Pure Reason (or Prolegomena); Ayer, 
Language, Truth and Logic, esp. chs I and II; Wittgenstein, Trac
tatus Logico-Philosophicus and Philosophical Investigations; 
Popper, Conjectures and Refutations, chs. 7, 8, and 11 

You will remember that a few brief comments were made about 
metaphysics at the beginning of the book. The purpose of this chapter is 
to examine a number of central metaphysical issues. But first we shall 
sketch out some of the differing views about the nature of metaphysics as 
a branch of philosophy and consider several influential criticisms. 

It is not easy to pin down exactly what metaphysics is; so-called 
metaphysical issues are inextricably linked with problems of epistemo
logy and philosophical logic. But it might fairly be said that while 
epistemology is about the nature of knowledge and how we have 
knowledge, metaphysics is concerned rather with what there is, or with 
what we refer to by such all-embracing terms as 'reality', 'existence' and 
'being'. This suggests a second feature said by some philosophers to 
characterize metaphysical thinking, namely a concern with generality or 
comprehensiveness. While individual sciences, such as physics or bio
logy, and 'human' sciences like history and sociology are concerned with 
particular and partial investigations into the world, metaphysics, it is 
said, seeks to articulate and describe the cosmos in its totality. Judged by 
these broad criteria, Plato was indisputably a metaphysical philosopher, 
as was Aristotle (who was the first to use the term- see Ch. 3). St 
Thomas Aquinas was the greatest metaphysician of the medieval period. 
Building on the foundations laid by Plato and Aristotle, he was con
cerned not only to reconcile Christian theology with philosophical 
speculation, but also to analyse such concepts as existence and essence, 
substance, universals, and particulars. In the 'modern' era, Descartes, 



303 

Leibniz, Hegel, Bradley, and Whitehead (who analyses nature in terms 
of 'processes', 'events', or 'occasions') may be cited as metaphysicians of 
the first rank. The climate of thought during much of the present 
century, particularly in Britain, has, however, been largely inimical to 
metaphysical thinking as a result of the influence of logical positivism 
and, more recently, so-called linguistic analysis. We shall consider each 
of these shortly. But first of all some reference must be made to Kant's 
attempted rejection of metaphysics. 

In Chapter 4.9 we gave a brief outline of Kant's theory of knowledge. 
We shall not attempt to provide a fuller account here. Quite apart from 
considerations of space, his Critique of Pure Reason will be found quite 
demanding for the beginner. But it is important to understand the impact 
Kant's philosophy made on traditional metaphysical thinking. The 
essential feature of traditional metaphysics (which for Kant meant 
particularly the philosophy of Wolff, a disciple of Leibniz) is its concern 
with a supposed 'reality' that transcends experience and which is alleged 
to be accessible only to pure reason. It was this characteristic in 
particular which Kant objected to. As he wrote in the Preface to the First 
Edition of the Critique: 

The perplexity into which (human reason] ... falls is not due to any 
fault of its own. It begins with principles which it has no option save to 
employ in the course of experience, and which this experience at the 
same time abundantly justifies it in using. Rising with their aid (since it 
is determined to this also by its own nature) to ever higher, ever more 
remote, conditions, it soon becomes aware that in this way- the 
questions never ceasing- its work must always remain incomplete; 
and it therefore finds itself compelled to resort to principles which 
overstep all possible empirical employment, and which yet seem so 
unobjectionable that even ordinary consciousness readily accepts 
them. But by this procedure human reason precipitates itself into 
darkness and contradictions; and while it may indeed conjecture that 
these must be in some way due to concealed errors, it is not in a 
position to be able to detect them. For since the principles of which it is 
making use transcend the limits of experience, they are no longer 
subject to any empirical test. The battle-field of these endless contro
versies is called metaphysics. [A viii] 

It is Kant's primary aim in the Critique to investigate the proper use and 
limits of reason and as a result to reject the dogmatic claims of 
metaphysics in a strict sense (that is, the 'metaphysics of speculative 
reason'). By contrast, both mathematics and natural science are 
'possible' and constitute knowledge in so far as they are both grounded in 
a union of the senses and the understanding, and contain synthetic a 
priori judgements as principles. Nevertheless metaphysics is possible 'as 
natural disposition': 
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For human reason, without being moved merely by the idle desire to 
extent and variety of knowledge, proceeds impetuously, driven on by 
an inward need, to questions such as cannot be answered by any 
empirical employment of reason, or by principles thence derived. Thus 
in all men, as soon as their reason has become ripe for speculation, 
there has always existed and will always continue to exist some kind of 
metaphysics. [B 21] 

(The 'questions' Kant refers to here relate of course to the concepts of 
God, freedom, and immortality.) 

Kant's objections to metaphysical speculation are echoed by Ayer's 
remark in Language, Truth and Logic: 'Surely from empirical premisses 
nothing whatsoever concerning the properties, or even the existence, of 
anything super-empirical can legitimately be inferred' (p. 33, hardback 
edn). But the grounds for the logical positivists' criticism of metaphysical 
claims lie in their doctrines of linguistic 'meaning' and verification. 

The metaphysician ... does not intend to write nonsense. He lapses 
into it through being deceived by grammar, or through committing 
errors of reasoning, such as that which leads to the view that the 
sensible world is unreal. [Ayer, p. 45) 

One cannot overthrow a system of transcendent metaphysics merely by 
criticising the way in which it comes into being. What is required is 
rather a criticism of the nature of the actual statements which comprise 
it. [Ayer, p. 34) 

And it was the hope of positivists such as Ayer that metaphysical 
statements might be reformulated by translation into empirical (scienti
fic) statements. 

We have already said something about Ayer's 'principle of verifica
tion' in Ch. 8.2. It is important to note here that since the initial 
publication of Language, Truth and Logic, which, as Ayer himself admits 
in the second edition, was 'in every sense a young man's book' and 
'written with more passion than most philosophers allow themselves to 
show', his views have undergone some change. In the first edition, a 
statement is 'weakly' verifiable and therefore meaningful if 'some 
possible sense-experience would be relevant to the determination of its 
truth or falsehood'. Recognising the vagueness of such a criterion and the 
'liberality' of a subsequent formulation (in that it 'allows meaning to any 
statement whatsoever'), Ayer finally proposes that for a (non-analytic) 
statement to be literally meaningful it should be either directly or 
indirectly verifiable. A statement is said to be directly verifiable if 'it is 
either itself an observation-statement, or is such that in conjunction with 
one or more observation-statements is entails at least one observation
statement which is not deducible from these other premises alone' 
(Language, Truth and Logic, Introduction). 
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·comments and criticisms 
You will of course need to read the introduction to the second edition if 
you are to understand fully his new formulation of the verification 
principle and the reasons for his having modified his original position. 
But it is clear that he remains unsympathetic to traditional metaphysics. 
So what response can be made to Ayer's use of the criterion of 
verifiability as a 'methodological principle'? 

(1) It should be pointed out first of all that the principle has been 
criticized by Popper on the grounds that no finite series of observations 
could ever establish the truth of a hypothesis beyond doubt. Ayer, 
however, argues ( ch. I) that a hypothesis cannot be conclusively confuted 
(that is, falsified). You can follow up this dispute yourself (see the 
discussion of Popper's methodology in Ch. 7.3 above). So far as the 
metaphysician is concerned, of course, it matters little whether the 
'criterion of demarcation' between science and metaphysics is one of 
verification or falsification. 

(2) One major difficulty with Ayer's verification principle is that the 
notion of an 'observation-statement' is not as clear as one would wish. 
He indicates that the truth of such a statement is grounded in the 
occurrence of some 'sense-content'; and this is defined as an immediate 
datum of 'outer' or of' "introspective" sensation'. But, as we have seen 
(Ch. 4.8), there are difficulties in Ayer's phenomenalism both in 
connection with (a) his proposed translation of sentences about 'material 
objects' and 'minds' into sentences about sense-contents, and (b) the 
'privacy' of sense-contents. And it should also be noted that phenome
nalist or sense-datum theories are themselves not free of metaphysical 
assumptions. (This is a point you might like to think about for yourself.) 

(3) A second difficulty is that much more than metaphysics seems to be 
excluded by Ayer's criterion. Take, for example, a statement such as 
'happiness is its own reward'. It is arguable that this statement cannot 
easily be regarded as an observation-statement or that it entails one in 
conjunction with other such observation-statements. This is not to say of 
course that human language is not in the last analysis closely linked to 
what we experience through our senses (see Ch. 11). But this would not 
be sufficient forAyer; for if there is such a connection then all words of 
the language, including 'metaphysical' terms, could be said to originate 
from 'observations', though at varying degrees of removal from them 
(which perhaps might correspond to their relative levels of abstractness). 

(4) Statements like 'happiness is its own reward' are clearly meaningful 
in some sense of the term. So what is their status if the verificationist's 
translation into observation-statements cannot be easily effected - if at 
all? Ayer (in the second edition) does grant that 'it is indeed open to 
anyone to adopt a different criterion of meaning and so to produce an 
alternative definition which may very well correspond to one of the ways 
in which the word "meaning" is commonly used'. He doubts though that 
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statements satisfying a different criterion would be capable of being 
understood in the sense in which we understand scientific or common
sense statements. But what are 'common-sense' statements? Is not 'God 
is good' just as much a common-sense statement as 'happiness is its own 
reward'? Or, if 'common sense' can be defined more narrowly to exclude 
religious, aesthetic, or more general 'metaphysical' statements (and this 
might seem to be a rather arbitrary procedure), Ayer does not seem to be 
denying that such statements might still be understood. Of course 
statements like 'God is good', 'material objects exist', 'human beings 
have minds', and so on, are probably not scientific: it may be they are not 
'common sensical'. But does it follow that they are non-sense? Ayer 
himself seems to recognise that metaphysicians are unlikely to yield to 
the claims of the verification principle when he suggests that it needs to 
be supported by detailed analyses of particular metaphysical arguments if 
metaphysics is to be effectively eliminated. 

Wittgenstein's approach to metaphysics has been equally significant. In 
his Tractatus he suggested that propositions or sentences are in some 
analogical sense pictures of reality, that is, of 'states-of-affairs' in the 
world. 'Behind' propositions are thoughts which 'contain' the possibility 
of states-of-affairs. 'Elementary' propositions (of which other proposi
tions are 'truth-functional' complexes) are made up of names which 
denote simple 'objects' in the world. (There are similarities here between 
Wittgenstein's thesis and that of Russell [his supervisor at Cambridge] in 
the latter's 'Logical Atomism': but whereas Russell seeks to identify 
simple or basic objects as seemingly unanalysable properties or 'sense
data' such as yellow, Wittgenstein fails to identify simples, though he 
regards them as a priori necessary to set out the limits and presupposi
tions of language (just as Kant was trying to show the limits of reason). 
Ethics, metaphysics, the 'mystical' are inexpressible: they are 'beyond' 
the world; they are 'transcendental' (compare Kant's 'noumenal'). 
Wittgenstein does not dismiss metaphysics as nonsense; things do exist 
about which we can say nothing. But they are non-sensical, for whatever 
can be said must be expressed in propositions which 'picture' the facts 
which are in and constitute the world. (*The Tractatus is an extraordi
narily complex book, which, despite its logical structure, clarity and 
perceptive insights, is full of cryptic utterances about language and its 
relationship to thought and the world. At some stage in your studies you 
will find it well worth the effort to study the book in depth. Some 
knowledge of it will in any case be essential if you are to appreciate the 
significance of Wittgenstein's later writings, especially the Philosophical 
Investigations. The extremely short account given here, however, should 
enable you at least to investigate the parallels and differences between 
Wittgenstein's early philosophy and the views of the logical positivists 
with whom he [and Popper] had regular discussions and who were 
influenced by the Tractatus.) 
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Wittgenstein subsequently retracted most of what he had said in 1921 
and developed the thesis that metaphysics arises in some sense from a 
'misuse' of language. (*Compare Ryle's approach to traditional philoso
phical problems, whose rejection of a Cartesian-type dualism by refe
rence to the notion of a 'category-mistake' was examined in Ch. 4.6). 
The problem with metaphysical utterances, Wittgenstein says, is that 
they use ordinary forms of language in odd ways. Suppose I ask, 'How do 
we know chairs exist?' In reply someone might say, 'Look, use your 
eyes'; 'you can touch them'. But if I asked whether numbers exist, or 
God exists, it would seem that I was expecting some sort of empirical 
evidence or criterion. But in our everyday language do we ever use 'exist' 
in this sense as applicable to numbers or God? To refer to such 'entities' 
as if they were objects like chairs, which we can see and feel, is to misuse 
language. 'Philosophical problems arise when language goes on holiday' 
[Philosophical Investigations, section 381]. Traditional philosophical 
problems arise because 'when language is looked at, what is looked at is a 
form of words and not the use made by the form of words' (Lectures and 
Conversations I, 5). 

'The essential thing about metaphysics: it obliterates the distinction 
between factual and conceptual investigations' (Zettel, section 458). 
What the philosopher must do therefore if his intelligence is not to be 
bewitched by means of language (Investigations, section 109) is to look at 
the ways words are used in ordinary discourse: 

When philosophers use a word- 'knowledge', 'being', 'object', 'I', 
'proposition', 'name'- and try to grasp the essence of the thing, one 
must always ask oneself: is the word ever actually used in this way in 
the language which is its original home? - What we do is to bring 
words back from their metaphysical to their everyday use. 
[Investigations, section 116] 

We must 'show the fly the way out of the fly-bottle' (op. cit. 309). It 
should be stressed though that although metaphysics for Wittgenstein is 
'nonsense', in that 'it is produced by trying to express by the use of 
language what ought to be embodied in the grammar' (Lectures 
1930-33), he is not anti-metaphysical (any more than he was in the 
Tractatus). Philosophical problems, he says, 'have the character of depth. 
They are deep disquietudes; their roots are as deep in us as the forms of 
our language and their significance is as great as the importance of our 
language' (Investigations, 111). Consider the question 'Are sense-data 
the material of which the universe is made?' There is an objection, 
Wittgenstein says, to saying that a 'grammatical' movement has been 
made. 'What you have primarily discovered is a new way of looking at 
things. As if you had invested a new way of painting; or, again, a new 
metre, or a new kind of song' (op. cit. 401). The comparison here with 
art or poetry is significant. Wittgenstein sees it as entirely desirable to try 
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to talk about art, religion, ethics - and metaphysics: what he criticizes is 
when ordinary language is used out of its proper context for the purpose. 
This of course raises the fundamental problem: is language ever anything 
other than 'ordinary' - can we ever escape the rules of our grammar 
(that is, our concepts)? This is a question which has been taken up 
particularly by P. F. Strawson, Ryle's successor at Oxford. 

As we mentioned in the Introduction to this book, Strawson (in his 
Individuals, pp. 9-10) has distinguished between 'descriptive' and 'revi
sionary' metaphysics. Descriptive metaphysics, which is represented by 
such philosophers as Aristotle and Kant, is concerned 'to lay bare the 
most general features of our conceptual structure'. It is similar in 
intention to logical or conceptual analysis (such as Wittgenstein's) which 
relies on a close examination of the actual use of word but it is wider in 
scope and digs more deeply. 'Ordinary language' philosophies tend to 
'assume, and not to expose, those general elements of structure which 
the metaphysician wants revealed'. Revisionary metaphysicians such as 
Descartes, Leibniz, and Berkeley, on the other hand, seek 'to produce a 
better structure' of our thought about the world. But it is Strawson's 
argument that revisionary metaphysics is at the service of descriptive 
metaphysics; for however much we change our concepts 'there is a 
massive central core of human thinking which has no history - or none 
recorded in histories of thought; there are categories and concepts which, 
in their most fundamental character, change not at all'. 

This theory of a 'central core' has been implicitly disputed by the 
American linguists Edward Sapir and Benjamin Lee Whorf. Their 
hypothesis is, roughly, that the concepts we use - Whorf refers to 
'crypotypes' or 'categories of semantic organization'- are determined by 
our language and that therefore as we switch from one language to 
another so will our 'world view' change. 

The forms of a person's thoughts are controlled by inexorable laws of 
pattern of which he is unconscious. These patterns are the unperceived 
intricate systematizations of his own language . . . And every langu
age is a vast pattern-system, different from others, in which are 
culturally ordained the forms and categories by which the personality 
not only communicates, but also analyzes nature, notices or neglects 
types of relationship and phenomena, channels his reasoning, and 
builds the house of his consciousness. [Language, Thought, and 
Reality, p. 252] 

Whorl came to this conclusion as a result of his field research into the 
language of the Hopi Indians. He claimed, for example, that the Hopi 
verb lacks tenses and that the Hopi do not need to use terms that refer to 
space or time as such. Spatial and temporal terms are 

recast into expressions of extension, operation, and cyclical process 
provided they refer to the solid objective realm. They are recast into 
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expressions of subjectivity if they refer to the subjective realm - the 
future, the psychic-mental, the mythical period, and the invisibly 
distant and conjectural generally. [p. 64) 

The general consensus of linguists and philosophers who have investi
gated this problem, however, is that the hypothesis does not stand up to 
close examination. All human beings seem to be endowed with much the 
same physiological and mental apparatus for responding to and talking 
about the world; and there seems to be no convincing evidence to 
suppose that we do not all work with the same kinds of 'hard-core' 
concepts (material objects, persons, space, time, number and so on) 
regardless of the language we use. The Whorfian hypothesis does 
however carry some credibility if it is interpreted in a weaker sense to 
refer to the reflection of cultural idiosyncrasies, particularly of a practical 
nature, in the grammar and vocabulary of a given language. Eskimo 
contains a large number of words meaning 'snow', each emphasizing a 
special aspect. Some Australian Aborigine languages are alleged to have 
no number words above 'three'. Likewise, it is probably true to say that 
certain words have 'emotional' overtones (think of the significance of 
'Heimat' for Germans) or make complete sense only in the context of the 
culture in which they are grounded (for example, words which refer to 
customs, religious rites, codes of honour, and so on). 

W. V. 0. Quine (b. 1908) perhaps leaves the issue open by arguing (in 
Word and Object) that 'radical translation' between different languages is 
not possible because of 'indeterminacy of correlation'. Language for him 
is understood as a set of dispositions to respond to socially observable 
stimuli. So to ascertain whether a native uttering the word 'Gavagai' in 
his language means the same as what we mean when we refer to a rabbit, 
we must compare the stimulus conditions. But the problem here, he 
argues, is that we can never demonstrate complete synonymity. It may be 
that 'Gavagai' is used by the native to refer to 'mere stages, or brief 
segments' of rabbits. And we cannot ask the native 'Is this the same 
rabbit as that?' without already having established an unambiguous 
correlation between our respective responses to the terms 'the same' and 
'that'. We can of course attempt to compile a list of native 'words' by 
'segmenting heard utterances into conveniently short recurrent parts' 
and equate them hypothetically to English words and phrases. Quine 
calls these lists 'analytical hypotheses'. (The native 'words' - and of 
course the English ones - are required to carry sentences which are 
'stimulus-analytic', that is, sentences to which a subject would assent 
after every stimulation, within the modulus.) But, says Quine, 

there can be no doubt that rival systems of analytical hypotheses can fit 
the totality of speech behaviour to perfection, and can fit the totality of 
dispositions to speech behaviour as well, and still specify mutually 
incompatible translations of countless sentences insusceptible of inde
pendent control. [p. 72) 
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Moreover: 

There is less basis of comparison - less sense in saying what is good 
translation and what is bad - the farther we get away from sentences 
with visibly direct conditioning to non-verbal stimuli and the farther we 
get off home ground. [p. 78) 

Quine's attitude to the Whorfian hypothesis is thus agnostic: there is 
simply no way of knowing whether 'deep differences of language carry 
with them ultimate differences in the way one thinks or looks on the 
world' (p. 77). Consequently he adopts a more flexible and pragmatic 
attitude towards Strawson's distinction between descriptive and revision
ary metaphysics. We shall come back to this again in section 5. But 
before that we shall examine three important metaphysical problems -
mind, causation and freedom. 

10.2 MIND 

Reading: Descartes, Meditations II and VI; Ryle, The Concept of 
Mind; Searle, Minds, Brains and Science (Reith Lectures, 1984), 
Freud, Five Lectures on Psychoanalysis and Outline of Psycho
analysis 

You will probably find it useful to start by checking through again the 
main points made in Chapter 4.10. But note that whereas we were 
concerned there mainly with the problem of knowledge - how we can 
know ourselves and others - in this section we are going to deal with 
such questions as: 'What is the nature of the mind?' and 'How is it related 
to the body?' They are considered to be metaphysical to the extent that 
science either has not or, perhaps, cannot provide adequate answers. 

It can scarcely be denied that we have bodies; we can see and touch 
them (though some philosophers, for example, Plato and Bradley, will 
argue about their status - perhaps they are but appearances or only 
semi-real?) But in what sense can we talk of our having minds? If they 
'exist' at all, it is doubtful that we can describe them in terms of any of 
the five senses. So what are they? What are their characteristics? As we 
have already discussed, Descartes tried to show that mind is an individual 
substance possessing its own special properties and entirely distinct from 
the body to which, however, it is conjoined by the fiat of an omnipotent 
creator. It would not be too much of an exaggeration to say that most 
subsequent 'theories' of mind can be seen as attempts to deal with the 
difficulties raised by this essentially dualistic position of Descartes. But 
before looking at these let us set out some of the criteria which have been 
proposed for distinguishing minds (or, to use the terminology preferred 
by many modern writers, mental states, processes, or events) from bodies, 
or non-mental states. 
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Consciousness. This is a criterion adopted by Descartes himself. States of 
mind are states of thinking or consciousness. But he is using the term 
'consciousness' in a wide sense; a 'thinking thing' is, he says, one that 
doubts, understands, affirms, denies, wills, refuses, that imagines also, 
and perceives. 
Privacy. It is sometimes claimed that mental states are characterized by 
the fact that they are private to the possessor; he is said to have 
'privileged access'. Thus: I alone am aware of my own pain; I can keep 
my thoughts to myself; and so on. 
Intentionality. This concept first appeared in medieval scholasticism but 
it was adopted and developed by the Austrian philosopher F. Brentano 
(1838-1917). It is now associated particularly with the phenomenology of 
Husserl. Use is also made of the term by Sartre in his Being and 
Nothingness (see Ch. 4.10 above). Essentially 'intentionality' (the philo
sophers of the Middle Ages called it 'the intentional inexistence' of an 
object) is used to refer to a feature alleged to be possessed by mental 
states, namely that they are directed towards an object which may or may 
not 'really' exist. Thus, even if there is no such thing as a unicorn, in 
thinking about a unicorn we are thinking about something, which is 
accorded some sort of ontological status. This feature is held by 
Brentano to be exclusively characteristic of mental phenomena: 'No 
physical phenomenon manifests anything similar. Consequently, we can 
define mental phenomena by saying that they are such phenomena as 
include an object intentionally within themselves'. (The relevance of the 
intentionality doctrine to problems of reality will be looked at in section 
5.) 

•comments and criticisms 
Each of these suggestions has some merit, but they are all open to 
difficulties. 

(1) Descartes' identification of the mental with 'thought' or 'conscious
ness' fails for a number of reasons. (a) As Bernard Williams has pointed 
out, we may often notice something and 'take it in' without actually being 
aware of it. It may be much later that our perceptions are brought to 
consciousness. (b) Closely connected with (a), unconscious activity could 
not, on Descartes' criterion, be regarded as mental. Moreover, does the 
mind cease to exist when we are asleep? (c) It would be incorrect to 
regard desires, hopes, beliefs and so on as properties of bodies: yet we 
may be said to have them without being always conscious of them. 
Descartes cannot account for tendencies, capacities, or dispositions. 

(2) It is a truism to say you cannot have my experiences. But it is 
doubtful whether this provides an adequate criterion for distinguishing 
between the mental and the non-mental. Through our overt bodily 
behaviour, or through the medium of a shared language we are able to 
communicate these 'inner' experiences to each other. Indeed, it is 
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arguable that at least a rudimentary language is a prerequisite for us to be 
able to reflect to ourselves about our own thoughts and sensations. 

(3) Intentionality is perhaps the most promising candidate. It has, 
however, been objected that while such a criterion can cope with mental 
states that are associated with beliefs, hopes, and so on (which may be 
thought of as involving a proposition - 'I believe that ... ', for 
example), it fails in the case of, say, pain. Pain is not something of which 
we can say correctly that we are aware. But what exactly does having a 
pain or being in pain involve? If you stick a pin into me, I shall instantly 
react by moving away from the stimulus. This is an instinctive response, a 
survival mechanism refined in the course of animal evolution. But a 
fraction of time after my skin has been pierced (if not simultaneously) an 
unpleasant sensation reveals itself: pain, we may say, forces itself into my 
consciousness. It is difficult to understand why we should not talk of 
there being a mental state which is characterized by some sort of 
object-directedness- which, in this case, can be located at the point of 
impact of the pin. 

Even if these three suggested criteria are inadequate, many philo
sophers would not wish to deny the existence of mental states or, more 
controversially, of minds. Let us therefore move on to consider some of 
the implications of this position. 

Dualism 
Let us suppose with Descartes that there are minds and bodies. There are 
two questions in particular that have been posed from time to time 
which, it is argued, such a theory must answer if it is to be taken 
seriously. (a) Where is the mind? (b) How does it relate to the body? As 
'ordinary' non-philosophical people we should probably want to say that 
if we 'have' a mind at all it must in some sense be located in the brain 
rather than being diffused throughout the whole body, though it can 
affect any part of it. This no doubt reflects our tendency to associate 
seeing, hearing, thinking and imagining with something going on in our 
head. But as we saw in Chapter 4, many philosophers (most notably 
Ryle) have objected that this ascription of spatial properties to mind is 
radically misconceived and casts doubt on the whole dualistic enterprise. 
Descartes, of course, thought of the mind and body as radically different 
kinds of substances. The mind, for him, is spiritual and lacking exten
sion. But in his Passions of the Soul (Art. XXXI) he did talk in terms of 
the 'soul' as having a general influence throughout the body ('the soul is 
united to all the portions of the soul conjointly') and suggested only that 
it is in the brain (more specifically the pineal gland - though he adduces 
no good reason for this view) 'that it exercises its functions more 
particularly than in all the others'. Likewise in the Meditations (VI) he 
writes that the soul is lodged in the body not just like a pilot in a ship but 
'intimately conjoined' with it so that mind and body form a 'certain 
unity'. This must lead on to the tricky problem of interaction. How can 
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an essentially non-spatial substance connect with and influence physically 
extended matter? That there does seem to be some sort of connection is 
an assumption we usually take for granted in our everyday lives. We 
'will' our arm to reach out for the glass of whisky. We feel pain when we 
walk into a lamppost. Our 'mental' attitude can affect our performance 
in a competitive race. Likewise our physical condition can affect our 
mental proficiency. Then there are the more esoteric stories we may read 
about of yogin who are said to be able to levitate or walk on red-hot coals 
through the exercise of mental powers. But to refer to such phenomena is 
not to offer a solution to the problem of interaction. A number of 
'theories' have of course been put forward by philosophers from time to 
time. For example, according to the occasionalists (such as Malebranche, 
1638-1715), God intervenes on each occasion I choose to act. I decide to 
lift up a book; God provides the causal link between my (mental) 
'willing' and the (physical) movement of my arm. Leibniz (1646-1716), 
however, argued that God is involved but once, namely at the moment 
he created the universe, when he arranged for the two chains of events, 
the mental and physical, to act in perfect harmony. Thus there is a 
constant correlation between the two series of events. This theory is 
called parallelism. (*We shall not discuss these suggestions further, 
though they are both open to serious objections. You might like to work 
out some of these for yourself. And they are not of course the only 
theories.) 

If we leave aside the problem of interaction, dualism has yet another 
hurdle to overcome - the question of personal identity. This has already 
been examined to some extent in Chapter 4. So all we shall do here is to 
make the further point that on dualist assumptions it does not seem to be 
necessary that physical identity (presupposing that an adequate criterion 
can be decided upon) should be accompanied by a specific series of 
mental states- particularly as 'minds' are supposed to be non-spatial. 
How could we be certain that any given succession of mental states 
constituted just one mind? Could we not conceive of the possibility that 
two (or even more) minds inhabit a single body simultaneously? Perhaps 
a particular mind can appropriate some or all of the mental states of 
another mind? These speculations seem a little bizarre, but it is worth 
mentioning that recent psychological experiments involving brain bisec
tion lend some credence to such possibilities by indicating that the two 
sides of the brain may function in some sense independently of each 
other. Two minds occupying different hemispheres? This does seem to 
be a consequence of dualism. 

Monism 
In order to avoid these difficulties of 'mind-body' interaction some 
philosophers have argued against dualism by proposing a monistic 
solution. There are in fact a number of different types of monism. 

(1) The rationalist Spinoza (1632-77) rejected Descartes' view that 
minds and bodies were substances and argued 'de more geometrico', that 
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is, in the manner of a geometrical proof, from axioms to conclusions, that 
there is only one infinite (that is, unlimited) substance, of which the 
mental and the physical are but 'modes' or aspects conceived respectively 
under the 'attributes' of thought and extension. (Spinoza claimed that 
the one substance must consist of an infinite number of attributes, but 
that we are able to conceive of it only under two.) Individual human 
bodies and minds are thus part of the same infinite substance (which 
Spinoza also identifies with 'God or Nature', the cause of itself (causa 
sui); and whatever happens within this substance is necessarily (logically 
and empirically) manifested under the various attributes. The problem of 
how mind and body can interact is thus by-passed since they are in effect 
the same thing looked at from different points of view. This is not to say 
that Spinoza's account cannot be criticized. The notions of attribute and 
mode are not altogether devoid of ambiguity, and the question can still 
be asked how the one point of view relates to the other. A more serious 
objection to Spinoza's metaphysical monism, however, concerns the 
problems of freedom to be discussed in section 4. 

(2) Another approach to the problem is to deny to existence of a mental 
or spiritual element and account for human thought and action entirely in 
material terms. The 'mind' might, for example, be 'reduced' to the 
physical, or might be explained in terms of the movements or changes of 
matter in the brain (the view of Hobbes), or by reference to observable 
behaviour. (•Read again the discussions of Ryle's 'behaviourism' inCh. 
4.6.) More recent theories are the identity theory, sometimes called 
'Central State Materialism', espoused particularly by Smart (compare 
Ch. 4.8), and a refined version called functionalism. According to the 
former, mental states are identical with brain states; the terms 'mental 
states' and 'brain states' refer to the same phenomenon. Given enough 
scientific knowledge we should be able to correlate them. This does, 
however, beg the question how such correlations could ever be deter
mined: what would count as a correlation? Do certain sorts of mental 
states correspond to certain kinds of brain states in specific cerebral 
locations? The functionalist argues that the kind of mental state a person 
has in a given situation is determined by the function the brain state 
performs; and that this can be consistent with the activity of different 
brain states (many physically distinguishable brain states can have the 
same function,for example, bringing about a response to pain). Both 
kinds of theory (the accounts of which have necessarily been over
simplified) fail, however, to avoid the problems of reduction, and, 
arguably, do not address themselves adequately to the characteristics of 
mental states as outlined above, in particular the facts of self
consciousness, privacy, and intentionality. 

(3) Idealism. Just as materialists seek to reduce the mental to the 
physical, so do idealist philosophers of various kinds 'absorb' or assi
milate the physical to the mental. Thus, for Berkeley there is no 'matter'; 
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'physical' objects exist only in the minds of perceivers (ultimately God). 
(*see Ch. 4.8.) 

(4) Phenomenalism. (*You should already have some understanding of 
Ayer's version of this theory, which was discussed in Ch. 4.8 and Ch. 
4.10, so we shall say nothing further here.) 

