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Slavoj Žižek 

Professor of Philosophy and Psychoanalysis at The European Graduate School / EGS, Saas Fee –
Switzerland, E-mail: szizek@yahoo.com  

Abstract 
When the threat posed by the digitalization of our lives is debated in our media, 
the focus is usually on the new phase of capitalism called “surveillance 
capitalism”: a total digital control over our lives exerted by state agencies and 
private corporations. However, important as this “surveillance capitalism” is, it 
is not yet the true game changer; there is a much greater potential for new forms 
of domination in the prospect of direct brain-machine interface (“wired brain”). 
First, when our brain is connected to digital machines, we can cause things to 
happen in reality just by thinking about them; then, my brain is directly 
connercted to another brain, so that another individual can directly share my 
experience). Extrapolated to its extreme, wired brain opens up the prospect of 
what Ray Kurzweil called Singularity, the divine-like global space of shared 
awareness … Whatever the (dubious, for the time being) scientific status of this 
idea, it is clear that its realization will affect the basic features of humans as 
thinking/speaking beings: the eventual rise of Singularity will be apocalyptic in 
the complex meaning of the term: it will imply the encounter with a truth 
hidden in our ordinary human existence, i.e., the entrance into a new post-
human dimension, which cannot but be experienced as catastrophic, as the end 
of our world. But will we still be here to experience our immersion into 
Singularity in any human sense of the term? 

Key words: Digital control, wired brain, singularity, post-humanity, 
subjectivity. 

 

 Recived: 2019/08/15                               Accepted: 2019/08/23 

 

 

 

http://www.philosophy.tabrizu.ac.ir/
mailto:szizek@yahoo.com


2/ Philosophical Investigations, Vol. 13/ Issue: 28/ fall 2019 

Where do we stand today with regard to our social frededom? The prospect of 
the thorough digitalization of our daily lives combined with scanning our brain 
(or tracking our bodily processes with implants) opens up the realistic 
possibility of an external machine that will know ourselves, biologicaly and 
psychically, much better than we know ourselves: registering what we eat, buy, 
read, watch, and discerning our moods, fears and satisfactions, the external 
machine will get a much more accurate picture of ourselves than our conscious 
Self which, as we know, even doesn't exist as a consistent entity. Yuval Harari, 
who deployed this vision1, points out that our “Self” is composed of narratives 
which retroactively try to impose some consistency on the pandemonium of 
our experiences, obliterating experiences and memories which disturb these 
narratives. Ideology does not reside primarily in stories invented (by those in 
power) to deceive others, it resides in stories invented by subjects to deceive 
themselves. But the pandemonium persists, and the machine will register the 
discords and will maybe even be able to deal with them in a much more rational 
way than our conscious Self. Say, when I have to decide to marry or not, the 
machine will register all the shifting attitudes than haunt me, the past pains and 
disappointments that I prefer to swipe under the carpet. And why not extend 
this prospect even to political decisions? While my Self can be easily seduced by 
a populist demagogue, the machine will take note of all my past frustrations, it 
will register the inconsistency between my fleeting passions and my other 
opinions – so why should the machine not vote on my behalf? So while brain 
sciences confirm the “post-structuralist” or »deconstructionist« idea that we are 
stories we tell ourselves about ourselves, and that these stories are a confused 
bricolage, an inconsistent multiplicity of stories with no single Self totalizing 
them, it seems to offer (or promise, at least) a way out which is due to its very 
disadvantage: precisely because the machine which reads us all the time is 
»blind,« without awareness, a mechanic algorithm, it can make decisions which 
are much more adequate than those made by human individuals, much more 
adequate not only with regard to external reality but also and above all with 
regard to these individuals themselves, to what they really want or need: 

 “Liberalism sanctifies the narrating self, and allows it to vote in 
the polling stations, in the supermarket, and in the marriage 
market. For centuries this made good sense, because though the 
narrating self believed in all kinds of fictions and fantasies, no 
alternative system knew me better. Yet once we have a system 
that really does know me better, it will be foolhardy to leave 
authority in the hands of the narrating self. Liberal habits such as 
democratic elections will become obsolete, because Google will 
be able to represent even my own political opinions better than 
myself.” (Harari, op.cit., p. 338) 

One can make a very realist case for this option: it is not that the computer 
which registers our activity is omnipotent and infallible, it is simply that, on 
average, its decisions work substantially better than the decisions of our mind: 
in medicine, it makes better diagnoses than our average doctor, etc., up to the 
exploding algorithmic trading on stock markets where programs that one can 
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download for free already outperform financial advisers. One thing is clear: the 
liberal “true Self,” the free agent which enacts what I “really want,” simply 
doesn't exist, and fully endorsing this inexistence means abandoning the basic 
individualist premise of liberal democracy. The digital machine as the latest 
embodiment of the big Other, the “subject supposed to know,” which operates 
as a subjectless field of knowledge… 

There is, of course, a whole series of questions that persist here. Harari is 
aware of them: “In the past, censorship worked by blocking the flow of 
information. In the twenty-first century, censorship works by flooding people 
with irrelevant information. /.../ In ancient times having power meant having 
access to data. Today having power means knowing what to ignore.”(Op.cit., p. 
396) Can this ignoring be done by a “blind” machine or does it require a 
minimal form of subjectivity? 

There is a long tradition, in philosophy and in sciences, of denying free will, 
but doubts about free will “don't really change history unless they have a 
practical impact on economics, politics, and day-to-day life. Humans are 
masters of cognitive dissonance, and we allow ourselves to believe one thing in 
the laboratory and an altogether different thing in the courthouse or in 
parliament.”(Op.cit., p. 305) Harari points out how even popular champions of 
the new scientific world like Dawkins or Pinker, after writing hundreds of pages 
which debunk free will and freedom of choice, end up supporting political 
liberalism (Op.cit., ibid). However, today, “liberalism is threatened not by the 
philosophical idea that 'there are no free individuals,' but rather by concrete 
technologies. We are about to face a flood of extremely useful devices, tools 
and structures that make no allowance for the free will of individual humans. 
Can democracy, the free market and human rights survive this flood?”(Op.cit., 
p. 306) So if development will render homo sapiens obsolete, what will follow 
it? A post-human homo deus (with abilities that are traditionally identified as 
divine) or a quasi-omnipotent digital machine? Singularity (global 
consciousness) or blind intelligence without awareness? 

Immersion into singularity is just the first option. The second option: if 
machines win, then “humans are in danger of losing their value, because 
intelligence is decoupling from consciousness.”(Op.cit., p. 311) This decoupling 
of intelligence and consciousness confronts us again with the enigma of 
consciousness: in spite of numerous rather desperate attempts, evolutionary 
biology has no clear answer to what is the evolutionary function of 
awareness/consciousness. Consequently, now that intelligence is decoupling 
from consciousness, “what will happen to society, politics and daily life when 
nonconscious but highly intelligent algorithms know us better than we know 
ourselves?”(Op.cit., p. 397) 

Third and most realist option: a radical division, much stronger than the 
class division, within human society itself. In the near future, biotechnology and 
computer algorithms will join their powers in producing “bodies, brains and 
minds, “with the gap exploding between those who know how to engineer 
bodies and brains and those who do not”: “those who ride the train of progress 
will acquire divine abilities of creation and destruction, while those left behind 
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will face extinction.” (Op.cit., p. 273) The main threat is therefore that of the 
rise of a 

 “small and privileged elite of upgraded humans.These 
superhumans will enjoy unheard-of abilities and 
unprecedented creativity, which will allow them to go on 
making many of the most important decisions in the world. 
/.../ However, most humans will not be upgraded, and they 
will consequently become an inferior caste, dominated by 
both computer algorithms and the new superhumans. / 
Splitting humankind into biological castes will destroy the 
foundations of liberal ideology.”(Op.cit., p. 346) 

However, this splitting into casts will also not be as straight as it may appear. 
How will the new elite be defined? Will elite be a special upgraded biological 
cast with superhuman abilities (which means that its members will also be 
controlled and genetically manipulated), or will they be exempted from control 
while controlling and manipulating others? Probably both at the same time. In 
the suburbs of Shanghai there already are clinics where rich Western couples go 
to genetically check and manipulate their offspring before children are born – 
to what extent will the new elite then be able to control the digital and 
biochemical/genetic machines that control them?  

In popular terms, this option opens the prospect of a new police state – 
what kind of police state? We should return here to Hegel and his polemics 
with Fichte. Fichte is often ridiculed not only for his subjective-idealist 
postulate of the absolute I’s self-positing (a philosophical version of Baron 
Munchhausen’s claim that he saved himself from the swamp in which he was 
drowning so that he elevated himself by way of pulling up his hair; he is also 
regularly denounced as the precursor of the modern police state which totally 
controls its citizens. His own words seem to confirm this scathing judgment:  

 “In a state with the kind of constitution we have established 
here, every citizen has his own determinate status, and the police 
know fairly well where each one is at every hour of the day, and 
what he is doing. /…/ In such a state crime is highly unusual and 
is preceded by a certain unusual activity. In a state where 
everything is ordered and runs according to plan, the police will 
observe any unusual activity and take notice 
immediately.”(Op.cit., p. 346) 

Zdravko Kobe, in his concise description of Fichte’s well-ordered state, is 
thus right to claim that, in it, 

 “the police turns out to be omnipresent. It is not merely that, as 
he famously proposed, every person should carry an identity card 
with his or her picture inside, so that the police could identify 
anyone on the spot, or that bills of exchange should be printed 
on special paper accessible exclusively to state authorities, which 
would make counterfeiting virtually impossible. In order to 
protect citizens from crime in an effective way, the police should, 
Fichte claims, also put major emphasis on the prevention of 
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transgressions and direct its activities not only against actual 
injuries but also against their very possibility. /…/ The final 
objective of police regulations is thus to establish a transparent 
order that would render unlawful actions materially impossible.”2 

Already in his first book published in 1801, Hegel rejected Fichte’s 
“preventive intellect and its coercive authority, the police,” and denounced 
Fichte as a control freak: “In Fichte’s state every citizen will keep at least 
another half dozen busy with supervision, and so on ad infinitum.”3 In the 
unpublished fragments on the German constitution from 1802/03, he 
reiterated this critique: 

 “It is /…/ a basic prejudice of those recent theories which have 
been partially translated into practice that a state is a machine 
with a single spring which imparts movement to all the rest of its 
infinite mechanism, and that all the institutions which the 
essential nature of a society brings with it should emanate from 
the supreme political authority and be regulated, commanded, 
supervised, and directed by it.”4 

In contrast to Fichte’s “pedantic craving to determine every detail,” Hegel 
claimed that “the state should rather establish a clear distinction between what 
is essential to its existence and unity and what can be left to chance and 
arbitrary will” (Kobe, op.cit): the state should “demand of the individual only 
what is necessary for itself,” and “grant the citizens their living freedom and 
individual will and even leave considerable scope for the latter” (Hegel, op.cit., 
p. 17-18): 

 “The center, as the political authority and government, must 
leave to the freedom of the citizens whatever is not essential to its 
own role of organising and maintaining authority /…/ nothing 
should be so sacred to it as the approval and protection of the 
citizens’ free activity in such matters, regardless of utility; for this 
freedom is inherently sacred.” (Hegel, op.cit., p. 23) 

Advocates of Hegel like to quote such passages to quell the suspicion that 
Hegel was a proto-totalitarian admirer of State. However, the prospect of 
digitalization of our lives throws a new light on this opposition between Fichte 
and Hegel: it is as if the moment of Fichte’s revenge against Hegel has arrived. 
When Hegel mockingly remarks that, in Fichte’s state, “every citizen will keep 
at least another half dozen busy with supervision, and so on ad infinitum,” we 
cannot but notice that this refutation of Fichte’s vision on empirical grounds no 
longer holds: with a complex digital network permanently registering our 
activities, the control envisaged by Fichte is today not only possible but largely 
already a fact. The digital registering of all our acts (plus of our health, our 
reading habits, our opinions and dispositions…) ultimately aims precisely at 
predicting our violations of the law and then act preventively to make it 
impossible for us to do it. 

What makes things even worse is the fact that there is an important 
difference between Fichte’s project of police control and today emerging reality 
of digital control: Fichte’s vision remains “totalitarian” in the standard sense of 
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an external agency openly controlling us, while today’s digital control is not 
experienced as an external limitation of our freedom. What we get here is a 
unique new form of the “unity of the opposites” where subjective exercise of 
freedom coincides with objective control. It is easy to see the structural 
homology between this paradox and the general vision of neuralink where a 
short-circuit Hegel wasn’t able to imagine (a direct material unity of thought 
and digital material reality) is realized.  

The most dangerous threat to freedom does not come from an openly 
authoritarian power, it takes place when our non-freedom itself is experienced 
as freedom. Since permissiveness and free choice are elevated into a supreme 
value, social control and domination can no longer appear as infringing on 
subject’s freedom: it has to appear as (and be sustained by) the very self-
experience of individuals as free. There is a multitude of forms of this 
appearing of un-freedom in the guise of its opposite: when we are deprived of 
universal healthcare, we are told that we are given a new freedom of choice (to 
choose our healthcare provider); when we no longer can rely on a long-term 
employment and are compelled to search for a new precarious work every 
couple of years, we are told that we are given the opportunity to re-invent 
ourselves and discover new unexpected creative potentials that lurked in our 
personality; when we have to pay for the education of our children, we are told 
that we become “entrepreneurs of the self,” acting like a capitalist who has to 
choose freely how he will invest the resources he possesses (or borrowed) – 
into education, health, travel… Constantly bombarded by imposed “free 
choices,” forced to make decisions for which we are mostly not even properly 
qualified (or possess enough information about), we more and more experience 
our freedom as a burden that causes unbearable anxiety. 

Furthermore, most of our activities (and passivities) are now registered in 
some digital cloud which also permanently evaluates us, tracing not only our 
acts but also our emotional states; when we experience ourselves as free to the 
utmost (surfing in the web where everything is available), we are totally 
“externalized” and subtly manipulated. The digital network gives new meaning 
to the old slogan “personal is political.” And it’s not only the control of our 
intimate lives that is at stake: everything is today regulated by some digital 
network, from transport to health, from electricity to water. That’s why the web 
is our most important commons today, and the struggle for its control is THE 
struggle today. The enemy is the combination of privatized and state-controlled 
commons, corporations (Google, Facebook) and state security agencies (NSA). 
This fact alone renders insufficient the traditional liberal notion of 
representative power: citizens transfer (part of) their power into the state, but 
on precise terms (this power is constrained by law, limited to very precise 
conditions in the way it is exercised, since the people remain the ultimate source 
of sovereignty and can repeal power if they decide so). In short, the state with 
its power is the minor partner in a contract which the major partner (the 
people) can at any point repeal or change, basically in the same way each of us 
can change the supermarket where we buy our provisions… This, however, is 
not what is going on today. One should strongly qualify the claim, often made 
today, that 



 The digital police state: fichte’s revenge on Hegel /7  

 
 

“the state no longer disposes with devices needed to regulate civil 
society and does not induce the attachment that once derived 
from the formation process of civil society. In short, the state 
withers away. What remains is civil society pure, and its police. 
We are left with a police without a state, with a police that has 
assumed the role of the state. The interface of the universal 
without the universal, the police as a state — this is the disturbing 
problem that should agitate our society.” (Kobe, op.cit) 

When the state starts to wither away, we don’t get a police which is directly 
rooted in civil society, i.e., some kind of people’s militia which gives body to (or 
expresses) community, overcoming the gap that separates society from state. 
Since society is in itself antagonistic, i.e., since the antagonism between state 
and society is a secondary effect of the antagonism that cuts across society 
itself, all such “militias” are a direct expression of one side of society against the 
other(s). The reality of the police without state is the pure police state – why? 
Here we should raise the question: is state really withering away in today’s 
global capitalism? Is it not becoming stronger than ever, not only regulating 
civil society but directly intervening in it and collaborating with (parts of) it. 
The emblem of today’s “policing” aimed at preventing crime is the direct 
collaboration between state apparatuses and corporations which deal with 
control and information – Julian Assange was right to designate Google as a 
private-corporate version of National Security Agency. 

Police is closer to the civil society than state, it is a kind of representative of 
state in civil society, but for this very reason it has to be experienced as an 
external force, not an inner ethical power. Civil society is the domain of the 
pursuit of particular private interests, of private freedom, and this freedom can 
(without being destroyed) only be limited from outside. This is why it is 
ridiculous to equate civil society crimes with breaches of ethics with regard to 
state. In civil society, what matters is that you don’t break the law (and are not 
discovered doing it), and all the legal tricks (twisting the letter of the law against 
its spirit) are allowed here. The force of law HAS to remain an external force. 
This is why it us totally wrong and potentially “totalitarian” to talk about police 
embedded in civil society, a police whose authority does not emanate from the 
state since it functions as a self-organization of the people themselves – this is 
“people’s militia,” and no wonder that Communist regimes tended to call their 
police “militia”. Who organizes militias today? Neo-fascist right-wingers like 
Orban in Hungary who appealed to ordinary people to organize militia groups 
to search for illegal immigrants… Police is state power as it appears within the 
sphere of civil society in which individuals pursue their private interests, it is in 
its nature an external “mechanic” force, a counterpart to the abstract liveliness 
of individual interests. Militia is, on the contrary, precisely because of its 
“organic” character, a direct negation of the individual freedom that is essential 
to civil society. This bring s us back to our starting point: today, “militia” 
acquires a new form in the network of digital control baptized by Shoshana 
Zuboff “surveillance capitalism”: 

 “It works by providing free services that billions of people 
cheerfully use, enabling the providers of those services to 
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monitor the behaviour of those users in astonishing detail – often 
without their explicit consent. /…/ ‘Surveillance capitalism,’ she 
writes, ‘unilaterally claims human experience as free raw material 
for translation into behavioural data. Although some of these data 
are applied to service improvement, the rest are declared as a 
proprietary behavioural surplus, fed into advanced manufacturing 
processes known as ‘machine intelligence’, and fabricated 
into prediction products that anticipate what you will do now, soon, 
and later. Finally, these prediction products are traded in a new 
kind of marketplace that I call behavioural futures markets.’ /…/ 
Knowledge, authority and power rest with surveillance capital, for 
which we are merely ‘human natural resources’. We are the native 
peoples now whose claims to self-determination have vanished 
from the maps of our own experience.”5 

We, the watched, are not just material, we are also exploited, involved in an 
unequal exchange, which is why the term “behavioural surplus” (playing the 
role of surplus-value) is fully justified here: when we are surfing, buying, 
watching TV, etc., we get what we want, but we give more - we lay ourselves 
bare, we make the details of our life and its habits transparent to the digital big 
Other. The paradox is, of course, that we experience this unequal exchange, the 
activity which effectively enslaves us, as our highest exercise of freedom – what 
is more free than freely surfing on the web? Just by exerting this freedom of 
ours, we generate the “surplus” appropriated by the digital big Other which 
collects data. 

However, important as this “surveillance capitalism” is, it is not yet the true 
game changer. I see a much greater potential for new forms of domination in 
the prospect of direct brain-machine interface. It is clear that all kinds of secret 
agencies are working intensely on it – what we learn is just the public face of it, 
the often “sensational” news about it in our public media. The best known 
project in this direction is Neuralink, an American neurotechnology company 
founded by Elon Musk and eight others, and dedicated to developing 
implantable brain-computer interfaces (BCIs), also called called a neural-control 
interface (NCIs), mind-machine interface (MMIs), or direct neural 
interface (DNIs) – all these terms indicate the same idea of a direct 
communication pathway, first between an enhanced or wired brain and an 
external device, and then between brains themselves.6 The gradual development 
of communication in the direction of adding additional layers of mediation – 
spoken word, writing, telegraph, phone, internet… - is here cut short, and the 
prospect of direct link by-passing these additional layers is not just greater 
speed but also accuracy: when I think about something, I don’t have to 
translate my thought into linguistic signs which brutally simplify meaning, my 
partner directly perceives what I think – or, to quote Musk himself: “If I were 
to communicate a concept to you, you would essentially engage in consensual 
telepathy. You wouldn’t need to verbalize unless you want to add a little flair to 
the conversation or something, but the conversation would be conceptual 
interaction on a level that’s difficult to conceive of right now.” And what is 
more logical than to extend this idea onto the domain of sexuality: “You could 
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save a great sex experience in the cloud to enjoy again later — or, if you’re not 
too private a person, you could send it over to a friend to experience.” 