(5) While each of these monist solutions no doubt has its own merits, it 
has to be concluded that the 'mind-body' problem has still not been fully 
resolved. Some recent philosophers, for example, Strawson, Stuart 
Hampshire, and the American John Searle, although their individual 
approaches differ in important respects, tend to agree that a solution can 
be found only if the issues are looked at freshly from a new perspective. 
As Searle puts it, we have 'to try to break out of these tired categories' 
(that is, monist-dualist, materialist-idealist, and so on). We must think of 
consciousness and associated mental phenomena as biological processes 
characteristic of living organisms. 'The existence of subjectivity is an 
objective fact of biology.' Both Strawson and Hampshire start out from 
the notion of a 'person; as a primitive unanalysable concept, that is, it 
must be built into and be a precondition for any language we use to talk 
about the world. Moreover, Hampshire explicitly stresses the relevance 
of the concept of 'action' to the problem of mind. Thus: 

The most unavoidable feature of our consciousness is the initiation of 
change at will, the changing of position and therefore of our relation to 
other things . . . From the experience of action . . . arises that idea of 
the unity of mind and body, which has been distorted by philosophers 
when they think of persons only as passive observers and not as 
self-willing agents. [Thought and Action, pp. 69 and 74] 

The two other metaphysical issues to be looked at, namely causation 
and freedom, are also linked with the concept of action. At this stage, 
therefore, we shall not offer any 'comments and criticisms', as we shall be 
able to propose a more comprehensive account of all three problems 
under the heading of 'Man' in Chapter 11. This is not to say of course 
that you should not examine critically the various solutions to the 
mind-body problem already summarized in this section. But before we 
conclude our discussion of mind something should be said about three 
other controversial topics which are closely connected with it: immort
ality, the unconscious, and artificial intelligence. Unfortunately, if this 
book is to be kept within reasonable bounds only a few general points 
can be made about each. But this will be sufficient to enable you to 
appreciate how different philosophical 'solutions' depend on the kind of 
thory of mind that has been adopted. You will find it a useful exercise to 
develop these points yourself with the help of some of the books listed in 
the bibliography. 
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Immortality 
Dualists have in general subscribed to the view that the mind, soul, or 
some aspect of consciousness survives the dissolution of the body at 
death. (*Refer back to the discussion of Plato's arguments inCh. 2.7.) 
Descartes' commitment to immortality follows necessarily from his claim 
that mind and body are distinct and separable substances. As he wrote in 
Part V of his Discourse on Method: 

There is [no error] that is more powerful in leading feeble minds astray 
from the straight path of virtue than the supposition that the soul of the 
brutes is of the same nature with our own; and consequently that after 
this life we have nothing to hope for or fear, more than flies or ants; in 
place of which, when we know how far they differ we much better 
comprehend the reasons which establish that the soul is of a nature 
wholly independent of the body, and that consequently it is not liable 
to die with the latter; and, finally, because no other causes are 
observed capable of destroying it, we are naturally led thence to judge 
that it is immortal. 

(·compare Ch. 4.10. You should note also Kant's view, mentioned in 
Ch. 5.3, that immortality cannot be proved but should be accepted as a 
'postulate' of the practical reason. How you deal with this depends on 
whether you accept Kant's apparent assumption that an approximation 
to perfection presupposes survival of rational personality beyond phy
sical death.) 

·comments 
The problem is clearly more acute for most non-dualistic theories of 
mind. It is difficult to understand what place there could be in a 
materialist view for the notion of a disembodied consciousness. The 
survival of consciousness would also seem to be ruled out on behaviourist 
premisses. (Compare Ryle's criticisms of the Cartesian 'myth' discussed 
inCh. 4.10.) As we saw in Chapter 3.4, Aristotle, starting out from an 
'organicist' view of man, also grappled unsuccessfully with the problem 
of the separability of the 'active intellect'. But it is doubtful that he was 
ever committed to the doctrine of an immortal incorporeal substance 
such as had been proposed by Plato, despite the interpretation put on the 
De Anima by Aquinas (for whom the survival of an immaterial soul was a 
theological necessity). 

There can be little doubt that the concept of immortality is a 
particularly difficult one for philosophers to come to terms with. Any 
theory that suggests that soul or mind is an entity of some kind which is 
either created by God or comes into existence as a result of the 
neurobiological processes of the brain has to deal with the problem of 
interaction. Moreover, this could not possibly establish immortality as a 
fact; the mind might at the most be brain dependent. It is difficult also to 
conceive of what kind of state a disembodied soul might be in, or what 
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activity it could enjoy. If its existence is to be understood in any spatial or 
temporal sense, then we might suppose that science will in due course be 
able to provide an appropriate explanation (along with other allegedly 
psychic phenomena such as telepathy, psychokinesis, and ghosts). Other
wise we must remain agnostic or accept immortality as an act of faith. For 
those who believe in a God, the existence of an immaterial personality 
would not be regarded as impossible. 

The unconscious 
The notion of an 'unconscious' part of the human mind has been 
entertained off and on for many hundreds of years. But it is usually 
associated particularly with the work of the eminent Viennese psychiatr
ist Sigmund Freud (1856-1939). It is a commonplace that a great deal 
goes on 'in our head' without our being aware of it. We might wake up in 
the morning to find a mathematical problem solved which we had been 
thinking hard about the night before. We forget names, and then find 
suddenly that they come back to us again. And most of us have had 
experience of often embarrassing slips of the tongue or pen, spooner
isms, absent-minded mislaying of personal items, and so on. All such 
errors were termed 'Fehl/eistungen' (translated as 'parapraxes') by 
Freud, who regarded them as providing evidence for unconscious mental 
activity. Freud's theory is, however, concerned particularly with dream 
experiences, which he saw as overt responses to impulses repressed deep 
down in the psyche. It is of course well-known that it was by means of 
hypnosis and the interpretation and analysis of dreams that Freud sought 
to gain access to the higher level of the unconscious (the 'preconscious') 
and liberate his patients from their neuroses. 

·comments 
As in the case of immortality, your response to the concept of the 
unconscious will be coloured by your approach to the mind-body 
problem in general. The doctrine has come under attack from both 
behaviourists and existentialists of the Sartrean kind, for whom 'man 
makes himself, there being no prior human 'nature' conscious or 
unconscious (compare Ch. 5.6). It is important to note though that Freud 
himself thought of his hypothesis of unconscious mental processes as 
being thoroughly scientific. As he said in a Lecture given in 1917: 

We can challenge anyone in the world to give a more correct scientific 
account of this state affairs [Freud is referring here to the actions of a 
man following an instruction given when he was under hypnosis], and 
if he does we will gladly renounce our hypothesis of unconscious 
mental processes. Till that happens, however, we will hold fast to the 
hypothesis; and if someone objects that the unconscious is nothing real 
in a scientific sense, is a makeshift, une fa~on de parter, we can only 
shrug our shoulders resignedly and dismiss what he says as unintelli-
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gible, something not real, which produces effects of such tangible 
reality as an obsessional action! [Introductory Lectures, 18, p. 318] 

This assertion that the unconscious is a scientific hypothesis raises wider 
issues about the status of explanations of human behaviour (see the next 
chapter), and about human intentionality and freedom (discussed 
above). It can certainly be argued with plausibility that while uncon
scious impulses or instincts limit or modify the scope of human 'plastici
ty'. their existence is not inconsistent with a theory of self-determinism. 
Searle sees Freud's theory as simply an addition to the 'common-sense 
conception of mental states' which he (Searle) has been advocating. On 
his theory behaviour (that is, action) both contains and is caused by 
internal mental states (beliefs, desires, hopes, fears, and so on). And 
such mental states can be repressed: 'We're often resistant to admitting 
to having certain intentional states because we're ashamed of them or for 
some other reason' (Reith Lecture, 4). 

Artificial intelligence 
Can computers think? In principle there seems to be no major reason 
why, with the advance of technology, machines constructed by human 
beings should not in some sense think or even show emotion. But in what 
'sense'? What can be meant here by 'think' and 'feel'? And what kind of 
machine? If by thinking and feeling we mean the kinds of things that 
human beings do, and if by machine we mean a digital computer, then, 
according to Searle, the answer is very definitely 'no'. His arguments are 
summarized in his second Reith Lecture. The principal point he makes 
against 'A I partisans' is that they seem to reject the view that the mind is 
a natural biological phenomenon and instead regard it as formally 
specifiable. The mind-brain relationship is conceived of as analogous to 
the relationship between a programme and the 'hardware' of the 
computer system. It should therefore be feasible, they say, given a 
sufficiently complex programme and the appropriate microchip connec
tions, to duplicate thoughts and feelings. Against this Searle says that the 
definability of computer programme in terms of formal or syntactical 
structures is totally inadequate to account for minds which have semantic 
contents. In support of his own thesis Searle has devised a 'thought
experiment' which involves the manipulation of Chinese symbols by a 
person locked up in a room. Rules in English for the correct use of the 
symbols are provided, and, unknown to the operator, incoming symbols 
are designated 'questions' by people outside the room while symbols 
passed out are called 'answers'. The behaviour of the symbol user would 
be in all respects similar to a native Chinese speaker, but he could not be 
said to understand Chinese. He possesses the syntax but lacks the 
semantics. 

Searle also makes the further point that as the computational proper
ties of brains are not enough to explain its functioning to produce mental 
processes, so still less could non-biological computers be thought capable 



319 

of simulating such processes. If we were to build an artefact which had 
mental states, then it would have to possess causal powers equivalent to 
those of the human brain. 

•comments 
It is difficult (given his premisses) to disagree with Searle's rejection of A 
I. Certainly we might conceive of the possibility (say, in a thousand 
years' time) of constructing an artefact out of protein molecules so that it 
is virtually indistinguishable from a human being. Well, then of course 
we should expect it to be able to think; it would be a surrogate human, 
says Searle. But even if we were able to construct an artefact in some 
other way, to simulate mental processes it would have to be able to do 
much more than just implement a syntactical programme. To give an 
analogy, aeroplanes can be built to fly like birds. In some native tongues 
they might be referred to as 'silver birds'. But few people would suppose 
that what goes on inside the 'nerve-centre' of the 'plane (note the 
metaphor) duplicates the mental capacity of a biological bird (which is 
considerably less than that of a human being). This is by no means the 
last word, but it is probable that the only way the A I thesis could gain a 
foothold would be through the refutation of Searle's overall view of mind 
and its replacement by some form of reductionism or behaviourism. 

10.3 CAUSATION 

Reading: Hume, Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, IV and 
VII; Kant, Critique of Pure Reason (or Prolegomena); Searle, 
Minds, Brains and Science 

When we see two billiard balls colliding and moving off again in different 
directions, or when we suffer a bang on the head from a falling apple, we 
are inclined to use the language of causation to describe what has 
occurred. The white ball caused the red ball to move, we say. Or, the 
force of gravity caused the apple to fall, and the impact caused me to 
experience pain. What is meant by 'caused' here? What are 'causes'? 
Now it is very easy to fall into the trap of assigning entities of some kind 
as the 'denotata' of nouns in our language. We talk of causes, so it would 
seem there must be such 'things'. But careful philosophical analysis 
shows that such an approach is often fundamentally mistaken. Certainly 
philosophers of a rationalist or idealist persuasion have tended to think in 
terms of 'real' or 'substantial' causes which in some sense 'necessarily' 
connect objects. (Compare the discussion of Plato's 'Forms' inCh. 2.5.) 
Aristotle (see Ch. 3.3) distinguished four kinds of cause. His terminology 
was used by scholastic philosophers in the middle ages and subsequently 
partially adopted by Descartes for his cosmological argument (see Ch. 
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8.3). Empiricists, however, particularly Hume, have taken up a 
somewhat iconoclastic attitude towards this problem of causation. 
Hume, you will remember (see Ch. 4.5), argued against suggestions that 
there are 'powers' in things to bring about changes in objects or that 
there is any kind of necessary connection between objects or events. The 
fact that we often claim to 'perceive' such connections or have a belief in 
'causes' is, he says, attributable to our imagination subsequent to the 
perception of regularities in nature. We experience pain each time we 
put our finger in the fire; so we imagine there is a necessary causal 
connection. To deny any 'real' causal link between at least some kinds of 
events does, however, seem to go against our everyday 'gut' feeling. So 
what philosophical response can be made to the problem? 

First of all we should note that we frequently think of ourselves as 
agents; that is, in our daily lives we are aware of ourselves as bringing 
about changes not only in our own organism but also in the world outside 
our bodies. As Hampshire says: 

A human being's action is essentially constituted of means towards an 
end; it is a bringing about of some result with a view to some result. 
'With a view to', or 'in order to', are unavoidable idioms in giving the 
sense of the notion of an action, the arrow of agency passing through 
the present and pointing forward in time. We are always looking at the 
present situation as arising from the immediate past by some agency, 
and as passing into some other situation by some force or agency that is 
operative now. [Thought and Action, p. 73] 

(*It is possible also to regard our thinking and perceiving as aspects of 
this agency. See Chapter 11.) It would not therefore be unreasonable to 
suppose that we tend to project a similar agency on to inanimate objects. 
'The categories of causal explanation have . . . their roots within our 
own experience of ourselves as agents' (ibid.). Certainly we find that 
people in many less 'advanced' societies than our own - and we may 
assume this was widespread in prehistoric communities - often think of 
natural things such as trees, rivers, stones, and stars as imbued with 
'spirits' and as having an influence on them and objects in general. We 
are not of course committed to such a crude animism; and it would be a 
travesty of the truth to ascribe such beliefs to practising scientists. But 
the notion of one object having a capacity to cause another to change in 
some way might not be entirely removed from the beliefs of our 
ancestors. But if the idea of 'powers' in things is ruled out, what account 
can be given of causation? We shall discuss four theories. 

(1) A common view, which some philosophers, including Ayer, have 
attributed to Home (see, for example, Language, Truth and Logic, ch. 2) 
is the regularity theory. This states that an object C (the 'cause') causes 
an object E (the 'event') if and only if things of the same type as Care 
'constantly conjoined' by things of the same type as E. This notion of 
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constant conjunction requires some analysis. It could mean (a) that 
whenever a C occurs it is followed by an E. This is called a sufficient 
condition. The trouble with this interpretation is that it seems to be 
inadequate unless applied in a context of wider conditions. Thus, we may 
say that rain causes the seed to germinate, but there are many instances 
when despite plenty of rain a shoot fails to appear. This could well be 
because other conditions (warmth, oxygen) are absent, or because the 
seed is diseased, or even because it has received too much water. Or it 
could mean that an E will not occur unless there is also a C. In this case C 
is said to be a necessary condition for E. But this is too restrictive. A 
window can be broken in many ways - by the boy next door, by the 
supersonic bang of an aeroplane, and so on. It might be argued that in 
both cases the glass is 'hit' by something (a stone, sound waves) and that 
therefore the necessary condition is an impact by moving matter. Some 
philosophers might argue that each of these situations should be re
garded as different events requiring its own necessary condition. (*Try to 
think of further examples and counter-examples.) An alternative 
approach would be to combine the two notions of necessary and 
sufficient condition into a single condition. But this leads to another 
problem. Does C cause E or E cause C? The usual answer is that it 
depends on which comes first. There are situations, however, in which 
events are simultaneous. (When a cricket ball lands on your head, your 
head is dented at the same instant - and perhaps the ball is temporarily 
deformed as well.) It might be possible to redefine the conditions in 
terms of such notions as passivity and direction. (The crash was caused 
by the moving train hitting the stationary buffers. But might we not want 
to say that it was the nails that someone had left on the road that burst 
the tyre and caused the 'bus to crash'?) 

The most serious objection to any regularity theory, however, is that it 
fails to distinguish between cases in which we feel there is a genuine 
'causal' connection, and conjunctions of events which we think of as 
mere coincidences. Thus if I walk under a ladder three times and on each 
occasion am hit on the head by a brick, is my walking under the ladder a 
cause? If not, why not? Why then should one billiard ball be said to cause 
another one to move? An obvious answer is that in the second case the 
connection is constant whereas in the first it is not; try walking under the 
ladder again (unless there is someone on it who is deliberately trying to 
drop a brick on your head). This suggestion of course brings us back to 
the problem of induction discussed inCh. 7.2. Will the movement of the 
first billiard ball always be followed by the movement of the second? 
Another answer might be that the second ball would not have moved 
without the impact of the first one, but the brick would have fallen even 
if I had not walked under the ladder (we assume once again that there is 
nobody on the ladder possessed with evil intent); and this can be tested 
quite easily by standing still and watching to see what happens. But does 
this entirely solve the problem? Can we be sure (a) if it does not fall then 
this can be accounted for by the supervention of some other (perhaps 
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unknown) cause, or (b) that the brick's falling is not attributable to some 
other cause. (These examples, which make use of what are called 
'counterfactual conditional' statements, are perhaps a little artificial -
you might think them far-fetched - but they do give some idea of how 
the discussion of the regularity theory might proceed. No doubt you will 
be able to make up and analyse more examples of your own. The logic of 
counterfactuals unfortunately cannot be dealt with in this book, but see 
Sosa in the Reading List). 

"Comment 
It can also be questioned whether Ayer's interpretation of Hume as 
providing a regularity theory of causation is in any case correct. Certainly 
several statements Hume makes in the Enquiry (s. 60) (compare Ch. 4.4 
above) do not seem to be consistent with each other. Thus, he writes: 

Similar objects are always conjoined with similar. Of this we have 
experience. Suitably to this experience, therefore, we may define a 
cause to be an object, followed by another, and where all the objects 
similar to the first are followed by objects similar to the second. Or in 
other words where, if the first object had not been, the second never had 
existed. 

and 

The appearance of a cause always conveys the mind, by a customary 
transition, to the idea of the effect. Of this also we have experience. 
We may, therefore, suitably to this experience, form another defini
tion of cause, and call it, an object followed by another, and whose 
appearance always conveys the thought to that other. 

Now, it is clear that according to the first 'definition' an event B is caused 
by an event A if all As are always followed by Bs; and there cannot be an 
occurrence of a B without the prior occurrence of an A. The second 
'definition', however, refers causation to our thoughts or beliefs about a 
conjunction of events. This seems to commit Hume to a 'subjectivist' 
view of what is to count as a cause; for we can certainly conceive of the 
possibility of regularities which we do not ourselves actually perceive, in 
which case we should not be able to talk of a causal connection. It is 
possible that Hume - despite his use of the word 'definition' - was really 
offering no more than an account of how we come to have the idea of a 
causal relation. This interpretation receives some backing from the 
summary he provides in section 61 (which you can read through for 
yourself). If so, then Ayer's attribution to Hume of a regularity theory of 
causation itself would seem to be incorrect. ("In the light of our 
discussion about the regularity theory you should also consider whether 
the two statements made by Hume in his first 'definition' are mutually 
consistent.) 
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(2) A quite different account of causation was put forward by Kant in his 
Critique of Pure Reason. (*Look back at the summary of his epistemo
logy inCh. 4.9.) According to Kant, causality is but one of numerous a 
priori 'categories' or 'forms of the understanding' and which, because of 
the nature of our mental apparatus, constrains us to perceive the 
cause-effect relationship between events as necessary in so far as they are 
organized by or conform to that category. Whether or not Kant's 
doctrine of the categories is itself tenable is open to question, but even if 
we do regard it as providing a correct interpretation of human experience 
and knowledge, it is open to an objection already referred to in the 
discussion about regularity, namely that it cannot distinguish between 
'genuine' causal connections and mere coincidence. How could we know 
that a given series or conjunction of events is not subject to the a priori 
imposition of the category of causation? 

(2a) Mention should also be made of what might be regarded as a 
linguistic version of Kant's theory. To think of the world in causal terms 
is, according to Wittgenstein, a consequence of a 'convention', that is of 
an argument to play a 'language game' in accordance with a certain set of 
rules. A child who gets burned when it puts its hand into the fire or its 
finger into the electric socket would be said not to know the meaning of 
the word 'cause'; it does not know the rules for its correct use. This 
approach has some merit, but it can be objected that examination of the 
rules of linguistic usage, while undoubtedly having important practical 
consequences, does not of itself address the central issues. Why is the 
word 'cause' thought to be appropriate in such circumstances: does it 
relate to regularities, necessary and sufficient conditions, the way in 
which we perceive the world, or can some other explanation be pro
vided? Can the rules of the 'game' be changed to accommodate a 
different way of looking at the problem? Can we play a new 'game'? 

(3) A more recent contribution to the debate comes from Searle. Like 
Hampshire he starts out from the position that human beings are agents, 
that we can make things happen, and that in many cases of what he calls 
'Intentional (or mental) causations' we directly experience the relation
ship 'C causes E'. The difference between this account and the 'standard' 
(that is, according to Searle, the Humean) theory is that in the case of the 
latter one never has an experience of causation, whereas for Searle when 
we act on (and perceive) the world we have 'self-referential' states and 
'the relationship of causation is part of the content, not the object, of 
these experiences' (Intentionality, pp. 123-4). In other words, when, for 
example, we raise an arm part of the Intentional content of the 
experience of acting is our awareness of the fact that it is that very 
experience which is making the arm go up. Searle then goes on to make a 
more radical move. He accepts that the world contains discoverable 
causal regularities, but he denies that there is any problem in supposing 
that there are causes in the world independent of our experiences (a 
problem which worried Hume) because what the agent 'ascribes in the 
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case of observation is something he has experienced in the case of 
manipulation' (p. 129). I may not experience the causal relation which 
exists when a vase falls to the ground and breaks, but it is the same 
relation as the one I do experience when I smash it myself with a stone. 
Furthermore it is only by trial and error that I can discover whether the 
attempt to smash the vase is successful or not, and to be able to make this 
distinction we have to presume that there is some degree of regularity in 
the world. This presumption is part of a 'Background' which Searle 
defines as 'a set of nonrepresentational mental capacities that enable all 
representing to take place' (p. 143). It is for this reason that we can apply 
the causal relation to events (such as the vase falling under gravity) which 
lack intentional input, so to speak. Intentional causation and regularity, 
according to Searle, are therefore not two different kinds of causation. 
There is only one kind, which he calls 'efficient causation', Intentional 
causation being a subclass in which the causal relations involve Inten
tional states (p. 135). Searle thus sees himself both as answering Hume's 
empiricist scepticism and as finding an alternative to Kant's theory of 
cause as an a priori concept. 

·comment 
Note that Searle's thesis is much more detailed than it has been possible 
to indicate here, and he deals convincingly with many objections that 
might be put forward against it. If you have the time and determination 
to work through his influential book in its entirety you will find the 
experience to be philosophically most rewarding. This is not to say that 
his account has brought the debate to an end; there are certainly aspects 
of his theory that need to be looked at carefully. The view that regularity 
is a 'Background presumption', for example, raises a number of difficul
ties. 'Regularity' itself, however, is not otherwise considered to be 
particularly important by Searle, because it is a central plank of his 
interpretation that causation should not be understood in terms of 
'regularities, covering laws or constant conjunctions' (Reith Lecture 4), 
but as one subclass of efficient causation, Intentional causation being the 
other. But it can be argued that although this form of causation is, as 
Searle suggests, close to our common-sense notion that something makes 
something else happen, he has failed to consider the fundamental 
differences between my hitting a ball and a variety of 'causal' conjunc
tions such as the effect of the sun on the growth of a plant, or the fall of a 
ball to the ground as a result of gravitational force. To describe them as a 
species of 'efficient' causality does not take us very far if by this is meant 
only that one thing makes something else happen. It seems to be little 
more than a metaphor derived from our own subjective experience. The 
fact remains that the sun does not make plants grow in the same way that 
I make the vase break; and to think otherwise is to lapse into anthropo
morphism. Does Searle provide any analysis of this notion of 'making 
things happen' which will not only make explicit the distinctions between 
the two senses but will also provide an account of regularities, albeit as a 



325 

subclass of efficient causality? The answer is that he does, but we would 
argue that it is inadequate. The discussion of his theory is, however, best 
dealt with in the next section where we look at the problem of freedom. 

(4) As we have seen, there are observable regularities in the world and 
we do look for them in our daily lives with greater or lesser degrees of 
attentiveness. To deal with the difficulties associated with this notion of 
regularity as discussed earlier we shall end this section by outlining a 
different approach. We shall accept, with Hampshire and Searle, that the 
human agent should be taken as the starting point, but will go further by 
stating explicitly that human action is the paradigm case of causation. To 
talk of the sun as causing plants to grow or of the Earth as causing objects 
to fall towards it is to describe regularly occurring events in metaphorical 
terms and nothing more. It is of course a useful convention in so ar as it 
helps us get to grips with and make sense of the world. What then 
becomes of the distinction between 'genuine causal' connections and 
coincidences? The answer is that the distinction is spurious; the diffe
rences that we discover between various kinds of regularity are diffe
rences of degree and not of kind. At first sight such an account must 
seem extraordinary and at variance with our everyday perceptions of the 
world. There is, however, no incompatibility with either our ordinary 
experience or with the accounts of physical reality provided by scientific 
explanations of, say, the covering law kind. It is possible to think of 
regularities, that is contingent conjunctions of events, in statistical terms; 
and indeed science itself gives some support to such a position. Sub
atomic particles appear and disappear for no apparent reason. Their 
existence can be described only through reference to probability wave 
equations. At the atomic level, liquids, for example, are explained in 
terms of loosely bonded molecules. Because the behaviour of each 
individual particle tends to 'cancel' the behaviour of the others, the 
behaviour of the liquid as a whole as expressed by measurements of 
temperature, viscosity, surface tension and so on, and its properties such 
as density or colour, can be thought of as resulting from an 'averaging 
out' of particle movement and bonding. Statistically, however, there is a 
very slight probability that the liquid could suddenly change its proper
ties. Changes in the structure of atomic nuclei and in the numbers of 
orbiting electrons might bring about a 'miraculous' conversion of water 
into wine. At a higher level, still greater permanence is exhibited. 
Fortunately for us railway lines or roads do not instantaneously demate
rialize, the sun does not stop and reverse its direction. But there is no 
logical contradiction is supposing that these events could occur, although 
they are extremely unlikely. It has been calculated that the odds against 
the molecules of, say, a marble statue all moving in the same direction at 
a given moment, resulting in the statue's hand moving, or of a cow 
jumping over the moon, are so large that the number could not be 
written out in the length of time which measures the age of the universe 
so far! (See R. Dawkins, The Blind Watchmaker, pp. 160-1 and the 
discussion of 'miracles' in Ch. 8.4.) 
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According to this theory, then, all events other than those which 
involve intervention by human (or divine) agency (and perhaps even by 
some other animals with the appropriate level of brain development and 
the capacity for intentionality) are random, although depending on the 
time scale and size of object the randomness may not be evident, and it 
can then be legitimate to talk of regularities which can meet the practical 
requirements of our daily lives. How far we choose to describe such 
regularities in terms of causal relations depends on how strict we wish to 
make the criteria; and in this respect the problem is perhaps similar to 
that concerning knowledge and scepticism discussed in Chapter 4. 

10.4 FREEDOM AND RESPONSIBILITY 

Reading: Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics- see Ch. 3.7 above; Aqui
nas, Summa Theologiae, I, 83-85, and 103; Descartes, Meditations, 
IV; Hume, Enquiry concerning Human Understanding; Kant Criti
que of Pure Reason (or Prolegomena), Groundwork of the Metaphy
sic of Morals; Sartre, Existentialism and Humanism, Being and 
Nothingness; Searle, Minds, Brains and Science 

Determinism 
The problem of freedom is closely linked with that of causation, and it is 
associated with a similar conflict between our fundamental intuitions 
about ourselves and what the natural sciences seem to reveal about the 
world- or at least some aspects of it. We have already talked about 
freedom in the sense of political and social liberty in Chapter 6. Our 
concern here is with 'freedom' in a narrower, metaphysical sense. The 
issue can be presented simply in the following terms. (*A clear statement 
of the problem is to be found inHume's Enquiry, VIII, 'Of Liberty and 
Necessity', which you should study carefully.) In my day-to-day affairs I 
believe that I have some degree of choice and control over my actions. I 
can decide whether to write another paragraph or go to the pub. Are my 
actions (and decisions) 'caused'? If they are, then the causes are either 
'psychological' (my actions are caused by 'volitions' or 'acts of will', 
motives, desires, and so on) or 'bio-physical' (I think and do what I do 
because of my character, which was formed when I was very young and 
over which therefore I had no control, or because of my genetic 
make-up, which in its turn is explicable in terms of molecular bondings, 
and such-like). My decisions and actions would thus seem to be 
'necessitated': my behaviour is determined. If, however, I argue that my 
actions are not caused then I cannot really be said to be responsible for 
them. So we appear to be led to a 'Catch-22' situation, that either our 
actions are our own but we cannot help but perform them, or they are 
not 'ours', in which case we cannot be held responsible for them. The 
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relevance of this conclusion to ethics is obvious. (You will recall the 
discussions of moral responsibility in Cbs 2.12, 3.7 and 5.7.) How 
different philosophers have attempted to deal with this dilemma depends 
very much on the position they adopt with regard to the mind-body 
problem. Let us consider some of the possible solutions which have been 
proposed. 

(1) Monist materialism (Hobbes). Although Hobbes wholeheartedly 
embraced a 'scientific' view of man and sought to explain all psycholo
gical activity in terms of modifications of matter in the brain, he 
maintained both that human action could still be regarded as voluntary 
and that we should be held responsible for our behaviour. But he 
avoided being impaled on one horn of the dilemma only be defining 
human freedom in somewhat negative terms. Liberty, he said, is the 
'absence of all the impediments to action that are not contained in the 
nature and intrinsical quality of the agent' (Of Liberty and Necessity). 
Our actions may be caused by our inner 'desires' or 'aversions', but they 
remain our actions and are voluntary in so far as they are manifestations 
of our intrinsic nature and we are not compelled by external forces to act 
in such and such a way. 

(2) Cartesian Dualism. For a materialist such as Hobbes there is no 
distinction between psychological and physical determinism. In the 
philosophy of Descartes, however, physical determinism has to be 
reconciled with an uncompromising commitment to 'inner' freedom. The 
body, being material and extended, is subject to the mechanical laws of 
physics: but will (that is, the mind in one of its many aspects) is unlimited 
in its freedom. And if we are to be held responsible for the evil we 
commit it is the fault not of the power of willing as such - which 
according to Descartes is received from God - but from our failure to 
contain our will within the bounds imposed upon us by our understand
ing: 

Whence, then, spring my errors? They arise from this cause alone, that 
I do not restrain the will, which is of much wider range than the 
understanding, within the same limits, but extend it even to things I do 
not understand, and as the will is of itself indifferent to such, it readily 
falls into error and sin by choosing the false in the room of the true, 
and evil instead of the good . . . But if I abstain from judging of a 
thing when I do not conceive it with sufficient clearness and distinct
ness, it is plain that I act rightly, and am not deceived; but if I resolve 
to deny or affirm, I then do not make a right use of my free will; and if 
I affirm what is false, it is evident that I am deceived: moreover, even 
although I judge according to truth, I stumble on it by chance, and do 
not therefore escape the imputation of a wrong use of my freedom; for 
it is a dictate of the natural light, that the knowledge of the under
standing ought always to precede the determination of the will. 
[Meditation, IV] 
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Descartes' account is thus intellectualist; the will must in some sense 
be subordinated to the understanding, and both intellectual error and 
moral error are both attributed to the alleged fact that the will is 'more 
ample than the understanding'. But by subscribing to the view that the 
will is intrinsically unlimited in itself Descartes is also committed to what 
might be called an indeterminist account of freedom. If so, then this can 
lead to the criticism that human choices must be arbitrary or random. 

(3) Home. Like Hobbes, Hume argued both that our actions are caused 
(by our desires or motives) and that this is consistent with our responsi
bility for them. Indeed, he said, it is only because our actions are caused, 
that is, spring from our own character, that we can be said to be 
responsible for them at all. Freedom, however, is not defined by Hume 
as the absence of external constraints, but in terms of being determined 
by one's own motives. it is also important to note Hume's analysis of 
'causation'. Causes 'necessitate' or 'determine' their effects, and this is 
true also of human actions. But 'necessitation' being interpreted in terms 
of constant conjunctions or regularities rather than of compulsion, a door 
is left open for freedom and responsibility. 

(4) Kant and 'practical' freedom. You will remember from the discus
sions in Chapters 4 and 5 and in section 3 of this chapter that Kant 
thought of causality as a 'category' of the understanding applicable only 
to the phenomenal realm. Freedom belongs to the noumenal world and 
is a presupposition - a 'regulative idea' - of the categorical imperative. 
As Kant put it, 'ought implies can'. It is by stressing that the idea of 
freedom, or autonomy of the will, is a practical assumption and not a 
theoretical one that Kant seeks to resolve the antinomy of freedom and 
necessity. 

(5) Sartre. At the end of Chapter 4 we referred to Sartre's recognition of 
a conflict between the individual's intuition of himself as totally free (in 
the sense of being able to choose to 'make himself', to 'fill the gap', 
between the en-soi and the pour-soi) and his recognition of himself as an 
'object' for the 'Other (autrui). How can this conflict be resolved? 
Sartre's initial solution is to seek to restore his freedom by in turn 
'possessing' the Other. What he means by this is made clear in Being and 
Nothingness, Part III, chapter 3, I, where he takes as an illustration the 
relationship between lovers considered from the psychological aspect. 
Sartre has to conclude, however, that though his freedom be reaffirmed, 
the fundamental conflict between the self and the Other can never be 
terminated. In seeking to appropriate the freedom of his beloved the 
lover will either treat her as an automaton or as a being whose love for 
him is the consequence of free commitment. Both alternatives, Sartre 
says, are unsatisfactory. Clearly the lover does not wish to be loved by a 
person whom he has enslaved. Neither does he wish to be loved by 
someone who does not desire him for himself but because of her 'pure 
loyalty to a sworn oath'. If he adopts the first alternative it will lead 
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ultimately to sadism. If he adopts the second and allows himself to 
become an 'object' for the beloved, this will result in masochism. But in 
both cases his freedom is affirmed - and if he does become 'Being-for
the-Other' this will give rise to the further problem of frustration, in so 
far as by virtue of his free choice he cannot in fact be just an object. He 
could of course remain indifferent to the beloved, observing her behav
iour without involvement. But from the point of view of the relationship 
this would be equally unsatisfactory. ("Note that his argument in Being 
and Nothingness is long and somewhat repetitive. You will need to study 
it with care and patience. Insight into Sartre's philosophical approach can 
also be gained from a reading of his novels.) 

The implications of this pessimistic conclusion for Sartre's ethics have 
already been discussed (Cbs 5.6 and 6.4). But what of Sartre's attitude to 
the question of freedom as such? Is his theory not open equally to the 
criticisms which can be made of Descartes' account, namely that freedom 
is equivalent to indeterminacy and that it is therefore arbitrary? For, at 
least in Existentialism and Humanism, Sartre seems to have argued that 
to commit oneself to a particular course of action in a given set of 
circumstances because that course has been described as being 'right' (by 
society, or a religious code, for example) is to be guilty of 'bad faith' and 
is to deny one's freedom. So he would appear to be advocating a policy of 
commitment without motive. This is, however, not Sartre's view. In 
Being and Nothingness, IV, ch. 1 he argues (as mentioned above inCh. 
4.10) that conscious being is able to conceive of an as-yet-non-existent 
future. Through this intentionality of being-for-itself (pour-soi), the 
world, that is, being-in-itself (en-soi), is 'negated' or 'set-off from it. His 
awareness of the need to eliminate this 'nothingness' or 'non-being', that 
is, to fill the 'gap', itself constitutes the motive for action. Sartre makes it 
clear that it is not a 'factual state' (the political and economic structure of 
society, the psychological 'state' and so on) that can be a motive (motif) 
but the recognition that the state of affairs must be changed. 'The motive 
[mobile] is understood only by the end; that is, by the non-existent. It is 
therefore in itself a negatite. 'There can be a free-for-itself only as 
engaged in a resisting world. Outside of this engagement the notions of 
freedom, of determinism, of necessity lose all meaning.' But neither can 
the factual state 'determine consciousness to apprehend it as a negatite or 
as a lack'. Sartre is thus denying that there is any external determining 
cause of our actions; actions are intentional and are inner-directed. Our 
motives (mobiles, not motifs) are thus the only genuine causes and are 
grounded in the freedom of human consciousness, being-for-itself, to 
think about its situation in terms of negativity and contemplate the 
possibility of changing it. Freedom is thus a pre-condition for all human 
action in that it belongs to action itself. It would seem to follow then that 
for Sartre, while actions might be said to be arbitrary as considered from 
the standpoint of their factual content, they are not indeterminate, in 
that they are motivated by the conscious recognition of the need to fill 
the 'gap' between the en-soi and the pour-soi, between the (absent) 
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future and the present, or between possibility and actuality. As he says, 
'freedom is actually one with the being of the For-itself; human reality is 
free to the exact extent that it has to be its own nothingness' (Being and 
Nothingness, III, 1, I). The agent himself is the sole determinant. 

*Criticisms and comments 
Just as the different approaches of various philosophers to the problem 
of freedom are influenced by the kinds of theories of mind to which they 
subscribe, so are they open to objections appropriate to those theories. 
Dualists, for example, have to deal with the problem of how mind and 
body can be said to interact. This leads to several associated difficulties 
for the problem of freedom. How is a mind or 'will' free while the body in 
which it is apparently 'lodged' is causally determined and subject to the 
laws of science? Or, if the mind be conceived of as psychologically 
determined, how can this be reconciled with bio-physical determinism of 
the body? Some philosophers, most notably Ryle and Hampshire, have 
been strongly critical of the vocabulary of 'willing', 'volition', 'desire', 
and so on, as used by Descartes, as if they were internal 'episodes' 
separate from or prior to bodily actions (see The Concept of Mind, ch. 
III). 

As for Home, his analysis of causation and necessity make make room 
for responsibility in so far as it seems to rule out compulsion. But this 
same analysis leads to difficulties for the concept of personal identity 
which seems to be a prerequisite for responsibility (compare Ch. 4.10). 

Kant's 'solution' is important in that it underpins ethics. 'Ought' 
implies 'can'. But it has to be admitted that a certain tension remains 
between the sensible and the intelligible worlds to both of which man at 
the same time belongs. According to Strawson (Freedom and Resent
ment) the view of man as a physical object whose behaviour can be 
explained scientifically in terms of the notions of cause and necessity is 
indeed incompatible with his being regarded as a morally responsible 
person, though both standpoints can be adopted on different occasions 
or applicable to different people. Both accounts, he says, reflect funda
mental aspects of our nature. Moreover, there is no third vantage point 
from which we might attempt to decide between them. There is therefore 
no reason why we should deny either. Do you find this a satisfactory 
solution? Note that the two incompatible accounts are not like different 
theories in science (say, the wave theory versus the corpuscular theory), 
for the latter, although explaining different phenomena, are as it were on 
the same 'level' and can be tested by the same kinds of experimental 
methods. Thus there seems to be a fundamental opposition between 
thinking of ourselves as both physically determined and morally free. 

Sartre in effect seeks to preserve freedom by denying any causative 
role to being-in-itself. Obviously we are both with a specific physical 
make-up, and we are brought up in a particular family or society. But at 
all times, he insists, it is we ourselves who choose what we are and what 
we are to become. We are responsible totally for our character. (Study 
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the examples he gives throughout Part III of Being and Nothingness, 
particularly his discussion and rejection of Freud's psychoanalytic deter
minism in chapter 1.) Do you think this would satisfy the determinist? 
Could he not argue that our actual acceptance (or non-acceptance) of our 
circumstances might itself be influenced (if not 'determined') by genetic 
or unconscious factors? 

It would seem that the problem might be tackled better if we started out 
from the basis of monism rather than from dualism. But it must not be a 
monism of the Hobbesian variety, because this would land us back into a 
determinism which, on account of Hobbes's limited definition of free
dom as absence of constraint, does not sit too well with the concept of 
personal responsibility. Let us start with the view of man proposed not 
only by Sartre but also by Hampshire and Searle working within an 
Anglo-American tradition of philosophy. Consider the following points. 

(a) Consciousness is central to the problem: 

The most unavoidable feature of our consciousness is the initiation of 
change at will, the changing of position and therefore of our relation to 
other things. [Hampshire, Thought and Action, p. 69] 

The first thing to notice about our conception of freedom is that it is 
essentially tied to consciousness. We only attribute freedom to con
scious beings. [Searle, Reith Lecture, 6] 

So also is intentionality: 

The notion of the will, of a person's mind and body, the difference 
between observing a convention or rule and merely having a habit - all 
these problems find their meeting-place in the notion of inten
tion ... Consciousness is consciousness of intention [Hampshire, 
Thought and Action, pp. 96 and 131] 

The key notion in the structure of behaviour is intentionality. [Searle, 
Reith Lecture, 4] 

(Look back at section 2 to remind yourself of what Searle means by this 
term) 

(b) We might note also the important conclusion of J. L. Austin that 
statements such as 'I can do ... ', 'I could have done ... ', and 'I shall 
do ... ', when linked with the concept of choosing (for example, 'I shall 
if I choose'), do not express causal conditions, or connections between 
actions and choices, but, contrary to their grammatical form, are 
assertions of one's capacities, abilities, or intentions. 

Now if we bring together these ideas we can construct a picture of 
ourselves as self-determining beings who both perceive and act on the 
world. We are conscious of ourselves as acting freely in the sense that we 
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can form intentions, make decisions, and implement them. We do not of 
course operate in a vacuum. We possess a 'character', but as against both 
determinists and Sartre it is now to be regarded as 'essential' yet 
subordinate to the more basic category of 'agency'. Of course we are 
born with various capacities, and our decisions and actions do in a sense 
reflect those capacities. But among those very capacities is a potential for 
growth and self-fulfilment: we can change ourselves. And it is by our 
decisions and actions that our developing character is revealed to others. 
It must be admitted that it is often difficult to determine the extent of the 
limitations within which we operate. But that approximate lines can be 
and are drawn is implied by the vocabulary of mental illness and 
recognised in law. We may have understanding and sympathy for severe 
neurosis, while the psychotic is frequently absolved of responsibility 
altogether (as are sometimes people who act 'out of character' when 
under hypnosis, stress, or in a rage as a result of extreme provoca
tion - though the question of their responsibility for finding themselves 
in such circumstances can still be raised). It is the so-called 'normal' 
individual who is accepted as possessing some degree of freedom and 
self-control. 

It is instructive to contrast human behaviour in this respect with that of 
'lower' animals. Show a fly the way out of a room through a hole in the 
wall a thousand times. It will continue to buzz around in frustration on 
the next occasion. Humans and other mammals by virtue of more 
complex brains possess a greater degree of 'plasticity', learning power, 
and self-control. But, it may be objected, does this not again commit us 
to some form of bio-physical determinism? Searle calls it 'bottom-up' 
causation: 

That is to say, we explain the surface features of a phenomenon such as 
the transparency of glass or the liquidity of water in terms of the 
behaviour of microparticles such as molecules. And the relation of the 
mind to the brain is an example of such a relation. [Reith Lecture, 6] 

We can also get 'top-down' causation- from the mind to the body: 

Suppose I want to cause the release of the neuro-transmitter acetyl
choline at the axon end-plates of my motor-neurons: I can do it by 
simply deciding to raise by arm and then raising it. here the mental 
event, the intention to raise my arm, causes the physical event, the 
release of acetylcholine, and that's a case of top-down causation if ever 
there was one. [Ibid.] 

But such cases only work, says Searle, because the top level and bottom 
level go together: 'the mental events are grounded in the neurophysio
logy to start with'. Given this conception of how nature works, there 
seems to be no scope for the freedom of the will: 
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As long as we accept the bottom-up conception of physical explana
tion . . . then psychological facts about ourselves, like any other high 
level facts, are entirely causally explicable in terms of, and entirely 
realised in systems of, elements at the fundamental micro-physical 
level. Our conception of physical reality simply does not allow for 
radical freedom. [Ibid.] 

In the last analysis, Searle, like Sartre, therefore relies on his funda
mental intuition or consciousness of himself as a freely acting and 
intentional individual who, in appropriate circumstances, could have 
done something different from what he did do. But, as he himself admits, 
he finds himself in much the same situation as Hume when he returns to 
the 'everyday' world after a session of philosophizing in his study 
(Treatise, Bk, I, IV, vii). But is this not because- contrary to his 
intentions Searle has slipped back into the tentacles of dualism? (You 
will be able to think about these issues again when we have a closer look 
at the concept of 'action' inCh. 11.3.) 

Fatalism 
Fatalism is a wider thesis than determinism in that it claims, however the 
latter be interpreted, the future is somehow 'fixed'. It can be summed up 
in the words of Doris Day's song: 'Che sarii, sarii - Whatever will be, will 
be'. What is going to happen, will happen. Two arguments for what 
might seem to be a somewhat extraordinary claim will be examined here. 

The argument from future truth. 
(A version of this argument was first proposed by Aristotle in chapter 9 
of his De Interpretatione. There is, however, considerable dispute about 
how he deals with it.) In its essentials the thesis states (a) that it is either 
true or false that I shall be going to Oxford tomorrow, and (b) that 
whatever I may do or not do will not prevent me from going to Oxford if 
it is true that I shall, or from not going if it is not true. Prima facie the 
argument appears valid. But it does seem to be quite contrary to our 
common-sense belief that we have some control over our own future. So 
either we must be mistaken and everything is predetermined, or there 
must be something wrong with the thesis. 

*Comments 
(1) The argument is peculiar in that whichever of the two disjuncts (that 
is, 'it is true that ... ' or 'it is false that ... ') is true we should have no 
way of testing it, because either outcome is consistent with the claim 
made that that outcome is inevitable. 

(2) Some philosophers have suggested that the argument itself can never 
get off the ground because statements about the future cannot be said to 
be true or false (compare the discussion in 4.2). 
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(3) Suppose we accept that it is possible to talk meaningfully of true or 
false statements about future events. Need we accept the conclusion that 
the future is therefore beyond our control? Surely not; for our own 
decisions and actions, freely taken, themselves belong to the series of 
contributory events leading up to the ultimate realization of the truth or 
falsity of the original statement. As far as we ourselves are concerned, it 
is no more than a logically trivial point (a tautology) that whatever will 
happen will happen. But there is a second form of the argument which 
relates to an issue already mentiond in Chapter 8, which we shall now 
look at briefly. 

The argument from God's foreknowledge 
As self-determining beings, we may believe that we have the capacity to 
make an input into a series of circumstances culminating in a future 
event - even though in some 'logical' sense the future will be what it will 
be. The fatalist, however, still wants to insist that the inevitability of the 
future event (that I shall go to Oxford tomorrow, or that I shall not) is 
more than a tautology. To God, 'existing' neither in space nor time, the 
totality of past, present, and future events is known eternally. Thus 
everything, including my 'freely-chosen' actions themselves, is predeter
mined; which seems to make my freedom an illusion. 

"Comments 
Two answers might be made to this new challenge. 

(1) God's foreknowledge or omniscience could be of such a kind and 
capacity as to be consistent with the exercise of human freedom. This is 
an 'orthodox' theological response. (It does of course raise other issues, 
already discussed, such as why God, 'knowing' in advance what would 
happen in his universe, did not create one with rather less suffering in it.) 

(2) A more radical solution would be to limit God's omniscience to the 
present and to the past. (Whether this would detract from His alleged 
omnipotence is yet another question.) But if the future of His creation is 
undetermined even for God, we would have to adjust our concept of 
God and suppose Him to be engaged in games of chance or trial and 
error, and therefore in a very real sense committed to experience the 
suffering of his creatures as their choices enter into and modify the world 
process. The only other alternative would be to deny the existence of a 
transcendental 'personal' God altogether. 

10.5 EXISTENCE AND REALITY 

Reading: Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, Quest. 75-88; Russell, 
Problems of Philosophy, ch. IX. See also the 'Other Texts' in the 
Reading List for this chapter. 
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Although we shall be dealing with a number of new topics in this section, 
much of the ground has already been covered; and the discussion will 
give you an opportunity of tidying up and bringing together ideas which 
have been scattered throughout the preceding chapters of the book. First 
of all we must distinguish three closely connected but different questions: 
(1) What kinds of things exist? (This is a question about 'ontology'.) (2) 
What kinds of significant assertions can we make about existent things? 
(A question about semantics or meaning.) (3) How can we know what 
does or does not exist? (An epistemological question.) The second and 
third questions have already been to some extent dealt with. You should 
note, for example, Plato's treatment of predication (Ch. 2.6); the brief 
examination of Russell's Theory of Descriptions (Ch. 4.5); and our 
investigation of knowledge and belief with reference to facts, material 
objects, phenomena/sense-data, minds (Ch. 4 passim), sub-atomic par
ticles (Chs 4 and 7), and God (Ch. 8). 

How question (2) is to be answered does of course depend very much 
on one's philosophical standpoint. As you will already have gathered 
from your study of Chapters 1 to 4, 'rationalist' and 'idealist' philo
sophers of various kinds, including Plato, Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz, 
Hegel, and Bradley, have claimed that it is possible through the exercise 
of a priori human reason to gain insight into fundamental truths about 
the world, 'reality', or God. This approach is to be contrasted with that 
of 'empiricist' philosophers such as Hume and Mill, who argue that what 
we can know is limited to what we experience through our senses. 
Aristotle, Aquinas, and Locke are empiricists in the sense that while they 
claim that we can have some knowledge which is not itself empirical - it 
might involve the having of certain kinds of concepts, or it might involve 
reflection, for example- they yet affirm that all our knowledge is 
ultimately derived from or dependent on what our senses furnish us with. 
Kant, of course, went further by arguing that all we can know must be 
confined to the phenomenal realm, although an a priori element is 
contributed to that realm by the mind itself. The noumenal world, 
however, the world of 'things in themselves', must remain closed to 
reason. According to logical positivism, talk about God or 'mental' 
substances must be nonsensical unless translated into language referring 
to empirical phenomena. While for the linguistic analyst of the Witt
gensteinian variety, if we are to avoid falling into philosophical error we 
must bring back such terms as 'mind' or 'God' from a 'metaphysical' 
context and see how they function in our everyday or ordinary discourse. 
It is then claimed that the problem of how much 'entities' can be known 
falls into place and can be solved. 

For the purposes of this section we are going to assume that we can 
make meaningful assertions about a whole range of different things. 
Whether we can be said to know, for example, that God, or substances, 
or sense-data 'exist', must remain an open question. Probably the answer 
must depend largely on the criteria we ourselves lay down for what is to 
count as 'existence' (and 'knowledge'- Ch. 4) in each case. We shall 
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leave you to think further about this problem in the light of your studies 
so far. What we are going to do now is to concentrate on question (1) 
with particular reference to the possible existence of (a) substances, and 
(b) universals. We shall then link up our discussion with the wider 
problem of reality and language which we touched on at the end of 
Chapter 8 

Substances 
Like many technical terms 'substance' has several different meanings. As 
we saw in Chapter 3, Aristotle uses it to refer to (a) 'individual' things 
(for example, man or horse) consisting of matter and form, which are 
neither predicable of a subject nor present in it. These individuals are 
primary substances. (b) Secondary substances are variously species of 
primary substances or the genera of species. There is much debate 
among scholars about what Aristotle actually meant, but there is a broad 
consensus that his secondary substances are in some sense 'essences' or 
'natures' consisting of a collection of qualities which ultimately character
ize individual things. There is, however, a problem in Aristotle's 
formulation which was to stimulate much of the philosophical debate 
between rationalists and empiricists from the time of Descartes to the 
present day. If we say something like 'The apple is sweet' we are using 
the so-called 'subject'predicate' form'S is P'. Now this has been taken to 
suggest that the word 'apple' refers to a substance as a kind of substratum 
in which the attribute of sweetness inheres. (Indeed the word 'substance' 
means 'standing under'.) As Locke wrote, referring to the various 
attributes of an exterior thing such as a man or gold, ' ... not imagining 
how these simple ideas can exist by themselves, we accustom ourselves to 
suppose some substratum wherein they do subsist, and from which they 
do result; which therefore we call "substance" '(Essay, Book II, ch. 23, 
section 1). Locke here follows Descartes (who in turn was reflecting the 
Aristotelian scholastic tradition in which he had been educated): 'Every
thing in which there resides immediately, as in a subject, or by means of 
which there exists anything that we perceive, i.e. any property, quality, 
or attribute, of which we have a real idea, is called a Substance' 
(Arguments Demonstrating the Existence of God, Definition V). The 
difficulty is that 'substance' in this sense seems to be a rather empty 
concept if all we can say about it is that it is 'something' in which 
attributes inhere. And this Locke frankly recognised: 

And thus here, as in all other cases where we use words without having 
clear and distinct ideas, we talk like children who, being questioned 
what such a thing is which they know not, readily give this satisfactory 
answer - that it is something which in truth signifies no more, when so 
used, either by children or men, but that they know not what; and that 
the thing they pretend to know and talk of is what they have no distinct 
idea of at all, and so are perfectly ignorant of it and in the dark. 
[Essay, Book II, ch. 23, section 2] 
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(Locke's definition also seems to be inconsistent with his own empiricist 
theory of knowledge- see Ch. 4.4 and Ch. 4.8.) He was criticized for 
this agnosticism by Leibniz, for whom simple substances ('monads') were 
regarded as 'real unities', 'having no parts', and above all as possessed of 
activity or inward force: 'substance is a being capable of action'. It is 
arguable, however, that to talk of substances as active still fails to 
provide us with any information about their character or 'essence'. 
Critics such as Hume also pointed out that we have no knowledge of 
substances other than their 'simple ideas' or attributes. But then we are 
in danger of falling into the trap of circularity. For if we say that 'the 
apple is sweet', we would seem to mean no more than that 'this object 
which consists of properties a + b + c + ... sweetnesss' is sweet. 

Both the rationalist notion of a substratum and the empiricist account 
of collections of properties ('bundles of perceptions', as Hume referred 
to them) prove to be unsatisfactory when they are confronted by another 
issue, that of identity (compare Ch. 4.10). If an object is defined in terms 
of a finite collection of properties then should it lose one of them or 
acquire a different one it must presumably become a different individual. 
This certainly conflicts with our ordinary views of continuity and change. 
But in answer to this it might be said that the problem arises from the 
rigidity of such a definition. A person undergoes many changes in the 
course of a lifetime but is still in some sense the same person. The notion 
of a substratum has been seen by some philosophers as providing a 
'principle of unity' for such changes. But this raises further difficulties of 
its own. How do the attributes relate to the substratum? Is a change in 
the individual object supposed to be accompanied by a change in the 
substratum? Would this require a further sub-substratum for the substra
tum changes to inhere in, and so on on ad infinitum? At what point 
would changes in the substratum be regarded as definitive of a new 
individual? Moreover, how could we know? 

An alternative approach to the problem would be to invoke the 
Aristotelian notion of primary substance but shorn of its metaphysical 
trappings of 'matter' and 'form'. Something like this is to be found in 
Strawson's influential book Individuals. But before we consider his thesis 
in greater detail we shall have a look at what is meant by 'universals'. 

Universals 
Whereas 'substance' has been traditionally associated with the logical 
subject in descriptive sentences of the'S is P' form, universals have been 
linked with predicates. These might refer to properties ('X is sweet', 'Y is 
wise') or to relations ('A is bigger than B', 'Cis father of D'). 

Many different accounts have been given of universals since the time 
of Plato. We shall examine three. 

Realism. Both Plato and Aristotle were realists. Plato, you will recall, 
regarded at least some general terms as denoting forms or real essences 
which can be apprehended only through the power of the intellect. They 
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are therefore objects of thought and in some sense independent of 
mind - though what their actual status was believed to be by Plato is still 
a matter of controversy (see Chapter 2.6. Refer also to Chapter 4.5 for 
Russell's account in Problems.) Aristotle certainly criticized any account 
of universals which suggested they 'existed' apart from individual things 
in some kind of 'transcendent' realm and argued that while they are (as 
Plato had claimed) objects of thought they can exist only concretely in 
things. Aristotle also disagreed with Plato about which terms might be 
held to relate to universals, denying, for example, that there is a 
universal 'goodness'. But these differences apart, both Aristotle and 
Plato thought of universals as the starting point for definition and thus 
knowledge. For Plato to grasp a universal property of a thing is to explain 
what and why it is. Likewise for Aristotle identification of universals in 
things is the starting point for his scientific classification. 

The Aristotelian realist theory was taken up and modified in the 
Medieval period by StThomas Aquinas, who referred to it (following the 
Arabic philosopher Ibn Sina, or Avicenna, 980--1037) as a theory of 
universalia in rebus ('universals in things') as contrasted with the 
universalia ante res ('universals prior to objects') doctrine of Plato (and 
St Augustine). The importance of Aquinas' contribution to the problem 
of universals in fact lies in his attempt to reconcile these two opposing 
traditions. Although he agrees with Aristotle's view that different 
members of the same species (say, apples) each contain within themselv
es the same individual 'essence' or universal, he also subscribes to a 
theological version of Platonism, namely that the totality of universals 
exist in and are identical with God's mind as ideal models and are 
therefore ante res. In fact he goes further and, following Avicenna's 
interpretation of Aristotle, argues that the 'active' intellect (compare Ch. 
3.4) 'illumines' and abstracts the universal element implicit in the image 
of an object as given to us through our senses, impresses it on the 
'passive' intellect, and thus produces the universal concept (which 
Avicenna called the universal post rem ['after the thing']. 

Conceptualism. It would be wrong to think of this theory as an 
alternative to realism as such, for conceptualists do not deny the reality of 
universals but rather think of them as general concepts (or, in some 
versions, as images) which are post res as just discussed. And as 
empiricists they differ from St Thomas in the accounts they give of how 
we generate these universals concepts. Both Locke and Berkeley, for 
example, appeal to the notions of resemblance and representation. Thus: 

The mind makes the particular ideas, received from particular objects, 
to become general; which is done by considering them as they are in 
the mind, such appearances separate from all other existences, and the 
circumstances of real existence, as time, place, or any other concomi
tant ideas. This is called 'abstraction', whereby, ideas taken from 
particular beings become general representatives of all of the same 
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kind; and their names, general names, applicable to whatever exists 
conformable to such abstract ideas. Such precise, naked appearances 
in the mind ... the understanding lays up (with names commonly 
annexed to them) as the standards to rank real existences into sorts, as 
they agree with these patterns, and to denominate them accordingly. 
Thus, the same colour being observed today in chalk or snow, which 
the mind yesterday received from milk, it considers that appearance 
alone, makes it a representative of all of that kind, and, having given it 
the name 'whiteness', it by that sound signifies the same quality 
wheresoever to be imagined or met with; and thus universals, whether 
ideas or terms, are made. [Locke, Essay, Book II, ch. xi, 9] 

While, for Berkeley, ' ... an idea, which considered in itself is particu
lar, becomes general by being made to represent or stand for all other 
particular ideas of the same sort' (Principles of Human Knowledge, 
Introduction, XII). 

(*It should be noted here that Berkeley's positive thesis is actually 
presented in the context of a sustained criticism of Locke for his 
abstractionist account. Elsewhere in the Essay (see, for example, III, ii, 
6-9} Locke had maintained that given a group of similar individual things 
(for example, men or triangles) the mind arrives at the general idea by 
leaving out of the compound idea of the group what is particular to each 
member but retaining what is common. But how, asks Berkeley (Prin
ciples, Introduction, XV), could one 'frame an idea of a triangle which 
was neither equilateral, nor scalenon, nor equicrural'? It is only that 
particular triangle, he says, which equally stands for and represents all 
rectilinear triangles whatsoever that can be said to be universal. How fair 
Berkeley's criticism is of Locke is debatable. Locke's terminology is, 
however, notoriously ambiguous: 'idea' is used variously to refer to a 
mental or psychological concept and to an image. It would certainly be 
difficult to understand what an image might be like which has not 
particular characteristics.) 

Resemblance is also invoked by Hume (Treatise, I, i, 7), who, while 
following Berkeley, closely links the notion with his own doctrine of 
'association' (see Ch. 4.4). When we have a particular idea we are able to 
associate it with others of a similar type on account of a mental capacity 
or predisposition which has been acquired through earlier habitual 
associations - mediated by the same general word we apply to each 
experience of the idea. ("This appeal to a general term as the means by 
which particular ideas are universalized is to be contrasted with Berke
ley's position, according to which 'a word becomes general by being 
made the sign, not of an abstract general idea, but of several particular 
ideas of the same sort, any one of which it indifferently suggests to the 
mind' [Principles, lntrod., XI]. Compare Locke: 'Words become general 
by being made the signs of general ideas' [Essay, III, iii, 6]). 
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Nominalism. According to this view universals do not 'really' exist; what 
two objects, which we believe to have some property in common, for 
example, redness, actually share is nothing other than the term 'red'. 
This is, however, an extreme version of the theory, held especially by 
William of Ockham (c. 1285-1349). A more moderate form of the 
doctrine was espoused by Hobbes, for whom the denial of universality 
consisted in the assertion that all named things are 'singular and 
individual'. But it is on account of the 'similitude in some quality, or 
other accident' (Leviathan, III, 21) that one universal name is imposed 
on a given class of things. And as he says in his De Corpore that 'names 
are signs not of things, but of our cogitations' (1, 17), it would seem that 
his nominalism approximates to the conceptualism of Hume which also 
appeals to resemblances between objects. 

•comments 
As we have seen, moderate nominalism is hardly distinguishable from a 
variety of conceptualism. As to the more extreme theory, it is difficult to 
see how this could have ever got off the ground. If there is nothing in 
common between the qualities in different things, to which the general 
name is applied (or which are included in the same concept denoted by 
the name), what is the justification for using the same general name? At 
the very least it must be an arbitrary one. Moreover, it is doubtful 
whether language could function at all on such a basis, for each person 
might well be appealing to a different criterion of usage. 

Conceptualist accounts seem to be more acceptable, but in so far as 
general concepts presuppose common or similar elements in different 
things it is not certain that the problem of universality has been 
satisfactorily resolved. If we say that two tomatoes are both red, are we 
not affirming that there is such a thing as redness? The argument here is 
really about what we mean by 'thing' or 'is/exists'. So let us return to a 
moderate realist view such as Aristotle's. Is there anything wrong with 
this? If by saying that the two tomatoes both exhibit redness we mean no 
more than that they are both of the same colour then our statement is 
innocuous, and it is unnecessary to introduce the language of 'universals' 
at all which seems to do no more than obscure the issue. (Whether the 
colour 'exists' in the actual tomatoes or 'in' our minds- as 'sense data', 
for example- is another matter of course, which we looked at in Ch. 
4.8.) The realist account, however, is rather more dubious if- as 
Aristotle and Plato claim - the appeal to universals helps us explain the 
nature of objects. To say a tomato is red because it 'shares in' the 
universal redness does not tell us anything more than what we know 
already, namely that it is red! A further difficulty with realist theories is 
that in the case of certain sorts of descriptive qualities things do not come 
'ready made' with them, as it were; rather it is we who decide which 
descriptions are appropriate in the circumstances. Thus, a lump of wood 
may be described as a lump of wood, a chair, or a work of art (perhaps a 
piece of sculpture depicting an animal). A realist theory could not easily 



341 

accommodate the notion of different 'universals' ('chaimess', 'animali
ty') being present 'in' the object simultaneously and seemingly depen
dent on the observer for their 'existence'. 