The first and rather obvious philosophical reproach to this vision arises 
from the so-called “externalist” theory of consciousness: my self-awareness is 
not “in my brain,” it is rooted in my individual bodily existence, it is meaningful 
only within this horizon, as a moment of my concrete embodied existence 
which comprises the thick web of my interactions with others. So what survives 
of my mental state (experience) if it is torn from this concrete context? Is it not 
that, if we endorse the radical externalist view, then the prospect of shared 
experiences through a wired brain should be denounced as a dead end? That is 
to say, since the reality that we perceive is not an image in our head but outside 
our head, located into the whole of my brain, the perceived objects or processes 
and their interaction, even if a machine can fully reproduce my brain processes, 
it cannot reproduce our experience of what I see since it reduces it to what goes 
on in my brain and by definition misses the complex whole into which my 
experience is located… However, the case is far from conclusive: the complex 
interaction of my brain with its environment enables it to generate complex 
meaningful experiences, but this interaction has to be registered in my brain, so 
that by reproducing the neuronal processes in my brain it could be possible to 
generate in another subject to share the same experience. (Does something like 
this not happen when I feel a missing limb?) 

Even if we endorse the feasibility of shared experiences, a series of 
questions arise here. The first one concerns the role of language in the 
formation of our thoughts and of our “inner life” in general. Musk simply 
assumes that our thoughts are present in our mind independently of their 
expression in language, so that if I connect my brain directly with another’s 
brain, the other individual will experience my thoughts directly in all their 
wealth and finesse, not distorted by the clumsiness and simplification of 
language. However, what if language in all its clumsiness and simplifications 
generates the elusive wealth of our thoughts? A thought’s true content 
actualizes itself only through its linguistic expression – prior to this expression, 
it is nothing substantial, just a confused inner intention, I only learn what I 
wanted to say by effectively saying it. We think in words: even when we see and 
experience things and processes as particular entities, their perception is already 
structured through our symbolic network. Say, when I see a gun in front of me, 
all the meanings associated with it are symbolically overdetermined - in short, I 
perceive a gun but this perception is given its specific spin by the word “gun” 
that resonates in it, and words always refer to universal notions. Therein resides 
the paradox of the symbolic overdetermination: when I perceive a gun in front 
of me, it is the abstract-universal word “gun” associated with it which confers 
on my perception the rich and complex texture of meaning that colors this 
perception. 

This key role of words in our experience of meaning does not automatically 
devalue the project of neuralink: all one has to do to save this project is to 
abandon Musk’s premise that thoughts are present in our mind independently 
of their expression in language. Insofar as neuralink will register our inner flow 
of experience, why could it not register also the verbal material present in our 
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mind, words in which we think – words reduced to mental representations, but 
still words? The core of the problem resides elsewhere: in the fact that the very 
reduction of the material support of the expression of an idea can strengthen 
the expressed content (meaning). 

To illustrate this key point, Hegel evokes a wonderful example from the 
sphere of education. He notices that small children prefer to draw imagines in 
colors, while later they prefer to do them in grey, with a colorless pencil. 
Humanist theorists of education see in this the oppressive result of educational 
violence: children’s creativity is thwarted, they are forced to express themselves 
wearing the straight-jacket of colorlessness… Hegel’s reading, however, is 
exactly the opposite one: it is this reduction to colorless space that, by way of 
reducing the sensuous wealth, enables the children to articulate the higher 
spiritual dimension. 

What we find in human sexuality is the obverse of simplification which gives 
birth to a surplus: an unnecessary complication which prevents the direct access 
to a goal. Sexuality provides the basic matrix of the dialectical reversal of failure 
into success. No wonder the French cuisine, the paradigm of high cuisine, 
works in this way: is the origin of many of its famous dishes or drinks not that, 
when they wanted to produce a standard piece of food or drink, something 
went wrong, but then they realized that this failure can be re-sold as success? 
They were making cheese in the usual way, but then cheese got rotten and 
infected, smelling bad, and they found this monstrosity (measured by the usual 
standards) charming in its own way; they were making vine in the usual way 
when something went wrong with the fermentation, and so they began to 
produce champagne… And is this not exactly how our (human) sexuality 
works? Something goes terribly wrong (measured by the standards of simple 
instinctual mating), but this failure is then endorsed and cultivated as the 
resource of new sexual pleasures. Can we imagine something more stupid (from 
the standpoint of successful reproduction) than the tradition of courtly love in 
which the completion of sexual act is endlessly postponed? So how could 
courtly love become the model of high eroticism? And what about our 
perverted games in which a particular object or gesture which should be 
constrained to a subordinated moment of erotic foreplay turns into the central 
feature, the focus of libidinal intensity which eclipses the big procreative Act? Is 
this dimension of erotic mediation not threatened by a direct brain-to-brain 
link? 

The positive spin of a failure can be best illustrated by the loop of symbolic 
representation: a subject endeavors to adequately represent itself, this 
representation fails, and the subject IS the result of this failure. Recall what one 
might be tempted to call the “Hugh-Grant-paradox” (referring to the famous 
scene from Four Weddings And a Funeral): the hero tries to articulate his love 
to the beloved, he gets caught in stumbling and confused repetitions, and it is 
this very failure to deliver his message of love in a perfect way that bears 
witness to its authenticity… Furthermore, it is obvious that Grant’s 
individuality expresses itself precisely through these failures: if he were to 
declare his love in a perfect and smooth way, we would get a robot-like 
recitation. For this reason, the next question that arises is: will our individuality 
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survive the passage into singularity? Technology has so far enhanced our 
individuality because it introduced more alienation, additional layers in our 
exchange with others, and even alienating us from ourselves (our screen image 
is not directly “ourselves”) – so what happens when this distance disappears? 

Musk’s first line of defence is that, in his version of BCI, the individual is 
not totally immersed in it: it maintains a minimal distance towards it, so that, in 
order to allow the machine (or, through it, another individual) to register 
and/or share your thoughts and feelings, you have to actively consent to it, to 
will it: “People won’t be able to read your thoughts — you would have to will 
it. If you don’t will it, it doesn’t happen. Just like if you don’t will your mouth to 
talk, it doesn’t talk.” How does Musk know that the individual maintains this 
minimal distance? Remember that BCI works “objectively”: our brain is wired, 
linked to a machine which, strictly speaking, doesn’t “read our thoughts” but 
the processes in our brain which are the neuronal correlate of our thoughts; 
consequently, since when I think, I am not aware of the neuronal processes in 
my brain, how should I know if I am plugged in or not? Is it not much more 
reasonable to surmise that, when I am plugged into BCI, I will not even be 
aware when my inner life is transparent to others? In short, does BCI not offer 
itself as the ideal medium of (political) control of the inner life of individuals? 
Most of those who reflect on neuralink focus on the individuality of my 
experience – will I lose it or not when I am immersed in singularity? But there 
is the opposite option: what if I retain my individuality in experience and even 
don’t know that I am controlled and steered? 

Perhaps the saddest aspect of the vision of neuralink is the cynical 
opportunistic calculus that sustains it: we (humans) gave birth to a higher form 
of intelligence which, if left alone to deploy its powers, will reduce us to gorillas 
in a zoo: “Most posthumanists agree that it would be ironic if humankind were 
surpassed by beings that humans made possible, and tragic if such post-humans 
did away with humankind altogether. Still, more than a few posthumanists 
assert without nostalgia that evolutionary development is indifferent to the fate 
of what came before. For them, the prospect of dramatically improving 
ourselves in the process of giving birth to something far greater than 
humankind more than justifies taking risks.” The only choice for us to avoid 
this fate is to join the winner, to leave behind our humanity and immerse 
ourselves into Singularity. 

The sublime obverse of this cynical vision (“let’s try to catch up with the 
machines so that we will not become apes in a zoo”) is the gnostic New Age 
reading of Singularity as not only the new stage of post-humanity but a key 
cosmic event, the accomplishment of the divine self-actualization. In 
Singularity, not only we, humans, become divine, God himself becomes fully 
divine. That is to say, when synchronicity is debated, the obscurantist 
temptation is almost irresistible – no wonder Jung loved this notion. Insofar as 
Singularity also implies a kind of synchronicity of minds, no wonder that it calls 
for theosophical speculations: Singularity is perceived as nothing less than our 
redemption from the Fall, i.e., from our existence as mortal and sexualized 
being as described in Genesis. 
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The Hegelian (or, more broadly, German Idealist) references are clearly 
spelled out here, as well as the gap that separates the idea of Singularity from 
the space of German Idealism. Inert material reality gets gradually spiritualized 
through the process of actualizing its spiritual immanent potentials. The first 
peak of this process is human intelligence in which Spirit becomes aware of 
itself, returns back to itself from its alienation/externalization in material reality. 
But at this stage, Spirit remains opposed to reality, it becomes aware of itself as 
individual consciousness opposed to material reality. In order to fully actualize 
itself, Spirit has to overcome this opposition and become aware of itself as the 
spiritual dimension, the spiritual inner life, of entire (material) reality itself. At 
this level, my self-consciousness overlaps with the self-consciousness of entire 
reality itself, or, in theological terms, my awareness of God is simultaneously 
the self-awareness of God himself. God is not an entity outside the process of 
reality which steers it from a safe distance; the process of reality is the process 
that takes place in God himself, it overlaps with the becoming of God himself. 

What we get here is another (third) version of “Hegel was too early”: first, 
there was the young Lukacs for whom Hegel’s reconciliation was the idealist 
prefiguration of the actual reconciliation of subject and substance, the 
proletarian revolution through which proletariat appropriates the alienated 
historical substance; then, there was Fukuyama for whom the ideal rational 
state, the conclusion of world history in which individual freedom is reconciled 
with organic social order, is not achieved (as Hegel thought) in rational 
monarchy but only in contemporary liberal democracy; finally, there are the 
transhumanists for whom only the prospect of Singularity opens up actual 
reconciliation of Spirit and reality. 

Should we follow this path? Cantor revolutionized mathematics when he 
debunked the idealist myth of a single Infinity and introduces the materialist 
topic of multiple inconsistent infinities. Perhaps, we should do today a similar 
thing with Singularity; to debunk the notion of one Singularity as a new form of 
the divine and introduce multiple inconsistent and conflicting singularities. Let’s 
return for a moment to the prospect of a shared sexual experience: its perverted 
version would be not to do it with somebody far away (a close friend allows me 
to share her/his experience while s/he is making love), but to share the 
experience with my partner while we are doing it. To immediately experience 
the effects of my sexual activity onto my partner - would this not amount to a 
sexualized version of subject-object identity? This example confronts us with 
the topic of sharing experiences which can be in conflict one with another. 
Let's imagine a much worse case: I am a sadist who is able to share the 
experience of the person I am torturing – will I be able to integrate this 
experience into my own and use it as an additional source of my perverted 
pleasure (“great, I can feel how my victim is suffering!”), or will the clash of 
two experiences led to some kind of a breakdown? 

Does this not imply that there is no single Singularity but an inconsistent 
texture of shared experiences which, for structural reasons, always have to be 
limited? And that, if these limits stretched too far, my shared experience 
explodes into a nightmare? But what if Singularity will not be modelled upon a 
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single self-awareness? What if it will be a fragmentary space open to a plurality 
of different, inconsistent, even “contradictory” experiences? 

This brings us again to the question of power: which regulatory mechanism 
will decide which experiences I will share with others, and who will control this 
mechanism? One thing is sure: one should discard as utopian the idea that I 
myself will be able to connect/disconnect my brain. And one should fully 
accept the fact that a wide all-encompassing link between minds cannot take 
place at the level of subjective experience but only at an objective level, as a 
complex network of machines which “read” my mental states – a vast 
“synchronous” collective experience is a dangerous myth. Plus, since our brains 
will be wired without us being even aware of it, a new form of freedom and 
power will arise which will reside simply in our being able to isolate oneself 
from Singularity. 

This prospect of total control of which we are not even aware confronts us 
brutally with the question: is our only chance of freedom in isolation from the 
space of Singularity, or is there a dimension of being-human which in principle 
eludes Singularity? Even if we accept that our self-awareness is transparent to 
Singularity, what if we change the focus from consciousness or awareness to 
the unconscious? What happens with it in our immersion into a Singularity? To 
begin with, one should make it clear that we understand here the Unconscious 
in a strict Lacanian sense: for Lacan, the Unconscious is not some deeper 
irrational dimension but a virtual “another scene” which accompanies the 
subject’s conscious content. As Lacan clearly saw, the Freudian Unconscious is 
not the substantial domain of Jungian archetypes as the ultimate psychic reality 
of the subject’s being. It belongs neither to the order of being nor to the order 
of non-being but to the virtual space of pure potentiality. 

I experienced something strange when I consumed the two versions of 
Doctorow’s Billy Bathgate, the original book and the cinema version. The movie 
is basically a failure, but an interesting one: a failure which nonetheless evokes 
in the viewer the specter of a much better novel. However, when one then goes 
on to read the novel on which the film is based, one is disappointed — this is 
not the novel the film evoked as the standard with regard to which it failed. The 
repetition (of a failed novel in the failed film) thus gives rise to a third, purely 
virtual, element: the better novel. The film does not “repeat” the novel on 
which it is based; rather, they both “repeat” the unrepeatable virtual X, the 
“true” novel whose specter is engendered in the passage from the actual novel 
to the film. This virtual point of reference, although “unreal,” is in a way more 
real than reality: it is the absolute point of reference of the failed real attempts. 
The inexisting “better book” is what both existing works repeat (and fail in 
their endeavor to repeat), it is what maintains a distance between the two, the 
interruption between the two that is their Unconscious. And, back to our topic, 
can the machine to which our brain is wired capture this virtual moment which 
belongs neither to the order of being nor to the order of non-being? 

The philosophical term for this fictional component is absential: a feature 
that works only as missing. Recall the famous joke from Lubitsch’s Ninotchka: 
“‘Waiter! A cup of coffee without cream, please!’ ‘I’m sorry, sir, we have no 
cream, only milk, so can it be a coffee without milk?’” At the factual level, 
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coffee remains the same coffee, but what we can change is to make the coffee 
without cream into a coffee without milk — or, more simply even, to add the 
implied negation and to make the plain coffee into a coffee without milk. The 
difference between “plain coffee” and “coffee without milk” is purely virtual, 
there is no difference in the real cup of coffee, and exactly the same goes for 
the Freudian unconscious: its status is also purely virtual, it is not a “deeper” 
psychic reality – in short, unconscious is like “milk” in “coffee without milk.” 
And, again, can the digital machine that sustains neuralink discern the 
difference between “plain coffee” and “coffee without milk”? Or is this 
counterfactual sphere outside the scope of the digital machine which is 
constrained to facts in our brain and social environs that we are unaware of? 

In order to orient ourselves in this mess, we should first get rid of the 
illusion (into which we fall almost automatically) that, in Singularity, we will 
remain basically the same humans as we are now, communicating with others, 
sharing feelings, etc., just at some “higher” level. This illusion is clearly 
perceptible in most of the theorists of Singularity – Kurzweil, for example, 
automatically assumes that, even if we are immersed in Singularity, we continue 
to act like “free” responsible individuals. In short, the problem with the notion 
of Singularity is not that it is too “radical” or “utopian” but that it is not radical 
enough: it continues to locate the advent of Singularity into our common 
universe of intersubjectivity, ignoring how the eventual rise of Singularity will 
undermine the very basic presupposition of our intersubjective universe, the 
limitation on which our greatest achievements are based.  

Since our — humanity’s — “highest” achievements are rooted in our very 
ultimate limitations (failure, mortality, and the concomitant sexuality), i.e., in 
what we cannot but experience as the obstacle to our “higher” spiritual 
existence, the idea that this “higher” level can survive without the obstacle, 
without what prevents its full actualization, is an illusion that can be accounted 
for in terms of the paradox of a disturbing obstacle to perfection which 
engenders the very notion of perfection to which it serves as the obstacle, so 
that if we eliminate the obstacle, we simultaneously lose what it is obstacle to. 
Something new will emerge through this elimination, but it will not be creative 
spirituality relieved of mortality and sexuality. The eventual rise of post-
humanity will not only compel us to grasp a new life form, it will also compel 
us to redefine what constitutes humanity itself – recall here again T.S.Eliot’s 
thesis that every really new work of art changes the entire past history of art. 
This redefinition will concern especially the role of obstacles: we will be 
compelled to accept that, in human life, finitude is constitutive of the very 
transcendence which emerges against its background. 

In other words, what is threatened by Singularity is the power, the positive 
function, of imperfection itself, even of straight ignorance: our inner life, 
inclusive of our highest spiritual achievements, is rooted in our finite bodily 
existence and its limitations, so that, with the passage into Singularity, we are 
deprived of the basic features of our inner life. Konrad Lorenz made 
somewhere the ambiguous remark that we ourselves (the "actually existing" 
humanity) are the sought-after "missing link" between animal and man - how 
are we to read it? Of course, the first association that imposes itself here is the 
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notion that the "actually existing" humanity still dwells in what Marx designated 
as "pre-history," and that the true human history will begin with the advent of 
the Communist society; or, in Nietzsche's terms, that man is just a bridge, a 
passage between animal and overman. (Not to mention the New Age version: 
we are entering a new era in which humanity will transform itself into a Global 
Mind, leaving behind the petty individualism.) What Lorenz meant was 
undoubtedly situated along these lines, although with a more humanistic twist: 
humanity is still immature and barbarian, it did not yet reach the full wisdom. 
However, an opposite reading also imposes itself: this intermediate status of 
man IS his greatness, since the human being IS in its very essence a "passage," 
the finite openness into an abyss. 

So what will happen when this intermediate status of being-human will be 
abolished in our immersion into Singularity? For Kurzweil and his partisans, a 
new kingdom: nothing less than the undoing of what our theological tradition 
calls the Fall. For cultural pessimists, an apocalypse without kingdom, the loss 
of the proper human dimension. But what if, with Singularity, we will get a new 
Fall, a kind of Fall from the Fall: a much deeper Fall which has the structure of 
the loss of a loss? In Hitchcock's Vertigo, Scottie first experiences the loss of 
Madeleine, his fatal love; when he recreates Madeleine in Judy and then 
discovers that the Madeleine he knew already was Judy pretending to be 
Madeleine, what he discovers is not simply that Judy is a fake (he knew that she 
is not the true Madeleine, since he recreated a copy of Madeleine out of her), 
but that, because she is NOT a fake – she IS Madeleine -, Madeleine herself 
was already a fake – the very loss is lost. It is important to remember here that 
the last shot of Vertigo – after Judy falls from the tower, Scottie stands on the 
edge, looking down - gave rise to radically opposed readings: for some 
interpreters, this shot signals that Scottie survives as a totally broken man, for 
others, it is a kind of happy ending (Scottie is now cured from his disease, he 
can look down into the abyss) – the ambivalence which perfectly reproduces 
the ambiguity of the outcome of the Hegelian negation of negation (utter 
despair or reconciliation). 

Is then Singularity such a loss of a loss which makes it absolute, or is it a 
simple disappearance of a loss? This is the crux of our argument for the 
survival of subject in the case of its immersion into singularity: the loss of a loss 
is not the restoration of the fullness prior to the loss but the absolute loss, and 
the status of the subject (as opposed to person) is that of such a loss. Let’s 
return briefly to the topic of a productive obstacle or limitation: in Singularity 
(so we are told) the communication will be direct, without the detours which 
engender supplementary spiritual wealth – but what if, in such a situation, the 
lack will return in an even stronger form, as an absolute lack, the lack of detour 
itself? In other words, what if directly getting what we want desublimates what 
we get and thus render it worthless? 

The prospect opened up by neuralink is not just that of directly shared 
sexual experiences. Our “normal” experiences are rooted in body and language 
– but, what if we imagine a direct arousal of the pleasure neurons in our brain, 
so that we experience a “pure” orgasm stronger than those achieved through 
bodily interaction and language of seduction? What would this “pure” orgasm 
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amount to? What if, far from offering the impossible/real full satisfaction, the 
subject would experience here the unbearable loss of mediation/detour: we get 
the desired thing itself, but without the network of mediations which makes it 
desirable? Such a reading points in the direction of melancholy – recall that, for 
Freud, melancholy is defined by the gap between the object of our desire and 
the object-cause that makes us desire it: in melancholy, we have what we 
desired, but we no longer desire it. The structure of melancholy clearly implies a 
divided subject, a subject who (consciously) desires an object but is unaware of 
the (unconscious) object-cause that makes him/her desire this object, so that 
when the object-cause of desire fails in its function, this subject experiences 
his/her situation as inconsistent, not really desiring what s/he desires. 

To return to Genesis, the voice of Singularity is another address by the 
snake; it promises the annulment of the Fall and the achievement of 
immortality and superior knowledge if we eat its fruit, i.e., if we immerse 
ourselves into it. As in Genesis, we should be aware that the choice is here a 
forced one: we cannot but do it, no withdrawal is possible. So what will 
happen? Definitely not what the proponents of Singularity expect. Like the 
serpent, they are not lying, and the threat resides precisely in their not-lying. 

As to this threat, it is easy to imagine the prospect of a direct arousal of the 
pleasure neurons in our brain, but what of the opposite option: new forms of 
“pure” pain and suffering? Metzinger made the same point already apropos the 
“ordinary” human consciousness “it is not at all clear if the biological form of 
consciousness, as so far brought about by evolution on our planet, is a desirable 
form of experience, an actual good in itself.”7 This problematic feature 
concerns conscious pain and suffering: evolution “has created an expanding 
ocean of suffering and confusion where there previously was none. As not only 
the simple number of individual conscious subjects but also the dimensionality 
of their phenomenal state spaces is continuously increasing, this ocean is also 
deepening.” (Metzinger, op.cit., p. 621) And it is reasonably to expect that new 
artificially generated forms of awareness will create new “deeper” forms of 
suffering… The only way out of this threat would be to opt for the Dune 
solution: in Herbert’s classic sci-fi novel, humanity became dominated by 
advanced computers and collectively decides to destroy all “thinking machines,” 
adapting their minds to be capable of extremely complex tasks. (This mental 
development is nonetheless enabled by the use of spice mélange which 
improves health, extends life, enables travel in space beyond the velocity of 
light, and can even bestow limited prescience.) But, as we have already seen, it 
is too late for this option – who knows how far secret service and corporations 
already progressed in the direction of realizing different versions of neuralink 
and direct control of our minds? 

Here we should return to Mao Ze-dong’s claim that “there is a great 
disorder in the real” - but, as we all know, Mao’s saying goes on: “… so the 
situation is excellent.” So where is the opening for a radical transformation? 
Singularity will be a phenomenon grounded in a combination of science and 
capitalism – science and technology which will give rise to it is not neutral but is 
grounded in capitalist relations. In other words, the eventual rise of Singularity 
will be a case of what we cannot but call post-human capitalism. Usually it is 
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posited that capitalism is (more) historical and our humanity, inclusive of sexual 
difference, more basic, even ahistorical; however, what we are witnessing today 
is nothing less than an essay to integrate the passage to post-humanity into 
capitalism – this is what the efforts of new billionaire gurus like Musk are 
about, their prediction that capitalism “as we know it” is coming to an end 
refers to “human” capitalism, and the passage they talk about is the passage 
from “human” to post-human capitalism. 

For this reason, the prospect of Singularity is today’s main candidate for the 
end of history: after it will take place, the rest will not be history – at least not 
history as we knew it and experienced it. Will then, if we enter Singularity, the 
universe of meaning, the symbolic dimension, still be there or will it disappear 
as if it never existed? Neither of the two: it will disappear, but its disappearance 
will continue to be felt as an absence. In short, it will function as an absential of 
Singularity. The irony is that subject will survive as the absential, embodying the 
very dimension that, as we can presume, will escape Singularity. 

So, again, where is the opening for the new here? Even if the subject’s 
Unconscious in principle eludes the grasp of Singularity, what if this does not 
mean that there will be a dimension which will elude Singularity but something 
much more simple and radical: the subject will pay its entry into Singularity by 
simply losing the dimension of the Unconscious? In short, what if its immersion into 
Singularity will preclude the dimension of the Unconscious, leaving no space 
for it? What if this immersion means that the scope of subjectivity will be 
limited to what is registered by Singularity? This will not be the case because the 
very disappearance of the symbolic loss (“Fall”) will continue to echo in the 
space of Singularity. 

The loss of the loss itself, the appearance of the loss at its purest, is 
something like a thinking version of Malevitch’s famous black square on white 
surface: the zero-level, the marking of the basic coordinates of our symbolic 
space. It is important to note here that, for Malevitch, this zero-form is not 
some kind of self-destructive abyss we should beware of not being swallowed 
by it but a point through which we should pass to gain a new beginning. It is 
the moment of death-drive which opens up the space for a new beginning. This 
is why Malevitch’s later more figurative paintings (like his famous self-portrait) 
are not a betrayal of his youthful radicality but ways to explore the space 
opened up by it. (In the self-portrait, this fidelity is signaled by Malevitch’s 
hands forming a square, telling the viewer that the square is still here.) And the 
same goes for our entry into Sigularity: the loss of a loss brought by it could be 
a new beginning of something we cannot yet imagine. 

The distance between our inner life, the line of our thoughts, and external 
reality is the basis of the perception of ourselves as free: we are free in our 
thoughts precisely insofar as they are at a distance from reality, so that we can 
play with them, make thought-experiments, engage in dreaming, with no direct 
consequences in reality, no one can control us there. Once our inner life is 
directly linked to reality so that our thoughts have direct consequences in reality 
(or can be directly regulated by a machine that is part of reality) and are in this 
sense no longer “ours,” we effectively enter a post-human state. The subject 
that will survive will thus not be the bearer of the wealth of inner experience – 
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all that wealth of feelings, passions, fears, dreams and hopes, etc., could well be 
drowned in the collective space of Singularity. The subject will survive as a pure 
$, the vanishing point of negativity separated from all of its experienced 
content. 

The standard topic of the contemporary anti-philosophy is anti-
Cartesianism: the Cartesian cogito is an abstract rational entity artificially torn 
out of the concrete life-world of actual individuals. In this context, the Freudian 
Unconscious is perceived as part of the anti-Cartesian backlash, as yet another 
proof, in the line of Feuerbach, Marx, etc., that we humans are not isolated 
thinking beings but, as Heidegger would have put it, always-already thrown-
into-the-world, engaged with reality. Lacan’s thesis that cogito is the Freudian 
subject acquires here its full weight: for him, on the contrary, the Unconscious 
is not part of the thick non-transparent background of the Lebenswelt. With 
regard to the opposition between abstract (decontextualized) rational structures 
and concrete thick life-world, the Unconscious is on the side of the first: the 
Unconscious is the intrusion of a foreign body into our life-world, it is like an 
intruding machine which derails the smooth functioning of our life-world, 
subordinating it to its own weird laws. Just think about what the Unconscious 
of drives does to our innate instinctual sexuality: it totally perverts it, 
subordinating its reproductive function to an almost suicidal mechanism of the 
compulsion-to-repeat in which enjoyment is posited as a self-goal. Lacan knew 
what he was talking about when he said that the Cartesian cogito is the subject 
of the Unconscious. 

In short, the subject will be divided more than ever, divided not between 
itself and its other(s) but divided in itself, between its content (separated from 
it) and the punctuality of $ (barred zero-point of subjectivity). It will maintain a 
minimum of distance towards the collective thought, and this distance will be 
the source of a suffering whose contours we cannot guess today, but also the 
source of a new hope. 

Notes 
1. See Yuval Noah Harari, Homo Deus. A Brief History of Tomorrow, London: 

Harvill Secker 2016. 
2. Quoted from Zdravko Kobe, “The Interface of the Universal: On Hegel’s 

Concept of the Police,” available online at http://journal.instifdt.bg.ac.rs/ 
index.php?journal=fid&page=article&op=view&path%5B%5D=728&path 
%5B%5D=624. 

3. G.W.F. Hegel, The Difference between Fichte’s and Schelling’s System of Philosophy, 
Albany: SUNY Press 1977, p. 148. 

4. G.W.F. Hegel, Political Writings, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1999, p. 
22. 

5. Quoted from https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2019/jan/20/ 
shoshana-zuboff-age-of-surveillance-capitalism-google-facebook. 

6. Non-attributed quotes that follow are from https://waitbutwhy.com/2017/ 
04/neuralink.html. 

7. Thomas Metzinger, Being No One. The Self-Model Theory of Subjectivity, Cambridge: 
MIT 2004, p. 620.  
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Introduction 

   This paper began with some reflections on the contrast between the titles of 
Popper’s Objective Knowledge, and Polanyi’s Personal Knowledge.1 The most attractive 
features of Popper’s epistemology, to my mind, are its acknowledgment of the 
ubiquity of error, its concern for the growth of knowledge, and its picture of 
science as a cooperative enterprise. But Popper’s overwhelming concern to 
maintain the objectivity of scientific knowledge, manifested in his exclusion of the 
knowing subject from the scope of epistemology, and his refusal to contaminate the 
autonomy of the theory of knowledge with the “subjectivism” of psychology or 
sociology, has the effect (as I have argued elsewhere)2 of compromising the 
fallibilist, dynamic, public character which was the chief virtue of his theory. 
Polanyi, by contrast, stresses the personal character of scientific knowledge, and 
does not shun the aid of psychology and sociology; which suggested to me that 
some of his ideas might be used to correct the distortions caused by Popper’s 
inhospitable attitude to the knowing subject. 

   I hope that my reflections may, eventually, throw some light on a nest of the 
most intractable issues in the theory of knowledge—the relations between the 
knower and the known (the subject and the content of knowledge), between 
epistemology and the psychology and sociology of knowledge, between subjectivity 
and objectivity. But my immediate object is more modest: to give a straightforward 
account of the main outlines of Polanyi’s views,3 and to bring out the most 
important points of contrast with Popper. Then in the last part of the paper, which 
is more ambitious and also more tentative, I shall concentrate my attention on four 
themes thrown into relief by this contrast: the role of the knowing subject; the 
relation between fallibilism and commitment; the active character of knowledge; 
and the ways in which we learn from each other. 

1. Exegesis and Interpretation 

   When Polanyi describes scientific knowledge as “personal,” part of what he wants 

to convey is that the traditional picture of the scientist as a strictly neutral observer 

impartially investigating objective facts will not stand serious scrutiny. The scientist 

is constantly obliged to exercise his personal judgment, e.g. as to the importance of 

a problem, the weight to be given to evidence, the likelihood that an observed 

correlation is not significant but coincidental, and so on. And such judgments are 

unavoidably a matter of discretion: no formal rule can tell a scientist, for example 

when to take an ostensibly falsifying result seriously and when to disregard it as 

probably the effect of some as yet undiagnosed experimental error. Scientific 

judgment is a matter of the appraisal of the worth of problems, of theories, of 

evidence; it is evaluative, not purely factual, and as much a matter of knowing how as 

of knowing that. It is, in short, a skill; and, like other skills—among which Polanyi 
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would also include perception and the understanding of language—it cannot be 

made fully explicit; it involves an unavoidably tacit component. 

Scientific judgment is personal not only in the sense that it inescapably calls for 

the exercise of discretion, but also in the sense that it involves a commitment on the 

part of the scientist who makes it. The scientist is passionately committed to the 

problems he judges worthy of investigation, to the evidence he decides he must 

take seriously, to the theories he devises, and to the values of science itself. 

But, though scientific knowledge is, in the senses just explained, “personal,” it is 

also in an important sense, public. For, first, though the skill of scientific judgment 

cannot be encapsulated in formal rules or prescriptions, it can be taught, by senior 

and experienced scientists, to aspiring “apprentices.” This is the way in which the 

scientific tradition is passed on, and the reason it must be respected even by those 

young scientists who will go on to do original and creative work which radically 

challenges the traditional wisdom. Even the mature scientist, furthermore, is subject 

to the judgment of his peers, especially those in a position to decide whether his 

work should be published or supported financially, whether he should be appointed 

to a professional post, and so on.  Each scientist understands, and is competent to 

judge the worth of, only a relatively small part of the work done by other scientists; 

but a “chain of overlapping competences” enables the community of scientists to 

exercise an essentially decentralized authority, a sort of communal self-control. 

There is an interaction between tradition and authority, on the one hand, and 

creativity and criticism, on the other; in this, and in other respects, the structure of 

science is not radically different from the structure of, for instance, art or religion. 

It would be quite easy to get the impression, from this, that Polanyi is proposing 

a radically subjectivist, authoritarian, sociological theory of knowledge which is 

fundamentally at odds with Popperian critical rationalism. But this impression is 

not, I think, altogether correct. 

For Polanyi allows that scientific knowledge is objective, as well as personal. His 

account of truth has rather strong affinities with Strawson’s version of the 

redundancy theory: to say that p is true is to assert, or reassert, p. Though he 

stresses the point that to believe that p just is to believe that p is true, he is 

nevertheless at pains to insist that the truth of p does not consist in my, or 

anyone’s, or everyone’s, believing it. Scientific theories aspire to represent the way 

the world is in a manner independent of the scientist’s personal point of view; the 
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scientist who judges that a theory is true commits himself to the universalizability 

of that judgment. And scientific theories aspire to represent the truth about a world 

which is largely independent of us and our beliefs: an independence which is 

manifested in its ability to surprise us by not turning out the way our theories 

predicted. 

A better interpretation, therefore, represents Polanyi as expressing skepticism 

about a number of traditional dualism, i.e., dichotomies often taken to be both 

exclusive and exhaustive. Most notably, Polanyi does not respect sharp 

dichotomies:  

 between the objective and the subjective 

 between fact and value 

 between knowing that and knowing how, and  

 between science and other human cognitive enterprises, such as art or 

religion. 

Polanyi should not be seen as claiming that science, like art or religion, is 

subjective rather than objective, evaluative rather than factual, a matter of knowing 

how rather than knowing that. His claim is that science is subjective as well as 

objective, evaluative as well as factual, and a matter of knowing how as well as 

knowing that. 

If this is right, it might be argued, Polanyi’s apparent disagreement with Popper 

begins to look merely apparent. For it now looks as if we might understand Polanyi  

as saying that, while scientific knowledge in the state sense (“scientific judgment”) is 

subjective, scientific knowledge in the content sense (what scientists know) is 

objective and with this, no doubt, Popper would concur. But this picture would 

also be misleading, for two main reasons: first, that it does not recognize the 

importance of the fact that Polanyi differs from Popper precisely in giving a central 

role in the theory of knowledge to the  individual who knows or believes, and to 

interactions between knowing subjects (whereas Popper declines to take any 

interest in the theory of knowledge “in the subjective sense”); and second, that it 

disguises the significance of the fact that, while Popper insists that knowledge “in 

the subjective sense” is irrelevant to knowledge in the objective sense, Polanyi 

believes that we cannot fully understand what scientists know independently of a 

study of how they know it. So major disagreements remain: as to whether 

epistemology should be concerned with the states of knowing subjects as well as 
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with the content of this knowledge, and as to whether the study of the former is 

relevant to the study of the latter. 

2. Comparative Remarks 

In the light of this I can now bring out the main points of agreement and 

disagreement in their proper perspective. 

First, both Popper and Polanyi are, in a sense, realists; in the sense, that is, that 

both hold that scientific knowledge in the content sense, what is known, is 

knowledge of a world which is, at least largely, independent of our beliefs about it, 

and which, in virtue of its independence, is capable of surprising us, of falsifying 

our beliefs about it. Popper’s realism is manifested in his adherence to a 

correspondence theory of “absolute and objective truth,” and his reliance on 

falsifiability as a criterion of the scientific, Polanyi’s in his view of the scientist as 

seeking clues to the making out of a world the character of which does not depend 

on him, and producing theories for which he claims universality, independence of 

point of view.5 

Secondly, both are fallibilists, urging that any our beliefs could turn out to be 

false, that we have no infallible ways of finding out about the world.6 And both, 

again, place considerable emphasis on the growth of knowledge.7 But in both these 

respects Popper is placed in considerable embarrassment by  his official exclusion 

of the knowing subject, which means that he has to try to explain scientists’ liability 

to error, and their ability to learn from and build on the work of their predecessors, 

in terms exclusively of the character of the problems, theories, etc., which 

constitutes his world 3; an attempt which, I believe, fails. Polanyi, on the other 

hand, because he gives a central role to knowing subjects and their interactions, can 

readily give a theory which is dynamic and fallibilist. 

Though both Popper’s and Polanyi’s epistemologies are fallibilist, Polanyi’s is 

committal in a way Popper’s is not. Popper holds that scientists do not, or perhaps 

should not, believe the theories they devise; these theories are only conjectures, 

which they must try, and should even hope, to falsify. Polanyi, on the other hand, 

thinks that scientists are, at least sometimes, passionately committed to a belief in 

the truth of their theories; and that this is as it should be.8 This contrast is 

connected with a further issue. Popper’s philosophy is strongly anti-authoritarian, 

and it places great weight on criticism. Polanyi certainly allows room for criticism of 

the established wisdom, but he also gives an important role to tradition and 
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authority in science. And here, he thinks, the personal commitment of scientist of 

their theories plays an important part; for it will take determination to get a new 

theory listened to, new evidence looked at, new problems investigated, if 

conventional wisdom deems them improbable, insignificant or unimportant, and it 

would be unrealistic to expect such determination on behalf of a mere conjecture 

which the scientist is hoping to falsify.9  

Popper draws a sharp distinction between the context of discovery and the 

context of justification. The ways in which scientific theories are discovered, 

according to Popper, are properly the concern of psychology or sociology; the 

proper concern of epistemology is the ways in which scientific theories are tested. 

Polanyi would not invest this distinction with the same significance; for he holds 

that the assessment of evidence for and against a theory is as much a matter of 

personal discretion, and as little amenable to strict, logical formulation, as the initial 

process of discovering the theory. This is another part of the reason for Polanyi’s 

insistence on the central place of the knowing subject, and his rapprochement with 

psychology and sociology; for in his view, there is no way to divide up the study of 

scientific knowledge into the epistemologists’ and the psychologists’ concerns. 

Because Polanyi is concerned with the knowing subject and the ways in which 

he learns about the world, as well as with what he learns, there is room in his 

epistemology for issues which Popper simply excludes: notably, the analogies 

between scientific judgment and the exercise of other, e. g., perceptual, skills, and 

the ways in which scientists learn from, criticize and control each other’s work. I 

shall turn shortly to a more detailed consideration of Polanyi’s contributions to 

these questions. For now, though, the point I want to bring out is that Polanyi’s 

stress on the skillful character of scientific judgment and the element of often 

aesthetic evaluation he believes it to involve is one of the things that leads him to 

claim important affinities between science and, for instance, art or religion. 

Popper’s whole strategy, by contrast, is motivated by the desire to draw a sharp line 

of demarcation between science and non science, “pseudo-science,” or 

metaphysics.10 

This leads me to a final, surprising, similarity. At the level of the choice between 

scientific and other (e.g., religious or magical) “world-views” Polanyi’s position is 

that one can make a commitment, a choice, but not a commitment or a choice 

grounded on any neutral, rational grounds. He has chosen the scientific world-view, 

he says, but he couldn’t give arguments that would rationally persuade someone 
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committed to a different world-view to shift his allegiance. More surprisingly, 

Poppet takes something like this position, too. In the end, he has to say, Critical 

Rationalism cannot be rationally defended, but must be accepted as the basis of an 

ethical decision.11 In summary: 

Polanyi Popper 

Scope of epistemology: knowing 

subjects and what is known 

Scope of epistemology: what is known 

only (“knowledge” in subjective sense 

excluded)  

  

Involved in justification as well as 

discovery of scientific theories—

hospitable attitude to psychology, 

sociology  

Context of justification only (context of 

discovery excluded)—hostility to 

psychology, sociology 

  

Realism, objectivity Realism, objectivity 

  

Fallibilism Fallibilism (but hard to express without 

knowing subjects) 

  

Growth of knowledge Growth of knowledge 

  

Personal judgment (impossible to express without knowing 

subjects) 

  

Committal  Non-committal 

  

Subjectivity, tacit dimension World 3—all explicit 

  

Skillful (again, not applicable without knowing 

subjects) 

  

Affinities between science, art, and 

religion 

 Sharp demarcation of science from 

non-science 

  

Choice between science and other 

world-views: relativism 

Critical Rationalism accepted by an 

ethical decision, not by rational 

argument 
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3. Polanyi and Pragmatism: Four Themes 

It is worth observing that there are interesting similarities between some of 

Polanyi’s ideas and some views held by the pragmatists. 