It has been suggested by Strawson in his article 'Universals' that 
conceptualism and (naturalist) realism are in fact two contrasting theo
ries between which no reconciliation is possible, as there is no impartial 
standpoint from which they may be judged. This is something you might 
like to think about. Do you agree with him? Compare his approach here 
with the similar approach he makes to the problem of freedom and 
necessity, mentioned in section 4. What does it mean to say that 'redness 
exists' (a) in thought, and (b) in things? 

There are two further important general points that need to be made 
about the problems of both substances and universals. 

(1) At the heart of these metaphysical disputes lies an erroneous view of 
meaning. In our ordinary discourse words like 'apple' or 'red' are used to 
refer to perceivable objects and qualities. It has been assumed either 
tacitly or explicitly by some philosophers (for example, Plato and early 
Russell) that words acquire their meaning by virtue of this denotation. 
This has resulted in a philosophical wild-goose chase for the 'real' or 
'existing' denotata allegedly corresponding to other names such as 
'matter' or 'redness', as if they were analogous to physical objects. 
Indeed the search for 'meanings' can itself be thought to exemplify the 
same error - as if there were 'things' called meanings floating around in a 
kind of metaphysical space waiting to be attached to words. Wittgenstein 
has argued that to avoid this kind of error one should look at the actual 
ways in which these words are used in our ordinary language (see 
Philosophical Investigations, sections 116, 124, and compare Ryle's 
notion of the category mistake which we looked at in Chapter 4.6). He is 
also critical of the view that there need necessarily be certain res
emblances common to all usages of a word which might underpin the 
appeal to 'universals'. Thus, talking of the word 'game' he writes: 

Don't say: 'There must be something common, or they would not be 
called "games"- but look and see whether there is anything common 
to all. For if you look at them you will not see something which is 
common to all, but similarities, relationships, and a whole series of 
them at that. To repeat: don't think, but look! Look for example at 
board-games, with their multifarious relationships. Now pass to card
games; here you find many correspondences with the first group, but 
many common features drop out, and others appear. When we pass 
next to ball-games, much that is common is retained, but much is lost. 
Are they all 'amusing'? Compare chess with noughts and crosses. Or is 
there always winning and losing, or competition between players? 
Think of patience. In ball games there is winning and losing; but when 
a child throws his ball at the wall and catches it again, this feature has 
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disappeared. Look at the parts played by skill and luck; and at the 
difference between skill in chess and skill in tennis. Think now of 
games likes ring-a-ring-a-roses; here is the element of amusement, but 
how many other characteristic features have disappeared! ... 

And the result of this examination is: we see a complicated network 
of similarities overlapping and criss-crossing; sometimes overall simila
rities, sometimes similarities of detail [Philosophical Investigations 
s. 66]. 

You might also note Berkeley's attack on Locke, who claimed that 
words have signification by virtue of the fact that they 'stand for' ideas, 
that is, concepts or possibly images; and that the purpose of language is 
to communicate our ideas. 'Whereas, in truth', wrote Berkeley (Prin
ciples, Introd., XVIII), 'there is no such thing as one precise and definite 
signification annexed to any general name, they all signifying indiffe
rently a great number of particular ideas.' Moreover he points out (XX) 
that language has many ends; it is not just for the communication of 
thought (compare Wittgenstein, op cit., s. 23). 

(2) We have discussed the concepts of substance and universal with 
reference to, respectively, the subject and predicate which are character
istic of the traditional logical formulation of sentences. However, it 
should be obvious to you that this identification is not rigid. We might 
talk of a chair as a substance (as in 'the chair is brown'). What was a 
subject now seems itself to be predicated of a different subject. This of 
course brings us back to Aristotle's distinctions between primary and 
secondary substance and between genera and species, with all their 
attendant difficulties. An alternative approach is provided by Strawson 
in Individuals. The subject-predicate form can be preserved provided we 
interpret subject-expressions as referring to particulars and as being 
'complete', whereas predicate-expressions are not 'complete'. By 'parti
culars' he means 'individuals' in a broad sense such as 'historical 
occurrences, material objects, people and their shadows'. Qualities, 
properties, numbers and species, however, are not. As for the notions of 
(in)completeness, a subject-expression is complete in the sense that it 
'presents a fact in its own right'; while a predicate-expression is in
complete to the extent that it does not (Individuals, p. 187). Thus, if I say 
'Socrates' or 'that person there' is wise I presuppose that there is an 
individual there who can be identified in relation to the space-time 
system by the use of appropriate descriptions (appearance, position, and 
so on). The subject-expression can therefore lead to an affirmation of a 
fact. By contrast a predicate-expression ('is wise') on its own cannot do 
this (see Strawson, op cit. pp. 186, 232). Strawson makes it clear that the 
use of a subject-term does not commit us to the actual existence of the 
denotatum (as in the case of 'The man-in-the-moon lives on cheese'). 
Here we have an expression which apparently refers but does not in fact 
do so, in which case the proposition is simply false. (Contrast this with 
Russell's Theory of Descriptions; see Ch. 4.5). Or, 
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We can see it simply as operating in a different realm of discourse, the 
realm of myth, fiction or fancy rather than that of fact. In these realms, 
within limits which we lift and impose in various ways, we can 
presuppose existences and allocate truth-values as we choose. [Indi
viduals, p. 228] 

Reality and language 
This last quotation from Strawson leads on to the final problem to be 
looked at in this chapter: What kinds of thing do exist? What is here? As 
we have seen, basic particulars for Strawson are material objects and 
persons, while qualities, relations, states, processes, and species 'seem 
relatively poorly entrenched', as reference to a material object is 
presupposed if they are to be identified. Presumably minds, Platonic 
'essences', God, are all relegated to the 'realm of myth, fiction or fancy'. 
What of the status of, say, the subatomic particles of physics? Strawson 
calls these 'theoretical constructs'. They are unobservable but in so far as 
we do make identifying reference to them this can only be by identifying 
reference to 'those grosser, observable bodies' which are composed of 
them. They thus constitute another class of the 'poorly entrenched' 
particulars which belong to the descriptive metaphysician's conceptual 
scheme. Given Strawson's general position, it should be clear that for 
him it should not be necessary for philosophers either to resort to 
reductionist procedures (compare Ayer), which for the most part cannot 
be carried through, to replace sentences referring to non-particulars by 
sentences which involve particulars, nor to seek to construct the 'ideal' 
language which purports to give us the 'true' picture of 'reality' (compare 
Wittgenstein's Tractatus and Russell's 'Logical Atomism'). 

Quine's approach to ontology differs from all these. He rejects the 
possibility of a single 'ideal' logical language underlying grammatical 
forms. But he is also dismissive of Strawson's emphasis on ordinary 
language and its alleged central core of concepts. And he regrets 
Strawson's distinction between descriptive and revisionary metaphysics 
and Wittgenstein's sharp separation of philosophy and science. Instead 
Quine offers us the notion of 'semantic ascent', that is, the move from 
talking in certain terms to talking about them, and the criterion of 
'systematic efficacy'. We certainly start out from our 'ordinary' language, 
but we are not tied to it. We can revise it, restructure it, adding or 
dispensing with certain concepts to suit our requirements as we move up 
from descriptions of our everyday experiences to those of the natural 
sciences, and then on to the more abstract levels of mathematics, logic, 
and finally ontology. In the last analysis, what 'exists', what is 'real', 
depends on our 'ontic commitment': the degree of generality and 
abstraction we are prepared to allow in our conceptual schemes; and 
herein lies the proper function of the philosopher: 

What distinguishes between the ontological philosopher's concern and 
all this [that is, the answers zoologists, physicists, mathematicians 
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and so on give to the question what there is] is only breadth of 
categories . . . 

The philosopher's task differs from the others ... in detail; but 
in no such drastic way as those suppose who imagine for the philo
sopher a vantage point outside the conceptual scheme that he takes in 
charge. There is no such cosmic exile. He cannot study and revise 
the fundamental conceptual scheme of science and common sense 
without having some conceptual scheme, whether the same or another 
no less in need of philosophical scrutiny, in which to work. He can 
scrutinize and improve the system from within, appealing to coherence 
and simplicity; but this is the theoretician's method generally. He has 
recourse to semantic ascent, but so has the scientist. And if the 
theoretical scientist in his remote ways is bound to save the eventual 
connections with nonverbal stimulation, the philosopher in his remoter 
way is bound to save them too. True, no experiment may be expected 
to settle an ontological issue; but this is only because such issues are 
connected with surface irritations in such multifarious ways, through 
such a maze of intervening theory. [Quine, Word and Object, pp. 
275-6) 

We shall not discuss these issues further by attempting to decide 
between Quine and 'ordinary language' philosophy. But if when you 
have finished this book you feel you would like to dig more deeply into 
philosophy, you should most certainly put Quine's Word and Object and 
Strawson's Individuals high on your book list. 

QUESTIONS 

A. Data response/guided answer questions 
(*Note that to answer questions 1 and 2 you will need to refer back to the 
text of Chapter 4.10) 

1. Read the extract below and then answer the questions which follow. 

It is evident that the identity which we attribute to the human mind, 
however perfect we may imagine it to be, is not able to run the several 
perceptions into one, and make them lose their characters of distinc
tion and difference, which are essential to them. 'Tis still true that 
every distinct perception which enters into the composition of the 
mind, is a distinct existence, and is different, and distinguishable, and 
separable from every other perception, either contemporary or 
successive. But as, notwithstanding this distinction and separability, 
we suppose the whole train of perceptions to be united by identity, a 
question naturally arises concerning this relation of identity, whether it 
be something that really binds our several perceptions together, or 
only associates their ideas in the imagination; that is, in other words, 
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whether, in pronouncing concerning the identity of a person, we 
observe some real bond among his perceptions, or only feel one among 
the ideas we form of them. This question we might easily decide, if we 
would recollect what has already been proved at large, that the 
understanding never observes any real connexion among objects, and 
that even the union of cause and effect, when strictly examined, 
resolves itself into a customary association of ideas. For from thence it 
evidently follows, that identity is nothing really belonging to these 
different perceptions, and uniting them together, but is merely a 
quality which we attribute to them, because of the union of their ideas 
in the imagination when we reflect upon them. [Hume, (Treatise, 
Bk I, Part IV, vi) in Personal Identity, ed. Perry.] 

(a) What are said to be the essential characters of every perception? 
(b) According to the extract, what question is provoked by the assump

tion that the train of perception is united by identity? 
(c) Why, according to Hume, is the identity we ascribe to the mind of 

man fictitious? 
(d) By what arguments would you seek to prove or disprove Hume's 

view that questions concerning personal identity are grammatical 
rather than philosophical difficulties? 

[JMB, 1987] 

2. Read the extract below and then answer the questions which follow. 

On the other side, one person has no direct access of any sort to the 
events of the inner life of another. He cannot do better than make 
problematic inferences from the observed behaviour of the other 
person's body to the states of mind which, by analogy from his own 
conduct, he supposes to be signalised by that behaviour. Direct access 
to the workings of a mind is the privilege of that mind itself; in default 
of such privileged access, the workings of one mind are inevitably 
occult to everyone else. For the supposed arguments from bodily 
movements similar to their own to mental workings similar to their 
own would lack any possibility of observational corroboration. Not 
unnaturally, therefore, an adherent of the official theory finds it 
difficult to resist the consequence of his premiss, that he has no good 
reason to believe that there do exist minds not unlike his own. Even if 
he prefers to believe that to other human bodies there are harnessed 
minds not unlike his own, he cannot claim to be able to discover their 
individual characteristics, or the particular things that they undergo 
and do. Absolute solitude is on this showing the ineluctable destiny of 
the soul. Only our bodies can meet. [Ryle, The Concept of Mind 
(Ch. I)] 

(a) According to the extract, why are 'the workings of one mind ... 
inevitably occult to everyone else'? 
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(b) On what basis, according to the extract, can one person attribute 
states of mind to another? 

(c) What arguments lead to the conclusion 'Only our bodies can meet'? 
(d) Evaluate the arguments by which Ryle seeks to demonstrate the 

absurdity of the view that 'Absolute solitude is ... the ineluctable 
destiny of the soul'? 

[JMB, 1987] 

3. Write a short philosophical commentary on the following passage, 
incorporating into your discussion your answers to the guiding questions. 

Two things make it clear that it is neither a habit nor a power plus a 
habit. First, were it a habit it would have to be an inborn habit, for it is 
natural to man to have free-will. But we have no natural habit touching 
the things that come up for free decision. For a natural habit is a 
natural tendency, like our assent to self-evident principles, and as we 
said regarding the desire for happiness, matters of natural tendency are 
not subject to free-will. Thus it is against the very idea of free-will that 
it be a natural habit. And if it were any habit except a natural habit it 
would not be strictly a part of our nature. So it cannot be in any sense a 
habit. 

This is clear, secondly, because habit is defined as that by virtue of 
which we hold ourselves well or ill in regard to passions or actions, as 
the Ethics says. For by temperance we bear ourself well with respect to 
desires, by intemperance we bear ourself ill; by science we are rightly 
oriented towards the act of understanding in knowing the truth, by the 
contrary habit we are wrongly oriented. Now freedom is determined 
neither towards good nor towards evil, so it cannot be a habit and 
therefore must be a power. [Aquinas, Summa Theologiae (I, 83. 2).] 

(a) Why does free-will have to be one of the three options? 
(b) What does Aquinas mean by 'habit'? 
(c) What is Aquinas' notion of a 'natural habit'? 
(d) What is the significance of the conclusion that free-will 'must be a 

power'? 
[IB, 1988] 

4. Write a short philosophical commentary on the following passage, 
incorporating into your discussion your answers to the guiding questions. 

The flight from unsatisfactory reality into what, on account of the 
biological damage involved, we call illness (though it is never without 
an immediate yield of pleasure to the patient) takes place along the 
path of involution, of regression, of a return to earlier phases of sexual 
life, phases from which at one time satisfaction was not withheld. This 
regression appears to be a twofold one: a temporal one, in so far as the 
libido, the erotic needs, hark back to stages of development that are 
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earlier in time, and a formal one, in that the original and primitive 
methods of psychical expression are employed in manifesting those 
needs. Both these kinds of regression, however, lead back to child
hood and unite in bringing about an infantile condition of sexual life. 

The deeper you penetrate into the pathogenesis of nervous illness, 
the more you will find revealed the connection between the neuroses 
and other productions of the human mind, including the most valu
able. You will be taught that we humans, with the high standards of 
our civilization and under the pressure of our internal repressions, find 
reality unsatisfying quite generally, and for that reason entertain a life 
of phantasy in which we like to make up for the insufficiencies of 
reality by the production of wish-fulfilments. These phantasies include 
a great deal of the true constitutional essence of the subject's person
ality as well as those of his impulses which are repressed where reality 
is concerned. The energetic and successful man is one who succeeds by 
his efforts in turning his wishful phantasies into reality. Where this 
fails, as a result of the resistances of the external world and of the 
subject's own weakness, he begins to turn away from reality. [Freud, 
Five Lectures on Psychoanalysis (5th Lecture).] 

(a) What are the reasons for, and the aspects of, regression? 
(b) Why characterize this process as 'neurotic' or 'pathological'? 
(c) What alternatives does Freud suggest to this flight from reality? 

[IB, 1987) 

5. Write a short philosophical commentary on the following passage, 
incorporating into your discussion your answers to the guiding questions. 

In Plato's view there was no need for an intellectual activity to make 
things actually able to be understood, though perhaps something was 
needed to give the light of understanding to the mind, as we shall see. 
For Plato, the forms of things in the physical world subsisted non
materially and could therefore be understood, since it is non
materiality that makes a thing actually able to be understood. These he 
called species or ideas. And he argued that physical matter was formed 
through participation in these, so that individual things were naturally 
set up in their kinds and types, and also that our minds were formed by 
participation in them, so that they could have knowledge of the kinds 
and types of things. 

But Aristotle did not think that the natural forms in the physical 
world subsist immaterially. And so granted that immattered forms are 
not actually intelligible, it followed that the natures or forms of the 
sense things we understand are not, as things stand, open to under
standing. Now nothing passes from potentiality to being actual except 
through something already actual, as sense is actuated by something 
which acts on it. So it was necessary to posit a power of the intellectual 
order which made things actually able to be understood by abstracting 
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the thought of them from their material conditions. That is why we 
speak of the abstractive power of the mind. [Aquinas, Summa 
Theo/ogiae (I, 79.3c).] 

(a) Why does Aquinas criticize Plato's view and what does he suggest is 
wrong with it? 

(b) Why did Aristotle think that the natural forms in the physical world 
did not subsist immaterially? 

(c) What is meant by 'potentially' in this context? 
(d) What is the significance of the phrase 'it was necessary to posit a 

power'? 
(e) What does Aquinas understand by 'abstracting'? 

[IB, 1987] 

6. Write a philosophical commentary on the following passage, incorpo
rating into your discussion your answers to the guiding questions. 

The body is the contingent form which is taken up by the necessity of 
my contingency. We can never apprehend this contingency as much in 
so far as our body is for us; for we are a choice, and for us, to be is to 
choose ourselves. Even this disability from which I suffer I have 
assumed by the very fact that I live; I surpass it toward my own 
projects, I make of it the necessary obstacle for my being, and I cannot 
be crippled without choosing myself as crippled. This means that I 
choose the way in which I constitute my disability (as 'unbearable', 
'humiliating', 'to be hidden', to be revealed to all', 'an object of pride', 
'the justification for my failures', etc.). But this inapprehensible body 
is precisely the necessity that there be a choice, that I do not exist all at 
once. In this sense my finitude is the condition of my freedom, for here 
is no freedom without choice. [Sartre, Being and Nothingness (III, 2, 
I).] 

(a) What is meant by the expression 'the necessity of my contingency'? 
How does Sartre establish a link between the body and the necessity 
of contingency? 

(b) Explain the example of disability. What do you think of the 
expression 'I cannot be crippled without choosing myself as cripp
led'? 

(c) Is it meaningful to speak of the 'inapprehensible body'? 
(d) How do you understand the link which Sartre makes here between 

finitude and freedom? 
[IB, 1988] 

B. Essay questions (prescribed texts) 
l. (a) Distinguish carefully between Aristotle's concepts of 'involunta

ry', 'non-voluntary' and 'voluntary' actions. 



(b) What purpose does he intend these definitions to serve? 
(c) Do his definitions enable him to carry out his purpose? 

[AEB, 1985] 
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2. Explain and discuss Aquinas's view that the soul is incorruptible. 
[IB, 1988] 
3. Expound and discuss Aquinas's arguments for free-will in man. 
4. (a) What distinctions did Descartes make in his description of the 

nature of mind and the nature of body? 
(b) How does Descartes account for the interaction of mind and 

body? 
[AEB, 1986] 
5. Why does Hume assert that 'any volume; of divinity or school 

metaphysics ... can contain nothing but sophistry and illusion'? Do you 
accept his suggestion that it should therefore be committed 'to the 
flames'? 
6. 'A particular idea becomes general by being annex'd to a general 

term.' 
(a) Explain what Hume means by a 'general term'. 
(b) How, according to Hume, are they acquired? 
(c) What difficulties do you think there are in his account of how 

particular ideas become general? 
7. Hume offered two definitions of cause and said that beyond those we 

could have no idea of it. 
(a) What were the two definitions? 
(b) Explain what he meant by saying we could have no further idea 

of it. 
(c) Consider how much it matters whether we can or cannot have 

any further idea of it. 
[AEB, 1985] 
8. Examine Kant's claim that causation is an a priori category. 
9. Kant distinguishes between a metaphysics 'of speculative reason' and 

metaphysics as a 'natural disposition'. Discuss why he makes this 
distinction. 
10. Kant (in The Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals) states that 
freedom cannot be 'explained'. 

(a) Why does he say this? 
(b) Is his own solution to the free-will - determinism problem 

satisfactory? 
11. Discuss Sartre's views on masochism. [IB, 1987] 
12. (a) Explain clearly the meaning of Ayer's 'criterion of verifiability' 

and his application of the criterion. 
(b) What criticisms might be made of this 'criterion' and of the 

claims which Ayer advances for what it can do? 
13. In his proposed 'elimination of metaphysics' Ayer claims to avoid 
'overstepping the barrier he maintains to be impassable'. Do you think 
he succeeds? [AEB, 1985] 
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14. Do you think Ayer is correct when he claims that what makes the 
'appearances' appearance of the same thing is not 'their relationship to 
an entity other than themselves, but their relationship to one another? 
15. Discuss Russell's account of universals and how they differ from 
other things. 
16. 'It would seem that knowledge concerning the universe as a whole is 
not to be obtained by metaphysics'. 

(a) Outline the arguments Russell uses in support of this claim 
(which is directed particularly against the philosophy of Hegel). 

(b) Do you think he is right? 
17. 'The essential thing about metaphysics: it obliterates the distinction 
between facts.' Examine critically what Wittgenstein means. 

C. Essay questions (problems) 
18. Could it ever make sense to attribute personality to a machine? 
19. By what arguments might one seek to rule out the hypothesis of 
disembodied mental life? [JMB, 1987] 
20. Is it logically coherent to talk about 'unconscious desires'? 
21. What are the difficulties raised by the notion that consciousness can 
survive the death of the body which lend support to the view that mind 
and body are inseparable? [AEB, 1986] 
22. On what grounds can mind and body be regarded as distinct and 
separate entities? Consider the possible difficulties implicit in such a 
claim. 
23. 'Behaviourism offers a clear and satisfactory solution to the mind/ 
body problem.' 

(a) What is that solution? 
(b) Does it work? 

[AEB, 1988] 
24. Discuss the view that the mind is a non-physical thing. [AEB, 1988] 
25. Are all 'mental states' necessarily 'directed' towards some object? 
26. Is the concept of an uncaused event self-contradictory? 
27. 'The categories of causal explanation . . . have their roots within our 
own experience of ourselves as agents' (Hampshire). Discuss. 
28. How might you distinguish between a caused event and a coinci
dence? 
29. Must a cause always be prior to its effect? 
30. If my decision was scientifically predictable could it be said to have 
been freely made? 
31. 'I could not help it.' Examine critically some of the grounds that 
might be proposed to justify this assertion. 
32. If an action is caused, does this mean that the agent is not 
responsible for its consequences? 
33. 'There is no point in worrying about the future; we can do nothing 
about it.' Consider the philosophical implications of such a view. 
34. If God knows in advance what I shall do, does that mean I shall not 
be acting of my own free-will? 
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35. Examine the strengths and weaknesses of nominalism. 
36. Can realist and conceptualist theories of universals be reconciled? 
37. Can we dispense with the notion of substance? 
38. Is it the case that reason alone gives us knowledge of reality? [IB, 
1987] 
39. Is reason limited by the language we use? [IB, 1987] 
40. Can the distinction between 'descriptive' and 'revisionary' metaphy
sics be maintained? 

Notes/guided answers have been provided for questions 4, 7, 14, 19, 31, 
and 38. 
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Boden, M. A., Aritificial Intelligence and Natural Man. 
Boden, M.A., Minds and Mechanisms. 
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Sorabji, R., Necessity, Cause and Blame. 
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Trusted, J., Free Will and Responsibility. • 
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CHAPTER 11 355 

MAN AND CULTURE 

11.1 INTRODUCTION: PHILOSOPHICAL ANTHROPOLOGY 

In the preceding chapters we have covered many different fields of 
philosophy. But before bringing this introductory text book to a close 
there is one further branch of the subject that deserves some discussion, 
not least because it has been relatively neglected by professional 
philosophers working in the so-called Anglo-American tradition. We are 
referring here to what is usually called Philosophical Anthropology, 
which is associated particularly with such thinkers (all German) as W. 
Dilthey, M. Scheler, H. Plessner, A. Gehlen, and E. Cassirer. 

We have investigated at some length the theory of knowledge, ethics, 
political, philosophy, the philosophy of science, and so on. But nothing 
has been said about science, religion, art, or indeed philosophy itself as 
aspects or 'modes' of human culture, or about the originator of culture, 
namely man himself. As Kant wrote in a series of lectures on logic, 

The field of philosophy as pertaining to world citizenship can be 
reduced to the following questions: 
1 What can I know? 
2 What should I do? 
3 What may I hope? 
4 What is man? 
Basically, all these can be classified under anthropology, since the first 
three are related to the last. 

A somewhat similar observation was made by Scheler: 'In a certain 
sense, all the central problems of philosophy can be reduced to the 
question of man and his position and metaphysical situation within the 
totality of Being, the world, and God.' 

What is man? He is clearly part of nature but yet does he not in some 
sense transcend it? What is meant by 'culture' Why and how did it come 
into being at some (unknown) moment in human prehistory? How do the 
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many 'modes' and structures (that is, social, political, and economic) 
interrelate? What are the mechanisms of cultural change? Is there 
progress in culture? Is there a common culture underlying particular 
cultures? Unfortunately lack of space makes it impossible for all these 
questions to be considered here (and there are many other issues we have 
not even mentioned). We shall therefore concentrate on the central 
questions, 'What is man?' and 'What is culture?' (and 'how did it start?'). 
But before we can set out to find answers we must have a closer look at 
the nature and methods of philosophical anthropology. 

Philosophical anthropologists are of course not all of one type; within 
this field of philosophy (as in all others) there is a considerable variety of 
interests and emphases. There are, however, a number of assumptions 
and attitudes shared by different practitioners which justify the descrip
tion of them as philosophical anthropologists. 

Attitude to science. It might well be said that the findings of modern 
science, especially evolutionary biology, genetics, and palaeontology, as 
well as social anthropology, already provide us with a substantial body of 
knowledge about man and culture. Most philosophical anthropologists 
would not dispute this. But they would argue (a) that science cannot give 
us a complete or final understanding of ourselves; and (b) that it is in 
certain respects seen to be destructive of human autonomy. Underlying 
this assessment is their identification of causal explanation as a primary 
characteristic of scientific methodology. Whatever the correct analysis of 
causation may be (see Ch. 10.3), human behaviour should not be 
accounted for exclusively in causal terms. It is taken as axiomatic that we 
have the capacity to make free choices and that when we do our actions 
are not predetermined by our biological or physico-chemical 'make-up' 
(though some philosophical anthropologists would not deny that such 
factors may influence our behaviour). Rather we act as cultural beings 
operating within a framework of knowledge and values which we 
ourselves have created and which we continuously subject to modifica
tion as we grow in self-knowledge. 

Synthesis. To the extent that scientific methods and the scientific 
world-view are not rejected out of hand but are recognised as the means 
by which nature (including man as a bio-physical object but not as the 
creator of culture) is explained, philosophical anthropologists see them
selves as having an important role to play in reconciling the contrasting 
standpoints of natural science with the 'human' and cultural sciences. To 
some extent therefore philosophical anthropology adopts an 'overview' 
and seeks to integrate and synthesize all knowledge. It thereby overlaps 
with a traditional view of metaphysics but differs from it by virtue of the 
central place accorded to man. 

Philosophical standpoint. Philosophical anthropologists are united in a 
third respect, namely in their rejection of a philosophy which has become 
deeply rooted in Western culture- Cartesian dualism and its rationalist 
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foundations. By contrast, philosophical anthropology sees man not as 
split into a material body and an immaterial soul or mind but as an active, 
self-determining and creative unity. 

Methods 
There are two characteristics of the 'methodology' or philosophical 
techniques employed by most philosophical anthropologists: understand
ing ( Das Verstehen) and phenomenological 'bracketing', contributed res
pectively by Dilthey (1833-1911) and Scheler (1874-1928) (who was 
influenced by Husserl). 'Understanding' is not being used here in its 
everyday sense. For Dilthey it involves the grasping or apprehending of 
the 'meaning' (Bedeutung), that is, the unity of relationships which exist 
within and between the processes of the individual mind or of a group of 
individuals, which are expressed through gestures or utterances. As he 
says, 

In understanding we start from the system of the whole, which is given 
to us as a living reality, to make the particular intelligible to ourselves 
in terms of it. It is the fact that we live in the consciousness of the 
system of the whole which enables us to understand a particular 
statement, a particular gesture, or a particular action ... Under
standing is our name for the process in which mental life comes to be 
known through expressions of it which are given to the sen
ses. [Quoted from Hodges, Dilthey, pp. 20-1] 

In philosophical anthropology this method of understanding is preceded 
by a descriptive and interpretative ('phenomenological') process which 
involves a presuppositionless examination and analysis of an individual's 
actions and relationships with others, the structures of his experiences, 
and the fundamental 'modes' of culture. This approach is said to be 
applicable to the 'human' or 'cultural' sciences as opposed to the causal 
and nomological explanatory methods of the natural sciences, which 
treat man and his cultural life as objects, as abstractions. 

Now whether or not the 'phenomenological' method together with 
'understanding' do lead to a revelation of immediately intuited 'mea
nings' or 'essences' is a topic for considerable debate which cannot be 
entered into here. It will be sufficient for our purposes to consider some 
of the possible limitations of scientific explanation (see Chapter 7), as 
applied to aspects of human behaviour, which might be thought to justify 
the use by philosophical anthropologists of alternative methodologies. 
We shall start with a brief look at the 'nature' of man and then move on 
to examine the concept of action and the methodological status of the 
'human sciences'. 
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11.2 MAN 

Reading: Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, Quest. 75-88; Marx and 
Engels, The German Ideology; Sartre, Existentialism and Human
ism; Being and Nothingness, Search for a Method; Searle, Minds, 
Brains and Science 

What are the essential attributes of man? What is 'human nature'? As we 
saw in Chapter 5.7, Sartre denied that man has a nature at all:' ... man 
first of all exists, encounters himself, surges up in the world- and defines 
himself afterwards'. Be this as it may, numerous thinkers at various times 
have sought to identify some feature or features of man which, it is 
alleged, makes him different from all other living things. For Aristotle he 
is both a rational and a social being. Man's rationality is affirmed also by 
philosophers who have adopted the Judaeo-Christian world-view 
(especially Aquinas). Man is seen as a creature of God, 'made in His 
image', possessed of a soul, but since the 'Fall' human nature is corrupt 
and man is unable to realize his potential without divine assistance. With 
the advent of Freud human rationality, now identified with the ego, was 
supposed to be under threat from the dark subconscious forces of instinct 
(the id)- most notably (or notoriously) the sexual instinct. According to 
the Marxist (materialist) model man is a producer (homo faber), in 
particular a maker of tools by means of which he controls and modifies 
his environment; and whatever 'nature' he may possess, it is inseparable 
from his activity as a social being. By contrast, Cassirer sees man as the 
animal with a symbol-making capacity which enables him to create his 
own 'ideal world'. 

There is undoubtedly an element of truth in all these 'definitions', 
though whether they describe uniquely human characteristics is debat
able. Higher mammals such as chimpanzees seem to possess some 
capacity to reason and solve problems, and even to make use of some 
sort of language to communicate. Many non-human animals can make 
and use tools, though most theologians would probably deny them the 
possession of a soul. Their opinion must however be based on an act of 
faith as there does not seem to be any empirical way of deciding on this 
issue one way or another. The attribution of such an entity to man in any 
case raises many philosophical difficulties, some of which were indicated 
in the last chapter. If there is any characteristics which is exclusive to 
man, then it is probably that man alone is able to ask questions about 
himself and his existence, to produce art and music, to understand 
quantum mechanics, or, for that matter, to study philosophy: he is par 
excellence the cultural animal. Such a definition, however, still leaves 
unanswered the question, 'What is it about man that made it possible for 
him to create "culture"?' Why is it that chimpanzees, cats or caterpillars, 
have not been able to match this evolutionary achievement? The 
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problem here is that attempts to identify some culture-producing 'essen
ce' are in danger of falling into circularity, for references to, say, 
rationality or symbolism already presuppose a cultural framework from 
which such terms take their reference. What we shall do therefore is not 
to look for a human 'nature' as such but to concentrate on man's capacity 
to produce, extend, and make use of culture as the dimension in which he 
exists. And to do this we shall build on some of the tentative conclusions 
we came to in Chapter 10. Thus we shall assume (1) that we are causal 
'agents'; (2) that we possess 'intentionality'; (3) that we are 'free' in the 
sense of being self-determining. This is consistent with Sartre's assertion 
that man 'makes himself without committing us to the view that we come 
into the world devoid of all 'essence' or characterization. What we are we 
come to know through what we do, and it is in his understanding and 
control of the environment (whether it is constructive or destructive is a 
matter for debate) that the uniqueness of homo sapiens on this planet 
lies. This concept of 'agency' will be explored a little further in the next 
section. 