Polanyi’s skepticism about the dualisms of objective and subjective, fact and 

value, knowing how and knowing that, science and religion, is strongly reminiscent 

of Dewey, who is well- known for his hostility to traditional dualisms. (But I am 

not aware of any evidence that Polanyi has been influenced by Dewey, nor that he, 

like Dewey, has been influenced by Hegel.) Dewey attacks some of the very same 

dualisms that Polanyi does, and draws very similar conclusions; e.g., he stresses the 

active character of knowledge, the analogies between knowledge of the world and 

skill in manipulating the world, and even goes so far as to attribute the whole (as he 

believes) misguided quest for certainty to undue respect for the distinction between 

the practical and the theoretical, and an unjustified, elitist preference for the latter. 

(It is arguable, also, with Dewey as with Polanyi, whether some of the rejected 

dualisms might not be reinstated by means of a distinction in the subject–matter to 

which they apply—as the dichotomy of objective and subjective might be partially 

restored by maintaining the objectivity of knowledge in the content, and of the 

subjectivity of knowledge in the state, sense.)12  

Polanyi’s stress on the central role of the knowing subject, as the active 

character of learning, on the importance of interactions among knowing subjects, 

and on the need to respect tradition and authority, are strongly reminiscent of 

Peirce. (Again, I am not aware of any evidence that Polanyi has been influenced by 

Peirce; it is clear, however, that, like Peirce, he has been influenced by Kant in 

relevant ways.) Peirce attacks Descartes for the pernicious individualism of his 

epistemology, the false idea that self- consciousness is intuitive, and his hostility to 

tradition, his anti- authoritarian ambition to clear the ground of all his former 

beliefs and start afresh on the indubitable basis of intuitions concerning his own 

state of mind.13 

These points of comparison are of more than historical importance; for the 

pragmatists, like Polanyi, offer a dynamic, fallibilist theory with a proper place for 

the knowing  subject—a theory in short, of the very kind that the shortcomings of 

Popper’s account suggest that we need. 

These comparative remarks throw into relief four themes in Polanyi’s work on 

which I want to concentrate in the rest of this paper, viz.:  
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(1) The central role of the knowing subject, and the rapprochement with 

psychology and sociology:  

(2) The compatibility of fallibilism with commitment ; 

(3) The active character of knowledge;  

(4) The importance of the ways in which we learn from each other. 

 

First theme: The knowing subject: epistemology and psychology. 

I believe, like Polanyi, that the knowing subject must be given a central place in 

epistemology, and that psychological results can be relevant to epistemological 

theories. I shall not attempt to repeat, here, all the arguments I have given 

elsewhere (in “The Relevance of Psychology to Epistemology” and Epistemology 

with a Knowing Subject”) in support of these beliefs. I want instead to say a little 

more about what is meant by the claims that psychology is relevant to epistemology 

to comment on the significance for the relevance of psychology, of the adoption of 

a causal theory of knowledge, and to answer an argument for irrelevance which I 

have not previously discussed.  

Someone who holds that psychology is relevant to epistemology may be 

maintaining:  

(i) that psychological results are sometimes sufficient to verify  

epistemological theses;  

(ii) that psychological results are sometimes sufficient to falsify 

epistemological theses; 

(iii) that psychological results are sometimes sufficient to probabilify 

epistemological theses; 

(iv) that psychological results are sometimes necessary—and, with the help 

of other information, such as logical results, may be sufficient—to verify 

epistemological theses; 

(v) that psychological results are sometimes necessary (etc., as in (iv)) to 

falsify epistemological theses; 

(vi) that psychological results are sometimes necessary (etc., as in (iv)) to 

probabilify epistemological  theses; 

(vii) that psychological works may sometimes aid in the clarification 

epistemic concepts. 
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These alternatives are arranged, roughly, in order of decreasing strength; no doubt 

there are other alternatives that I have failed to think of. 

 

In “Epistemics: The Regulative Theory of Cognition,”14 Goldman supports (vii). 

He points out those psychologists have made distinctions, e.g., of occurrent versus 

dispositional beliefs, which represent an improvement on the rather coarse 

conceptual apparatus traditionally employed by epistemologists. (The distinction 

mentioned, I observe, promises to cut through some hitherto depressingly 

persistent philosophical disputes, notably the Case of the Nervous Examination 

Candidate who, some urge, knows the answer, but does not believe it, thus 

falsifying the principle that Kp—> Bp.) 

 

In “Epistemology with a Knowing Subject” I argued for a version of (vi). Briefly 

my argument was that psychological evidence (e.g., such as might be supplied by 

work on cognitive dissonance) as to people’s inability to hold inconsistent beliefs, 

was necessary, and, with the addition of certain logical results, sufficient, to 

probabilify a version of fallibilism: a version, namely, that said that if there are any 

logically self-guaranteeing proposition, it is psychologically possible to disbelieve 

them. (I should now want to classify versions of fallibilism in the following way: 

dogmatism claims, and fallibilism denies, that some beliefs are epistemically 

privileged, in the sense of being guaranteed against error, unwarrantedness, or 

ignorance; the version of fallibilism I was discussing was error and ignorance 

oriented, but my argument is, I suspect, capable of generalization to all ignorance-

oriented versions.) 16 

 

The strongest of the relevance theses, (i), will be thought, by some, to be 

nothing less than a statement of the so- called genetic fallacy: the fallacy, that is, of 

supposing that the genesis of a belief could constitute or contribute to its 

justification. (The issue of course, is whether this alleged fallacy is really fallacious.) 

It is worthy of notice that a causal definition of knowledge seems actually to require 

(i). For on this definition x knows that p iff there is a causal connection of an 

appropriate kind between x’s believing that p and the fact that p (the usual clauses 

to the effect that x believes that p and that p is true are redundant, in view of the 

reference to x’s believing that p and the fact that p in the causal clause); and this refers 

precisely to the genesis of x’s belief. 
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The traditional definition of knowledge as justified true belief (like variants 

thereon) is hospitable only to weaker forms of the relevance thesis. To say that x 

has good reasons to believing that p is, I suppose, to say something to the effect 

that x’s reasons for believing that p are good reasons (or the reasons) for believing 

that p. To know whether x has good reasons, therefore, we need to know 

something about what x’s reasons are—i.e., something causal about  what gave rise 

to and/or sustains his belief—and something  about what would constitute good 

reasons for believing what x believes, i.e., something logical about the evidence for 

p. ( I am assuming that the reasons for x’s belief are causes of x’s belief; but not, of 

course, that all causes of a belief are reasons for that belief.) So even on this 

definition some weaker from of the relevance thesis—(iv), (v) or (vi)—seems 

plausible. These reflections perhaps shed some new light on Goldman’s defense of 

the relevance of psychology. 

 

Surprisingly, though, Goldman offers an explicit defense, not of (i) but of (ii). 

His argument for (ii) needs to be understood in the context of an idea that, though 

it is rarely explicitly formulated, I think often underlies hostility to appeals to 

psychology. The idea is that, while psychology is a descriptive enterprise the 

business of which is to describe how, as a matter of fact, we learn, think, perceive, 

etc., epistemology is a normative enterprise the business of which is to tell us how 

we ought to think, what we ought to believe. And so the attempt to derive 

epistemological conclusions from psychological premises rests upon a fallacious 

inference from an “is” to an “ought.” 

 

But the claim that psychology is (purely) descriptive, and the claim that 

epistemology is (purely) normative, is doubtful. Psychologists study, e.g., the 

conditions of reliable and unreliable perception, how to teach people skill in formal 

logic, what kinds of data conduce to good hypothesis formation…and so on. And 

epistemologists, whether they adopt the traditional or the causal definition of 

knowledge, are concerned with people’s reasons for their beliefs. So even if it is a 

fallacy to argue from an “is” to an “ought,” psychology might for all that be 

relevant to epistemology. 

 

Goldman urges the relevance of psychology, in the sense of thesis (ii), on the 

grounds that psychology can rule out epistemological recommendations by pointing 

out our cognitive limitations. Since “ought” implies “can,” the argument goes, 
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“can’t” implies “not (ought),” so that normative conclusions can after all be derived 

from descriptive premises. So psychological results can be at least negatively 

relevant to epistemic theses. The question will perhaps be raised, whether “it is not 

the case that you ought to φ” counts as a normative statement. Certainly there is 

room to doubt the classification of statements into descriptive versus normative 

with respect, e.g., to disjunctive statements one disjunct of which is 

straightforwardly normative, as is only too apparent from discussion of the 

is/ought issue in the ethical literature. But this question is not crucial here; 

Goldman’s argument suffices, however that question is answered, to show that 

psychological information about human cognitive limitations could properly lead us 

to reject some proposed epistemic recommendation (e.g., “believe all the 

consequences of anything you believe”). 

 

I am more sympathetic to the thesis that “ought” implies “could” than to the 

thesis that “ought” implies “can”; it does seem pointless to tell someone that they 

ought to do something if they not only now can’t, but also couldn’t get themselves into a 

position where they could do it. A weaker but still useful version of Goldman’s argument 

would survive this modification. It is as we shall see an argument that is pertinent 

to the disagreement between Popper and Polanyi as to whether scientists should be 

committed to their theories.  

 

Second theme: Fallibilism and commitment 

Polanyi maintains that scientists may be, and often are, passionately committed to 

their theories; sometimes they have been willing to go to the stake for them. 

Popper, by contrast, seems to maintain that scientists theories are merely 

conjectures in the sense (not only that they are never conclusively justified or 

verified, but also) that scientists do not believe them, but only entertain them 

provisionally, until such time as they have been submitted to test and found 

wanting. Insofar as the issue here is the straightforwardly historical question, 

whether scientists ever do really believe their theories, there is, I think, little doubt 

that Polanyi is right; they do. 

 

But there is also another, normative question at issue. For Popper clearly thinks 

that it is undesirable that scientists should believe, rather than just provisionally 

entertain, their theories; and Polanyi evidently holds, on the contrary, that a 

passionate commitment is proper, and perhaps even desirable. (It is interesting, in 

view of the considerations raised in the last section, to find Popper so ambiguous 
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on the question of whether he is describing how scientists do behave, or 

prescribing how they should.) 

 

This disagreement between Polanyi and Popper raises an important, though 

usually neglected, question: what is the relation between fallibilism (the possibility 

that scientific theories will turn out to be false), revisability (scientists’ willingness to 

give up their theories), and commitment (scientists’ belief in their theories)? 

 

The relation between fallibilism and revisability is relatively straightforward. If it 

is always possible that a scientific theory, however successful so far, should turn out 

to be false, then presumably, scientists should always be willing to give up or 

modify the theory if and when evidence that it is false becomes available. Fallibilism 

requires revisability. 

 

Popper attaches considerable significance to the distinction between modifying 

a theory and rejecting it in favor of another, regarding the former strategy as 

methodologically dubious, falling under suspicion of conventionalism. It is worth 

noticing that the distinction relies upon an assumption of criteria of identity of 

theories, which however, have not been explicitly supplied, and might not be easy 

to supply. In any case, I doubt that the distinction has as much significance as 

Popper supposes; sometimes the best strategy, in the face of contrary evidence, is 

to modify the existing theory, but sometimes things get so bad that an entirely new 

theory is called for. When to adopt which strategy is a matter of what Pierre 

Duhem called good sense, and what Polanyi would call personal judgment. 

 

The relation between revisability and commitment is less straightforward. The 

first point to be made is that there is no logical incompatibility between scientists’ 

believing their theories, and their being willing to give up those theories should the 

evidence turn out unfavorably. It is after all, possible for people to stop believing 

things. It may be that when Popper suggests that commitment would lead to 

dogmatism he has at the back of his mind the idea that there is something 

paradoxical about really believing that p, and at the same time really believing that 

one’s belief that p might be mistaken. But there is not; indeed, it is quite rational for 

me to believe that some of the things I believe are false—even though, since I 

know about the Paradox of the Preface,17 I know that my believing that some of 



Personal or impersonal knowledge? /33   

 
 

the things I believe are false itself guarantees that some of the things I believe are 

false. 

 

The issue seems to be, rather, a psychological one: is it true that people are more 

likely to be willing to give up a theory in the face of contrary evidence if they only 

entertain it, rather than really believe it, in the first place? (“Give up” would have, in 

the former case, to mean something other than “stop believing,” but I don’t think 

the problem of exactly what it would mean should detain us.) Here we seem to be 

faced with two conflicting arguments. In favor of Popper’s view it could plausibly 

be claimed that people’s ability to recognize unfavorable evidence as unfavorable is 

known to be hampered by the psychological set induced by their pre-existing 

beliefs, and hence that scientists are more likely to acknowledge contrary evidence, 

and revise their theories in the light of that evidence, if they do not believe them.18 

(It is notable that this takes the form of a psychological argument for Popper’s epistemic 

recommendation.) But, on the other side, it might be argued that revisability is 

better safeguarded by different scientists believing different theories than by no 

scientist believing any theory. 

 

This argument—of which there are hints in Polanyi’s writing19—would be 

sociological in character, to the effect that the conservatism of the scientific 

community is such that it will take passionate commitment on the part of its 

advocates to get a hearing for a new theory. This seems to leave us in the unhappy 

position of having two plausible arguments; one favoring Popper’s view, the other 

Polanyi’s, and no very promising way of deciding between them. But I think 

progress can be made by turning back from the normative to the historical issue; if 

Polanyi is correct in claiming that a scientist often does passionately believe his 

theories—that, indeed, this is inevitable, given the investment of time, energy and 

reputation that serious scientific work demands—then the danger that scientists will 

fail to acknowledge evidence unfavorable to their theories is unavoidable. But this 

danger will be mitigated if other scientists believe different theories; for then they 

will be alert to the difficulties in his theory, and he also, to the difficulties in theirs. 

 

So it looks as if revisability (and hence fallibilism) is compatible with 

commitment, and it seems plausible to suppose that revisability would be best 

secured by a pluralistic, differential commitment on the part of different members 

of the scientific community. 

 



34/ Philosophical Investigations, Vol. 13/ Issue: 28/ fall 2019  
 

The structure of the argument of this section was as follows: given that 

scientists will believe their theories, it is pointless to recommend, as a way of 

guaranteeing their openness to evidence, that they merely entertain them, and better 

to find some other way of encouraging criticism. This is just what an endorsement 

of Goldman’s response to the “is/ought” argument to would lead one to expect. 

 

Third theme: The active character of knowledge 

It takes rather little reflection on one’s own experience to realize how much one 

depends on action for learning. Consider, for example, how much more quickly 

one learns the way to a certain place if one drives there oneself, instead of going as 

a passenger in a car driven by someone else; or what a world of difference then is 

between having understood the instructions for using a piece of equipment, and the 

mastery that comes with having used it a few times. And this is true not only in the 

case of severely practical knowledge (knowledge how to get to Bradford, how to 

use the flash attachment), but also is more theoretical cases; there is a comparable 

difference between having understood the rule of conditional proof, say, and the 

mastery that comes with actually having used it. 

 

These purely commonsensical observations are supported by the results of 

psychological experiments. Kohler, for example, found that his subjects adapted 

quite quickly to wearing reversing spectacles, seeing the world the right way up, if 

they were obliged to get about the world wearing them; Held and Hein, that their 

purely passive kitten never learned to see, whereas his active partner was capable of 

normal perception.2 

0 

 And the thesis that learning requires activity has some interesting philosophical 

spin-offs. I am thinking especially of Bruner et al.’s criticism of one of Chomsky’s 

arguments for the innateness of grammar. Chomsky argues that the linguistic 

competence  the child eventually manifests is extraordinarily manifests is 

extraordinarily thick compared with the extreme thinness of the data available to 

him. Bruner et al. reply that Chomsky has underestimated the thickness of the input 

by concentrating only on the auditory data, and ignoring the vital fact that the child 

is not just subject to auditory input, but is also a party to frequent, intense 

interactions with adults, in which verbal activity is only a part, though a major and 

integral one.21 (This work, incidentally, was apparently suggested by Dewey’s ideas 
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about the role of action in learning.  It also has affinities with Wittgenstein’s stress 

on language as forming an integral, part of the way of life of its speakers.) 

 

This example is germane to an argument Popper gives for the irrelevance of 

psychology: that while we can learn about a process (learning) by studying the 

product (objective knowledge) we cannot learn about the product by studying the 

process. It should be said that this argument sits very uneasily with Popper’s 

professed interest in the growth of knowledge, which has, in consequence, to be 

confined to questions concerning increase of the content of world 3. Bruner’s 

argument against Chomsky—though not exactly an argument to product from 

process—certainly suggest a more complex interaction between our knowledge of 

process and our knowledge of product than Popper’s assumption of a strictly one-

way traffic permits. For one thing, it reminds us that inferences to the process that 

must have yielded a certain upshot are subject to test by direct study of the process 

itself. 

 

The thesis that one important way in which humans (and other animals) acquire 

knowledge of, learn about, the world, is by acting in and upon it, seems to me a 

very plausible one. (And, incidentally, also to be a thesis strikingly at home in a 

theory of belief as disposition to action as in Bain, Peirce and the other 

pragmatists.) It is a thesis prominent in Polanyi’s writings, especially in the analogies 

Polanyi draws between scientific judgment, physical skills such as riding a bicycle or 

swimming, perception, and the understanding of language. 

 

According to Polanyi, our perception of the world is a skilled activity. Its skillful 

character is perhaps most apparent in cases where an expert can perceive 

something which a layman cannot (e.g., the doctor reading an X-ray photograph) or 

in cases where there is an ambiguity in what is perceived (e.g., an ambiguous 

picture, making out a scene in poor light); but Polanyi believes that skill is also 

involved even in quite ordinary cases. The scientist’s judgment that this evidence 

can be safely ignored as the result of some undiagnosed experimental error, or that 

this problem is significant and that trivial, he thinks, involves a skill analogous to 

that of the doctor who reads the X-ray picture as showing a shadow on the lung, or 

to that of the cyclist staying upright on his bicycle. 

 

 Central to Polanyi’s account of skills is his distinction between focal and 

subsidiary awareness. When we perceive something, we are focally aware of what 
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we perceive in virtue of a subsidiary awareness of its background. The idea is, again, 

clearest in the case of perception of figures, such as the vase/profiles picture, which 

manifest figure/ground ambiguity, but it is intended to apply to perception quite 

generally. If we were to became focally aware of (what is now) the background, we 

should cease to see the figure; we should, e.g., see the vase rather than the profiles. 

 

The distinction between focal and subsidiary awareness is extrapolated to other 

skills, such as riding a bicycle or swimming. There are, of course, mechanical 

principles which explain how one stays upright on a bicycle, say or how one stays 

afloat while swimming. But one need not be aware of those principles in order to 

ride a bicycle or swim; indeed focal awareness of—concentration of one’s attention 

upon—those principles may inhibit the exercise of the skill. (Polanyi sometimes 

suggests that it must do so: a stronger, and more dubious, claim.) 

 

Since, according to Polanyi, the exercise of scientific judgment is a sort of skill, 

the distinction between focal and subsidiary awareness applies here too. And here 

Polanyi draws a surprising, indeed alarming, conclusion: since focal awareness of 

the principles governing scientific judgment would inhibit the skillful exercise of 

that judgment, scientific knowledge has an ineliminably tacit component; it cannot 

be made fully explicit.22 

 

 Polanyi’s stress on the active character of knowledge is congenial; the 

conclusion that there is something ineffable about scientific knowledge, however, is 

unwelcome. So it seems worthwhile to point out that the conclusion Polanyi draws 

does not follow from his analogy between scientific judgment and physical skills. 

 

To make this clear, it is essential to distinguish between judgment in the state 

sense (judging) and judgment in the content sense (what is judged). It is plausible to 

think that there are analogies between scientific judgment and other skills only if 

“judgment” is taken in the state sense. Now if the scientist’s exercise of his 

judgment is indeed relevantly like the cyclist’s tacit knowledge, what would follow 

would be that, though there are principles governing the assessment of scientific 

problems, the evaluation of evidence, etc. it is not necessary that a scientist know 

these principles in order to exercise scientific judgment, and, indeed, attending 

focally to these principles could actually interfere with the exercise of the skill. It 

would not follow that meta-scientific principles (e.g., of inductive or abductive 
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logic) inevitably resist explicit statement; any more than it follows that there could 

not be mechanical principles stating explicitly what the cyclist knows tacitly or 

oenological principles stating explicitly what the wine connoisseur knows tacitly. 

 

So it is possible to acknowledge the appeal of the analogy with skills without 

committing oneself to any disagreeably obscurantist conclusions about the 

ineffability of scientific knowledge. 

 

In my comparative remarks I pointed out that, unlike Popper, who places 

considerable weight on the distinction between discovery and justification, Polanyi 

holds that the testing of theories, the evaluation of evidence, like the original 

discovery of theories, involves a large element of personal judgment. This 

contrasted Popper’s picture, in which discovery is a matter of psychology and 

justification a matter of logic, with Polanyi’s, in which both are a matter of 

psychology. What I am now urging is that the whole dichotomy of “psychology or 

logic?” be resisted: that both discovery and justification can usefully be studied both 

from the standpoint of psychology and from the standpoint of logic.23 

 

To say this is not to say that I regard logic as no more than a descriptive 

characterization of actual inferential practices; I do not want to deny that logic is 

normative, an idealization. One way to express its normative character would be to 

say that it describes how on ideal reasoner would think. And this way of putting it 

has the virtue of raising some important, though difficult, questions about the fact 

that the scientific community regards some scientist’s personal judgment as more 

reliable than others and in turn about how the scientific community is to be 

demarcated. 

 

In the next section I shall be commenting on the virtues of Polanyi’s stress on 

the dynamic of interactions within the scientific community; but it should be said, 

at this point, that his account of the demarcation of the scientific community is less 

than satisfactory. Since, however, I have no more satisfactory account to offer, I 

shall content myself, for now, with raising, and not answering, this question. 

 

Fourth theme: Learning from each other 

Polanyi and Popper agree on the public character of the scientific enterprise. This 

leads to Polanyi’s concern with charting the ways in which scientific knowledge is 

passed on and controlled by the scientific community. Popper, however, excludes 
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the knowing subject, and a fortiori the knowing subjects who constitute the 

scientific community, from the scope of epistemology, and consequently can give 

no account of the nature and significance of interactions between cognitive agents 

except insofar as these are conducted indirectly, by way of world 3. The publicity of 

scientific knowledge can only be manifested in the (alleged) autonomy, and hence 

objectivity of world 3. But the autonomy of world 3 cannot, as I have argued in 

“Epistemology with a Knowing Subject,” be reconciled with its character as a 

human creation, so that the publicity of scientific knowledge is not adequately 

assured. 

 

From a certain point of view, it is difficult to overestimate the extent of our 

cognitive dependence on others. Consider, as an example, how I came to believe 

that the earth is round. I read it somewhere, or perhaps someone told me; and I 

know that practically everyone else, but for a few notorious cranks, believes it too. I 

do have some idea of some of the evidence for it (the appearance of the horizon, 

the fact that you don’t fall off the earth as you cross the Atlantic), and of course I 

have seen many representations of the earth as round. Certainly, though, I do not 

have available to me anything like conclusive or adequate evidence for this belief. 

The others on whom I rely may or may not themselves be in possession of such 

evidence: they in turn may be relying on others who in turn may or may not be in 

command of adequate evidence,….etc. if I know that the earth is round, it is in part 

in virtue of someone else’s possession of relevant evidence. In either case, I may 

have no direct evidence at all; this is so, e.g., with respect to my knowledge that 

whales are mammals. (It may be worth drawing attention to the fact that my 

cognitive reliance on other is by no means restricted to my accepting their 

testimony about events which they witnessed and I did not.) 

 

Much recent work in epistemology seems not to take facts of this kind at all 

seriously. It traces the interconnections between beliefs, but doesn’t acknowledge 

that my beliefs may depend upon yours. For either, as with Popper, the concern is 

exclusively with logical relations between propositions, or else, as with Lehrer,24 the 

concern is exclusively with relations of support among the beliefs of a single 

knowing subject. From this point of view Polanyi’s work, with its detailed attention 

to the dissemination of knowledge, its metaphor of the overlapping chain of 

competence by means of which the community of science keeps up its own 

standards, represents an important advance.25 
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But, it will be objected, the point of view from which this emphasis seems 

proper is questionable. For it takes for granted—what is not, of course, beyond 

philosophical dispute—that there are other people, that they have beliefs, and that 

their beliefs can somehow support mine. From the point of view of, say, the 

Carnap of Der logische Aufbau der Welt, other persons are nothing but logical 

constructions, and other persons  beliefs nothing but even more complicated 

constructions, out of his sense data; any support there is for anything he believes 

must in the end derive from something else he believes, for support by means of 

something someone else believes just is, in the last analysis, support by means of 

something else he believes.26 if solipsism were true an epistemology which placed 

emphasis on the ways I learn from other people would be hopelessly misguided. 

 

Against this kind of objection, I think, attack is the best form of defense. Any 

epistemology which—like Carnap’s or, paradigmatically, Descartes’—assumes from 

the outset a sharp contrast between my direct, intuitive, infallible knowledge of 

myself and my indirect inference to others, is itself hopelessly misguided just 

because it is bound to raise the problem of other  minds in acute and obstinate 

form. (So the fact that Popper’s philosophy of mind is pretty classically Cartesian27 

creates another difficulty for his official recognition of the public character of 

science.) To respond in this way is, of course, to issue a promissory note; for the 

response is only feasible if some plausible theory of the self can be given which 

does not require the fatal, Cartesian contrast. 

 

G. H. Mead’s theory of the social construction of the self is one such theory. 

Mead distinguishes between a biological individual, which is just a subject, and a 

conscious self, which is also an object to itself. A biological individual becomes a 

conscious self through an essentially social process, his participation in language 

and communication. Language, according to Mead, is a system of gestures, and a 

conscious self is an individual capable of responding to his own linguistic gesture as 

another hearer would, thus, “an object to himself.” Interestingly, a major influence 

on Mead’s theory, besides Darwin’s work on the expression of the emotion, was 

Peirce’s critique of Descartes pernicious individualism, and his suggestion that self-

consciousness, far from being intuitive, derives from one’s interactions with 

others.28 
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 My object, in alluding to Mead’s theory, is not uncritically to underwrite it, but 

only to illustrate what kind of theory could plausibly be thought to redeem the 

promissory note of the previous paragraph. Quine, I note, is sufficiently influenced 

by the pragmatists to see the virtue of conducting epistemology in terms of the 

cognitive community rather than the individual cognitive agent, and to stress the 

public, social character of the language in which knowledge is expressed: but he is 

also sufficiently influenced by Carnap to invest one’s sensory surfaces—the 

individual’s sensory surfaces—with a special epistemic significance.29 

 

The Cartesian epistemology is not only individualistic, but also, and foe related 

reasons, radically anti-authoritarian.30 Descartes criterion of truth is personal; he 

will not rely on others beliefs. And it has often been supposed that anti-

authoritarianism is a quintessentially scientific attitude; the scientist does not accept 

anything on authority but submits everything to the test of experience.31 This is 

Popper’s attitude: science grows by means of criticism and creativity; authority and 

tradition are anathema. Polanyi’s view seems, at first glance, diametrically opposed, 

for it allows an important place to the collective but decentralized authority of the 

community of scientists. But this, once again, oversimplifies. For though Polanyi 

acknowledges the right of the scientific community to decide whether an 

individual’s research is worthy of publication or financial support, he also 

acknowledge the fallibility of its decision.32 One might describe this (by analogy 

with Peirce’s Critical Common-sensism), as Critical Authoritarianism. Its object is 

to explain how the community of scientists manages to exercise its authority so as 

to discourage cranks, but at the same time to allow for the possibility of radical, 

creative criticism of the traditional wisdom. 

 

I am not concerned, here, with the correctness or incorrectness of the details of 

Polanyi’s account, but with the application of Polanyi’s idea of the critical 

acceptance of authority to the general issue of our epistemic dependence on others. 

For here, as in the narrower issue of the structure of the scientific authority, there 

are conflicting requirements to be reconciled: on the one hand, the ubiquity of 

one’s reliance on others, and on the other hand, the impossibility of surrendering 

one’s  own epistemic responsibilities. I have no realistic option but to rely, in 

substantial measure, on other people’s beliefs; and it would be foolish to deny that I 

can learn from others. But others, like myself, are fallible; there have, after all, been 

times when just about everybody believed what I know (I think!) to be  false, e.g., 
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that the earth is fiat. Some people are better informed, more reliable than others; 

and I cannot escape the responsibility of deciding, in the end for myself, whose 

opinion I should respect, who is an authority on the subject I want to know about. 

The appeal of critical authoritarianism is that it suggests at least the outline of an 

account of how we can overcome some of our cognitive limitations by learning 

from each other, without suggesting that the community has mysterious cognitive 

powers that the individual lacks. If there were no truth in this idea, there would be 

little point in writing papers, or inviting the comments of others. 
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66; “The Genesis of the Self and Social Control,” International Journal of Ethics (XXV) 

, 1924- 5, 251-77, and in SW, 267- 93. There is an excellent summary and discussion 

of Mead’s theory of the self—on which I have relief in large measure—in Thayer, H. 

S., Meaning and Action, Bobbs-Merrill 1968, ch. 5. 
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29. Cf. Margolis , J. “The Relevance of Dewey’s Epistemology,” in New Studies in the 

Philosophy of John Dewey ( see note 12 above)  

30. Descartes , R., Discourse on Method (1637), part II, in Philosophical Works of Descartes , 

ed. Haldane, E. S., and Ross, G. R. T., Cambridge U.P., 1911, vol. I., pp. 87 ff. 

31. See e. g. Russell. B., The Impact of Science on Society, Allen and Unwin, 1950, pp. 110-

111, quoted by Polanyi in KB, p. 94. 

32. “The Republic of Science,” in KB.  
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Introduction 
My thesis is that over the half-century stretching from the final draft of Being 
and Time in 1926 up to his death in 1976, Heidegger never got beyond the issue 
of facticity. Nor did he want to. Nor could he have gotten beyond it, had he 
wanted to. 

The thesis is, at first blush, controversial. And the only way to clarify the 
controversy, and perhaps even to resolve it, is to step back and review the 
whole of Heidegger’s thinking with an eye to its unity (if there is one) and its 
final intention (if there was one). 

Heidegger claimed to be the thinker “of one thing only.” However, since 
the early 1960s, when William J. Richardson and Otto Pöggeler published their 
groundbreaking works and constructed the “classical paradigm” for 
interpreting Heidegger, the question of what that “one thing” is has divided 
rather than united Heidegger scholarship. Was “the thing itself” 

 

Or are all these terms simply different ways of saying the same thing? And 
if they are, how can we articulate that “same thing” in a clear English idiom 
that is not a rhapsodic parroting of Heidegger’s idiosyncratic jargon? 

Despite disagreements about what constitutes “the one thing only,” this 
much seems clear: Within the classical Richardson-Pöggeler paradigm, die Sache 
selbst was not ex-sistence, no matter how much the pre-1960s scholarship, 
intoxicated as it was by Heidegger’s so-called “existentialism,” may have 
claimed it was. Thus, it is claimed that Sartre, blinkered by his reading of the 

early Heidegger, remained “on the plane where there are only human beings,”2 

whereas Heidegger’s thought moved well beyond that, to the plane where there 
is being above all. In Heidegger’s view 

the human being is “thrown” by being itself into the truth of being, so 
that ex-sistence might, in this fashion, guard the truth of being, in 
order that things might appear in the light of being as the things that 

they are.3 

In fact, 

being is still waiting for the time when It itself will become thought-

provoking to the human being.4 

So, in the Richardson-Pöggeler paradigm, it’s clear that die Sache selbst is not 
ex-sistence. At best, ex-sistence is only the shepherd of being. Moreover, 
existentialia like “facticity” are surely confined to the early analysis of ex- 
sistence and are overcome – or at least disappear – in the later thought of  
Ereignis. End of argument. 

But is that really the case? This paper argues that it is not. 
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Before we go any farther, we have to distinguish the existential from the 
existentiel, the structural from the personal – that is: Existenz, as the existential 
essence of any human being, from Dasein when taken as any given existentiel 
person living in his or her particular world with his or her personal genealogy. 
We could indicate this distinction in any number of ways, for example: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex-sistence in its full range (and largely as delineated in the early work) 
remained the only field of Heidegger’s research from beginning to end. Yes, 
the articulation of that field changed from the early to the later work, but die 
Sache remained unchanged. Heidegger did not go “through” the 
phenomenology of ex- sistence and “out the other end” to a thinking of being. 
Nor did he “turn” from ex-sistence to being in the 1930s. Rather (so this paper 
argues), his work was always and only an investigation into the depths of ex-
sistence/Existenz. 

Heidegger’s final intention was not any kind of theory, whether of being or 
of ex-sistence, but rather an existentiel-personal “transformation of human 

being.”5 In the final analysis all his labors came down to a second-order “call 
of conscience,” a thematized exhortation to what he at first called 
resolve-and-authenticity and later named releasedness (Gelassenheit). Therefore, 
we can correctly say – where “correctly” means “in accordance with the 
intention of all his work” – that Heidegger’s efforts as a whole were directed 
towards knowing and embracing the facticity that we essentially are. To state 
those moments in classical Greek terms: first, “Know yourself!” and then 

“Become what you already are!”6 

The argument of this paper unfolds according to the following logic: (1) 
The “thing itself” of Heidegger’s thinking was Ereignis. (2) But Ereignis is a 

reinscription of what Being and Time had earlier called thrownness or facticity.7 

(3) Authenticity is ex-sistence’s “owning” of its thrownness or facticity, i.e., of 
its a priori appropriation (Ereignis) to its proper structure as the ontological 
“space” that makes possible the practical and theoretical discursivity whereby 
we understand the being of things. (4) Such Ereignis/facticity is the ultimate 
and inevitable presupposition of all activities of ex-sistence and thus of any 
understanding of being. (5) Therefore, for ex-sistence – and a fortiori for 
Heidegger as a thinker of Ereignis – there can be no going beyond facticity. 

 

Existential / structural  existentiel/ personal 

Existenz  —        any given person 

Da-sein  —        Dasein 

But instead I will follow this convention: 

existential / structural  existentiel/ personal 

ex-sistence  —       I, you, we, etc. 
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1. In the final analysis, what was Heidegger after? 
This question may not be as easy to answer as one might think. Let us begin, 
then, by asking about the general structure of any question, and then apply that 
structure first to the “guiding question” (Leitfrage) of metaphysics and then to 
the “basic question” (Grundfrage) of Heidegger’s own work. [This first section 
repeats what Making Sense of Heidegger lays out on pp. 13-19.] 

As regards any question at all: Heidegger identifies three interrelated 
moments of any inquiry: the Befragtes, the Gefragtes, and the Erfragtes – let us say: 
the object, the optic, and the heuristic outcome of the inquiry. 

1. The Befragtes or object refers to the thing under investigation. 

2. The Gefragtes or optic refers to the specific focus the inquirer 
adopts in investigating the material object, and the question that 
follows from that.  

3. The Erfragtes or heuristic outcome is what the inquirer hopes to 
obtain by bringing the formal focus to bear on the material object. 

With this in mind, we can distinguish metaphysics’ guiding question from 
Heidegger’s meta-metaphysical inquiry. 

1.1 Heidegger’s basic question using the metaphysical term “being” 
(Sein) 
Metaphysics in its ontological moment takes things as its material object: that 
which is “in-being,” that which has reality; and then asks what makes them be 
real/in-being. (I use the word “reality” in what Heidegger calls its “traditional” 

sense of mere presence-at-hand.)8 Depending on the metaphysician, the answer 

will vary: for Plato it will be εἶδος, for Aristotle, ἐνέργεια, for Aquinas esse or 
actus essendi; and so on. 

 

As these formulations show, the metaphysical question is focused decidedly 
on things, specifically from the viewpoint of why and how they are real/in-
being, to the extent that they are real/in-being. Metaphysics begins with things, 
then “steps beyond” them to discover what makes them be real at all, i.e., their 
being (Sein) in a variety of changing forms. But finally metaphysics returns to 
things with that news. As Aristotle puts it, metaphysics announces “whatever 
belongs to things in and of themselves” and their “first principles and highest 

causes.”9 This is clearly a question of “onto-logy” insofar as the operations of 
questioning and answering (-logy) all bear ultimately on things (onto-). 
Metaphysics wants to know how and to what degree things are real. 
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Heidegger’s question, on the other hand, begins where metaphysics leaves 
off. It takes the very being of things (whatever its historical form) and puts that 
under the microscope as its subject matter. It then asks: Why is being 
necessary, and how is it possible? That is, Heidegger’s Grundfrage seeks “the 

inner possibility and necessity of being’s openness to us.”10 

 

 

 

 

 

Thus it would seem that being in any form is not the heuristic goal of 
Heidegger’s thinking but only its subject matter. The very being [of things], in 
all its incarnations, is only the Befragtes, whereas the Erfragtes is Ereignis, 
which answers the question “What makes being possible and necessary in the 
first place?” Consider the following analogy. 

 

 

 

 

 

Metaphysics is a bit like asking the question “Who are these children?” and 
answering it by tracing the kids back to Mrs. Smith. The kids are the subject 
matter of the question, and Mrs. Smith is the answer: the inquiry reaches back 
behind the children to her. However, this question is geared entirely to defining 
the children in light of Mrs. Smith. 

On the other hand, Heidegger’s meta-metaphysical question is like starting 
with Mrs. Smith herself and considering her not as the mother of the little 
Smiths (which of course she never ceases to be, even if we bracket that out for 
a moment) but rather in terms of herself and her own origins. Mrs. Smith 
herself now becomes the subject matter, and the new inquiry reaches back 
behind her to where she comes from, which turns out to be Mrs. Jones. 
Heidegger’s Grundfrage is like Mrs. Smith’s night out. It focuses on her alone 
when she leaves the kids with the babysitter (while still remaining their mother) 
and takes off for an evening on her own. It asks about Mrs. Smith seen for 
herself, apart from her relation to the children, and seeks out the reason why 
Mrs. Smith is there at all. 

This is analogous to what Heidegger means when he says his effort is “to 

think being without regard to its being grounded in terms of things”11 – in a 
word, to think being “itself.” But the intensifier “itself” can be misleading if it 
encourages us to elevate “being itself” into a different and higher kind of being, 
a super-Sein that can “give” (unconceal, grant, bring forth, gather, let be, etc.) 
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things in their beingness. This is not Heidegger’s intention. What, then, does 
the “itself” refer to? 
When metaphysics asks about a thing as such (τὸ ὂν ᾗ ὄν = das Seiende als 

solches), it is asking for the “essence” of that thing: not the “whatness” of the 

thing but rather whatever allows the thing to be present as what and how it is. 

The phrase “a thing as such” points away from the thing toward what is 

responsible for that thing: its being.12 

Similarly when Heidegger asks about being – not things – as such (οὐσία ᾗ 

οὐσία = das Sein als solches), he is asking for the “essence” of being13 – what 
Aristotle would call its ἀρχή and αἰτία – that which allows being to be present 
and operative at all, that which makes being possible and necessary. “Being 
itself” is not some form of being that is “higher” than the being of things. 
Rather, “being itself” is only a formal indication that proleptically stands in for whatever 
might make the being of things possible. 