11.3 ACTION 

Reading: Searle, Minds, Brains and Science 

(1) The nature of actions. An 'agent' acts. But what is an action? (This is 
a question which is being increasingly discussed by many contemporary 
philosophers and is producing a steady stream of books and papers. Only 
a few of the issues can be looked at here however.) In the light of the 
conclusions we came to in Chapter 10.3 we shall approach the problem 
by making use of the notions of 'purpose' and 'intentionality'. A number 
of distinctions also need to be made. 

Actions do not have to be identified with physical movements. I may 
be said to be snoring when asleep, but this would not normally be called 
an action - although I am 'doing' something. By contrast, I can be said to 
be 'acting' (admittedly in an attenuated sense) even though there may be 
no overt physical signs to indicate this. I may, for example, be thinking or 
looking (at or for something). It may in fact be unclear what I am doing 
unless I reveal my intentions. If you see me at my desk with a book in 
front of me you may reasonably assume that I am reading. But this 
appearance is consistent with a number of different actions. I may indeed 
be said to be doing no more than reading the book. But there are other 
descriptions of my 'action'. I might be looking something up (or finding 
something out), exercising my eyes, or rehearsing my part for a play
practising acting as somebody reading a book! Of course the actual 
physical circumstances are similar in all these cases, and this might 
encourage some people to say that the action is the same. This would be 
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so if we separated my intentions from what is actually observed, but the 
physical activity should not then be properly called an action (as in the 
case of my snoring). It should also be noted that we are not necessarily 
referring here to prior intentions which precede the physical event, as 
there are many occasions when I intend to do something but end up 
doing something different; my intentions are not realized. What makes 
each action (reading, rehearsing for a play) different is the 'intention in 
action' (to use Searle's phrase), this being a manifestation of 'intentiona
lity', as are also believing, hoping, perceiving, and so on. 

Another important important distinction also needs to be made. 
Actions in a strict sense are voluntary, that is to say, I want to perform 
them with some specific end or purpose in view. This does not mean that 
an action cannot be involuntary; and this is because 'involuntary' is 
ambiguous. Suppose I bump into somebody. This may be intentional in 
the sense that I want to bump into him/her and carry through my 
intention (perhaps I am doing the 'hands, knees, and bumps-a-daisy' at a 
dance). But if I am walking along a busy street looking in the shop
windows, or simply day-dreaming, I might bump into someone inadver
tently. Is this an action? Not in our strict sense, though I could well be 
told to watch what I am doing or where I am going. Consider now the 
(unlikely) situation in which I am told to bump into someone and that 
dire consequences will result if I do not (perhaps there is a gun at my 
head). I comply and therefore act. But this is certainly involuntary in the 
sense that it was against my (real) will or wishes- though I could have 
done otherwise. Does this mean that in the first example (unintentional 
bumping in the street) I couldn't help it? Well, yes and no. Given the fact 
that I was not keeping my eyes open, or was not thinking where I was 
going, or was drunk, then it was inevitable that travelling in such and 
such a direction and with a given speed I would make contact with the 
unfortunate pedestrian. But I can still be held culpable for my thought
lessness or carelessness. 

It is because of considerations such as these that the analyses of actions 
in terms of ascription of responsibility which have been proposed by 
some philosophers are not adequate. There could also be situations in 
which one acts and yet the responsibility for the action is said to be 
somebody else's. Oliver Twist certainly picked the gentleman's pocket, 
but the real culprit was Fagin. Oliver was responsible only in the sense 
that it was he who acted. This is not to say though that responsibility in 
this latter sense is entirely trivial, for to refer to oneself as acting or 
having acted seems to involve a recognition that one is in control. The 
capacity for action may therefore be thought to be something which 
evolves in the early stages of our lives. Babies initially do not act; they 
respond to stimuli, or behave instinctively. When we are older much of 
what we do is still instinctive, but we do then have a much greater control 
over our behaviour, unless we are physically incapacitated or suffering 
from various kinds of mental disorder. (*Note that the latter raises other 
sorts of difficulties. A 'madman' may run amok and may seem to be out 
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of control. We can still refer to his 'actions', but might exonerate him on 
the grounds that his intentions or purposes are grounded in a distorted 
perception of reality. This would be justified perhaps if the individual 
were psychotic: but we would probably be less sympathetic if he were 
suffering from a neurosis. This raises the fundamental question whether 
'compulsive' behaviour is controllable. Does such behaviour cease to be 
compulsive if we know we are 'doing' it?) 

(2) The explanation of actions. We have given some indication of the 
nature of actions, or how they are to be described. A more important 
problem is how they are to be explained. And here there is a divergence 
of opinion among philosophers. Some writers (especially Hempel, D. 
Davidson, and A. Macintyre) argue that actions are caused just as, say, 
the hitting of a brick on a window causes it to break, though they would 
include as causes of actions such mental features as desires, wishes, and 
wants. Other thinkers, however (for example, G. E. M. Anscombe, 
Hampshire, and Searle), deny that actions can ever be wholly explained 
causally: rather we should talk of giving reasons. Such a view stems partly 
from a recognition of the difficulties to be found in attempts to resolve 
the free-will-determinism problem, and perhaps also from a concern that 
analyses of human behaviour in terms of causal categories might tend to 
'reduce' man to the status of inanimate objects or at least to limit or 
restrict his autonomy in some sense. Can we say that one or other of 
these alternative views is wrong? 

Consider once again my snoring when asleep. It certainly seems 
reasonable to say that my snoring was caused by such factors as the 
position of my head or throat, or blockage of nasal passages (this is not to 
say that this is a complete or correct 'scientific' explanation). But 
suppose I am awake, sitting in an arm-chair, and make a snoring noise. 
Why do I do this? On one level it can still be said that the noise was 
caused by vibrations in the throat. But such an explanation fails to take 
account of my intentions and motives. If asked to explain, I could say 
that I wanted to amuse my grandchild, annoy my great-aunt, clear my 
throat, test the acoustics of the sitting-room, and so on. Now it might be 
argued that such intentions are just as much causes as are the various 
physiological facts adduced earlier. But does this not involve us in an 
infinite regress, for we can always ask what caused the intentions? This 
kind of difficulty cannot arise if we think of ourselves as causal agents. 
Certainly we have desires, needs, wishes, hopes: but these are not causes 
but the relevant factors we take account of when forming our intentions 
and making up our minds how we should act; and as such they are 
reasons for actions. 

In defence of this approach to the question it has been suggested (for 
example, by Hart) that reason-based actions have about them something 
of the characteristic of particularity, whereas events explainable in causal 
terms are subsumed under general laws or principles. Something more 
will be said about this in the next section, but it can be remarked here 
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that while it is certainly the case that many of our actions conform to 
observable tendencies which may be said to have 'law-like' features, it 
must also be noted that in so far as they are our actions, performed in the 
light of assessments of intentions, purposes, likely consequences and so 
on, the possibility of an unexpected choice being made must always be 
allowed for. As against this, it might be said that there can likewise be 
exceptions to causal laws. This is of course true, but it is of the essence of 
the scientific method to try to accommodate such exceptions by modify
ing the laws or replacing the relevant theory by another which has greater 
explanatory potential. In the case of human actions it is always open to 
the individual to be perverse. 

Further support is at hand if the view of causation outlined in Chapter 
10.3 is accepted. It is because autonomous, self-determining human 
agents are causes in a primary sense, who act in and on the world for 
appropriate reasons, that explanation of their actions in the (secondary) 
causal sense is not applicable. It is not of course denied that there are still 
many difficulties to contend with. Certainly it may be necessary to 
tighten up the argument and to seek further clarification of terms. Much 
has been written about the problem of distinguishing between intentions 
and motives, for example. And it has to be admitted that in certain 
situations it may not be easy to differentiate between reasons and causes. 
Furthermore, we must accept that much of our behaviour is undoubtedly 
causal (in this secondary and subordinate sense). I may decide to raise 
my arm - perhaps to wave to a friend, but its motion, what is going on 
inside in relation to the blood, muscles, cellular processes, and so on, can 
all be explained in terms of the principles of physics, chemistry, and 
biology. It will be pointed out also that genetic factors, character 
formation in childhood, even 'unconscious' urges, may play a causal role. 
But this is hardly surprising; as mentioned in Ch. 10.4, we do not operate 
in a vacuum. The possibility of such constraints or modifying factors, 
however, is in no way inconsistent with such notions as choice and 
unpredictability. The fly cannot find the way out of the room however 
many times it is 'shown'. Man has the capacity to discover the exit but 
can choose to remain inside. (And it is on this presupposition that ethics 
are predicated.) 

11.4 THE HUMAN SCIENCES 

Reading: Hempel, 'Explanation in Science'; Searle, Minds, Brains 
and Science 

Few philosophers would dispute the explanatory power of the covering 
law model (Ch. 7.2) and its successful application to the physical sciences 
(that is, physics and chemistry). There is, however, much disagreement 
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about the attempt by some advocates of the model, in the interests of 
'unified science', to extend its application not only to biology and 
psychology but further to the so-called 'human' sciences such as history 
and sociology, and by implication to 'culturology'. This is the aim of 
Hempel, who argues that an empirical historical phenomenon or event 
presupposes both particular facts and general principles (which might be, 
for example, economic, socio-cultural, or psychological) and is con
nected to them in such a way as to conform to either the deductive
nomological model or the probabilistic version. At first sight this seems 
innocuous enough. But there are serious objections to such an en
terprise. Thus it might be claimed that to force the human sciences into 
this single explanatory mould is to run the risk of 'reducing' history to 
psychology (and perhaps psychology in turn to biology and then physics), 
thereby assimilating 'free' human actions to deterministic causal chains. 
Reduction here should not be confused with reductionism as referred to 
in Chapter 4, which seeks to define, say, a physical or material object 
solely in terms of sensations or sense data. Reduction in the context of 
scientific explanation involves relating phenomena inferentially to c.on
cepts and principles at a different 'level'; and few reductionists in this 
sense would now suggest that, for example, the activity of a living cell can 
be explained totally (if at all) in terms of the sub-atomic particles of 
which its constituent protein molecules are composed. That there is a 
logical connection between the various 'levels' {for example, via 'corres
pondence rules'), however, remains a matter for concern to some 
philosophers interested in human behaviour; for it should then still be 
possible in principle to relate social phenomena such as wars and 
revolutions systematically to molecular movements in the same way that 
caloric inputs can be related to fat deposits (Searle's example). What 
kind of answer can be given to this (weaker) form of reductionism? 

"Discussion of Hempel's thesis 
In his article 'Explanation in Science and History', Hempel discusses two 
kinds of explanation supposedly used by historians and which, it has been 
claimed, do not conform to the covering law model. The first of these, 
'genetic explanation' {also examined by Nagel), will not be considered 
here. The second, however, which has been proposed by W. Dray (to 
whom, incidentally, is attributed the phrase 'covering law model'), 
appeals to 'motivating reasons' and is therefore clearly relevant to our 
discussion of actions in the last section. Dray's thesis is that the aim of 
this kind of explanation is 'to show that what was done was the thing to 
have done for the reasons given, rather than merely the thing that is done 
on such occasions, perhaps in accordance with certain laws'. Dray goes 
on to refer to a 'principle of action' which involves an appraisal of the 
appropriateness of the action, which is made by the agent in the light of 
the circumstances, the end he wishes to attain, and so on. Hempel 
summarizes Dray's model of explanation in this way: 
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A was in a situation of type C 
In a situation of type C, the appropriate thing to do is X. 

He then argues (1) that this explanans fails to provide good grounds for 
believing or asserting that the explanandum did in fact occur; and (2) that 
it is unclear how the second statement (which expresses a valuational 
principle) in conjunction with the first (empirical) statement can permit 
any inference concerning empirical matters (such as A's action) which 
could not be drawn from the first sentence alone. Now the first objection 
can be readily dismissed. It is surely presupposed that A did in fact do X 
in so far as a putative explanation is being put forward (just as if in a 
particular context I said 'the chair is very old', it would generally be 
supposed that there is a chair to which I am referring). As to the second 
objection, it can be argued that Hempel's formulation of Dray's expla
nans is misleading; for surely what Dray is suggesting is that A has 
decided that in a situation of type C, the appropriate thing for him to do is 
X. It is the agent himself who after making his appraisal of all the 
relevant facts makes up his mind whether to act or not and can then 
provide a rationale if asked why he so acted. This may well involve some 
reference to ethics: indeed in many everyday situations it would be most 
surprising if we did not cite the wish to follow moral principles as at least 
part of our reason for acting in a particular way in appropriate cir
cumstances. Worried by Dray's apparent reliance on normative prin
ciples, Hempel suggests that to explain why A did in fact do X we should 
instead invoke descriptive statements relating to A's dispositions and 
rationality: 

(a) A was in a situation of type C 
(b) A was disposed to act rationally 
(c) Any person who is disposed to act rationally will, when in a 

situation of type C, invariably (with high probability) do X. 

Such a pattern of explanans does of course conform very neatly to 
Hempel's probabilistic version of the covering law model, but it fails to 
provide a complete explanation of A's action. Certainly we may admit 
the truth of both (a) and (b) in a particular context. (We may have 
reservations though about the term 'disposed'. Hempel's subsequent 
discussion is strongly suggestive of behaviourist tendencies. This is a 
point you might follow up if you read his article.) And it may well be a 
matter of statistical significance that rational people usually behave in a 
predictable manner in certain kinds of situation. But: (1) This fails to 
give an account of why a particular rational individual actually performs 
the action X. It is certainly not the case that he does X because any 
rational person in a similar situation does it ('with high probability'). (2) 
The covering law model cannot cope with exceptions without either 
emptying the concept of explanation of all meaning or of rendering 
human behaviour as inevitable and totally predictable. For let us suppose 
that to accommodate an exception (A does not do X, contrary to all 
expectation) we redefine 'situation' in (a) and (c) by listing numerous 
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restrictions or qualifications (A is a person of a certain age, height, 
background; the action is specific: he is, say, signing a document relating 
to a particular event; and so on). Ultimately we shall reach a degree of 
specificity which would rule out any general reference to other people, in 
which case (c) could no longer be used in the explanans. Or if (c) were 
allowed, we should be saying no more than A did X because he was A. 
There is of course a place for causal and general (nomological) explana
tions of human behaviour. But as was pointed out in the last section, it 
remains open to the individual (provided various conditions are satisfied, 
such as rationality, self-control, not being under the influence of drugs or 
'E'-additives in food) to change his or her mind. 

The more general claim made by some philosophers, that the methods of 
the natural sciences are equally valid when applied to the human 
sciences, is rebutted by Searle (Reith Lecture, 5). The central point of his 
argument is that there can be no systematic correlation or 'bridge 
principles' (roughly what we referred to earlier as 'rules of corresponden
ce') between the natural sciences and the phenomena of the social and 
psychological sciences. Social phenomena, he says, are to a large extent 
physically 'open-ended' categories, in so far as they are defined in terms 
of the psychological attitudes people adopt towards them. Thus there are 
no fundamental principles by means of which we can stipulate what is to 
count as money, a marriage ceremony, or a trade union, and so on. 
Categorization requires thoughts, desires, hopes, and these various 
aspects of intentionality are constitutive of the phenomena themselves. 
So, for example, 'in order to get married or buy property, you and other 
people have to think that that's what you are doing'. It is for this reason 
that there can be no bridge principles between phenomena described in 
social terms and the same phenomena described in physical terms. 
Likewise, there is a lack of correlation between phenomena described 
respectively in mental and neurophysiological terms, because 'there is an 
indefinite range of stimulus conditions for any given social concept'. It 
follows from Searle's account that 'sciences' such as economics and 
sociology 'cannot be free of history or context'. It is of course a 
contentious point whether the natural sciences are context free (see Ch. 
7.4), but at the very least it is doubtful whether intentionality has any role 
to play here, as the 'facts' which physics and chemistry deal with are not 
desires, hopes, or states of knowledge. 

11.5 CULTURE 

If you want to study this topic in greater depth than will be 
attempted in this section, you are recommended to read Cassirer's 
An Essay on Man and Harris's Cultural Materialism, which are 
written from totally opposed standpoints. 
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'Culture' has been described (in The Times, 10 April 1964) as 'a word 
with one of the widest ranges of use and misuse in the English language'. 
In its most general sense it refers to the totality of what man is and does, 
and as such is the proper concern of a branch of philosophy referred to 
somewhat longwindedly as 'cultural philosophical anthropology', but 
better termed 'the philosophy of culture' or perhaps even 'metaculture'. 
Other problems philosophers of culture are interested in include the 
origin of culture; the inter-relationships of the numerous cultural 'modes' 
(myth, art, technology, religion, the sciences) and 'structures' (the 
family, society, politics, the law, religious ceremonies and so on); 
cultural relativism (epistemological and ethical); the connections be
tween culture and civilization; and whether there is 'progress' in culture. 
To deal with even one of these adequately would require a separate 
book. Our aim here is to make only a number of general points about the 
nature and origin of culture, so as bring our discussion of man and society 
to a conclusion. 

Of many types of theories which have been proposed to explain how 
culture emerged, perhaps some two million years ago or even earlier, 
three in particular deserve some mention. 

Materialist theories 
The foundations for such theories were laid down by Marx and Engels 
(look again at the quotation from the German Ideology [in Ch. 6.4 
above, p. 216]). The point is made more generally in Marx's Critique of 
Political Economy; 

The mode of production in material life determines the general 
character of the social, political, and spiritual process of life. It is not 
the consciousness of men that determines their existence, but on the 
contrary, their social existence determines their consciousness. 

A contemporary 'orthodox' account of 'anthropogenesis' and the emer
gence of culture in terms of Engel's theory of 'labour' is provided by V. 
P. Alexeev, a Corresponding Member of the USSR Academy of 
Sciences. In his book, The Origin of the Human Race, he writes: 

By culture I understand here all the results of human activity, 
irrespective of whether they are found embodied in relics of material 
culture or in the spiritual sphere. From that point of view the first steps 
in tool use or labour had already given rise to culture, and the tool 
itself, even the most primitive, is an object of culture. The rise of 
culture is thus inseparable from the origin of hominids and the very 
beginning of labour. [139] 

This kind of approach but without the trappings of dialectics is particu
larly well exemplified in the cultural materialism of Marvin Harris, who 
defines the central principle of his theory as follows: 
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The etic behavioural modes of production and reproduction probabil
istically determine the etic behavioural domestic and political eco
nomy, which in turn probabilistically determine the behavioural and 
mental ernie superstructures. For brevity's sake, this principle can be 
referred to as the principle of infrastructural determinism. 
[Cultural Materialism, p. 56) 

(*The words 'etic' and 'ernie' are technical terms used by some anthropo
logists to designate particular senses of 'objective' and 'subjective'. 
There is no need for you to concern yourself with them here.) 

Functionalist theories 
Perhaps the most influential theory of this kind was developed by the 
social anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski (1884-1942), who argued 
that the purpose of culture, in an institutional context, is to provide 
primarily for the biological needs of individuals, and then secondarily for 
their social and spiritual needs. The main points of the thesis are 
summarized on pages 36-8 of his A Scientific Theory of Culture. 

The theory of culture must take its stand on biological fact . . . In the 
first place, it is clear that the satisfaction of the organic or basic needs 
of man and of the race is a minimum set of conditions imposed on each 
culture. The problems set by man's nutritive, reproductive, and 
hygienic needs must be solved. They are solved by the construction of 
a new, secondary, or artificial environment. This environment, which 
is neither more nor less than culture itself, has to be permanently 
reproduced, maintained, and managed ... 

We shall attempt to show that a theory can be developed in which the 
basic needs and their cultural satisfaction can be linked up with the 
derivation of new cultural needs; that these new needs impose upon 
man and society a secondary type of determinism. We shall be able to 
distinguish between instrumental imperatives - arsing out of such 
types of activity as economic, normative, educational and political -
and integrative imperatives. Here we shall list knowledge, religion, 
and magic. Artistic and recreational activities we shall be able to relate 
directly to certain physiological characteristics of the human organism, 
and also to show their influence and dependence upon modes of 
concerted action, magical, industrial, and religious belief. 

By means of his functional and institutional analysis Malinowski then 
defines culture as 

an integral composed of partly autonomous, partly coordinated institu
tions. It is integrated on a series of principles such as the community of 
blood through procreation; the contiguity in space related to coopera
tion; the specialization in activities; and last but not least, the use of 
power in political organization [op. cit. p. 40). 
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and thinks of its origins as 

the concurrent integration of several lines of development: the ability 
to recognize instrumental objects, the appreciation of their technical 
efficiency, and their value, that is, their place in the purposive 
sequence, and the formation of social bonds, and the appearance of 
symbolism. [op. cit. p. 136] 

•criticism 
The theories of both Harris and Malinowski are regarded by their 
authors as being 'scientific' in that they involve the subsumption of 
empirical data under general laws. Indeed it is their stated intention that 
this should be so. Thus, for Harris, 

Cultural materialism shares with other scientific strategies an episte
mology which seeks to restrict fields of inquiry to events, entities, and 
relationships that are knowable by means of explicit, logico-empirical, 
inductive-deductive, quantifiable public procedures or 'operations' 
subject to replication by independent observers. [Cultural Material
ism, p. 27] 

Malinowski of course is primarily an anthropologist, and it is no doubt 
legitimate to employ scientific methods in field work. However, he seems 
to go beyond this when he states: 

The real meeting-ground of all branches of anthropology is the 
scientific study of culture . . . Not merely anthropology, but the Study 
of Man in general, comprising all the social sciences, all the new 
psychologically or sociologically oriented disciplines, may and must 
cooperate in the building of a common scientific basis, which perforce 
will have to be identical for all the diverse pursuits of humanism. [A 
Scientific Theory of Culture, pp. 4 and 6] 

His thesis is also explicitly reductionist (in the 'weak' or methodological 
sense): 

We can thus see, first and foremost, that derived needs have the same 
stringency as biological needs, and that this stringency is due to the fact 
that they are always instrumentally related to the wants of the 
organism. We also see how and where they come into the structure of 
human organized behaviour. We see, finally, that even such highly 
derived activities as learning and research, art and religion, law and 
ethics, related as they are with organized performance, with techno
logy, and with accuracy of communication, are also definitely related 
although by several removes, to the necessity of human beings to 
survive, to retain health and a normal state of organic efficiency. [op. 
cit. pp. 124-5] 
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There is little doubt then that both Harris and Malinowski would 
subscribe to the covering law theory of Hempel and Nagel and would 
wish to apply it, at least in the probabilistic version, to the human 
sciences in general. (Note Harris's explicit use of the word 'probabilistic' 
in the quotation above from page 56. It should be mentioned also that 
Nagel, in The Structure of Science, ch. 14, sees no difficulty in acccommo
dating teleological concepts such as 'end' and 'purpose', which Mali
nowski employs, to the covering law model, though he is critical of the 
ambiguity of the term 'function' and is dubious about 'the cognitive value 
of functional explanations modelled on teleological explanations in 
physiology'.) This is not to say of course that the two theories have 
anything in common other than this commitment to the scientific method 
and a recognition that human culture 'as a whole' emerged as a result of a 
natural selection process. But culture is not homogenous; it is made up of 
many individual cultures. Cultural materialists therefore reject the more 
extreme versions of biological theories (such as sociobiology) which 
attempt to reduce cultural traits to a multitude of different genes 
(compare Harris, ch. 5). And as another cultural materialist, L. A. 
White, has said, while culture as such would be different if man were 
biologically different, the basic factor within a culture, which 'deter
mines, in a general way at least, the form and content of the social, 
philosophic, and sentimental sectors' is technology - a position which is 
in line with Harris's emphasis on 'production' or 'labour' (see his The 
Evolution of Culture, pp. 19 and 213). Malinowski, of course, regards 
technology as subordinate to basic human biological needs; and he is also 
critical of Marxist positions. 

From the standpoint of what was said in Chapter 4, both cultural 
materialism and biological functionalism are suspect. The primary objec
tion to them is that, whatever merit there may be in the use of scientific 
procedures for the study of human behaviour in an institutional context, 
man's 'inner' life - his freedom, autonomy, and intentionality - cannot 
be captured by any 'scientific' theory of culture. And it is for this reason 
that we now turn to a different approach to the nature and origin of 
culture. 

Idealist theories 
Advocates of the two kinds of theory discussed so far see the more 
'spiritual' aspects of human life (that is, religion, art, thought itself) as 
being in some sense grounded in or derived from either technology or 
biology, which are thus accorded a place of primacy in the concept of 
culture. By contrast, what Harris has loosely called 'cognitive idealist' 
theories stress the centrality of language or symbols even to the extent, in 
some cases, of thinking of culture as a medium which has come into 
existence between man and the word, to the virtual exclusion of his 
physical environment. This is particularly apparent in the philosophy of 
Ernst Cassirer (1874-1945). The emphasis on symbolism is, however, 
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important. So let us start with Cassirer's account. The ability to 
symbolize is, he writes (An Essay on Man, pp. 24-5), 

a new characteristic which appears to be the distinctive mark of human 
life ... Man has, as it were, discovered a new method of adapting 
himself to the environment. Between the receptor system and the 
effector system, which are to be found in all animal species, we find in 
man a third link which we may describe as the symbolic system. This 
new equilibrium transforms the whole of human life. As compared 
with the other animals man lives not merely in a broader reality; he 
lives, so to speak, in a new dimension of reality. There is an 
unmistakable difference between organic reactions and human res
ponses. In the first case a direct and immediate answer is given to an 
outward stimulus; in the second case the answer is delayed. It is 
interrupted and retarded by a slow and complicated process of 
thought. 

He then goes on to give a somewhat Kantian interpretation of his 
symbolic universe. Man has to adopt the conditions of his own life. 'He 
has so enveloped himself in linguistic forms, in artistic images, in 
mythical symbols, or religious rites that he cannot see or know anything 
except by the interposition of the artificial medium' (p. 25). 

This according of a central role to symbolizing is of course not confined 
to those who have adopted an 'idealistic' approach to culture. Malin
owski (A Scientific Theory of Culture, p. 132) grants that 'symbolism is an 
essential ingredient of all organized behaviour' and that it must have 
come into being 'with the earliest appearance of cultural behaviour'. But 
he maintains that it can be submitted to observation and theoretical 
analysis in terms of objective facts to the same extent that material 
artefacts, the behaviour of groups, and the forms of customs can be 
observed or defined. The importance of 'symboling' is also acknow
ledged by L. A. White in The Evolution of Culture: 

By culture we mean an extrasomatic, temporal continuum of things 
and events dependent upon symboling . . . no other species has or has 
had culture. In the course of the evolution of primates man appeared 
when the ability to symbol had been developed and became capable of 
expression. We thus defined man in terms of the ability to symbol and 
the consequent ability to produce culture. [p. 3] 

Nevertheless, the contrast between on the one hand the approaches of 
materialism and biological functionalism and on the other that of 
'cultural idealism' remains marked. The former think of culture in terms 
of behavioural responses or adaptations to the physical environment. 
The latter tend to define culture more narrowly and as transcending 
material considerations. As the anthropologist D. Schneider puts it, 
culture consists in the 'system of symbols and meanings embedded in the 
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normative system but which is a quite distinct aspect of it' (quoted from 
Harris, pp. 281-2). 

It can now be seen that an adequate theory of culture must avoid the 
kind of fragmentation of cultural unity that Cassirer's strategy seems to 
lead to, and should seek to integrate all aspects of the cultural environ
ment, that is, the physical, the social, and the 'spiritual'. But at the same 
time it must be wary of the determinism and reductionism which seem to 
be implicit in the 'scientific' theories of anthropologists such as Harris 
and Malinowski. So, to complete this chapter, let us try to bring together 
some of the ideas discussed in earlier sections with a view to constructing 
the outlines of such a theory. 

It would probably be broadly accepted by most philosophers of culture 
that culture (1) in some sense meets human needs; (2) that these needs 
may be divided into (a) primary (biological) needs of the organism, and 
(b) secondary (social and 'spiritual') needs. It is our contention that the 
emphasis of cultural materialists on technology or 'production', and of 
biological functionalists on physiological (or, at a 'lower' level still, on 
genetic) determinism makes it difficult for their theories to accommodate 
human freedom (self-determinism) and 'intentionality-in-action'. From 
this standpoint a symbolic approach would seem to provide a more 
satisfactory theoretical basis. But a central problem remains unresolved: 
how did symboling itself come into existence. Both Cassirer and 
Harris - from opposite ends of the culturological spectrum as it were -
accept the centrality of symbols or language as uniquely characteristic of 
man; and both stress their functional aspect, though in different ways: 

The philosophy of symbolic forms starts from the presupposition that, 
if there is any definition of the nature or 'essence' of man, this 
definition can only be understood as a functional one, not a substantial 
one. We cannot define man by an inherent principle which constitutes 
his metaphysical essence - nor can we define him by any inborn faculty 
or instinct that may be ascertained by empirical observation. Man's 
outstanding characteristic, his distinguishing mark, is not his metaphy
sical or physical nature- but his work. [Cassirer, An Essay on Man, 
p. 67] 

The human capacity to communicate by means of a 'semantic symbol 
language' does involve a genetically programmed predisposition to 
acquire such a language, and it is definitely known that no other 
species on earth shares the same predisposition . . . The behavioural 
implication of the unique language faculty of human beings is that 
Homo sapiens has a unique, genetically based capacity to override 
genetic determinisms by acquiring, storing, and transmitting gene-free 
repertories of social responses [Harris, Cultural Materialism, pp. 
132-3]. 
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It might be objected at this point that recent research has suggested 
that chimpanzees appear to possess a similar capacity, not for speech (on 
account of different physiological factors) but for communication (with 
man and members oftheir own species) by means of a variety of gestures 
based on a human deaf-and-dumb language. Such claims are controver
sial, and we do not intend to discuss them here beyond making a few 
general comments. (References are provided in the bibliography if you 
would like to follow the debate yourself.) Firstly, it should be noted that 
even if chimpanzees do have some potential for gestural communication, 
this capacity has been manifested only through the intervention of man. 
Whatever similarities there may be between other higher primates and 
ou~elves (for example, the use of tools, sociability) chimpanzees do not 
exhibit such a capacity in the natural state. More importantly chimpan
zees do not ask questions about the existence of God, do not have 
law-courts in their communities, and do not grapple with quantum 
theory. Secondly, a distinction must be made between 'language' and 
'thought'. Language in a general sense may be supposed to refer to visual 
or audible responses to appropriate stimuli in a definable context. A 
parrot could thus be said to be using a language when it says 'Pretty 
Polly'. Few people would wish to say though that the parrot knows what 
it is saying or that it is intending to communicate. Twitterings, moos, and 
grunts all fall into the same category. At the same time, when we hear a 
dog bark or a cat miaouw it would not be unreasonable to suppose that 
there is some sort of elementary 'thinking' going on. The dog 'knows' 
how to round up the sheep; the cat 'knows' how to 'persuade' its mistress 
to open the tin of cat-food. As for chimpanzees, it may be said that they 
can think, in the sense that they can devise problem-solving strategies 
(how to get the banana by piling up boxes underneath it), and can also 
respond to stimuli in a consistent and structured manner. The crucial 
difference, however, between apes and homo sapiens is that it is only 
with our direct ancestors at some time in the distant past that thought and 
language have coalesced. Much of the evidence for this claim comes from 
the pioneer work on the development of concepts in children carried out 
by the Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934). In his book, 
Thought and Language (see especially chapter 4) he shows that a 
prelinguistic stage can be discerned in the development of thought and a 
preintellectual stage in the development of speech. In our ancestral 
primates these stages followed independent lines, and have continued to 
do so in present-day anthropoid species. But with the emergence of man 
the lines met and thought became verbal, and speech rational. A similar 
convergence is recapitulated in children at about the age of two, thus 
initiating a new form of behaviour. 