Clearly, then, in Heidegger’s meta-metaphysical question about the 
“essence” of being, being is only the Befragtes, the subject matter that is under 
question. And the Erfragtes – the heuristic outcome that Heidegger is after – is 
not any form of being but rather that which lets being occur at all. And when it 
comes down to that Erfragtes, Heidegger declares emphatically “ist sogar für den 
Namen Sein kein Raum mehr” – “there is no longer room even for the word 

‘being.’”14 

Therefore, Ereignis is not just “another name” for being itself. Rather, 
“being itself” is simply a heuristic phrase that directs our gaze away from being 
toward its “essence,” toward that which lets it come about in the first place. To 
confuse being in any form with Ereignis is to confuse the Befragtes with the 
Erfragtes. It’s like equating Mrs. Smith with Mrs. Jones: a major category 
mistake – and a potential embarrassment.  

1.2 Heidegger’s basic question using the phenomenological term 
“presence” (Anwesen) 
The previous formulation of Heidegger’s basic question follows his own early 
terminology, using the metaphysical term “being” (das Sein). But in employing 
that term Heidegger meant something radically different from metaphysical 
“being” insofar as his entire corpus takes a phenomenological approach to his 
topic. Metaphysics was focused on “being,” that is, the in-itself-ness of things 
seen apart from their relation to human beings. Phenomenology, on the other 
hand, is correlation-research, that is, it is about the dynamic space of mediation 
“between” the human knower or actor and whatever is known or acted-upon. 
That space is the field of meaning, and phenomenology in its first moment is 
about the meaningful presence (Heidegger: the παρουσία or Anwesen) of what 
one encounters. 

Thus Heidegger radically reinterprets “being” phenomenologically as the 
meaningful presence of things to human beings within specific “worlds” of 
meaningfulness structured by the intentions, purposes, desires, etc. of those 
persons. However, unfortunately Heidegger continued to use the misleading 
metaphysical phrase “the being of things” (das Sein des Seienden) when in fact he 
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meant das Anwesen des Anwesenden, the meaningful presence of things to the 
specific person or persons involved with those things. Henceforth I will use the 
phrase “meaningful presence” as the proper translation of Heidegger’s Sein. 
Thus, to restate his basic question in phenomenological terms: 

 

 

 

 

 

The Erfragtes of Heidegger’s Grundfrage, however, is directed finally not 
toward Anwesen, the meaningful presence of things, but toward the source of 

such meaningful presence, die Herkunft des Anwesens.15 In that regard, a later text 
of Heidegger’s makes a crucial distinction that is often overlooked in the 
scholarship. The text, which is found at GA 14: 45 = 37, can be confusing to 
readers who may know it only in its current English translation, where a crucial 
italicization is omitted. I interpret the distinction here by emphasizing Heidegger’s 
italics with bold face type. 

1. Anwesenlassen: letting things be meaningfully present. 

2. Anwesenlassen: letting meaningful presence come about at all. 

As regards no. 2, with its emphasis on lassen rather than on Anwesen: That 
which allows – indeed, requires – meaningful presence to occur in human 
experience is, Heidegger says, Ereignis. The outcome of that second lassen is not 
directly things-in-their-meaningfulness but rather that which is responsible for 
the meaningfulness of things. This no. 2, Heidegger says, is a matter of thinking 

Anwesen back to its source in Ereignis (“auf das Ereignis zu . . . gedacht”).16 That is, 
Ereignis actually is the second lassen: it is the indefinable “it” that “allows for” or 
“gives” meaningfulness at all. This move “back” from meaningfulness to its 

source is what Heidegger calls “the return from Anwesen to Ereignen.”17 The 
heuristic phrase “das Anwesen selbst”—or in Heidegger’s misleading “being” 
language, das Sein selbst—stands in for that which makes meaningfulness both 
possible and necessary: it is only a heuristic indication of Ereignis. 

The question now becomes: What exactly is this phenomenon called 
Ereignis? The key to answering this question lies in realizing that Ereignis is 
Heidegger’s reinscription of what he had earlier called Geworfenheit, 
“thrownness,” and more fully der geworfene Entwurf, “thrown-openness” – in a 
word, facticity. 

2. Why is “openness” so crucial to Heidegger’s thinking? 
One could just as easily argue that the focal topic of Heidegger’s philosophy is 
not Ereignis but die Lichtung, a.k.a., das Offene – the so-called “clearing” or “open 

space” that Heidegger designated as an Urphänomen.18 So we may ask: Why is 
such openness necessary? Indeed, what is it? How can we know it? And what 
does it have to do with Ereignis? 
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2.1 Why is openness necessary? 
Throughout Heidegger’s work, human understanding, whether theoretical or 
practical, is always mediated and discursive rather than immediate and intuitive. 
We understand what and how anything is – i.e., we understand what it means – 
only by taking the thing as this-or-that in apophantic-declarative statements or 
thoughts, or as-for this or that purpose in practical or productive activity. In 
other words, our experience of the meaning of something is inevitably 
discursive (dis-currere: to run back and forth). Lacking a God-like intellectual 
intuition, we have to “run,” so to speak, from tool to task, or from subject to 
predicate, and then back again, in order to synthesize these two elements that 

lie apart from one another.19 Metaphorically speaking, such dis-cursivity means 
we have to “traverse an open space” (eine offene Weite zu durchgehen) in order to 

synthesize things and their possible meanings.20 Only in that way do we make 
sense of things – or in metaphysics-speak, understand their “being.” 

2.2 What is this openness? 
We are able to do such “traversing of an open space” in praxis and theory only 
because we already are such an open space in our very essence (thus, a priori 
and structurally and not of our own volition). Our essence is to be thrown 
open and ahead as the ontological wiggle-room required for existentiel acts of 
dis-currere/taking-as, i.e., synthesizing things with some meaning or other. “To 
exist,” Heidegger says, “might be more adequately translated as ‘sustaining a 

realm of openness.’”21 Thus, the Da of Da-sein “should designate the openness 
where things can be present for human beings, and human beings for 

themselves.”22 However, this Da that we sustain and are is not separate or 
even distinct from our nature as ex-sistence. Rather: 

 The human being occurs in such a way that he or she is the 

Da, that is, the clearing for meaningful presence.23 

 [Ex-sistence] is itself the clearing.24 

 Ex-sistence must be understood as being-the-clearing [die-
Lichtung-sein]. Da is specifically the word for the open 

expanse.25  

 The clearing: the open – is itself ex-sistence.26 

 [the] clearing of the open, which occurs as ex-sistence.27  

 Insofar as we are, we are the open.28 

2.3 How are we this openness? 
To be ex-sistence is to have oneself as possibility, always already exceeding 

oneself as actuality. To be ex-sistence is to be structurally ἐπέκεινα, an excessus. 

“Higher than actuality is possibility,” Heidegger wrote,29 not just as a jab at 
Husserl but more importantly as an inversion of the entire  Platonic-
Aristotelian-Plotinian-Christian-modern metaphysics of movement towards full 
realization. Such metaphysics is structured as the dynamism of filling out the 
limits/πέρας of one’s essence; and traditionally in that project actuality (i.e., the 
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state of being) stands higher than possibility (the ability to be). But Heidegger 

reverses that. Now the maxim governing human being is no longer μηδὲν ἄγαν 

(Protagoras 343b3) but rather πὰν ἄγαν: everything about human being is a 
matter of excess. With that, we have the end of the worldview that stretches 

from Platonic ἔρως and Aristotle’s κινεῖ ὡς ἐρώμενον, through Gregory of 

Nyssa’s ἐπέκτασις and Augustine’s donec requiescat in te, all the way down to 

Hegel’s “development and realization of Spirit.”30 

One of the early Heidegger’s key terms for our condition of always already 
being the clearing was Existenz (ex + sistere): “being made to stand ahead [of 
oneself] and beyond [whatever one encounters].” Soon enough he specified 
this existential structure of aheadness/beyondness as der geworfene Entwurf, or 
simply Geworfenheit. We are a priori “thrown-open” as the space that makes 
possible all taking-as and thus all understanding of the possible meanings of 
whatever we encounter. 

In his later writings Heidegger designated such thrown-openness as our 
being “ap-propri-ated” (ereignet) into our proper condition of openness, but 

without a discernible reason why. “Ex-sistence is thrown, i.e., appropriated.”31 

“Appropriating,” Heidegger writes, is a matter of “becoming thrown [open],”32 

and “thrown [open] . . . means the same as ap-propriated.”33 More importantly, 
the whole point of being ex-sistence is to personally become ex-sistence, that 
is, to “take over one’s thrownness,” which is the same as to “take over one’s 

ap- propriation.”34 

2.4 What can one know about this openness? 
Heidegger argues that our ex-sistence or thrown-openness is underivable from 
anything else and is ultimately unknowable. He calls this state of affairs 
“facticity.” One can certainly experience one’s groundless thrown-openness 
(this is the point of Heidegger’s analysis of dread), but it remains radically 

unknowable if “knowing” means τὴν αἰτίαν γιγνώσκειν, knowing what causes 

something.35 We can experience the fact that thrown-openness is the case, but 
not the reason why – for the simple reason that our thrown- or appropriated- 
openness is the ultimate presupposition of the very possibility of asking that 
question. (Thus Heidegger’s mantra: “No presuppositionless philosophy!”) We 
will never get an answer to the question “What possibilizes that which 

possibilizes everything?”36 Even to ask that question is a fool’s errand insofar 
as it traps us in a petitio principii – in this case, the trap of not realizing that we 
are already wrapped up from the outset in what we are attempting to find. 

Heidegger’s most basic point about the hermeneutical circle is that we must 
presuppose our thrown-openness in order to ask a question about our thrown- 
openness. Existenz, our always-already-standing-ahead-and-beyond, is what 
allows us to wonder why we are always-already-standing-ahead-and-beyond. 
Such ex-sistence (which is radically different from merely “existing” like 
anything in the world that is non-human) is the ultimate factum, that which is 
always already the case “before” anything else. As necessarily presupposed, this 
factum is always “hidden” from any attempt to understand it by trying to find 
out what causes it. It is intrinsically “concealed” and remains a “mystery.” This 
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ever-operative but hidden factum is the intrinsically concealed structure of ex-
sistence: “das Geheimnis des Daseins,” indeed “das vergessene Geheimnis des 

Daseins.”37 As intrinsically hidden, thrown-openness can be spoken of as 
drawn-out, as Aus-trag. And yet, in this hidden or withdrawn thrown-openness 
we discover the concealed “essence” of meaningful presence: “In diesem Entzug 

verbirgt sich das Wesen des Seins.”38 Moreover, “Der Entzug ist des Da-seins”39 and in 

fact “Entzug ist Ereignis.”40 

In the final analysis, ex-sistence as the intrinsically concealed, appropriated- 
or thrown-open clearing is the “fact” – die Sache selbst – that Heidegger’s 
philosophy was always about and that he never got beyond. Referring to his 
mantra Es gibt Sein, he writes: “World ‘gives’ being; ex- sistence is the ever 

individualized ‘es’ that gives; it makes possible and is the ‘es gibt.”41 

2.5 What am I “ahead-and-beyond” into?  
One of the Heidegger’s richest terms for our thrown-openness is In-der-Welt- 
sein, usually translated as “being-in-the-world.” However, Heidegger was 
careful (more careful than the scholarship usually is) to note that the “world” 
we are “in” is not first of all the universe of space and time that we share with 
stones and animals. Rather, it is Bedeutsamkeit, the realm of the possible 
significance of things. In-der-Welt-sein is our a priori engagement-with- 

meaningfulness: “Dasein... in seiner Vertrautheit mit der Bedeutsamkeit.”42  But this 
engagement-with-meaningfulness is not an add-on to some allegedly prior 
“immediate encounter” with things. Rather, it is the very condition of all our 
encounters, that which makes all such encounters necessarily discursive. We 
can, do, and in fact must encounter things only as meaningful, even if such 
meaning is merely interrogative (“What the hell is a meson?”). If we cannot 
make at least interrogative sense of something, we cannot meet it at all. And 
once we can no longer make any sense of anything (even if it be death-bed 
delirious sense), we no longer ex-sist. 

2.6 What is the connection between the Lichtung and Ereignis? 
The clearing, Heidegger says, is ex-sistence itself as thrown-open, a.k.a 
appropriated-open, such that we can then take something as this-or-that and so 
understand what it means (= in metaphysics, its “being”). We are opened in 

ourselves, and we are ever opening up all that we meet43 by rendering it 
meaningfully present: available, appreciable, enjoyable, usable, transformable, 
destroyable, affirmable, deniable, loveable, hate-able – and a host of other 
daseinsmäßig “- ables.” 
But Heidegger’s point is that the condition which makes all these “-ables” 

possible is not of our own doing. Rather, it is a matter of our ex-sistential 

“essence” (τὸ τί ἦν ἀνθρώπῳ εἶναι), which is always already operative and 

which he called das Gewesen.44 This radically finite possibilizing condition of the 

meaningful presence of things – a condition that occurs only as ex-sistence – is 

the ultimate factum; and our condition of ineluctably being that condition is our 

facticity. The very possibility and necessity of humanizing the world (yes,  

humanizing it: bringing it into the world of ex-sistence) is “given” before we can 
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do anything about it and thus before we can enact all the “-ables” that make up 

our lives. 

One of Heidegger’s terms for the existential factum that underlies all our 

existentiel doings is “die ereignete Lichtung,”45 a phrase that connects the two 
phenomena that most compete for the title of “the thing itself.” This 
“appropriated clearing” refers to nothing but the realm of ex-sistence: it does 
not stand over against, or separate from, or ontologically higher than, our fate 
of being thrown-open / appropriated-open as the space required for 
discursivity and thus for understanding what and how something is. There is 
nothing that “does” the throwing or appropriating, nothing that “draws us out” 

unto itself and makes us its “personal property,”46 nothing that is pathetically 
“waiting for the time when It itself will become thought-provoking” to human 

beings.47 What does the throwing or appropriating is certainly not “Being” in 
its imaginary hypostasization as “Being Itself.” Rather, the thrown-openness 
has always already happened: it is our very essence, and there’s no getting behind it 
or beyond it. Like Heidegger and his philosophy, we are stuck with ourselves, 
in fact condemned to ourselves with no deep backup, no “rescue” (Retten) from 
beyond, no God on the horizon to save us from ourselves. 

Conclusion 
During and after the Great War Heidegger saw how completely devastating 
was the collapse of the God-intoxicated world that had stretched from the 
origins of Homo sapiens over 200,000 years ago, through the glories of the 
Axial Age in Greece and the floruit of the Abrahamic religions in the West, 
through the depredations of modern capitalism and imperialism, and up to the 
texts of Nietzsche. Thereafter, as William Barrett once noted, Heidegger’s 
labors were those of a man crawling out from under the rubble of a bombed-

out city.48 He dragged himself out of the debris of metaphysics and fought free 

of what he called “the temptations ... of a glib religiosity.”49 From 1922 on, he 
started all over again, from scratch, first taking the measure of the damage, and 
then seeing how far he could get by starting not from theories or worldviews or 
promises of progress, but from groundless first-person experience. 

And in fact he didn’t get far. Nor were the prospects for the future very 
promising. He reached the limits of his thinking early on, and then kept circling 
back, from whatever horizons he later opened up and explored, back to the 
core of his thinking: one’s inescapable facticity and the corresponding 
exhortation to know and embrace it. For him, there was nothing else to do. 
Amor fati. 

This rather dark reading of Heidegger is no doubt controversial and 
contestable. But what if even half of it were true – say, the part about no 
escape from facticity? Given that reading, what might be a desirable future for 
Heidegger studies? What might one reasonably “require” of such studies? Or at 
least, what might be a responsible next step? 
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Notes 
I translate the German Dasein by “ex-sistence,” misspelled and hyphenated so as to 

bring out Heidegger’s meaning: “made to stand out ahead” (ἵστημι + ἐκ- / ἐξ). 
and I translate Seiendes as “things” rather than as “beings. 

1. GA 73, 2: 997: “Seyn ist nicht Seyn.” Further on Seyn: ibid. 968, 1033, 1122; 
also GA 9: 306 (g) = 374 (a). 

2. GA 9: 334 = 254. 
3. Ibid., 330 = 252. 
4. Ibid., 322 = 246: “Noch wartet das Sein, daß Es selbst dem Menschen 

denkwürdig werde.” 
5. GA 45: 214 = 181: “eine Verwandlung des Menschseins selbst.” Heidegger’s 

emphasis. 
6. Respectively: Protagoras 342b3: γνῶθι σεαυτόν, and SZ 145 = 186, citing Pindar’s 

Pythian Odes II, 72: γένοι’ οἷος ἐσσί μαϑών. 

7. SZ 135 = 174: Geworfenheit = die Faktizität der Überantwortung. See ibid., 
179 = 223: “Die Geworfenheit, darin sich die Faktizität phenomenal sehen 
läßt, gehört zum Dasein, dem es in seinem Sein um dieses selbst geht. Dasein 
existiert faktisch.” 

8. SZ 211 = 254: “Realität . . . seine überlieferte Bedeutung . . . Sein im Sinne der 
puren Dingvorhandenheit.” 

9. Metaphysics IV 1, 1003a21-2, 26-7: τὰ τούτῳ ὑπάρχοντα καϑ’ αὐτό and τὰς ἀρχὰς 

καὶ τὰς ἀκροτάτας αἰτίας. 

10. “die innere Möglichkeit und Notwendigkeit der Offenbarkeit des Seins”: Martin 
Heidegger, “Vorrede zur japanischen Übersetzung von ‘Was ist Metaphysik?’ 
(1930)” in Hartmut Buchner, ed., Japan und Heidegger: Gedenkschrift der Stadt 
Meßkirch zum hundertsten Geburtstag Martin Heidegger, Sigmaringen: Jan Thorbecke, 
1989, p. 209. Re “to us”: GA 73, 1: 337: “Das Sein jenes – was nur im 
Menschen eigens erscheint.” 

11. GA 14: 5 = 2: “das Sein ohne die Rücksicht auf eine Begründung des Seins aus 
dem Seienden.” 

12. See GA 66: 316 = 281: “Anwesung und d.h. Sein und d.h. Seiendheit und d.h. 
Seiendes als solches.” 

13. GA 73, 1: 108: “die Frage nach dem Wesen des Seins.” 
14. GA 15: 365 = 60, my emphasis in the ET 
15. GA 6, 2: 304 = 201. See also GA 10: 131 = 88: “Wesensherkunft des Seins” 

and GA 2, 53 (note a) = Stambaugh 37 (note): “Das Anwesen aus dieser 
Herkunft.” 

16. Loc. cit. 
17. GA 14: 55 = 45: “der Rückgang vom Anwesen zum Ereignen.”  
18. GA 14: 81 = 65. 
19. See “rekurriert” at SZ 34 = 57, where Heidegger is simply following the 

tradition of Summa theologiae I, 58, 3, ad 1: “discursus quondam motum 
nominat” and Summa contra gentes, I, 57, 7: “Ratiocinatio autem est quidam 
motus intellectus transeuntis ab uno in aliud.” 

20. GA 15: 380 = 68. See GA 14: 81 = 66 and 84 = 68: durchmißt, duchmeßbaren; 
and GA 7: 19 = 18: durchgeht. 

21. Zollikoner Seminare 273f. = 218: “Wahrer ist ‘existieren’ mit ‘aus-stehen eines 
Offenheitsbereiches’ zu übersetzen.” 

22. Ibid., 156f. = 118: “[Das Da in ‘Sein und Zeit’] soll die Offenheit nennen, in 
der für den Menschen Seiendes anwesend sein kann, auch er selbst für sich 
selbst.” 
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23. GA 9: 325 = 248: “Der Mensch west so, daß er das ‘Da,’ das heißt die Lichtung 
des Seins, ist.” 

24. SZ 133 = 171: “daß es [ = Dasein] selbst die Lichtung ist.” 
25. GA 15: 380 = 69: “Dasein muß als die-Lichtung-sein verstanden werden. Das 

Da is nämlich das Wort für die offene Weite.” Also GA 69: 101: “Die Lichtung 
– sein – in sie als Offenes sich loswerfen = das Da-sein.” Also SZ 147 = 187: 
Gelichtheit = der Erschlossenheit des Da. 

26. Heidegger, “Die ‘Seinsfrage’ in Sein und Zeit,” Heidegger Studies 27, 2011, p. 9: 
“die Lichtung des Da – ist selbst das Da-sein.” Heidegger’s emphasis. 

27. GA 70: 125.12: “[die] Lichtung des Da-, die als Da-sein west.” 
28. GA 73, 1: 450: “Wir sind – indem wir sind – das Da.” 
29. SZ 38 = 63: “Höher als die Wirklichkeit steht die Möglichkeit.” Heidegger’s 

emphasis. 
30. Aristotle, Metaphysics ΧΙΙ 7, 1072b3: God moves [the world] by being desired. 

Gregory: De vita Moysis, P.G. 44, 401A.9-11: [ἡ ψυχὴ] συνεπεκτεινομένη: the soul 
striving for perfection (see Philippians 3:13). Augustine, Confessions I. 1. 1. Hegel, 
Sämtliche Werke, ed. Georg Lasson. Bd. IX, Philosophie der Weltgeschichte [1830-31], 
2. Hälfte. Leipzig: Felix Meiner, 1923, p. 938: “dieser Entwicklungsgang und 
das wirkliche Werden des Geistes. 

31. GA 65: 304 = 240: “Das ex-sistence ist geworfen, ereignet.” See ibid., 252 = 
199: “geworfene und das will sagen zugehörig der Er-eignung”; also GA 9: 377 
note d = 286 note d: “Geworfenheit und Ereignis.” 

32. Ibid., 34 = 29: “die Er-eignung, das Geworfenwerden.” 
33. Ibid., 239 = 188: “geworfener . . . d.h. er-eignet.” 
34. Respectively: SZ 325 = 373: “die Übernahme der Geworfenheit” and GA 65: 

322 = 254: “die Übernahme der Er-eignung.” 
35. Aristotle, Posterior Analytics I 2, 71b10-1. See “rerum cognoscere causas”: Virgil, 

Georgics II, 490, repeated in the tondo of Rafael’s “School of Athens.” 
36. See GA 22: 106 = 87: “Alles ursprünglich ermöglichend.” Heidegger’s emphasis. 
37. Respectively, GA 9: 197 = 151 and 195 = 149. 
38. GA 10: 81 = 54. See GA 73, 1: 321: “Ereignis als Wesung des Seins.”  
39. GA 65: 293 = 231. 
40. GA 8: 10 = 9. 11 
41. GA 73, 1: 642: “Welt ‘gibt’ Sein; das Dasein ist das je vereinzelte ‘es’, das gibt; 

das ermöglicht und ist das ‘es gibt’.” See ibid., 406: “das Sein (das Welten der 
Welt).”  

42. SZ 87 = 120. 
43. Re opened and opening up: erschließend erschlossenes, GA 27: 135. 
44. GA 2: 114, note “a” = Stambaugh 83, n: “‘das jeweils schon voraus Wesende’, 

das Gewesen.  … Nicht ein ontisch Vergangenes, sondern das jeweils Frühere.” 
45. GA 71: 211 = 181. 
46. See GA 65: 263 = 207: “Eigentum.” GA 73, 1: “Eigen-tum,” in italics. 
47. See n. 4, above. 
48. William Barrett, Irrational Man (Garden City, NY: Doubleday Anchor, 1962), 

205.  
49. GA 62: 363. 13 
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He was neither profound of thought, nor anything. 
Just an ordinary, silly man. 
He assumed a Greek name, he dressed like a Greek, 
Taught himself to behave—more or less—like a Greek; 
And trembled in his soul lest 
He mar the tolerable impression 
By speaking Greek with dreadful barbarisms, 
And have the Alexandrians poke fun at him, 
As is their habit—awful people. 
And for this reason, he confined himself to a few words, 
Fearfully paying attention to the declensions and the 
accent; 
And he got bored, no end, having 
So many things to say piled up inside him. 

—C. P. Cavafy, 
The Potentate from Western Libya 

1. Feeding the Ancients with Our Own Blood 
Tragedy shows what is perishable, what is fragile, and what is slow moving 
about us. In a world defined by relentless speed and the unending acceleration 
of information flows that cultivate amnesia and an endless thirst for the short-
term future allegedly guaranteed through worship of the new prosthetic gods of 
technology, tragedy is a way of applying the emergency brake. 

Tragedy slows things down by confronting us with what we do not know 
about ourselves: an unknown force that unleashes violent effects on us on a 
daily, indeed often minute-by-minute basis. Such is the sometimes terrifying 
resence of the past that we might seek to disavow but that will have its victory 
in the end, if only in the form of our mortality.We might think we are through 
with the past, but the past isn’t through with us. Through its sudden reversals 
of fortune and rageful recognition of the truth of our origins, tragedy permits 
us to come face-to-face with what we do not know about ourselves but what 
makes those selves the things they are. Tragedy provokes what snags in our 
being, the snares and booby traps of the past that we blindly trip over in our 
relentless, stumbling, forward movement. This is what the ancients called 
“fate,” and it requires our complicity in order to come down on us. 

Yet, the fruit of a consideration of tragedy is not a sense of life’s 
hopelessness or moral resignation, as Schopenhauer thought, but—I think—a 
deepened sense of the self in its utter dependency on others. It is a question of 
the self ’s vulnerable exposure to apparently familiar and familial patterns of 
kinship (although it sometimes turns out that, like Oedipus, you don’t know 
who your parents are, but if you do know who your parents are, you still don’t 
know who they are). One of the most salient but enigmatic features of Greek 
tragedy is its constant negotiation with the other, especially the enemy other, 
the foreign other, the “barbaric” other. The oldest extant piece of theater that 
we possess, Aeschylus’s The Persians, from 472 BCE, depicts the defeated enemy 
not with triumph but with sympathy and with an anticipation of the possible 
humiliation that might face the Athenians should they repeat the hybris of the 
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Persians by invading Greece and desecrating the altars of the enemy’s gods. 
Sadly, the Athenians did not heed Aeschlylus’ lesson, and the brief period of 
Athenian imperial hegemony in the central decades of the fifth century BCE 
ended in the humiliating defeat of the Peloponnesian Wars. There is perhaps a 
moral to be drawn here for our time and place, where the empire knows its 
heyday is over and we live in a constant state of war. The first rule of war is 
sympathy with the enemy. This is something that can be seen in the tragedies of 
Euripides, especially those that deal with the bloody end of the Trojan War, in 
plays like The Trojan Women and Hecuba. 

As Aristotle put it perspicuously and somewhat blithely nearly a century 
after the zenith of Greek drama in the second half of the fifth century BCE, 
tragedy is the imitation of action, mimesis praxeos. But what exactly is meant by 
action? It is far from clear. In play after play of the three great tragedians 
(Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides), what we see are characters who are 
utterly disoriented by the situation in which they find themselves. They do not 
know how to act. We find human beings somehow compelled to follow a path 
of suffering that allows them to raise questions that admit of no easy answer: 
What will happen to me? How can I choose the right path of action? The 
overwhelming experience of tragedy is a disorientation expressed in one 
bewildered and frequently repeated question: What shall I do? 

Tragedy is not about the metaphysical cultivation of the bios theoretikos, the 
contemplative life that is the supposed fruit of philosophy in Aristotle’s Ethics, 
or in Epicurus and the other Hellenistic schools. Nor is it about the cultivation 
of the life of the gods or divine life, ho bios theois, which is also the constant 
promise of philosophy from Plato onward, as we will see. No, tragedy is 
thinking in action, thinking upon action, for the sake of action, where the action 
takes place offstage and is often described to us indirectly through the character 
of a messenger. But this thinking takes the form of a radical questioning: How 
do I act? What shall I do? If tragedy is mimesis praxeos, then it is action that is 
called into question through tragedy, divided and sliced open. What the 
experience of tragedy invites is neither the blind impulsiveness of action, nor 
some retreat into a solitary life of contemplation, but the difficulty and uncertainty 
of action in a world defined by ambiguity, where right always seems to be on 
both sides. Hegel is right to insist that tragedy is the collision between opposed 
yet mutually justified claims to what is right. But if both sides are right, then 
what on earth do we do? 

Part of the joy of wandering into the ancient world and dealing with 
seemingly remote phenomena like Attic tragedy (and I will use the adjectives 
Attic, Athenian, and Greek interchangeably to name the same phenomenon) is 
how little we know and how little we will ever know. Of the many things we 
don’t know about ancient tragedy, the most important and most enigmatic is 
some 
sense of what the spectator was expected to take away from these spectacles. 
The ancient Greek word for “spectator” was theoros, from which we get the 
word theoria, theory. Theoria is linked to the verb “to see,” theorein, which takes 
place in a theater, a theatron, to name the act of spectating. If tragedy is the 
imitation of action, of praxis, although the nature of action remains deeply 
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enigmatic, then praxis is something seen from a theoretical perspective. Or, 
better said perhaps, the question of theory and practice, or the gap between 
theory and practice, first opens in theater and as theater.Theater is always 
theoretical, and theory is a theater, where we are spectators on a drama that 
unfolds: our drama. In theater, human action, human praxis, is called into 
question theoretically. Otherwise said, praxis is internally divided or questioned 
by theoria in the space of the theater, where the empty space of the theater is a 
way of calling into question the spaces we inhabit and subverting the divisions 
that constitute social and political space. 

Now, aside from a fragment by the great Sophist Gorgias that we will look 
at in a little while—and Gorgias is one of the héroes of this book—and 
Aristophanes’ The Frogs, where he stages a debate between Euripides and 
Aeschylus as to who is the best tragedian that I will discuss and it is the only 
spectator reports on tragedy that we possess come from Plato and Aristotle, 
who had various axes to grind. In the case of Plato, it is a little like basing your 
view of the Vikings on the reports of the Christian monks whose monasteries 
they ransacked. Aristotle appears more benevolent, but appearances can be 
deceptive. Despite some wonderful and important historical, philological, and 
archeological work, we have little idea how tragedy was seen and what the 
audience thought. We have no online reviews, no blogs, and no tweets. Nor do 
we even know for sure who attended the plays. For example, we cannot be 
certain whether any women attended the festivals where the tragedies were 
performed with such an abundance of female characters (Goldhill 1997: 62-66). 
But, in my view, far from being a vice, this epistemic deficit, this lack of 
knowledge is, I think, a virtue. Tragedy, for me, is the life of skepticism, where 
the latter is the index for a certain moral orientation in the world, an orientation 
that seems to emerge from the disorientation of not knowing what to do.  

In a lecture delivered in Oxford in 1908, Wilamowitz—Nietzsche’s nemesis, 
who savaged some of the questionable philological claims of The Birth of 
Tragedy—said, 

    The tradition yields us only ruins. The more closely we test and 
examine them, the more clearly we see how ruinous they are; and 
out of the ruins no whole can be built. The tradition is dead; our 
task is to revivify life that has passed away. We know that ghosts 
cannot speak until they have drunk blood; and the spirits which 
we evoke demand the blood of our hearts. We give it to them 
gladly (Moellendorff 1908: 25). 

Of course, the irony here is that Nietzsche says the same thing, namely that 
it is our blood that makes the ancients speak to us. Without wanting to 
piggyback on the dizzying recent success of vampire fiction, the latter’s portion 
of truth is that the ancients need a little of our true blood in order to speak to 
us. When 
revived, we will notice that when the ancients speak, they do not merely tell us 
about themselves. They tell us about us. But who is that “us” that might still be 
claimed and compelled by these ancient texts, by these ruins? And here is both 
the beauty and strangeness of this thought: This “us” is not necessarily existent. 
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It is us, but in some new way, some alien manner. It is us, but not as we have 
seen ourselves before, turned inside out and upside down. 

Another way of putting this is to say that the “we” that we find in tragedy is 
invitational (I borrow this thoughtfrom Bernard Williams’s Shame and Necessity), 
an invitation to visit another sense of who we are and who we might become. 
The idea of invitation has been interestingly developed by Raymond Geuss in 
the eponymous, final chapter of his A World without Why as a kind of procedure, 
if not a method. For Geuss, one is invited to look at two or more things placed 
in conjunction without necessarily asking the question why this is the case or 
seeking for a cause. A pile of dead bodies in a ditch in Iraq is placed alongside 
the prime minister of the United Kingdom speaking oleaginously in the House 
of Commons (Geuss 2014: 234). Here, the idea of invitation can produce an 
unexpected juxtaposition or disjunction that provokes thinking. In my view, 
tragedy invites its audience to look at such disjunctions between two or more 
claims to truth, justice, or whatever without immediately seeking a unifying 
ground or reconciling the phenomena into a higher unity. 

My concern in thinking about tragedy and what I will call “tragedy’s 
philosophy” is to extend an invitation to you to become part of a “we,” the 
“we” that is summoned and called into question by ancient tragedy. More 
simply stated, every generation has to reinvent the classics. I think it is the 
responsibility of every generation to engage in this reinvention. And it is the 
very opposite of any and all kinds of cultural conservatism. If we don’t accept 
this invitation, then we risk becoming even more stupefied by the present and 
endless onrush of the future. The nice thing is that stupefaction can be really 
easily avoided by nothing more difficult than reading, and most of the plays are 
not even that long, which is one reason why I like reading plays. Indeed, 
although this might sound pompous, I see this as the responsibility of each 
generation: to pass on something of the deep and unknown past in a way that 
will speak to the present and arrest us momentarily from the irresistible pull of 
the future. If the disavowal of the past through the endless production of the 
new is the very formula for ideology in our societies, then tragedy provides 
enduring resources for a critique of that ideology that might at least allow for 
the imagination of a different range of human possibilities. First, however, we 
need to reach for the emergency brake: STOP! 

2. Philosophy’s Tragedy and the Dangerous Perhaps 
“Tragedy’s philosophy” is opposed to “philosophy’s tragedy.” The thought 
here is that philosophy as a discursive invention, beginning with the Republic, 
but extending along the millennia into the present, is premised upon the 
exclusion of tragedy and the exclusion of a range of experiences that we can call 
tragic, particularly the emotion of grief and the phenomenon of lamentation, 
which is at the center of so many tragedies, from Aeschylus’s The Persians 
onward. I want to suggest that this exclusion of tragedy is, itself, tragic, and this 
is arguably philosophy’s tragedy. I want to defend tragedy against philosophy, 
or, perhaps better said, that tragedy articulates a philosophical view that 
challenges the authority of philosophy by giving voice to what is contradictory 
about us, what is constricted about us, what is precarious about us, and what is 
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limited about us. Philosophy, once again beginning in Plato, appears to be 
committed to the idea and ideal of a noncontradictory psychic life. Tragedy 
does not share this commitment. And nor do I. Tragedy is about what Anne 
Carson calls “that hot bacon smell of pure contradiction” (Carson 2001:134). 
One of the axes I will be grinding in this book is a critique of the very idea of 
moral psychology and the attempted moralization of the psyche that is at work in 
philosophy and in much else besides, especially Christianity. 

Tragedy gives voice to what suffers in us and in others, and how we might 
become cognizant of that suffering, and work with that suffering, where 
suffering is that pathos that we undergo, where tragic passion is both 
something undergone and partially overtaken in action (I want to emphasize the 
word “partially”—agency in tragedy is ever partial). In reading tragedy, we might 
learn to appreciate both the precariousness of existence and what Judith Butler 
would call its “grievability” (Butler 2009). At the source of tragedy is grief and 
the extreme passions of mourning and lamentation. There are at least thirteen 
nouns in Attic Greek for words describing grief, lamentation, and mourning. In 
fact, there are probably many more. Our lack of vocabulary when it comes to 
the phenomenon of death speaks volumes about who we are and what is so 
impoverished about us. 

Now, it is precisely this grief and lamentation that Socrates wants to exclude 
from the education and life of the philosopher and, most importantly, from the 
philosophically well-ordered city, regime, or politeia described in Plato’s Republic, 
which is at once psychic and political or is based on the intended analogy of the 
psychic and the political: the city and the soul are mirrors of each other. 
Philosophy is, on this view, a regime that imagines an intense regulation of 
affect, in particular the affect of grief in the construction of the soul. My larger 
story, which I will only hint at here but which is developed in detail in Part 4, 
tracks the exclusion of the tragic poets in Plato in Books II, III, and X of the 
Republic and questions the metaphysical and moral motivation for that 
exclusion. The mannered ferocity of Plato’s denunciation of tragedy seems to 
conceal a deeper worry about the nature of the philosophical perspective that 
tragedy seems to embody and its relation to what is, all too simplistically, called 
“sophistry.”There is much to say here: the supposed stability of the distinction 
between philosophy and sophistry is one of the things I want to press at in 
order to recover the persuasive force and power of a certain sophistry against 
the assertions of Socrates and against the reassertion of Platonism that one 
finds in contemporary philosophers like Alain Badiou. To put it crudely, 
tragedy’s philosophy is sophistry. 

My general question could be stated in the following way: What if we took 
seriously the form of thinking that we find in tragedy, and the experience of 
partial agency, limited autonomy, deep traumatic affect, agonistic conflict, 
gender confusion, political complexity, and moral ambiguity that it presents? 
How that change the way we think might and the way we think about thinking? 
Might that be tragedy’s philosophy as an alternative to philosophy’s tragedy? 
Might that be what Nietzsche meant when he described himself as the first 
“tragic philosopher” and called for “philosophers of the dangerous perhaps”? 
(Nietzsche 1966:11). To put it a little obtusely, we might say that Nietzsche 
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reads tragedy in order to defend a form of philosophy that is destroyed by 
philosophy. I want to join Nietzsche in this defense of a tragic philosophy. 

3. Knowing and Not Knowing: How Oedipus Brings Down Fate 
   As a first step, we might consider the most famous of the Athenian tragedies, 
the one that has been, since the time of Aristotle’s Poetics, held up as the 
highest exemplar of tragedy: Oedipus the King (Oidipous Tyrannos—Oedipus the 
Tyrant). In this infernal, unstoppable, machine of a play, where each line, each 
word, bristles and bubbles with painful irony and ambiguity, the king is exposed 
as a tyrant and deposed as a monster and a pollution by the very city that made 
him king in the first place. But let’s back up for a moment and begin at the 
beginning. 

We usually think of tragedy as a misfortune that simply befalls a person (an 
accident, a fatal disease) or a polity (a natural disaster, like a tsunami, or a 
terrorist attack like 9/11) and that is outside their control. But if “tragedy” is 
understood as misfortune, then this is a significant misunderstanding of 
tragedy. What the thirty-one extant Greek tragedies enact over and over again is 
not a misfortune that is outside our control. Rather, they show the way in 
which we collude, seemingly unknowingly, with the calamity that befalls us. 

Tragedy requires some degree of complicity on our part in the disaster that 
destroys us. It is not simply a question of the malevolent activity of fate, a dark 
prophecy that flows from the inscrutable but often questionable will of the 
gods. Tragedy requires our collusion with that fate. In other words, it requires 
no small measure of freedom. It is in this way that we can understand the 
tragedy of Oedipus. With merciless irony (the first two syllables of the name 
Oedipus, “swollen-foot,” also mean “I know,” oida), we watch someone move 
from a position of seeming knowledge—“I, Oedipus, whom all men call great. 
I solve riddles; now, Citizens, what seems to be the problem?” (I paraphrase)—
to a deeper truth that it would appear that Oedipus knew nothing about: he is a 
parricide and a perpetrator of incest. On this reading, which Aristotle endorses, 
the tragedy of Oedipus consists in the recognition that allows him to pass from 
ignorance to knowledge. 

But things are more complex than that as there’s a backstory that needs to 
be recalled. Oedipus turned up in Thebes and solved the Sphinx’s riddle after 
refusing to return to what he believed was his native Corinth because he had 
just been told the prophecy about himself by the oracle at Pytho, namely that 
he would kill his father and have sex with his mother. 