We can now put forward a tentative thesis- we shall call it the 
psycholinguistic theory - to account for the emergence of symboling and 
hence culture. If we consider the evolution of life on our planet, say from 
the first earthworm some 600 million years ago to man, we may talk of an 
increase in sophistication of behaviour which can be looked at from three 
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different standpoints: (1) 'motor' activity and physical control of the 
environment; (2) 'plasticity' or degree of self-control; and (3) 'mental' 
capacities. Thus, earthworms are able to burrow into the ground, they 
possess a primitive nervous system, have a minimal learning capacity, 
and are sensitive to touch and light. But as we move 'higher' up the 
evolutionary ladder we find (in general) that with the aquisition of limbs, 
hands, terminating in fingers and so on, animals acquire much greater 
flexibility and manipulative skills. They seem to have more freedom to 
choose appropriate courses of action in specific contexts. And they come 
to possess a more complex sensory apparatus. Mammals in particular 
have a capacity to store and recall information derived from their 
responses to the environment, and in the case of the primates - certainly 
man - are able to conjure up images. It is more than likely that it is on 
the basis of such 'imaging' that our hominid ancestors first acquired the 
ability to form a conceptual grasp of their surroundings linked to the 
visual, auditory, and tactile sensations derived from physical contact. 
And it is here perhaps that we locate the origins of a symboling capacity 
which underpins perception and which Susanne Langer refers to as the 
'symbolic transformation of experience'. Through imaging, recall and 
recognition our forebears acquired the revolutionary ability to categorize 
and to imbue items of experience with significance. Why symbolism 
should have terminated in speech admits of no easy answer. In the last 
analysis it must be admitted that we do not know. It is however 
reasonable to suppose that emotion must have played a major role in 
effecting the integration of prelinguistic thought with prerational utte
rances and the translation of symbols from 'within' the individual to the 
'public' shared experience of the social community. As his symbolizing 
potential increased the individual would no doubt have acquired a dim 
awareness of externality. He would have felt 'alienated', separate from, 
and yet at the same time threatened by a hostile world. The experience of 
what we may term 'psychic shock' could have been the catalyst which 
projected inward symbolic thought into externality, communicated per
haps by gestures or vocal utterances. Intentionality-in-action entered 
into communal life. For early man to name a thing was both to control it 
and to strengthen social bonding within the group. Anxieties could be 
made explicit, shared and exorcized, perhaps through religious rites. 
Strategies could be discussed. Skills could be refined and new techniques 
created. As language became more complex and vocabularies expanded 
so would man's capacity to communicate his new-found knowledge to the 
next generation. 

It is of course the case that this cultural leap forward was facilitated by 
the evolution of a more complex brain, in particular the neo-cortex. But 
it is mistaken to suppose that human capacity for semantic expression can 
be explained entirely in genetic or behaviourist terms. Malinowski 
asserts that symbols, ideas, thoughts can be fully defined in terms of that 
which can be observed or described overtly and physically. Quine's 
version is more sophisticated but nonetheless behaviourist in orientation. 
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Behaviourist-type theories have, however, been attacked by the Ameri
can Professor of Linguistics Noam Chomsky, who stresses the creative 
aspects of human language and argues that we are born with an innate 
capacity to acquire grammatical rules, that is, we are genetically 'pro
grammed' to do so. Yet neither of these approaches does full justice to 
our awareness of ourselves as self-determining agents. The emergence in 
homo sapiens of symboling, language, and culture can be seen to be as 
much a manifestation of freedom or 'plasticity' as is his capacity for 
making the decisions and exercising the self-control necessary for the 
fashioning of a stone tool or the cutting of a weapon to hurl at a wild 
beast. Neurobiological complexity may well be a precondition for the 
evolutionary development of these capacities, but this is not to explain 
them. In a very real sense man 'surges up' (to use Sartre's phrase) and 
shapes himself. 

"Comments 
Now that you have almost come to the end of the book and have, I hope, 
acquired some philosophical skills, you will certainly not wish to pass 
over this suggested 'psycholinguistic' account of culture without making 
some attempt to assess it critically or probe its weakneses. To assist you, 
here is one point which would certainly need to be looked at very 
carefully. 

Given that we do not actually know how or why language and culture 
appeared, the status of the thesis is open to question. It purports to give a 
'reason' (as opposed to being a 'causal' or 'scientific' explanation). But 
what kind of evidence can be adduced in its support? If we wish to know 
why the boy ran across the road, we can observe what he does prior to 
and after crossing; and we can ask him (we cannot be sure he will tell the 
truth of course). In the case of language and culture, we can in some 
sense make observations of palaeontological artefacts or of present day 
cultures. Likewise we can carry out psychological investigations on the 
development of concepts in children or in chimpanzees. But quite 
obviously we cannot ask ancestral man why he started to symbolize or 
make use of gestures and grunts for linguistic communication. There are 
at least three answers that might be made to this. 

(1) We can say that the data provided by anthropologists, psychologists, 
palaeontologists and so on do constitute evidence so long as we are 
prepared to make our criterion of what is to count as evidence suffi
ciently wide. 

(2) The explanation is internally coherent, avoids the errors of both 
reductionist (or 'bottom-up') explanations and 'holistic' explanations 
according to which a living organism is 'more than' the sum of its parts, 
and can give us an understanding of ourselves which is intellectually 
'satisfying'. The problem here is how we are to understand this notion of 
satisfaction. 
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(3) The explanatory structure is simple. 

'Coherence' and 'simplicity' are of course the criteria adopted by Quine 
(see the quotation at the end of Ch. 10.5; compare also Popper). But 
whether these are appropriate, or sufficient, are fundamental questions 
which lie at the heart of philosophical discussions about the relationships 
between science and metaphysics - and the philosophy of culture. 

QUESTIONS 

Essay questions 
I. Can an action be determined? 
2. Discuss the view that in the last analysis a human person is an 

ensemble of forces. [IB, 1988) 
3. The human person is a prisoner of his genes. Do you agree? 
4. Can it ever be appropriate to compare human beings to machines? 
5. 'Man is a masterpiece of creation, if only because no amount of 

determinism can prevent him from believing that he acts as a free being' 
(Lichtenberg). Discuss. 
6. Is giving a reason the same as giving a cause? 
7. In the social sciences things are often explained by pointing to their 

functions; for example, an explanation might be offered for the custom 
of marriage by pointing to its function in providing security for children. 
Do such explanations commit the error of offering the effect of something 
as its cause? [AEB, 1985] 
8. (a) What differences and similarities do you find between the 

subject matter of the social sciences and the subject matter of the 
natural sciences? 

(b) What are the implications of these differences and similarities 
for the study of the social sciences? 

[AEB, 1986] 
9. Why has the problem of action been seen as central to the question 

of whether or not the social sciences can properly be called sciences? 
[AEB, 1987) 
10. Does the presence in the social sciences of teleological explanations 
(in terms of what the consequences of an event are) make them 
unscientific? [AEB, 1988] 
11. Do you think that psychoanalysis should be regarded as a science, as 
a mature theory which states universal laws concerning the functioning of 
the unconscious? [IB, 1988] 
12. 'The vocation of man is the mastery and possession of nature.' 
Discuss this claim. [IB, 1988] 
13. Is contemporary secular humanism the natural outcome of history or 
is it just a temporary phenomenon within one culture? [IB, 1988] 
14. What philosophical difficulties are raised by the distinction between 
'nature' and 'culture'? [IB, 1987] 
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15. What distinguishes that which is natural from that which is artificial? 
[IB, 1987] 
16. Is the value of a civilization a function of its technological achieve
ments? [IB, 1987] 
17. How is the phrase 'humanization of work' to be understood? [IB, 
1987] 
18. (a) From your reading of Existentialism and Humanism explain why 

existentialism has been accused of being anti-humanist. 
(b) Can the accusation of anti-humanism be rebutted or must it be 

upheld? 
[AEB, 1986] 
19. Should we be responsible for the well-being of future generations? 
20. 'Man is born to suffer.' Examine the philosophical implications of 
this statement. 

Notes/guided answers have been provided for questions 4, 9, and 14. 
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o As a final exercise to test out your philosophical skills over a wide range 
of topics covered in the various chapters of the book, you might like to 
examine critically two sets of essays written from opposing standpoints: 
Williams, B. and Montefiore, A. (eds), British Analytic Philosophy. 
Lewis, H. D. (ed.), Clarity is not Enough: Essays in Criticism of 
Linguistic Philosophy. 
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GLOSSARY 

Note: The following descriptions and definitions are intended to provide you with 
no more than a rough guide to usage. A more complete and unambiguous 
understanding of their meanings can be obtained only by a study of the relevant 
sections of this book and of primary sources. 

Alienation: for Hegel (an Idealist), the process whereby the products of mind (for 
example, Nature as emanating from the Absolute Idea of 'God', or physical 
objects, ideas and so on as created by finite mind, that is, man) become 'set off' 
against their originator as a consequence of their 'objectification'. According to 
Marx (a Materialist), man also alienates himself in so far as he fails to realize 
himself as an 'agent' and allows himself to be dependent on or exploited by his 
environment, even though it may in some respects be his own product. (See also 
dialectics) 
Analytic: (as applied to statements or propositions) true by virtue of meaning 
alone and without reference to empirical content. (See also synthetic.) 
A posteriori: that which is known through inductive procedures, or knowledge 
which is grounded in empirical data for its validation. 
A priori: that which is known to be true by logical deduction from general 
principles, or independently of our experience of it and not requiring empirical 
validation. 
Behaviourism: (in philosophy) the thesis that 'mental' states are neither 'internal' 
nor 'private'; whatever there is to know about the 'mind' can be fully understood 
and explained in terms of publically observable overt physical behaviour. (Ryle is 
in some respects a behaviourist.) 
Categorical Imperative: for Kant, an unconditional moral principle that lays down 
that duty or obligation must be the only criterion for assessing human actions. 
Actions performed for the sake of some other end ('hypothetical' imperatives), 
although they may be deemed to bring about 'good' consequences, cannot for 
that reason be accorded the status of 'moral' or 'right'. 
Categories: for Aristotle 'classes' or 'modes of being' in terms of which Aristotle 
claimed particular things (for example, man, horse) could be specified (thus: 
substance, quantity, place and so on- he distinguished ten such categories); for 
Kant formal a priori (qv) concepts of the understanding through which 'represen
tations' (that is, raw data of sense 'intuited' under the 'forms' of space and time) 
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are organized and unified in judgement (for example, cause, unity, reality - Kant 
claims to be able to deduce twelve). 
Causal theory: theory of perception according to which there are 'real' objects in 
the world which are the cause of our perceptions, though it does not follow that 
we can necessarily say anything about those objects. (For example in Problems of 
Philosophy.) (See also representative theory.) 
Conceptualism: in metaphysics, the theory that 'universals' [q.v.] or what is 
common to objects denoted by a general term exist but only as concepts, 
thoughts, or on some accounts, images ('resemblance' theory). (For example, 
Locke, Berkeley, and to some extent, Home.) (See also 'realism' and 'nomina
lism'.) 
Cosmology: sub-division of metaphysics dealing with the nature and origin of the 
universe. Cosmological argument, or 'first cause' argument: argument purporting 
to establish the existence of God on the grounds that there cannot be an infinite 
regress of causes, and that a First Cause, an 'uncaused causer' or a 'cause-of-itself 
is therefore required to underpin the contingency of the world. (Plato, Aristotle, 
Aquinas, Descartes, et al.) 
Deduction: a process of reasoning involving logically necessary inferences from a 
general premiss or set of premisses to a conclusion. 
Deontology: a subdivision of ethics concerned with moral obligation or duty. 
Deontological theories of ethics define the rightness of actions in terms of duty (for 
example, Kant). (See also 'categorical imperative'.) 
Determinism: the view that whatever we think or do is not only caused but is also 
the inevitable consequence of antecedent circumstances or causes beyond our 
control (for example, the movement of atoms, the behaviour of genes, social 
pressures). 
Dialectic(s): for Plato a process of argument or disputation by means of which 
truth is alleged to be elicited; for Hegel a process of reasoning and a historical 
process which involves the progressive 'negation' of one statement or event (the 
thesis) by another (the antithesis), both being subsequently subsumed into a 
'higher' synthesis. 
Dialectical materialism: theory of Marx and Engels that 'mind', man, society, and 
nature are ultimately dependent on and explicable in terms of a material 
infrastructure and are subject to a dialectical process of change. 
Dualism: the view that the world, including man, is constituted out of two 
different kinds of 'stuff or substances, for example, mind and matter. (Especially 
Descartes.) 
Empiricism: the thesis that all knowledge is derived from sense experience (and 
that logically necessary truths can provide no information about the world). (For 
example Mill and Russell, Ayer); most 'empiricists' usually combine in their 
philosophies elements of rationalism (Aristotle, Aquinas, Locke) or idealism 
(Berkeley). (See also 'rationalism'.) 
Entelechy: for Aristotle what is actual rather than potential, or actuality itself; for 
Leibniz simple substances or 'monads' which contain within themselves a 
principle of perfection. 
Epistemology: branch of philosophy concerned with the nature, scope, and 
justification of knowledge. 
Ethics: branch of philosophy concerned with questions about the value of human 
conduct, for example, the rightness or wrongness of actions, the nature of 
'goodness', the justification of moral rules or principles. 
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Existentialism: nineteenth/twentieth century philosophical movement that 
stresses the priority of 'existence' over 'essence' and emphasizes the absolute 
freedom and responsibility of the individual for making himself, his values, and 
his world-view (for example Kierkegaard), often combined with phenomenolo
gical analysis [q.v.] (Sartre, Heidegger). 
Fatalism: the view that the future is predetermined and that whatever 'choices' we 
make cannot affect an inevitable outcome. 
Idealism: the view that reality is mental and that external objects exist only in 
thought- as ideas in a mind (for example, Hegel, Bradley). An idealist stand
point is compatible with both rationalism (Plato, Leibniz, Hegel) and empiricism 
(Berkeley). (See also 'materialism'.) 
Ideas: one of the most ambiguous terms in the philosophical vocabulary. For 
Plato Ideas are immutable and eternal self-subsistent realities apprehended 
through reason or intelligence. For Aquinas they are archetypal patterns in the 
mind of God. In the seventeenth century the term was variously used to refer to 
all mental images without regard to their origin (Descartes, Leibniz). Locke, 
Berkeley, and Hume subsequently distinguished between 'abstract' ideas (con
cepts) and 'concrete' ideas (percepts). The latter were later subdivided by Hume 
into impressions and ideas, and by Berkeley into ideas of sense and ideas of 
imagination. Note also Kant's use of 'Idea' to refer to concepts of Reason (God, 
Freedom, Immortality) which may be used 'regulatively' but cannot be applied to 
experience. 
Induction: a reasoning process usually from empirically testable premisses to a 
general conclusion which may in some respects contain more information than 
was to be found in the premisses together, or makes that information more 
explicit. [Compare deduction.] 
Instrumentalism: in the philosophy of science, the view that the function of 
theories and ideas is analogous to that of tools, in that they are used to relate sets 
of observation statements to each other without consideration of whether the 
theories are 'true'. (For example Toulmin.) (See also pragmatism.) 
Intentionality: in the philosophy of mind, this terms refers to the alleged capacity 
of 'minds' or 'mental states' to direct themselves towards objects whether or not 
they exist. (Husserl, Sartre, et al.) 
Intuitionism: in ethics, the theory that we can have direct insight into what is good 
or bad, either through a 'moral sense' (for example, Shaftesbury) or through the 
reason (for example, Price, Moore). 
Logical positivism: movement associated with a group of philosophers in Vienna 
in the 1930s who argued that meaningful propositions must either be analytic 
(q.v.) or empirically verifiable (the 'verifiability principle'); most members also 
claimed that the meaning of a proposition is its method of verification ('verifica
tion theory'). The 'Vienna Circle' was to some extent influenced by Wittgenstein. 
(Ayer was a member; Popper also attended meetings though did not subscribe to 
the positivist view of meaning.) 
Materialism: theory that denies the existence of mind or mental states, or claims 
that 'consciousness' can be fully accounted for in terms of material laws and 
processes. (Hobbes, Marx, for example.) (See also idealism.) 
Metaphysics: branch of philosophy concerned with the most general questions 
about 'ultimate' reality and what kinds of things exist, for example, substances, 
universals; and the nature of mind, matter, time causation and so on. (Throu
ghout the history of philosophy it has usually been difficult to separate metaphy
sical issues from problems of epistemology.) 
Monism: the view that the world including man is constituted of one kind of 
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'stuff, perhaps mental (Berkeley, Hegel) or material (Hobbes). (See also dual
ism.) 
Naturalism: in ethics, the theory that moral judgements are judgements about 
facts or qualities in the world, for example, pleasure or happiness. The Natural
istic Fallacy (Moore) is alleged to be committed when attempts are made to 
define, for example, 'goodness' in terms of a natural property ('goodness' for 
Moore being a 'natural' and essentially indefinable property). (Compare also 
Hume.) 
Nominalism: in metaphysics the theory that 'universals' (q.v.) have no real 
existence even as concepts; all that objects denoted by a general term have in 
common is the name. (William of Ockham and Hobbes; compare also Quine.) 
(See also conceptualism and realism.) 
Noumenon (pl. noumena): (Kant) the thing-in-itself, the real nature of a thing 
essentially unperceivable and unknowable. (See also phenomenon.) 
Ontology: a sub-division of metaphysics, concerned with the nature of being or 
with a consideration of what kinds of things actually exist. The other sub-divisions 
are usually taken to be cosmology and psychology (qq.v.) (Heidegger, Quine.) 
Ontological Argument (Anselm, Descartes): argument purporting to establish the 
existence of God on the grounds that God as 'the most perfect being' must 
contain all perfections and could not therefore be the most perfect being if it 
lacked existence. Alternatively: to conceive of something as existing is to 
conceive of something greater than if it did not exist; the thought of a being than 
which nothing greater can be conceived therefore entails that such a being exists 
in reality. 
Operationalism: in the philosophy of science, the view that scientific concepts are 
to be defined in terms of the experimental procedures which can be used to 
validate them. (For example, Bridgman.) 
Phenomenalism: the view that so-called 'material' objects are in fact nothing other 
than collections of phenomena (ideas, sensa, impressions) (Berkeley, Hume), 
actual or possible (Mill). According to linguistic phenomenalism (Ayer), state
ments about material objects can be translated into statements about 'sense
contents' or 'sense-data' (q.v.). 
Phenomenology: philosophical movement that stresses the analysis and interpre
tation of the structure of conscious experience and human relationships, without 
consideration of any scientific or metaphysical presuppositions about the nature 
and existence of the mind and external reality. (Especially Husserl.) 
Phenomenon (pl. phenomena): that which is perceived or experienced; for Kant 
that which appears to the consciousness - as opposed to the 'real' thing-in-itself. 
(See also noumenon.) 
Pragmatism: a theory of meaning, truth, knowledge, or value which takes as its 
criterion the success of practical consequences. (Especially Peirce and James.) 
Praxis: particularly in Sartre's modified Marxism (Critique of Dialectical Reason), 
purposeful human activity. The concept brings together with the Marxian 
dialectic Sartre's notion of 'project' (Being and Nothingness), that is, a program
me for action whereby the 'for-itself chooses and makes its own being or 
condition. 
Psychology: originally a sub-division of metaphysics and dealing with the nature 
of the mind, but now either an experimental science or a legitimate field of study 
for philosophy ('philosophical psychology' and 'philosophy of mind'). 
Rationalism: the view that it is through the exercise of pure reason (by direct 
insight or by means of logically necessary deductive arguments), and not from 
sense experience, that knowledge of first principles or truths about the world is to 
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be acquired. (Descartes, Spinoza.) Often combined with idealist tendencies 
(Plato, Leibniz.) 
Realism: in epistemology, the view that the world exists exactly as we perceive it 
('naive' realism); or that the fundamental particles of modern physics are real and 
that it is out of them that objects we perceive in the world are constructed 
('scientific' realism). A realist theory of perception is compatible with phenome
nalist (q.v.) analysis of material objects in terms of 'sensa' (compare Berkeley). In 
metaphysics 'realism' refers to the theory that 'universals' (q.v.) have a real 
existence: 'before things' (Plato), 'in things' (Aristotle). (See also conceptualism 
and nominalism.) 
Reductionism: in a strong sense, the thesis that, for example, 'minds', material 
and animate bodies can be completely analysed (often scientifically) in terms of 
simpler parts (thus 'man is nothing more than a complex organization of atoms'); 
in a weaker sense, the view that scientific theories on one 'level' (usually about 
'unobservables') can be connected to theories on another 'level' (which make use 
of theoretical concepts) by means of 'correspondence rules' or 'bridging' state
ments. 
Representative theory: theory of perception according to which at least some of 
the qualities of material objects are 're-presented' or copied in our sensory 
experience but are not identical with it. Thus, for Locke, our 'ideas' of 'primary' 
qualities resemble those qualities themselves, but our ideas of 'secondary' 
qualities, while produced by material objects, do not resemble any quality 
possessed by them. (Perhaps also later Russell, for example Human Knowledge.) 
(See also causal theory.) 
Scepticism: in a weak sense this refers to a general critical attitude towards 
accepted beliefs. In a strong sense of the term a sceptic is a person who denies that 
knowledge is possible (though this position is held by different philosophers with 
various degrees of commitment). Originally a philosophical movement in ancient 
Greece. (Pyrrho; also Descartes- for his method- and Hume.) 
Sense Datum (pl data): what is immediately and directly given to us through the 
senses (for example, patches of colour, smells) without reference to possible 
causes (such as 'material objects'). Compared (especially Moore and Russell; 
Berkeley's 'ideas' and Home's 'impressions'.) 
Substance: this term has been used in different ways by various philosophers since 
Greek times, but in general it refers to the 'essence' of a thing- what makes it 
what it is, in which its qualities, attributes, or 'accidents' inhere. 
Synthetic: (as applied to statements or propositions) true by virtue of reference to 
empirical data rather than through an analysis of the meanings of constituent 
terms. (See also analytic.) 
Teleology: (in ethics and metaphysics) the study of final causes, ends, or purposes, 
and of purposive or functional activities. Teleological argument: an argument 
from the alleged presence of design or order in the world purporting to establish 
the existence of an intelligent designer, that is, God. (Aristotle, Aquinas.) 
Universals: what general terms (for example, 'cat', 'whiteness') are alleged to 
stand for. There has been much disagreement among philosophers both about the 
ontological status of universals and the precise scope of the term's application. 
(See conceptualism, realism, nominalism.) 
Utilitarianism: theory of ethics according to which the rightness or wrongness of 
actions is to be assessed in terms of the 'goodness' or badness' of their 
consequences, as measured by, say, the amount, quality, or distribution of 
happiness engendered. (Especially J. S. Mill) 
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BIOGRAPHICAL NOTES 

Note: Section A below lists philosophers whose work is prescribed by the various 
examining boards. Section B lists several influential but non-prescribed philo
sophers whose ideas have nonetheless received some attention in this book. 

A: 'Prescribed' Philosophers 

Aquinas, StThomas (1224-74): b. Roccasecca, Italy. Joined the Dominicans and 
studied at the University of Paris under Albert the Great. Lectured with Albert at 
Cologne, and became a professor at Naples in 1272. Important for his attempt to 
reconcile the claims of human reason and Christian faith, making use of newly 
discovered Aristotelian writings translated into Latin from the original Greek. 
Aristotle. See chapter 3.1. 
Ayer, Sir Alfred (191~9) educated at Oxford and then attended meetings of the 
logical positivists at the University of Vienna. The publication of his influential 
Language, Truth and Logic earned him the reputation as being something of an 
enfant terrible in some of the more conservative philosophical circles in Britain. 
He lectured at Oxford and later became Wykeham professor of logic after a 
fruitful period as professor at University College, London. Ayer was a major 
figure in the development of the so-called analytic movement in British philoso
phy. 
Descartes, Rene (1596-1650): b. La Haye, France; educated by the Jesuits and 
then at the University of Poitiers. Served as a mercenary in several armies, lived 
in Paris and then in Holland until 1649. Went to Sweden where he became ill 
(allegedly because he had to get up so early in the morning to instruct the Queen 
on science and philosophy). Often called the 'father of modern philosophy' 
because of his radical attempt to break with the past and rebuild philosophy on 
new and unshakeable foundations. 
Freud, Sigmund (1856-1939): b. Freiberg, now in Czechoslovakia; studied 
medicine at Vienna and Paris. He is regarded as the founder of psychoanalysis 
and not strictly speaking as a philosopher, but his original theories of the 
unconscious and views on dreams and religion are of considerable relevance to 
ethics and the philosophy of mind. 
Hume, David (1711-76): b. and educated at Edinburgh where he studied Jaw. His 
Treatise of Human Nature failed to make an impact (as he said, it 'fell dead-born 
from the press') and he was unsuccessful in his applications for university posts, 
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but the Treatise and subsequent philosophical writings proved to be of major 
significance in the British empiricist tradition. He also acquired a reputation as an 
historian and economist. 
James, William (1842-1910): b. New York; studied medicine at Harvard but 
gradually became interested in philosophical issues arising out of his scientific 
work. He spent most of his life as a philosophy and psychology lecturer at 
Harvard, gradually developing his pragmatist views on truth, knowledge, reli
gion, and metaphysics. (Henry James the novelist was his brother.) 
Kant, Immanuel (1724-1804): one of the most significant figures in the history of 
philosophy, Kant was born at Konigsberg (East Prussia}, studied philosophy at 
Konigsberg University, where he eventually became professor of logic and 
metaphysics, remaining there for the rest of his life. He was a man of regular 
habits (it was said that citizens could tell the time by observing him on his daily 
walks). He is important for his 'critical' philosophy which purported to reconcile 
the claims of both rationalism and empiricism by redefining the roles and 
limitations of reason and sense experience, and for his contribution to ethics. 
Locke, John (1632-1704): b. Wrington, Somerset, educated at Oxford and 
subsequently studied medicine. He never became an academic philosopher, 
devoting himself instead to the life of a man-of-affairs in politics and diplomacy. 
But he remained closely in touch with the learning of his day and wrote widely on 
the theory of knowledge and political philosophy - reflecting his involvement 
with the revolutionary tendencies which led up to the events of 1688. 
Marx, Karl (1818-83): b. Trier, Germany. After studying law at Bonn and 
philosophy at Berlin University, where he associated with the 'left wing' young 
Hegelians, he edited a newspaper in Cologne. Later, in Paris, he met up with 
Engels who collaborated closely with him in the writings of his major works. 
Expelled from several countries, Marx eventually settled in London and although 
living with his family in poverty spent his last years researching in the British 
Museum library for what is perhaps his best known book, Das Kapital. 
Mill, John Stuart (1806--73): b. London, the son ofthe philosopher and economist 
James Mill, who made himself solely responsible for his education (J. S. was 
widely versed in the classics by his teens and had a sound grasp of logic and 
mathematics). He spent most of his life working for the East India Company, 
employment which afforded him sufficient leisure for the writing of his many 
works. He was for a short time a Member of Parliament. His interest in political 
philosophy began as early as his fifteenth year when he read a treatise by 
Bentham, the originator of Utilitarianism. 
Nietzsche, Friedrich (1844-1900): b. in Rocken, Prussia, the son of a Lutheran 
minister, he studied theology and classical philology at Bonn, and Greek 
philology and philosophy at Leipzig, where he also discovered the writings of 
Schopenhauer. He was a brilliant student and was offered an associate professor
ship at Basel in advance of the normally prerequisite doctoral dissertation and 
book. He suffered from poor health throughout his life and eventually became 
insane, but not before he had become a full professor and had written his major 
literary and philosophical works. 
Plato. See Chapter 2.3. 
Rousseau, Jean-Jacques (1712-78}: b. Geneva, he was brought up by his father 
and an aunt, his mother having died shortly after his birth. Rousseau lacked a 
formal education. He was also highly neurotic and led an unsettled existence in 
the course of which he entered into relationships firstly with a Mme de Warens, 
who encouraged him to convert to Roman Catholicism, and then with an illiterate 
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servant girl by whom he had numerous illegitimate children. (He later reverted to 
Calvinism but he remained open-minded on religious issues.) Nevertheless he 
became one of the major, albeit controversial, literary figures of his day, his 
writings including essays on political philosophy and education as well as his 
famous Confessions. 
Russell, Bertrand (1872-1970): b. Trelleck, Wales, and educated at Cambridge 
where he studied mathematics and philosophy and was later a lecturer until1916. 
A brilliant thinker, he had at the same time the skill to present philosophy to a 
wide public with great success (as in his Problems of Philosophy and History of 
Western Philosophy). Throughout his life he was concerned with social and 
political issues. He wrote his Introduction to Mathematical Philosophy in pri
son- where he had been sent for his pacifism during the First World War. he 
later became an activist in the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament. As a 
philosopher he will be remembered particularly for his Theory of Descriptions 
and his attempts with A. N. Whitehead to reduce mathematics to logic. 
Ryle, Gilbert (1900-76): b. Brighton; educated at Oxford, eventually becoming 
Waynflete professor of metaphysical philosophy. Ryle was one of the most 
influential British philosophers of this century. Many major philosophers from 
America and the Commonwealth pursued post-graduate research under his 
direction during the years following World War II. Although generally 'Witt
gensteinian' in approach, his thought is suggestive also of an Aristotelian tradition 
current for a time at Oxford, but is marked by a characteristic individual style. 
This is particularly evident in his best-known work The Concept of Mind. 
Sartre, Jean-Paul (1905-80): b. Paris and educated there and in Germany, where 
he came into contact with Husserl, Sartre was an existentialist philosopher, 
novelist, playwright, and political activist. Indeed he regarded these aspects of his 
life as inseparable. He formed a life-long relationship with the writer Simone de 
Beauvoir. Although not a communist, he devoted his last years to an attempt to 
reconcile the insights of Being and Nothingness (which shows the influence of 
Heidegger) with Marxist dialectical materialism. 

8: Other Philosophers 

Berkeley, George (1685-1753): b. Kilkenny, Ireland, and educated at Dublin 
University. Berkeley became a Fellow of Trinity College and published his 
principal works soon after. He travelled widely in Europe, meeting many of the 
major literary figures of the day, and later visited America with a view to 
establishing a missionary college in Bermuda. Although he was appointed 
Anglican Bishop of Cloyne in 1734, he found time to continue his writings on a 
wide range of topics. His broadly empiricist philosophy has given rise to a variety 
of interpretations. 
Hobbes, Thomas (1588-1679): b. Malmesbury, England. He was critical both of 
the Aristotelian tradition in which he had been educated at Oxford and of the new 
scientific methodology of Bacon. He spent some years on the continent (he was a 
friend of Descartes) working as a tutor to the Cavendish family of Hardwick and 
later to Prince Charles (the future Charles II), and did not develop his own 
philosophical system until he was over fifty. Hobbes's political writings and his 
atheistic tendencies frequently brought him into conflict with the authorities in 
England and France. In old age he translated the Iliad and the Odyssey. He died 
at Hardwick aged ninety-one. 
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Popper, Sir Karl (1902- ): b. Vienna where he studied mathematics, physics and 
philosophy and was associated with the Vienna Circle of logical positivists, 
though he was never a member. After publishing his influential Logic of Scientific 
Discovery under the auspices of the Circle, he went to New Zealand and taught at 
Canterbury University College. He subsequently became professor of logic and 
scientific method at the London School of Economics (London University). 
Popper is recognised not only as a significant philosopher of science but also as a 
severe critic of 'historicism' and 'closed societies' as propounded by Plato, Hegel 
and Marx. 
Wittgenstein, Ludwig (1889-1951): b. Vienna into a family noted for its intellec
tual and artistic talent (one of his brothers was Paul Wittgenstein the pianist). 
After studying at a Technische Hochschule in Berlin he became a research 
student at Manchester University (engineering) and then at Cambridge (logic and 
philosophy under Russell), having recently been stimulated by Russell's Principia 
Mathematica. He completed his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus while serving in 
the Austrian army during World War I. Believing all philosophical problems to 
have been solved, he gave up philosophy and became a school teacher in an 
Austrian village, although he was kept in touch with current developments 
through visits by members of the Vienna Circle. He returned to Cambridge in 
1929 and taught there continuously until after the war (apart from a break in 1936 
when he lived in a hut in Norway and early in World War II when he worked as a 
porter and laboratory assistant in several hospitals). He had been appointed 
professor of philosophy at Cambridge in 1939, but he resigned his post in 1947 
and went to live in an isolated cottage in Ireland to complete his Philosophical 
Investigations. It can be plausibly argued that Wittgenstein has been until recently 
the most dominant philosopher of the century - at least in the English-speaking 
world - particularly on account of his later writings. 
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GUIDED ANSWERS 

Note: these 'guided' answers are entirely the responsibility of the author and have 
not been provided by any of the examination boards. They are not intended to be 
definitive or even complete; alternative approaches are of course possible. But 
they should give you some idea of how to tackle philosophical questions in the 
examination room. Nevertheless, you should treat the notes critically. 

CHAPTER 2 

Question 3 

This question refers to Socrates' debate with Polus in the Gorgias. The principal 
claim Socrates makes, and which you should examine, is that the wrongdoer will 
inevitably be miserable because either (a) he will be punished, or (b) even if he 
escapes the Jaw on earth he will suffer in the after-life, as his soul will have 
become corrupted. (The 'myth' at the end of the dialogue can be compared with 
the 'Myth of Er' in the Republic.) 

A major point to be considered is whether the 'soul' can in some sense be 
corrupted. Discuss also the notion of suffering in an afterlife, which assumption 
Socrates' argument is heavily dependent on. (Note that the weightier metaphy
sical issues are not worked out in the Gorgias, this being left to the Republic and 
Plato's later dialogues.) 

Question 4 

Start by summarizing Socrates' debate with Callicles in the Gorgias. Note 
Socrates' claim that virtue and pleasure do not coincide- man's proper end being 
the former alone. You should mention the distinction taken up by Callicles 
between 'conventional' and 'natural' justice, and Socrates' demand that Callicles 
define his terms. If you feel like widening the scope of your essay, discuss some of 
the arguments proposed by Socrates in answer to Thrasymachus (the Republic) in 
relation to self-interest, the mind's 'proper function', and the consequences of 
injustice for society. 

Two points in particular might be singled out for criticism: (a) the notion of 
justice as the mind's peculiar virtue, and indeed the view that the mind does not 
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have a proper function (note Plato's special usage of 'justice' in relation to the 
tripartite soul); (b) the actual experience of tyrants (there have been plenty of 
these in the course of human history!). What were their motives? Were they 
genuinely 'happy'? What kinds of societies did they engender? 

Note: it is possible to reject both totalitarian tyrannies and Plato's 'ideal state' 
and underlying metaphysics, in favour of the more individualist position from 
which most of us start in the Western liberal democratic tradition. You could 
come back to this question after you have studied Chapter 6. 

Question 8 

You should experience little difficulty with the first part of the question. The 
importance of the simile lies in the distinctions Plato makes between (a) 
'appearance' and 'reality', (b) knowledge and belief. Discuss the objects above 
and below the 'line', relating them respectively to these distinctions. You can then 
examine his view that knowledge is of immutable reality whereas belief is of 
'semi-real' things belonging to the world of change. 

Critical points to be considered: (a) Is the interpretation of the line as 
illustrating a progression consistent with the view that knowledge and belief are 
two distinct states of mind? (b) (More advanced) the status of the mathematical 
ideas: they are neither Forms nor objects of sense. Are they therefore 'known'? Is 
the relationship between them and the Forms analogous to the relationship 
between 'images' and objects of perception? 

Question 11 

Start with a definition of what Socrates/Plato means by 'wisdom'. It is the virtue 
appropriate to the rulers, and it is compared to the 'rational' element in the soul 
which controls the other parts. The link between soul and state is Justice -
manifested when each part of the soul (or each stratum of society) performs its 
own task correctly. So to know the Truth entails 'right' action. 

You can now consider the issue critically. Discuss in particular (a) whether 
knowledge of Truth necessarily involves knowledge of the Good; (b) whether 
there is any inconsistency between knowing what is right (presupposing this is 
possible) and yet failing to act correctly or wisely; (c) the general question of the 
adequacy of the soul-state analogy. 

CHAPTER 3 

Question 1 

It would be useful first to clarify what Aristotle means by 'happiness' (eudaimo
nia). Stress his view that it is to be measured over a life as a whole, and that 
account should be taken of 'quality' not just 'quantity'. Say something also about 
Aristotle's view of man as a rational animal and that 'end' involves the exercising 
of the capacity to reason. 

Comments: (a) Is this man's proper function or end? What justifies Aristotle's 
claim? (b) Is true happiness achievable in this way thus to be considered as the 
supreme end? Some philosophers would argue that man's 'end' is, for example, to 
obey the moral law. (Contemplation can lead to self-centredness, withdrawal 
from the world, anti-social tendencies and so on. How might Aristotle respond?) 
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Question 4 

Start by making it clear that a mean for Aristotle is 'relative' not 'absolute', and 
illustrate the distinction with a concrete (for example, mathematical) example. 
You can then consider some of the applications discussed in the Nicomachean 
Ethics. 

In your discussion set out any positive aspects of his doctrine and indicate 
where you think it breaks down (again refer to examples). Particular attention 
should then be paid to distributive justice as a mean between greater and less 
inequality (a 'geometrical' proportionality), and to corrective justice described in 
terms of 'loss' and 'gain' ('arithmetic'). Is this consistent with Aristotle's claim 
that just behaviour is a mean between doing injustice and suffering it? 

CHAPTER4 

Question I 

Explain what is meant by 'hyperbolic'. Make it clear that doubting for Descartes 
was elevated into a method so that a sure foundation for knowledge might be 
discovered - a 'bottom line' so to speak. List the kinds of things he believed he 
could doubt. 

You should then consider whether his systematic procedure holds up in the face 
of a number of difficulties. Is the introduction of an 'evil genie' consistent with 
hyperbolic doubt? Identify assumptions Descartes is unknowingly making in the 
course of articulating his doubts. Hint: think about language and memory 
(compare also Question 38). 

Question 3 

The first part should be relatively straightforward. Even if everything is false, in 
the act of thinking (willing, perceiving and so on) his existence as a thinking thing 
is affirmed. (You should of course sketch out the main lines of Descartes' 
argument.) 

There are many difficulties that the 'cogito' argument would have to contend 
with. Consider its status: is it genuinely an inference, or is it perhaps rather an 
expression of an intuition? Does it really establish what Descartes claims for it? 
Note the problems which are raised by it: personal identity; the veridicality of 
memory; the issue of privacy and the use of a language which in some sense is 
'public'; the possibility of thoughts without a thinker. Some or all of these should 
be examined critically in your answer. 

Question II 

(1) You might start by considering what kind of knowledge Hume is thinking of 
here, namely knowledge which is achieved by inference from cause to effect. 
Strictly speaking, this is a move from one true belief to another. 
(2) Examine the notion of 'conceiving' as an activity of the imagination. (Note 
the distinction between fiction and belief.) Outline how, according to Hume, we 
move by 'force of custom' from a memory or sense impression to the apprehen
sion of an object usually conjoined to it. 



390 

(3) You can then deal with the question of Hume's emphasis on conceiving, 
with particular reference to his avoidance of extreme scepticism. Conception 
makes true belief possible and is the basis of it. But note that it must be 
controlled; otherwise it becomes self-destructive. 

Two two key points for criticism here are (a) whether it is genuine knowledge 
that can be achieved in this way, and (b) whether this epistemological claim is 
consistent with Hume's premisses. 

Question 14 

Essentially what you are being asked to do is to justify the reasonableness of this 
belief about sense data. So start by setting out the main points of Russell's causal 
theory, referring to what he says about inference and correspondence. Mention, 
for example, the elliptical coin or the table. 

Now go on to the critical part of your answer. (a) What is actually meant by a 
'sense datum'? Consider problems of interpretation. Are sense data mental, or 
are they perhaps in the surfaces of things? Perhaps they are really identical with 
things (phenomenalism)? (b) How you deal with (a) will determine your 
approach to the issue of sense data as 'signs'. How are they signs? Do they point 
beyond themselves? Are they representations? But once we isolate sense data 
from things we cannot 'pass beyond;' or 'know'; so this makes reasonableness 
questionable. Are Russell's 'good reasons' adequate (to suppose there are 
correspondences between spatial relations of physical objects and sense data)? (c) 
The problem of privacy. If sense data are 'private' experiences, then is it not un 
reasonable (or at least superfluous) to regard them as pointers to an external 
world, because externality is actually presupposed in the language we use to refer 
to them? In other words we do have direct acquaintance with things independent 
of us after all. (This is a more sophisticated objection.) 

Question 29 

A useful approach would be to consider both the pros and the cons. Start by 
listing the kinds of things that we might be supposed to know (relatively or 
otherwise). 
(1) Pros: (a) argument from illusion; (b) different cultural perspectives impos
ing different conceptual frameworks; (c) alleged privacy of experience. 
(2) Cons: (a) illusions can be explained adequately in conventional or scientific 
terms; (b) cultural perspectives are not of central importance; perception may be 
supposed to have a common biological basis, and cultural relativism can be 
overcome through intertranslatability of concepts; (c) experiences are certainly 
'private' in that I cannot (in a trivial or logical sense) have yours, but they can be 
communicated through a 'public' vehicle of language. 

You might end by considering a stronger claim that all knowledge (including 
my knowledge or language, memories and so on) is relative to me. Is such a 
position tenable? Is this not rather like trying to lift oneself up by one's own 
shoelaces? 

Question 31 

This question seems paradoxical. A good way of dealing with it is to start 
distinguishing between different senses of 'know' (for example 'thinks/believes/, 
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or 'certain/sure about'). Distinguish also between 'ordinary' doubt and 'philoso
phical' doubt. You can now develop an argument. 
(1) It is reasonable to suppose that we can know 'believe' that we are liable to 
error. We have after all be mistaken in the past about many things. Perhaps we 
can even know this (strong sense- 'be sure about'). We can appeal to criteria, 
evidence, frames of reference and so on which act as 'anchor' points or tests and 
enable us to distinguish 'truth' from 'error'. 
(2) But can we genuinely know that we cannot know anything? If 'know' is 
taken in the stronger sense (to 'be sure about'), then the claim would seem to be 
self-contradictory. Can the sceptic perhaps then know ('believe') that he does not 
know (is 'sure about') anything? Is such a claim coherent? Is it not inconsistent 
with various assumptions (for example, that memory is reliable, that not only the 
sceptic exists but also others whom he is trying to convince). or with his use of 
language (does he not have to know how to apply the term 'know' correctly in 
order to make his claim)? 

Question 36 

Devote some space to interpretation of the question. Start from the common
sense position: by 'physical objects' is meant things like grass, stone, tables; 'real' 
means in themselves, apart from their being perceived: grass is green. 

Difficulties: (a) If an object is to remain, say, red apart from our perception of 
it, how can we account for changing appearance in different perceptual situations 
(light, angle, different perceivers)? Perhaps there is a standard or paradigm 
colour and deviations can be explained scientifically? (b) Is not a colour 
experience in fact inseparable from the process of perception? To talk of a 'real' 
colour is therefore contradictory. An answer to this would be that perception 
does not occur in a void, as it were; perception has to be of objects in space and 
time, in a given light, from a particular vantage point. (c) Reference to a 'real' 
colour is incompatible with scientific accounts formulated in terms of atoms, the 
absorption and emission of light of varying wavelengths and so on. But is not a 
scientific explanation only one way of looking at the world? Our normal 
'conventional' way of describing things as 'really' red is entirely acceptable for 
'everyday' purposes; it is up to us to decide when (and why) a different 
explanation is more useful or appropriate. 

Question 42 

Knowledge has often been thought to involve direct acquaintance (as in percep
tion or knowledge of a person or place). Other 'minds' (thoughts and feelings and 
so on) are therefore cut off from us; they are private. 

Some possible answers to this view: (a) The implied dualism is untenable or 
raises too many difficulties. (b) The other person can tell us what he is thinking or 
feeling. (c) We can know something about someone else's mental life by analogy 
with our own 'inner' experiences and corresponding 'outward' behaviour. 
(Behaviour can of course be disguised, but usually we know when and why a 
person is acting or hiding his true thoughts or feelings.) (d) Knowledge does not 
have to be by 'acquaintance'; we can have descriptive knowledge, while Ryle 
seeks to translate knowledge 'that' into knowledge 'how'. (e) You might refer 
also to Sartre's discussion of the Self and the Other. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Question6 

As in other questions of this type, first of all make clear what Kant means by 
'good will'. The will is good in itself because it is comprehended under the notion 
of duty- accessible through reason. The good will acts for the sake of duty not 
from duty (or inclination, or, still less, from self-interest; consequences are 
irrelevant). 

Difficulties: (a) The problem of a definition of 'goodness' in terms of duty. (b) 
The problem of formalism/aridity of Kant's approach. (c) The 'test' of the 
categorical imperative (universalization of maxims) does not always work. (d) 
Kant's deontology can of course be attacked from a different ethical standpoint 
(such as utilitarianism). It does not seem to fit in either with the 'ordinary' man's 
conception of motives and intentions. It is important to look at the specific 
examples discussed by Kant. Think up others of your own. (See also Q. 29.) 

Question 15 

(1) Summarize Mill's three stages of 'proof: (a) happiness is one end of 
morality; it is desirable; (b) only happiness is desirable; (c) it is the only thing 
desired for its own sake. 
(2) Now examine whether he is successful. (a) Discuss the question of the 
validity of the move from 'people desire it' to 'it is desirable' (compare 
'see' ~ 'visible', and consider G. E. Moore's criticisms. Does 'desirable' entail 
obligation?) (b) Is it the case that only happiness is desirable, and that virtue is 
sought because it leads to happiness? These are contentious points. (c) Is 
happiness desired for its own sake? What does Mill mean by 'happiness'? You 
might compare Mill with Aristotle here. 

Question 18 

(1) Present your discussion in terms of (a) Nietzsche's rejection of 'herd' values 
(and universal moral systems), and (b) his quest to transcend them to achieve the 
higher values of the Superior Man. 
(2) Clearly your attitude to his demand for such a critique must stand or fall with 
(a) your acceptance or otherwise of this concept of the Superior Man; (b) the 
tenability of a 'revalued value'. What is the basis for values as applied to such a 
being? Is an objective criterion presupposed after all? 

Question 23 

(1) Explain what Sartre means by this. Show how it follows from the alleged 
priority of existence over essence, and from Sartre's assertion of 'absolute' 
freedom and 'authentic' choice as contrasted with 'bad faith'. Illustrate with 
concrete examples. 
(2) At least two criticisms might be mentioned. (a) Morality, on such a view, 
becomes thoroughly subjective and relativistic. (b) Nobody can be criticized for 
their 'moral' choice provided it is 'authentic'. Do (a) and (b) together render the 
concept of value meaningless/empty? 
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Question 29 

A possible response: 
(1) It might be if applied to someone who is in some sense morally immature
perhaps a child (compare learning to play a game, or acquiring a skill such as 
cycling). Discuss this. 
(2) But there are a number of difficulties if the criterion is applied to 
rationaVresponsible adults. (a) Rules tend to be rigid or inflexible- though 
special cases can be admitted and modified, or secondary rules introduced to 
cover new situations. (b) Rules can lead to formalism/aridity. Many people would 
argue that a place must be found for feelings and instincts; morality should relate 
to the whole person. (c) Perhaps the main problem is that rules tend to ignore 
intentions/motives/consequences. The test of moral goodness should not relate to 
actions in themselves as conforming to a rule. Rules can of course be framed to 
take account of intentions and consequences; but then the notion of a rule may be 
difficult to apply because of a multitude of modifications and qualifications. 
Discuss these issues with examples, and think of cases where we might say a 
person is good even when he breaks a 'rule'. Think how we use 'morally good' in 
relevant contexts. 

Question 32 

(1) Note first the ambiguity of 'relative'- as applied (a) to a person, (b) to a 
society, culture, or religion. 
(2) You can now develop a possible defence. (a) Different societies or religions 
may approach a moral issue from particular standpoints (give examples). Hence 
individual views may differ. (Could this lead to extreme subjectivism?) (b) 
Individual circumstances are unique. Therefore even 'objective/universal' prin
ciples might be held to apply differently. 
(3) Problems or counter-arguments. Three connected points might be pro
posed. (a) Objective principles may underlie even apparently divergent value 
systems. (b) The possibility of dialogue between individuals from different 
cultures- the search for reconciliation could undermine relativist claims. (c) 
SociaVcultural differences can be exaggerated. (Again give examples). 

Question 34 

Tackle this question by referring to examples of words such as 'red' (descriptive) 
and 'good' (prescriptive or commendatory). Prima facie a distinction can be 
maintained. But, as against this, you could consider the view that to call 
something red is not only to refer to or describe a colour-quality but also (a) to 
commend usage to other people, and (b) to express approvaVdisapproval 
('Nature red in tooth and claw', 'He is a "red" ', for example). Likewise 'good', 
while commendatory, may also be used to describe a (non-natural) quality. (Hare 
distinguishes between primary and secondary usages.) 

The question for you to deal with is whether difficulties in applying the 
distinction or in knowing which 'meaning' is applicable in particular cases 
constitute sufficient grounds for us to maintain that the distinction itself is not 
'clear'. 
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CHAPTER 6 

Question 3 

(1) Summarize the main points of Locke's theory. Mention in particular the 
surrender of some 'natural rights' to the community, and the role played by the 
majority in his proposed society. You might also indicate briefly the main 
differences between his conception and those of Hobbes and Rousseau. 
(2) As for a critical examination, there are many points you might follow up. (a) 
Locke both emphasizes reason and suggests a supernatural basis for natural 
rights. But rights (life, liberty and property) tend to be assumed. Why does he 
propose these particular rights? (b) The giving up of rights raises the question of 
consent in a complex democracy. (c) Discuss the limited role ofthe state. Is there 
danger of a laissez-faire situation which might result in the weakest members not 
being protected or not enjoying the benefits of society? But note also that Locke's 
theory arguably also influenced revolutionary movements in France and Ameri
ca. (d) The ambiguity of the 'well-being' of the community. What is necessary for 
this? (e) (A more technical point) Locke seems to suggest a contrast between (i) 
individuals and community and (ii) a contract between a community and 
government. This might be looked at. 

Question 7 

(1) Firstly, discuss why Rousseau argues that each citizen must surrender 
him/herself to the 'general will' rather than to individual authority. 
(2) Then examine what is actually meant by this 'general will' and how it works. 
(Distinguish between its different aspects of modes- state, sovereign, power.) 
(3) Now consider possible difficulties. Here are some suggestions. (a) In the 
'organic' state individuality (arguably) is submerged. Is this a good or bad thing? 
(b) The notion of the 'general will' is obscure or metaphysical. Is it to be 
identified with a particular individual, an aggregate, or a group? (c) A major 
problem: the individual has to identify himself with the general will to discover 
'real' will and to find 'true' freedom. This raises the issue of liberty (compare 
Hegel and Marx). (d) On Rousseau's account law and morality would seem to be 
conflated, and it is not clear what the standards of the community actually are as 
expressed through the 'general will'. 

Question 9 

The central feature of On Liberty is Mill's concern with freedom and thought and 
discussion; and it is perhaps in the light of this that he regards individuality as so 
important. Individuality results from self-development. Explain what develop
ment of the personality involves. (Mention also circumstances which Mill 
recognises as justifying constraint on the individual.) Discuss the dangers to 
society which he sees as resulting from uniformity of personality (note the 
'tyranny of the majority' or public opinion). So this question is really about the 
nature of a 'democratic' society. You do not of course have to agree with Mill. If 
you don't, then give your reasons. If you do, try to answer possible objections. 
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Question 13 

You will no doubt recognise this quotation from Marx's Theses which contains his 
most explicit criticisms of Feuerbach. 
(1) Summarize the main arguments, noting and clarifying Marx's contrasts 
between contemplative and active, subjectivity and objectivity, in relation to 
idealism and materialism. Refer also to his claim that Feuerbach's 'abstract 
individual' and the 'religious sentiment' are produced by and are inseparable from 
society. 
(2) Make it clear what philosophy 'as we know it' involves. 
(3) Does this mean the end of philosophy as we know it? aearly, if the Marxist 
'revolution' were ever successful, then according to Marx philosophy would 
disappear. But you need to consider two central questions. (a) To make explicit 
and account for the 'errors' of traditional philosophical systems would not the 
Marxist 'philosopher' have to employ concepts (for example, 'truth', 
'knowledge') and techniques akin to those we normally regard as characterizing 
philosophy, even if only to redefine them? (b) What of the status of the Marxist 
'philosophy' itself? Marx himself rejected the idea of such a philosophy as 
self-contradictory. Nevertheless, many later thinkers have sought to articulate a 
Marxist philosophy, with varying degrees of success; and it certainly seems a 
legitimate exercise to trace the development of the Marxist dialectic from Hegel's 
system. It is worth mentioning that the tension between 'idealist' and 'materialist' 
tendencies in Marx's system does not seem to have been satisfactorily overcome. 
Consider whether this suggests an inherent instability in the philosophical 
foundations of Marxism which would not be eliminated even if the 'revolution'
were at some future date successful. 

Question 19 

How you tackle this partly depends on your conception of 'justice'. (a) Is justice 
itself a legal concept or a moral one? If it is the former, then clearly there cannot 
be an unjust law: what is 'right' or 'just' is defined by legislators. (b) However, it 
can be argued that justice is grounded in a wider context ('natural' law, morality, 
religious principles and so on) and that therefore a law could conflict with 'higher' 
standards- unless there is complete coincidence between the two. (You might 
consider here whether it is the job of the law simply to regulate society, or 
whether it should cover every possible facet of human behaviour.) 

Examine both approaches, (a) and (b), and centre your discussion around 
concrete examples of conflicts (for example, homosexuality: private versus public 
'rights'). 

Question 24 

Part (a): A definition should include reference to a recognition by the person 
engaging in civil disobedience that there is an accepted framework of law and 
punishment, and to the importance of non-violence. In support of your justifica
tion you should discuss the relevance of conscience, sincerely held beliefs (what is 
it to be sincere?), and the possibility of moral codes of conduct which transcend 
the law as it stands (compare the last 'guided' answer). Give examples. By all 
means refer to, say, Rawls, but be aware of possible criticisms. 
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Part (b): Any war? A particular war? Are there any special circumstances? What 
of undeclared 'wars' against a section of a population (say 'terrorists')? Does this 
place any special obligations on citizens? Again refer to examples (World Wars 1 
and 2, Vietnam, Northern Ireland, and so on). 

Question 27 

(1) You might start in fairly general terms by considering what being in a society 
involves. Is man a 'social' being (compare Aristotle)? Note the relevance of law, 
rules. Can we talk of being free other than in a social context? 
(2) Now distinguish between 'negative' and 'positive' freedom (Berlin). Explain 
what each kind of freedom means. 
(3) Can either of these forms of freedom be extended without limit? What 
effects might this extension have on the viability of society as a whole? 
( 4) It should be clear that in any society there are certain things we cannot do 
(logically? practically?) Give examples and explain why not. But within these 
constraints (note, which vary from society to society) degrees of negative and 
positive freedom are possible. So only the existence of unlimited freedom would 
seem to lead to a contradiction. 

CHAPTER 7 

Question 2 

How you answer this really depends on how much of a sceptic you are. 
(1) Briefly explain what induction means or involves. 
(2) Discuss how it 'works' - give examples 
(3) You should now examine what is meant by 'justification' and consider 
whether or not the fact that induction 'works' is itself an adequate justification. 
Look at various accounts of 'pragmatic' justification. 
(4) Many philosophers would argue that 'justification' must involve more than 
this. You should therefore discuss critically the difficulties associated with 
attempts to justify induction (a) deductively, (b) inductively. Can either of these 
approaches be linked with a more pragmatic justification? (By all means refer to 
the views of, say, Hume, Ayer, Braithwaite, Strawson.) 

Question 4 

(1) Start by clarifying what 'experimental data' are. In what respects might such 
data be open to doubt? Is 'beyond doubt' an unreasonable requirement? 
(2) Some reference to the structure of scientific explanation would be helpful 
here so as to show how knowledge fits in (conclusions from the premisses of 
argument, testing of theories and so on, leading to discoveries, new information). 
(3) A discussion is needed about the criteria for 'validity'. If the criteria are 
pitched too high then we cannot be said to have knowledge? Is an 'ordinary' sense 
of 'knowledge' admissible? Is 'probability' sufficient? 

It is important to illustrate your answers by referring to specific theories and 
experiments. 
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Question 7 

Part (a): There are many features you might choose from. Theories could be 
considered to be about: unobservables such as 'forces' or sub-atomic particles 
such as electrons and quarks; universaUgeneral statements; probabilities; 'causes' 
of what is observed in scientific experiments. In each case discuss the difficulties 
associated with the application of the term 'true'. 
Part (b): You should consider some of the following: description of regularities; 
prediction of events; 'control' of nature; stimulating or acting as a catalyst for the 
discovery of practical applications. 

CHAPTER 8 

Question 4 

Here are some possible approaches to this question. 
(1) Is the term 'existence' as applied to God univocal or equivocal? (Problem: 
how can we know?) Does God exist in the way that electrons, trees, people do, or 
(if they do) as universals, the unconscious and so on? 
(2) God cannot be perceived (unless God = the world as in, for example, 
Spinoza's philosophy). There is therefore a problem not only of proof but also in 
the attribution of qualities such as omniscience, love. Are these consistent with 
His existence? (Note the problem of evil.) 
(3) Can 'existence' be redefined in terms of one's feelings or as 'the ultimate 
source of morality'? Would this be consistent with the concept of the Christian 
God? Or perhaps 'existence' can be applied only to what is created: it cannot be 
applied to the Creator? 
( 4) You could also consider the implicit assumption of the ontological argument 
that 'existence' is a predicate, and Kant's rejection of this view. 

Question 12 

I know that I am alive. I know that my cat is alive, or that the rose bush in the 
garden is living. Discuss the various criteria that enable us to justify such claims 
and why they cannot be applied to the 'redeemer'. 

According to orthodox Christian doctrine, Christ (=God) died, was resur
rected, and 'is seated at the right hand of the Father Almighty'. The issue to be 
examined there is how one can 'know' that Christ is alive (again). Clearly we must 
look for other criteria, for example His influence on the life of the believer, 
religious feeling, and so on. (Problem: subjectivity and non-universality.) Con
sider also the function of such an affirmation in the 'total way of life' (Wittgen
stein). 'Knowledge' may therefore have to be understood in a fideistic and 
pragmatic sense: belief in Christ as a living spirit 'works'. This needs to be 
examined critically. 

Question 16 

The principal difficulty concerns definition (note the rather loose everyday usage 
of the term). If a miracle is a 'one-off event which transcends the laws of nature, 
how can we know/test this claim? We have to consider the possibility that a 
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(scientific, naturalistic) explanation may be forthcoming at some time in the 
future, or that a repetition might occur. Consider also the objection that miracles 
might be thought to indicate selective or arbitrary choice on the part of God. 
What kind of God would the existence of miracles therefore tend to 'prove'? 

Against this, it might be worthwhile to anticipate counterarguments of be
lievers, for example, that the recognition of an event as being miraculous 
presupposes faith or a framework of belief (in which case the use of miracles to 
'prove' God's existence would seem to be circular?). 

CHAPTER 9 

Question 1 

Refer to the analogy of the line and to Plato's discussion in Book X of the 
Republic. The central point is that artefacts are copies of 'copies'. (Note the 
dependence of his views on art on his metaphysics.) You should also say 
something about the more sympathetic approach developed in the Symposium 
and the Phaedrus where imitation is related to the Idea of Beauty. But here too 
Plato talks of degrees of representation. 

In support of a general criticism of Plato you might consider whether art can in 
fact give an insight into 'truth' (this really requires a discussion of 'truth'; and a 
sustained attack on his metaphysics and epistemology beyond the scope of the 
question). Refer to specific examples from painting (and perhaps also from 
poetry and music). 

Question 7 

This is really a question about how a work of art is to be judged. If you subscribe 
to a representationalist or formalist theory, then you would probably be able to 
set about assessing the aesthetic worth or success of the work independently of 
what the artist had intended - even if by his own publicly declared criterion his 
composition might be thought to be a failure. (This is not of course to minimize 
the difficulties associated with artistic judgement by reference to 'imitation', 
'form', 'beauty'). If, however, you maintain a work of art should itself be 
regarded as the actual objectification or physical manifestation of the artist's 
intention (feelings, imagination and so on), then clearly the question becomes 
more problematic. (a) How could we know his intentions other than through his 
work (in which case a comparison would not be possible)? (b) The criterion of 
'success' would seem to be entirely subjective. (Such difficulties in fact point to a 
weakness in 'expressionist' theories of art.) You might round off your answer with 
an examination of the view that evaluation necessarily requires some 'objective', 
that is publicly agreed, standards (though these may have to be reached through 
constant discussion, comparison, and revision until a 'consensus' is 
achieved- albeit temporary). 

Question 20 

This is a wide-ranging question and somewhat open-ended. To deal with it 
satisfactorily a student would ideally need to be quite well acquainted with 
different theories of literary criticism. Clear definition is essential. 
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(1) Start by considering what 'abstract' and 'concrete' mean and whether it is 
correct to apply these terms respectively to 'science' and 'life'. Science certainly 
deals with theories, hypotheses, models and so on, yet it is grounded in facts, 
observable and measurable data. Life is about people, events, relationships, 
actions, choices, all of which may be supposed to be 'concrete', but much of our 
activity is mediated through language which in its general aspect may be supposed 
to deal with abstractions. 
(2) Now what does literature do? The first problem here is that 'literature' is a 
blanket term: it covers everything from the Bible to The Sun newspaper. But 
confining yourself to the 'classics', investigate whether there are common 
features. This is controversial and dubious. Perhaps we may think of literature as 
describing and relating ideas to people and events (factually or imaginatively). 
You will have to decide whether (at least the 'best' literature) 'bridges the gap' 
between concreteness and abstractness. In giving examples you will probably find 
it more helpful to refer particularly to novels (Note: especially War and Peace or 
works by Dostoevsky, Dickens, Hesse, and others). 

CHAPTER 10 

Question 4 

Part (a): Discuss the relevant attributes (the mind is non-spatial, the body has 
extension, is explicable in terms of mechanical causes). Then go on to say 
something about Descartes' claim that the mind is 'more easily known' than the 
body, and that his existence as a thinking being is indubitable (whereas the 
existence of the body can be doubted). 
Part (b): Mention Descartes' view that the mind and body are intimately joined 
(not like a pilot in a ship). Outline his proposed solution relating to the pineal 
gland. You can then follow this up with criticisms of his position. How can a 
non-spatial substance interact mechanically with a substance having extension? 
(You might find it useful to refer briefly to the alternatives proposed by 
Malebranche and Leibniz to the extent that they draw attention to the difficulties 
in Descartes' 'solution'.) 

Question 7 

(1) The two definitions are given in para. 60 of the Enquiry concerning Human 
Understanding. Outline these. (You might also consider whether they are 
mutually consistent.) 
(2) Causes and effects relate to experience (impressions--+ ideas). We cannot 
go beyond to 'powers' or 'forces' because these too are ideas which relate to 
effects, conjunctions of events. We feel connections but transfer this feeling to 
objects. 
(3) This last part is in effect about the merits/demerits of Home's empiricist 
position. On the plus side you can mention that it avoids the invoking of magic or 
supernatural powers. Negatively, it leads to (limited) scepticism, uncertainty, 
unpredictability; connections being contingent. Moreover, the fact that we can 
have no further idea of cause may make it difficult for us to distinguish between 
genuine 'causal' connections and coincidences. (Note Kant's criticism of Hume.) 
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Question 14 

Ayer's rejection of a substance/material substratum (as in Locke) might well seem 
to be acceptable (compare Berkeley) because of the difficulty of knowing the 
relationship between attributes and substance. But is his solution really satisfac
tory? You might consider the following problems. (a) What criterion of sameness 
is Ayer offering? Is it spatial-temporal continuity, regular conjunction, or a 
pattern of some other kind? (b) (Following on from (a)), what does he mean by 
'relationship'? Will any kind of relationship do to justify the identification of an 
object as a 'thing'? A tree is a thing. Is a forest a thing? But perhaps to say there is 
a relationship is to say no more than that the collection of appearances constitutes 
a thing (in which case the introduction of the notion of relationship becomes 
superfluous). (c) Appearances change. Is some 'substantial' basis therefore 
required after all? (Compare Kant.) Or is our decision as to whether a thing has 
continuity or has changed into something else a matter of arbitrary convention? 
(d) Translatability. Might not a thing have an infinite number of attributes? If so 
there would seem to be at least a practical difficulty in identifying a thing with its 
appearances. 

Question 19 

Starting from the basis of a monist theory the hypothesis would seem to be 
incoherent; the notion of being disembodied implies dualism. So on what grounds 
can the hypothesis be ruled out? Two issues in particular might be discussed. (1) 
Mind depends on body for its functioning, for example through the brain or 
nervous system (for perceiving, thinking, willing). Can we accept the possibility 
of a state of permanent unconsciousness? (2) Could mind be conceived to exist in 
a non-spatial, non-temporal condition? Are not the attributes of space and time 
supplied by bodies? 

As against this it might be argued that there is no logical impossibility in the 
concept of a disembodied mental life. Such life might consist of memories in a 
God-like state - instantaneously coexisting. But would it still be difficult to 
regard such memories as non-spatial? 

Question 31 

There are various grounds which might be proposed to justify this claim. 
(1) External compulsion (for example, breaking a valuable object because you 
were pushed by somebody else). Is this really your action? Note that in some 
cases you might be responsible for being in a given state (for example, 
drunkenness, lack of forethought) and could therefore be held to be culpable. 
(2) Genetic factors: one is 'made' like that. It could be objected that all actions 
are subject to the same constraint, in which case the distinction between 'free' and 
'unfree' might seem difficult to maintain. 
(3) Psychological factors: neuroses, compulsions, unbringing, role of the uncon
scious and so on. Objections here might relate to the theoretical assumptions 
made, the problem of testing or verifying the claims, or the difficulty in drawing 
lines (though pragmatic distinctions grounded in psychotherapeutic practice could 
be admissible). 
(4) Emotions- anger, whims and so on. Again the question can be raised about 
the degree of control we have over our own actions. 
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As general points, note the distinctions that can be made between moral, legal, 
and psychological criteria for justification, and the need to consider each case in 
the context of the person's life history and life-style as a whole. 

Question 38 

(1) Note the implications of the question: it expresses a standard rationalist 
view. What we are given through the senses is not 'real' in any fundamental sense. 
All experience is 'illusory'. It is only through 'pure' reason - clear and distinct 
ideas, innate ideas, intellect, dialectic, and so on, that we can gain access to the 
'reality' lying behind, beyond, our perceptions. (Note also the ambiguity in the 
question. It can mean reason 'on its own' can give us knowledge of reality, that is, 
without the help of, say, sense experience; or only reason can give us knowledge, 
that is, the senses can give us no knowledge of reality at all. It is probably simpler 
to concentrate on the former interpretation.) 
(2) There are many points you might make in your discussion. (a) Reason on its 
own is formal. If it passes beyond the senses it is either uninformative (because 
tautological) or there is no way of verifying/testing its 'insights' - except in terms 
perhaps of 'coherence'. (b) The statement flies in the face of ordinary 'common 
sense'. We do have knowledge of things and people; they are genuinely real. (c) 
Science built on sense experience gives us reality (and this is not incompatible 
with everyday descriptions of the world). (d) Metaphysical 'reality', although 
unsubstantiated, perhaps can be accommodated in a heuristic/pragmatic frame
work. But at the very least we need sense perception as a starting point for reason 
to reflect on, make deductions from (compare and contrast Plato and Aristotle). 

CHAPTER 11 

Question 4 

Make the general point that many explanations of human behaviour often employ 
analogies (the heart has been compared to a pump, the brain to a telephone 
exchange). Discuss behaviourist, physicalist/materialist views; these are legi
timate within limits: identify and examine these limits. Consider what humans 
are/can do more than machines (there are of course different views about 
this- but refer to such notions as mind/soul, freedom, agency, intentionality, 
morality. Explanations in terms of the natural sciences (appropriate to a machine) 
are inadequate or inappropriate when applied to man. Something might also be 
said about the chemical composition and organization of human bodies (carbon 
based, proteins, DNA, and so on). To what extent are these features definitive? 
'Thought experiment': suppose one day a machine were made which looked like 
and behaved just like a human being. How might we set about distinguishing 
between the genuine human and its copy? 

Question 9 

(1) Firstly set out a general view of scientific method (the covering-law model). 
(2) Social sciences (psychology, history and so on) are about people/groups of 
people. People are agents- they choose, act, can change their minds. (Define 
'actions': refer to intentionality, end-seeking, freedom.) Prediction is therefore 
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problematic. Moreover they can actually change in response to experimental 
testing procedures. Hence it may be difficult to fit the social sciences into the 
covering-law frameworks. 
(3) It might be argued that prediction is still possible (statistically). Yes, but it is 
a contingent matter that many/most people act in characteristic ways in specific 
circumstances. There is always the possibility of unaccountable exceptions 
(contrast 'laws' in the natural sciences). 

Question 14 

'Nature' and 'culture' are both 'blanket' terms - vague and wide-ranging. Some 
attempt at definition will, however, obviously be required. As to the question 
itself, here is one possible approach. What is natural is open to analysis by the 
(natural) sciences. So the question arises whether 'culture' (meaning art, religion, 
science and so on) is to be seen as (a) grounded in/reducible to/explainable in 
terms of economic forces, physics or even biology; or (b) whether it should be 
regarded as sui generis, as 'transcending' nature. It is of course possible to think of 
culture as an extension of nature and yet as still subject to only its own 
appropriate explanatory models. This might raise the issue of how the various 
'levels' of explanation relate to each other. 

A narrower approach might involve concentrating on the issue of language or 
symbolism. If culture is regarded as inseparable from or even definable in terms 
of this, then a discussion would be required about what language is and whether it 
can be accounted for in biological terms. 

It would be useful to relate your answer to the opposing positions of 
'materialism' (for example, Marx and Harris) and 'idealism' (for example, 
Cassirer and Schneider). 

FURTHER ASSISTANCE 

As mentioned in the Introduction, if you require further guidance and have little 
or no opportunity to discuss philosophical problems with a teacher or other 
students, you are invited to contact the author who can provide general advice 
and a correspondence tuition programme which should be of particular benefit if 
you are working for an examination. You should address your initial enquiry to: 

Dr A. W. Harrison-Barbet 
The West Cork Tutorial Centre 
Tregellyn 
Gloun 
Lisbealad 
Dunmanway 
Co. Cork, Republic of Ireland. 
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philosophy of Ch. 11, esp. 11.5 

D 
Death 30-1 (see also immortality) 
Deduction/deductive method 

(Descartes) Ch. 4.3; 96-7, 
232-3, 379 (see also 
explanation) 

Definition 12-13, 56 
Demiurge (Plato) 26 
Democracy 6, 43-4, 74, 199, 201, 

205, 211-14 
Deontology 62, 140; (Kant) 

148-53, 164, 177, 179, 181, 
182, 187, 379 (see also duty) 

Descriptions, definite (theory of) 
(Russell) 97-8, 335, 343 

Determinism 3, 326-33, 379 (see 
also fatalism, freedom, 
necessity) 
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Diairesis see division 
Dialectic (Socrates/Plato) 13. Ch. 

2 passim; (Hegel, Marx) Ch. 
6.4 passim; 3, 11, 379 

Dialectical materialism see 
materialism (dialectical) 

Disobedience, civil 213-14 
Dispositions (Ryle) Ch. 4.6; 311 
Division (logic) 24-5, 53 
Dualism (mind-body) 

(Descartes) Ch. 4.3, 120, 
327-8, (Plato) Ch. 2.7 and 2.5 
passim; 312-3, 315, 316, 330, 
330, 356, 379 

Duty (Kant) Ch. 5.3; 62, 147, 155 
(see also deontology) 

E 
Emotion see feeling 
Emotivism (ethics) (Ayer) Ch. 

5.7; 147 (see also feeling) 
Empiricism (Hume) Ch. 4.4; 

(Russell) Ch. 4.5; 1, 87, 116, 
148, 169, 216, 379 (see also 
experience (sense)) 

Entelechy 57, 379 
Epistemology (Aristotle) 3.3; 

(Descartes) Ch. 4.3; (Hume) 
Ch. 4.4; (Kant) 115-17; 
(Locke) 89, 108; (Plato) Ch. 
2.5; (Russell) Ch. 4.5; (Ryle) 
101-3; Ch. 4.8-4.10 passim; 
335, 379 

Equality (Mill) 208-9; (Rawls) 
212-13; 186, 219 

Essence 4, 5, 129, 16~ 
Ethics Ch. 5; (Aristotle) Chs 

3.5-3.8; (Ayer) Ch 5.7; (Hare) 
Ch. 5.7; (Hume) Ch. 5.2; 
(Kant) Ch. 5.3; (Mill) Ch. 5.4; 
(Nietzsche) Ch. 5.5; (Plato) 
Ch. 2. esp. 2.6; (Sartre) Ch. 
5.6; 3, 5, 6, 11, 13, 256, 276, 
297, 299, 327, 330, 362, 379 

Eudaimonia (Aristotle) see 
happiness 

Euthanasia 5, 140, 180, 187, 
188-9 

EviUsuffering 5, 29, 144, 268, 
279-80, 334 

Evolution 267, 312, 358, 372-3 
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Existence Ch. 10.5, 261 (see also 
atoms, God, ontology, reality) 

Existentialism (Sartre) Ch. 5.6, 
128-30, 221-5; 3, 274-5, 317, 
380 

Experience (religious) 269-70 (see 
also feeling (religious)) 

Experience (sense) (Aristotle) Ch. 
3.2, 3.3; (Ayer) 110-11, Ch. 
4.10 passim; (Berkeley) 
108-10; (Hume) Ch. 4.4; 
(Kant) 115-17; (Locke) 108; 
(Plato) Ch. 2 passim; (Russell) 
Ch. 4.5, 106-8; (Ryle) Ch. 
4.10 passim (see also 
perception) 

Experiment 1, 232, 239, 241, 243, 
245 

Explanation 
phenomenological 357 
scientific Ch. 7 .2; (Kuhn and 

Popper) Ch. 7.3 passim, 
249, 261, 363-5 (see a/sa 
covering-law, hypothesis, 
theory) 

teleological Ch. 11.4, 11.5 
passim, 55, (see also science 
(human and social), 
teleology) 

Expression/expressionism 
(art) 288, 289-91, 293, 294 

F 
Facts (Russell) Ch. 4.5, 82-3; 22 
Fact-value controversy see 

naturalistic fallacy 
Faith Ch. 8.4, 8.5 passim; 1, 5, 

270 'Bad faith' (Sartre) 166, 
329 

Falsification/falsifiability 246-7, 
305 

Fatalism 333-4, 380 
Feeling 

(art) 142, 289-90, 291, 293 
(moral) 142, 152, 153, 155, 158, 

181, 186, 202 (see also 
emotivism, conscience 
(religious) 256, 276 

Form, significant see formalism 
Formalism (art) 291-3, 294 
Forms/Ideas (Aristotle) Ch. 3.3; 

(Plato) 12, 287, Ch. 2, esp. 

2.5; (Aristotle's criticisms of 
Plato) Ch. 3.2 (see also 
chorismos, universals) 

Freedom/free-wilVself
determination Ch, 10.4; 
(Descartes) 327-8; (Hobbes) 
327; (Hume) 326, 328, 330; 
(Kant) 328, 330; (Sartre) 
328-30, 331, Cbs 5.6, 6.4, 3, 5, 
162, 296, 299, 304, 314, 318, 
356, 359, 363, 369, 374 (see 
also autonomy, determinism, 
liberty) 

Functionalism (mind) 314 

G 
God, arguments for existence 

of Ch. 8.3 (see also names index) 
cosmological 263-6, 379 
moral 152, 153, 272 
ontological 262-3, 381 
pragmatic 270-2 
religious experience 269-70 
teleological 266-9, 382 

Good Ch. 5 passim; (Aristotle) 
Cbs. 3.5, 3.8; (Ayer) 169-72 
passim; (Hare) 172-9 passim; 
(Hume) Ch. 5.2 passim; (Kant) 
Ch. 5.3 passim; (Mill) Ch. 5.4; 
(Nietzsche) Ch. 5.5 passim; 
(Plato) 2.6 passim; (Sartre) 
Ch. 5.6 passim 

Grammar, 'logical' 2, 307 (see 
also language) 

H 
Happiness (Aristotle) Ch. 3.5, 

3.8; (Hume) 144-6; (Kant) 
148-52; (Mill), Ch. 5.4, 
171-83; (Plato) Ch. 2.12 

Heteronomy see autonomy 
Hinduism 266, 268, 276, 278 
History 4, 302, 363-5; (Marx) 

216-21 passim; (Sartre) 221-5 
passim 

Hypothesis 220, 232, 242-8, 270, 
305 

Hypothetical imperative see 
imperatives 

Hypothetico-deductive 
explanation see explanation 
(scientific) 



I 
Idealism 1, 10, 108-9, 215, 216, 

314, 369-71, 380 
Ideas (Descartes) Ch. 4.3; 

(Berkeley) 108-10, 338-9; 
(Hume) Ch. 4.4, 115; (Kant) 
152; (Locke) 108, 338-9; 
(Plato) see forms; Ch. 11.5 
passim, 380 (see also concepts, 
sensa, universals) 

abstract/general 90, 108-10, 
338-9 

clear and distinct 86-7 
innate 87, 90, 264 

Idealist theory 
(perception) 108-10 

Identity 121-6, 313, 330, 337 (see 
also self) 

Identity theory (mind) 314 
Illusion 19, 106-7 
Imagination 86, 158, 243, 320, 

289-90, 296 
Imitation (Plato) Ch. 2.5, 287; 

287-8 
Immortality (Plato) 20, Ch. 2.7 

passim; (Kant) 152-3, 304; 
316-7 (see also death, soul) 

Imperatives, categoricaU 
hypothetical (Kant) Ch. 5.3. 
180, 182, 204; 173, 186 (see 
also prescriptivity) 

Impressions, sensory see sensa 
Individualism (Mill) Ch. 6.3 

passim 
Induction/inductive method (Hume) 

Ch. 4.4; 13, 94, 97, 115, 233, 
234-8, 243, 246-8, 249, 380 

Inference Ch. 7.2 (see also 
deduction, induction) 

Instinct 91, 162, 181, 202, 358, 
360 

Instrumentalism (science) 239-40, 
380 

Intelligence, artificial 318-9 
Intention (Kant) Ch. 5.3 passim; 

174,184,186,190,298,359, 
361 

Intentionality 129, 311, 314, 318, 
323-4, 329, 331, 359-61, 365, 
369, 373, 380 

Introspection (Descartes) 86; 
(Ryle's criticisms) 123-5 (see 
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also consciousness, self) 
Intuition/intuitionism 

epistemological 3, 85-6, 90, 91, 
94, 96-7, 99, 100, 116, 125, 
148, 357 

ethics 142, 158, 170, 181, 380 
(see also conscience, feeling 
(moral)) 

science 243 (see also 
imagination) 

Islam 140, 181, 182, 220, 256, 
258, 276 

Is-ought arguments (see 
naturalistic fallacy) 

J 
Judaism 182, 256, 259, 276, 358 
Judgement 

aesthetic Ch. 9.3 
epistemological, (Plato) 19, 21, 

26; (Kant) 115-17; (Russell) 
83, 95-100; 97 (see also 
analytic-synthetic, belief) 

ethical Ch. 5 passim; (Ayer) 
169-70; (Hare) 173-7; 
(Kant) 149, 152 (see also 
naturalistic fallacy) 

Justice 209-11; (Aristotle) Ch. 
3.6; (Plato/Socrates) 14, Ch. 
2.8, 2.9; (Hume) 143; (Mill) 
156-7; (Rawls) 212-14 

K 
Killing 139-40, Ch. 5.8 
Knowledge (see also belief, 

certainty, scepticism a prwrz
a posteriori) 54, 90, 96, 100, 
Ch. 4.9, 266, 303, 322, 324, 
335, 378 

external world Ch. 4.8, 335; 
(Aristotle) Ch. 33.; passim; 
(Kant) 115-17; (Plato) Ch. 
2.5 passim; (Russell) Ch. 4.5 
passim (see also perception) 

justification of Ch. 4.1-4.7 
passim, 242, 273 

others 126-30 
scientific 1, 112-3, Ch. 7.4 

passim 
self 13, Ch. 4, 10, 223-5 
theory of see.epistemology 



424 

L 
Language 

and art Ch. 9.2 
and ethics Ch. 5.7 
'language-game' see language, 

'ordinary' 
'logical'/'perfect'/'ideal' 2, 306, 

343 
nature and origin of 203, 216, 

308-10, 358, 369-74 
'ordinary' /conventional 

(Wittgenstein) 258, 297, 
307-8, 323, 335, 341-2 

'private'/'public' 89, 93, 99, 106, 
113, 311 

and reality 308-10, 343-4 (see 
also language, nature of) 

religious Ch. 8.2 
Law 

moral (Kant) 148-9, 180, 258 
(see also imperatives) 

natural 199, 200-1 
scientific 232, 23fr.8, Ch. 7.3, 

361-2, Ch. 11.4 (see also 
deduction, induction) 

and society 6, 11, 74, 155, 199, 
203, 207' 210-11 

Liberty (Mill) 206-9, 211; (Rawls) 
212-4; 201, 203, 219 (see also 
freedom) 

Literature 3, 39, Ch. 9 passim 
Logic 8, 21, 11~. 119 (see also 

deduction, induction, and 
language (logical)) 

Logical positivism see positivism 

M 
Man Ch. 11, esp. 11.2; (Aristotle) 

Ch. 3.4; (Marx) 215-21 passim; 
(Rousseau) 202-3; (Sartre) 
16~, 222-5 passim; 199, 200, 
317 (see also anthropology) 

Marxism 3, Ch. 6.4, 297, 358, 
366, 369 (see also materialism 
(dialectical)) 

Material 
object/substratum 108-9, 114, 

126, 336, 343, (see also 
substance) 

Materialism (Hobbes) 200, 327; 
380 

central state see identity theory 
dialectical (Marx) Ch. 6.4, 

246-7, 379 
Mathematics 22, 41, 86, 88, 90, 

96, 98, 105, 115-19, 303 (see 
also logic) 

Matter (Aristotle) Ch. 3.3; 120-1, 
312-13, 314 

Mean (Aristotle) Ch. 3.6, 180 
Meaning 

language (Ayer) 118-98, 
169-71, 257--8, 304--6; (Hare) 
173-4; (Quine) 309-10, 343; 
(Wittgenstein) 306-7, 335, 
339, 340-4 (see also 
language, naturalistic fallacy, 
verification) 

phenomenological 357 
Memory 122-3 
Mental states 101-2, 123--5, 313, 

314, 318, 318-9 (see also mind) 
Metaphysics Ch. 10; (Aristotle) 

Ch. 3.3; (Ayer on) 304--6; 
(Kant) 2, 11~, 268, 303-4, 
335; (Wittgenstein on) 306-8, 
335; 1, 4, 221, 246, 373, 356, 
380 

Descriptive and revisionary 
(Strawson) 2, 308, 343 

Mill's methods 234 (see also 
induction) 

knowledge of (Aristotle) Ch. 
3.4; (Descartes) 120 (Plato) 
Ch. 2.7; (Ryle) 121, 123--6; 
(Sartre) 128-30; 5, 335 

nature of mind/body 
relationship Ch. 10.2; 
(Sartre) 328-30 (see also 
mental states, soul) 

Miracles 277-9, 32~ 
Models, scientific 240-2 (see also 

analogy) 
Monism 313-4, 331, 380 
Morality see ethics 
Moral sense see intuitions 
Motives 5, 139, Ch. 5.8 passim 

(Kant) Ch. 5.3; (Sartre) Ch. 
5.6 and 221-5 passim (see also 
intentions) 

Murder see killing 
Muslim see Islam 



Mysticism see experience 
(religious) 

N 
Naturalism (ethics) 141, 170, 173, 

175, 179, 381 
Naturalistic fallacy/'is-ought' 

arguments 147, 158, 17~, 
177, 178--9, 187, 381 

Nature 4, 220, Ch. 7, passim; 314, 
251, 287, 288, 290, 293, 296 
(see also reality) 

laws of see, scientific 
Necessity 26-7, 56, 115-19, 152, 

264, 326; (Marx) Ch. 6.4; 
(Sartre) 221-5 (see also 
determinism, God) 

Nominalism 340-1, 381 
Noumena-phenomena (Kant) 116, 

121, 148, 152, 335, 381 
Nuclear war see war 

0 
Obligation see duty 
Observation 1, 232, Ch. 7.3 

passim, 305 
Occasionalism 120, 313 
One, the see the absolute, reality 
Ontological argument see God, 

arguments for existence of 
Ontology 13, 129, 381 (see also 

existence, reality) 
Operationalism see reductionism 

(scientific) 
Opinion see belief 

p 
Pacifism see war 
Paradigms 248, Ch. 7.4 passim 

(see also models) 
Parallelism (mind-body) 313 
Perception (Aristotle) Ch. 3.2, 

3.3; (Ayer), 110-11; 
(Berkeley) 108--10; (Hume) 
Ch. 4.4; (Kant) Ch. 4.9 
passim; (Locke) 108--9; (Plato) 
Ch. 2.5 passim; (Russell) Ch. 
4.5, 107-8 (see also experience 
(sense), knowledge, sensa) 

Performatory theory (truth) see 
truth 
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Person see self 
Phenomenalism 110-12, 129, 171, 

315, 381 
Phenomena-noumena see 

noumena 
Phenomenology 3, 129, 357, 381 
Philosophy, of art, culture, etc see 

under appropriate heading 
(e.g. art, philosophy of) 

Physical object see material object 
Pleasure see happiness 
Political philosophy 6, Chs 5.8 

passim, 6; (Aristotle) Ch. 3.9; 
(Hobbes) 200, 205; (Locke) 
200-2, 205; (Marx) 214-21 
(Mill) 206-11; (Plato) Ch. 2.4, 
2.10, 2.11; (Rawls) 212-4; 
(Rousseau) 202-5; (Sartre) 
221-5 

Positivism 261, 276, 303, 380; 
(Ayer) 304-6, Ch. 4.9 and 4.10 
passim (see also verification, 
meaning) 

Potentiality 9, (Aristotle) Ch. 3.4 
Pragmatism (James) 80-1, 270-2, 

13, 235, 245, 381 (see also 
truth) 

Praxis (Sartre) 223, 381 
Predicates see subject-predicate 
Prediction (science) 232, 235, 

237-8, 243, 244-8 passim, 364 
Prescriptivity (Hare) 173-4, 187 

(see also imperatives) 
Principles (moral) see rules 
Privacy Ch. 4.10 passim 311, 314 

(see also language (private)) 
Probability 91, 263-7, 246, 247, 

325, 364, 369 
Progress (science) see truth 

(scientific) 
Psychology 4, 5, 170, 381 (see also 

mind (philosophy of), 
unconscious) 

Punishment 139, 155, 157, 161-2, 
200, 203, 207 

capital 13, 180, 183-4, 189 
Purpose see cause and effect (final 

cause/reasons) 

Q 
Qualities 4, 5, 20-1, 53-4, 95, 
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Qualities cont' d. 

R 

127-8, 142, 171-2, 174, 259-60, 
261-2, Ch. 10.5 passim (see 
also subject-predicate) 

Rationalism 1, 2, 87, Ch. 4.9 
passim, 356, 381 (see also 
reason) 

Realism 382 
naive (perception) 106-7 
scientific (perception) 112-13 
universals 337-8, 340-1 

Reality/the Real, (Plato) Ch. 2, 
esp. 2.5; 1, 5, 9-10, 82-3, 129, 
252, 261, 288, Ch. 10.5 (see 
also the absolute, God, 
metaphysics, ontology) 

Reason (Aristotle) Ch. 3.3, 3.5 
passim; (Descartes) Ch. 4.3; 
(Hume) Ch. 4.4 & 5.2, passim, 
114-5; (Kant) 115-17, Ch. 5.3, 
303-4; (Plato) Ch. 2.5, 2.6, 
passim, 57; 1, 3, 186, 199, 204, 
262-3, 273 (see also 
metaphysics, rationalism, 
understanding) 

Reductionism 382 
epistemological 103, 112, 121, 

127, 314, 319, 343 
ethical 170 
scientific (incl. 
operationalism) 239, 363-5, 

381, 382 
Redundancy theory see truth 
Regularity 320-2, 324, 328 (see 

also law (scientific) 
Reincarnation 30 (see also 

immortality) 
Relations 82-3, 95-6, 115, 343 
Relativism (ethics, law, 

culture) 11, 141, 200, 308-9 
Religion 181-90 passim, 220, Ch. 

8 passim, 297, 299, 373 
philosophy of 3, 5, Ch. 8 

Representative theory 
(perception) 108, 382 

Resentment (Nietzsche) 160-2 
Responsibility (Aristotle) Ch. 3.7; 

126, Ch. 10.4, 360-1 (see also 
weakness (moral) 

Revolution 

politics 219, 297 
science Ch. 7.4 

Rights 187, 189, 200, 201, 203, 
205, 208, 211, 219 

Rules 

s 

art 292, 298 
ethics (Hare) 173-4; (Kant) Ch. 

5.3, 154; 153, 159-60, 168, 
177, 180-90 passim 

language 308, 323 (see also 
language (ordinary)) 

science 363, 365 (see also laws 
(scientific)) 

Scepticism 382; (Descartes) Ch. 
4.3; (Hobbes) 200; (Hume) 
Ch. 4.4, 115; (Locke) 108-9 
(see also certainty, knowledge) 

Science 
human Ch. 11.4, 11.5 passim 

(see also culture) 
natural 1, 3, 4, 5, 40, 67, 105, 

108, 276, 297, 302, 344, 375, 
and Ch. 7 passim 

philosophy of 3, Ch. 7 
social 3, 170, 171, 223, 239, 

302, Ch. 11.4, 11.5 passim 
Scientific realism see realism 
Self (Ayer) 121-4; (Descartes) 

Ch. 4.3; (Russell) Ch. 4.5; 
(Ryle) 123-6; (Sartre) 328-30, 
128-30 

Sensa (impressions, sensations, 
sense data, sensibilia) 142, 
382; (Ayer) 110-11, 123, 
127-8; (Berkeley) 108-10; 
(Hume) Ch. 4.4 passim; 
(Locke) 89, 108; (Mill) 110; 
(Russell) Ch. 4.5 passim (see 
also qualities, ideas) 

Sensations see sensa 
Sense data see sensa 
Sense experience see perception, 

sensa 
Sense (moral) 142, 152, 153, 181, 

186 (see also feeling) 
Sensibilia see sensa 
Sentiment see feeling 
Simplicity (explanation) 245, 247, 

375 
Social contract see contract 



Society (Plato) Ch. 2.9, 2.10, 
2.11; Ch. 5.8 passim; (Hobbes) 
200; (Locke) 200-2; (Marx) 
Ch. 6.4; (Mill) Ch. 6.3; 
(Rawls) 212-14; (Rousseau) 
202-6; (Sartre) 221-5 (see also 
the state) 

and art Ch. 9.4 
Sociology see science (social) 
Solipsism 126 
Soul (Aristotle) Ch. 3.9; (Plato) 

20, Ch. 2.7, 2.9 passim 2.12; 
153, 188, 189, 357, 358 (see 
also immortality, mind) 

State, the (Aristotle) Ch. 3.9; 
(Plato) Cbs 2.10, 2.11; 197, 
Ch. 6 passim (see also society) 

Subject-predicate 23-4, 53, 263, 
336-7, Ch. 10-5 passim (see 
also logic) 

Sublime, the 296 
Substance 4, 53, 58, 310, 312, 

313, 314, 336-7, 341-2, 382 
Suicide 140, 187-8 
Surrealism 288 
Symbolism 358, Ch. 11.5 passim 

(see also language) 
Sympathy (Hume) 144, 147; 

(Mill) 157; (Nietzsche) 161 
Synthetic propositions see 

analytic-synthetic 

T 
Tao, the 278 
Taste 146, 295 
Teleological argument see God, 

arguments for existence of 
Teleology 55, 85, 140, 151, 153, 

177,179,181,187,222,382 
Theory (science) 232, 236, Ch. 

7.3, 249-51 passim 
True belief/judgement see 

judgement 
Truth 1, 13, Ch. 4.2; (Ayer) Ch. 

4.9 passim; (Plato) Ch. 2.5 
passim, 56, 100; (Russell) Ch. 
4.5, passim 

coherence theory 81 
correspondence theory 81-4, 

248 
pragmatic theory 79-82 

redundancy (performatory 
theory 84 
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religious Ch. 8.4 passim, 276, 
299 

scientific 246, 248, Ch. 7.4 

u 
Unconscious, the 317-8 
U nderstanding 

(Verstand) (Kant) 116, 148 
(Verstehen) (Dilthey) 357 

Universalizability (Hare) 174-5, 
187; (Kant) Ch. 5.3, 184; 
(Sartre) 167 

Universals 20-1, 95-6, 99, 
337-344, 382 

Utilitarianism (Mill) Ch. 5.4; 147, 
164, 170, 176, 177, 184, 219, 
382 

Utility (Hume) 143-5, 160 

v 
Value judgements see judgements 

(ethical), naturalistic fallacy 
Verification/verifiability 125, 126, 

127, 170, 232, 249, 357-8, 
304-6 

Verisimilitude (Popper) 248, 
250-1 

Virtue (Kant) Ch. 5.3; 
(Rousseau) 202 

w 

cardinal virtues (Plato) Ch. 2.9 
and happiness (Aristotle) Ch. 

3.5; (Mill) Ch. 5.4; (Plato) 
Ch. 2.12 

intellectual and moral 
(Aristotle) Ch. 3.6 

social (Hume) Ch. 5.2 

War 5, 140, 187, 214 
Weakness, moral, (Aristotle) Ch. 

3.7; (Hare) 177-8; (Plato) 46 
Well-being (eudaimonia) 

(Aristotle) see happiness 
Will, the/willing (Aristotle) Ch. 

3.7; (Descartes) 327-8; (Kant) 
Ch. 5.3; (Nietzsche) 163-5; 
313, 326 (see also action, 
freedom) 

Will, the 'general' (Rousseau), 203-6 