Oedipus knew his curse. And, of course, it is on the way back from the 
oracle that he meets an older man who actually looks a lot like him, as Jocasta 
inadvertently and almost comically admits later in the play (line 742), who 
refuses to give way at a crossroads and whom he kills in a fine example of 
ancient road rage. One might have thought that, given the awful news from the 
oracle, and given his uncertainty about the identity of his father (Oedipus is 
called a bastard by a drunk at a banquet in Corinth, which is what first infects 
his mind with doubt), he might have exercised caution before deciding to kill an 
older man who seems to have resembled him. 
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One lesson of tragedy, then, is that we conspire with our fate. That is, fate 
requires our freedom in order to bring our destiny down upon us. The core 
contradiction of tragedy is that we both know and we don’t know at one and the same 
time and are destroyed in the process.  

Such is the complex function of prophecy in tragedy. In the tragedy of 
Oedipus, we watch someone who believes they possess an unencumbered sense 
of freedom become undone and destroyed by the force of fate. What is so 
delicate in Oedipus’s experience is that his being is not simply causally 
determined by fate, by necessity. No, fate requires Oedipus’s partially conscious 
complicity in order to bring about its truth. Characters in tragedy are not robots 
or preprogrammed puppets. In its movement from a delusional self-knowledge 
and the fantasy of an unencumbered freedom to an experience of an insight 
into truth that costs us our eyes, tragedy gives voice to an experience of agency 
that is partial and very often painful. It shows the limits of our attempted self-
sufficiency and what we might think of as our autonomy. It shows our 
heteronomy, our profound dependency. Tragedy gives voice to the complex 
relations between freedom and necessity that define our being. Our freedom is 
constantly compromised by that which catches us in the nets of the past, in the 
determination of our past and future being by fate. Tragedy enacts that which 
snags at our being and pulls us back to a past that we disavow in our constant 
thirst for the short-term future. Such is the weight of the past that entangles the 
tragic protagonist (and us) in its meshes. As Rita Felski says, “The weight of 
what has gone before bears down ineluctably on what is yet to come.”(Felski 
2008:2). To disavow the past is to be destroyed by it—such is tragedy’s 
instruction. 

In tragedy, time is out of joint and the linear conception of time as a 
teleological flow from the past to the future is thrown into reverse. The past is 
not past, the future folds back upon itself, and the present is shot through with 
fluxions of past and future that destabilize it. Time flexes and twists in tragedy. 
Its script is you and me, as David Bowie said. Tragedy is the art form of 
between times, usually between an old world that is passing away and a new 
world that is coming into being. This is true of Greek tragedy, of Elizabethan 
tragedy, and perhaps the tragedy of our times. In tragedy, time is always out of 
joint. Its conjunction is disjunction. 

Tragedy has a kind of boomerang structure where the action that we throw 
out into the world returns to us with a potentially fatal velocity. Oedipus, the 
solver of riddles, becomes the riddle himself. Sophocles’ play shows him 
engaged in a relentless inquiry into the pollution that is destroying the political 
order, poisoning the wells, and producing infant mortality. But he is that 
pollution. 

The deeper truth is that Oedipus knows something of this from the get-go, 
but he refuses to see and hear what is said to him. Very early in the play, blind 
Tiresias tells him to his face that he is the perpetrator of the pollution that he 
seeks to eradicate. But Oedipus just doesn’t hear Tiresias. This is one way of 
interpreting the word “tyrant” in Sophocles’ original Greek title: Oidipous 
Tyrannos. The tyrant doesn’t hear what is said to him and doesn’t see what is in 
front of his eyes. 
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But we are tyrants too. We look, but we see nothing. Someone speaks to us, 
but we hear nothing. And we go on in our endlessly narcissistic self-
justification, adding Facebook updates and posting on Instagram. Tragedy is 
about many things, but it is centrally concerned with the conditions for actually 
seeing and actually hearing. In making us blind, we might finally achieve insight, 
unblock our ears, and stop the droning surf of the endless song of ourselves: 
me, me, me, this is all for me (really?).  

There is a wonderful Greek expression recalled by Anne Carson, “Shame 
lies on the eyelids” (Euripides 2006: 311). The point is that the tyrant (andwe 
could list many recent examples) experiences no shame. But we also have no 
shame. We are also little, shameless tyrants, especially when it comes to our 
relations to those we think of as our parents and our children. I think of Walter 
White from Breaking Bad, who insisted until almost the end of the final episode 
of that long show that he did everything, everything, for his family and not for 
himself. This is tyranny and this is perversion. Finally, his wife gets him to 
admit that he also became the meth king of New Mexico, the Heisenberg of the 
southwestern United States, because he enjoyed it. That’s a start. At least he is 
acknowledging a desire, a perverse desire. 

Greek tragedy provides lessons in shame. When we learn that lesson and 
finally achieve some insight, as Oedipus does, then it might cost us our sight 
and we might pluck out our eyes—for shame. The political world is stuffed 
overfull with sham shame, ham humility, and carefully staged tearful apologies: 
I’m so sorry; I’m so, so sorry. But true shame is something else. 

4. Rage, Grief, and War 
  Anne Carson, in Grief Lessons—her extraordinarily bold translations of 
Euripides—writes, “Why does tragedy exist? Because you are full of rage. Why 
are you full of rage? Because you are full of grief.”(Carson 2006: 7) This is 
absolutely right. Antigone rages because she is full of grief for her brother 
Polynices, who is refused burial rites by the leader of the city, Creon. 
Clytemnestra rages at Agamemnon because of her grief for her daughter 
Iphigenia, slaughtered like a young foal in order to ensure favorable winds in 
the sails of the Greek ships on their way to Troy. Hecuba rages at the murder 
of her daughter Polyxena, only to discover that all her other children have been 
killed as well. Hecuba’s grief seems to know no bounds. In the afterlife, she is 
told, she will be turned into a dog1. 

We might add a further question to Carson’s list: If tragedy is the rage that 
follows from grief, then why is one full of grief? Because we are full of war and 
people have been killed. Tragedy might be defined as a grief-stricken rage that 
flows from war. We live in a world whose frame is war and where justice seems 
to be endlessly divided between claim and counterclaim, right and left, 
conservative and progressive, believer and nonbeliever, freedom fighter and 
terrorist, or whatever. Each side believes unswervingly in the rightness of its 
position and the wrongness or, as is usually said, evil of the enemy. Such a belief 
legitimates violence, a destructive violence that unleashes counterviolence in 
return. We seem trapped in a cycle of bloody revenge and locked into vicious 
circles of grief and rage caused by war. 
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Such is what often seems to pass for international politics in our world. This 
is where, I think, a reflection on Greek tragedy might at the very least illuminate 
our current predicament and tell us something about our present. 

The history of Greek tragedy is the history of war, from the war with the 
Persians in the early fifth century BCE to the Peloponnesian Wars that rumbled 
on until that century’s end; from the emergence of Athenian imperial hegemony 
to its dissolution and humiliation at the hands of Sparta. In 472 BCE, 
Aeschylus’s The Persians deals with the aftermath of the Battle of Salamis in 480 
BCE. It was therefore a good deal closer to the Athenians than 9/11, say, is to 
us. More than half of our surviving tragedies were composed after the outbreak 
of the Peloponnesian Wars in 431 BCE. Oedipus the King was first performed in 
429 BCE, two years after the beginning of the war, during a time of plague that 
is estimated to have killed one-quarter of the Athenian population. The plague 
that established the entire environment of Sophocles’play is not some idle 
musing. It was very real indeed. It killed Pericles, the leader of Athens, in the 
autumn of that very same year, 429 BCE. The frame of tragedy is war and its 
devastating effects on human life. 

Greek tragedy, particularly with its obsessive focus on the aftermath of the 
Trojan War, especially in the delightful excessiveness of Euripides, is largely 
about combat veterans. But it was also performed by combat veterans. Actors 
were not flimsy thespians who had majored in performance studies with an 
abstract interest in social engagement, but soldiers who had seen combat. 
Tragedy was played before an audience that either participated directly in war or 
that was indirectly implicated in war. All were traumatized by it and everyone 
felt its effects. War was the life of the city and its pride, as Pericles argued. But 
war was also the city’s fall and undoing. 

Yet, Greek tragedy is a war story without a John Wayne figure, without a 
swaggering individualist who is the sole source of good in a world gone bad. 
On the contrary, in Greek tragedy, the hero is not the solution to the problem, 
but the problem itself. The hero is the source of the plague that is killing the 
city. This is one reason why Sophocles’ tragedy is called Oidipous Tyrannos. The 
king is a tyrant who is polluting the city, and the only resolution to the drama is 
Oedipus’s expulsion and exile. This is the great virtue—the realism—of ancient 
tragedy, as opposed to the idealized violence, empty empathy, and hollow 
sentimentality of many contemporary war fictions. If tragedy is a drama 
performed by war veterans before an audience of veterans, then it pictures a 
world without heroes and without tyrannical leaders who delude and goad the 
people into making war. 

How might we respond to the contemporary situation of war? It might seem 
that the easiest and noblest thing to do is to speak of peace. Yet, as Raymond 
Williams says in his still hugely relevant book from 1966, Modern Tragedy, “To 
say peace when there is no peace” is to say nothing (Williams 1966: 105). To 
which the obvious response is: say war. But that would be peremptory. The 
danger of easy pacifism is that it is inert and self-regarding. It is always too 
pleased with itself. But the alternative is not a justification of war. It is rather 
the attempt to understand the complex tragic dialectics of political situations, 
particularly apparently revolutionary ones. 
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Williams goes on to claim, “We expect men brutally exploited and 
intolerably poor to rest and be patient in their misery, because if they act to end 
their condition it will involve the rest of us, and threatens our convenience or 
our lives” (Ibid). Often, we simply want violence and war to go away because it 
is an inconvenience to us and to our lovely lives. As such, we do not only fail to 
see our implication in such violence and war, we completely disavow it. 

The virtue of Greek tragedy is that it makes such disavowal more difficult 
by confronting us with a situation of grief-stricken rage and disorder. The virtue 
of seeing the bloody events of the contemporary world in a tragic light is that it 
exposes us to a disorder that is not just their disorder. It is ours too. Our war, 
our rage, our (disavowed) grief. To see political events tragically is always to 
accept our complicity in the disaster that is unfolding. We are the audience in 
the theater of war, and we too are responsible. As such, tragedy can enable us 
to begin to comprehend a situation of war, violence, and grief, without simply 
condemning it or mouthing empty words of peace. More difficult still is 
imagining the resolution of such a situation, but a tragic worldview has to be 
the starting point for any such aspiration. 

5. Gorgias: Tragedy Is a Deception That Leaves the Deceived Wiser 
Than the Nondeceived 
   This article has a motto from Gorgias, the Sicilian rhetorician who introduced 
much of the teaching of oratory to Athens in the latter half of the fifth century 
BCE, and who seems to have been directly influential even on the writing of 
tragedy, as in Helen’s amazing speech in her defense in Euripides’ The Trojan 
Women .We possess an undated fragment preserved in Plutarch that gives us our 
earliest “theoretical” response to Attic tragedy, that is, some sense of what the 
theoros, the spectator, saw in the spectacle of tragedy. Gorgias writes, 

Tragedy, by means of legends and emotions, creates a deception 
in which the deceiver is more honest than the nondeceiver, and 
the deceived is wiser than the non-deceived (Freeman 1983: 138). 

The Greek word that is doing all the work in this passage is apate, which 
Liddell and Scott’s Greek-English Lexicon tells me means cheating, trickery, 
fraud, guile, deceit, and cunning (Liddell & Scott 1996: 181). It also connotes a 
stratagem in war. Altogether, it’s a pretty bad thing. 

But consider the logic of the fragment: tragedy is a deception or an act of 
fraud or trickery, in which the deceiver is more honest than the nondeceiver 
and the deceived is wiser than the nondeceived. What Gorgias seems to 
describe, perhaps even celebrate, is precisely that which Socrates sees as the 
great danger of tragedy. This is the danger of deception, the power of 
persuasion to induce the affective effects of imitation, of mimesis, which 
Socrates subjects to a corrosive metaphysical and moral critique in the 
Republic. The metaphysical critique concerns the nature of mimesis and its 
threefold removal from the world of forms. The moral critique concerns the 
allegedly pernicious effects of excessive emotions, like lamentation—in the case 
of tragedy—and laughter—in the case of comedy. This is how philosophy 
begins. 
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By contrast, Gorgias would appear to be suggesting that tragedy (and a 
fortiori all art) is the acquisition of wisdom through deception, through an 
emotionally psychotropic experience that generates a powerful emotion. As 
Stephen Halliwell points out in a fascinating paper on this topic, Gorgias’s view 
would appear to be confirmed by a fragment from Timocles’ lost play, Women 
Celebrating the Dionysia (which I would have loved to have seen!). Here tragedy is 
described as a parapsyche, an emotional consolation, cooling or coping with life’s 
troubles, but also as a psychagogia, an enthralling persuasion that can also denote 
a conjuring of souls from the nether world (Halliwell 2005: 394-95).  

In other words, the wisdom of tragedy flows not just from deception, but 
from a kind of necromancy, the conjuring of ghostly illusion. Thinking once 
again of our oldest extant play, The Persians, the drama ends with the conjuring 
of the ghost of Darius the Great, who admonishes his son, Xerxes, before 
warning the Greeks not to engage in hybris. Tragedy is full of ghosts, ancient 
and modern, and the line separating the living from the dead is continually 
blurred. This means that in tragedy the dead don’t stay dead and the living are not fully 
alive. What tragedy renders unstable is the line that separates the living from the 
dead, enlivening the dead and deadening the living. 

So, what kind of parapsyche does tragedy provide? Where is the cooling 
consolation in all this hauntology? We might say that tragedy consoles through 
an imaginative enthrallment with an almost trancelike, otherworldly state that is 
linked, for Timocles and Aristotle and us, to pleasure, hedone. As Horatio calls 
out to the Ghost early in Hamlet, “Stay, Illusion!” This, of course, raises the 
perplexing question as to the nature of tragic pleasure. What kind of hedonism 
is the pleasure we take in tragedy, which depicts not just suffering and death, 
but the ghostly porosity of the frontier separating the living from the dead? Is 
the greatest aesthetic pleasure the theatrically distanced experience of pain? 
And what exactly is the pleasure we take in spectacles of pain? I would like to 
let these questions resonate for us awkwardly, thinking of Artaud’s Theatre of 
Cruelty, Bataille’s holy disgust, Herman Nitsche’s blood orgies, the extremity of 
Sarah Kane’s theater, and perhaps the movies of Lars von Trier. 

What Plato sees as the great danger of tragedy is celebrated by Gorgias as 
revealing the power of persuasion and the affective effects of imitation. For 
Socrates, tragedy and the other mimetic arts can lead us to have sympathy for 
morally suspect characters. For Socrates, it is an awful danger, the danger of 
deception and fiction, the danger of a vicious ordering of political life on the 
basis of a lie (and, as usual, Socrates has a point). We should never forget that 
the festival of the Great Dionysia was first instituted around 532 BCE under 
the leadership—indeed the apparently benevolent tyranny—of Pisistratus and 
his growing political ambition. Also, according to Plutarch, the famous lawgiver 
Solon left one of the first dramatic representations in disgust because he saw, 
like Rousseau a couple of millennia later, that theater would lead to the 
degradation and sickness of the body politic—Socrates makes this point at the 
end of Book VIII of the Republic, as we will see below. There is an implicit 
connection between democracy and theater as public institutions in the city, 
conspiring with each other to lead to tyranny. This is why, for Plato, the tragic 
poets must be excluded. What obsesses Socrates in the Republic is the question 
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of tyranny and the link between democracy and theater, where demokratia is 
what Plato calls in the Laws a theatrokratia (701a), a theatrical regime of power, 
what we might call a society of the spectacle, that will always leave the door 
open to tyranny. This is why, for Plato, the only true antidote to theatrokratia is 
philosophia.2 

The vast question that Gorgia’s fragment raises is that of the necessity and 
indeed moral and political productivity of deception, of fiction, of fraud, of 
illusion. Does, as Nietzsche will suggest, our firstly Platonic and subsequently 
Christian will to truth blind us to the power of art in general and tragedy in 
particular? By contrast, can we assert with the young Nietzsche that it is only as 
an aesthetic phenomenon that existence and the world is truly justified? Might 
the wisdom of tragedy, a deception where the deceived is wiser than the 
nondeceived, begin to emancipate us from that Platonic and Christian 
moralization at the core of truth? Is deception both the undoing of truth and 
the truth of truth? Such are some of the questions at stake in the relation 
between philosophy and tragedy, in tragedy’s philosophy as a riposte to 
philosophy’s tragedy. As can perhaps be surmised, the stakes here are pretty 
high. 

6. Justice as Conflict (for Polytheism) 
   Let’s think about Aeschylus’s Oresteia, our one complete extant tragic trilogy, 
and a possibly unique example of one story being spread over three plays. What 
we witness in the bloodbath of the Agamemnon and The Libation Bearers 
(Choephoroi) is the history of violence upon which the apparently pacific political 
order rests. We see characters completely caught up in cycles of revenge where 
there is seemingly no end to the violence and no end to its dogmatic 
justification by its perpetrators. “Behold, a masterpiece of justice” (Agamemnon, 
lines 1403–05) declares Clytemnestra as she exhibits in a macabre tableau the 
murdered corpses of her husband, Agamemnon, and his concubine, Cassandra. 
Orestes claims justice as he slaughters his mother, Clytemnestra, and the 
chorus comments, “Justice turns the wheel” (Libation Bearers, line 315). If 
justice is on both sides, then what exactly is justice? As Aeschylus says in 
Prometheus Bound, “The wheel turns” (line 515). 

What the goddess Athena attempts in the final play in the trilogy, the 
Eumenides, is to use reasoning and persuasion (peitho) in order to arrest the cycle 
of violence and find some way of stopping the bloodshed and finding a 
settlement. The first thing one notices is that in tragedy justice is conflict. It is a 
fight between opposed parties who are prepared to act violently in its name. 
The second thing one notices is that, as a counterbalance to violence, there is 
the activity of what we might call, following Stuart Hampshire, “adversary 
reasoning” or “adversarial reasoning” in tragedy, where we think from the 
adversary’s position and use reason in order to audi alteram partem, to hear the 
other side (Hampshire 1999: 21-23). In tragedy, this adversarial reasoning takes 
place very often either in a law court, as is the case in the Eumenides, or it is 
staged as a legal dispute, as in the debate between Hecuba and Helen in The 
Trojan Women. Very often, at the core of tragedy is the law, and we should not 
forget that the law court is also a theater and remains such to this day. 
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If one were optimistically inclined, one might see tragedy as providing an 
object lesson in resolving conflicts reasonably in a world of overwhelming 
enmity. I am unsure whether I am so optimistic, because what we also see in 
tragedy is the weakness of rational argumentation in the presence of violence 
(in Greek, Bia, who is actually a mute dramatic presence onstage in Aeschylus’s 
Prometheus Bound) and the persistence of forms of arbitrary decision making. In 
The Trojan Women, Menelaus is the judge between Hecuba and Helen, but 
although he is persuaded by the strength of Hecuba’s arguments, he still refuses 
to put Helen to death for her betrayal and for causing the Trojan War. The 
forcé of the stronger argument is sometimes ignored and due process replaced 
by an arbitrary decision. 

Yet, what is common to the optimistic and pessimistic interpretations of the 
use of reason (given that the opposition between optimism and pessimism is 
questionable anyhow) in tragedy is the following: any strong monolithic 
conception of reason, capital R, must be abandoned and we must accept that 
reasoning is always a two-sided process of fragile negotiation in a world of 
constitutive and irreducible violence. This also means accepting that reason is 
essential, but essentially limited in its power, that it requires the use of rhetoric 
and persuasion, and that it can surely fail. What kind of reasonable settlement 
can enforce a bond in a conflict where there are passionate but utterly opposed 
claims to justice on both sides? Such is one of the questions that tragedy seeks 
to explore and is arguably a description of the world that we inhabit and have 
always inhabited. 

What is preferable about the world of Greek tragedy is that it is a polytheistic 
world with a diversity of conflicting and deeply flawed gods and rival 
conceptions of the good. It is my conviction, following Hampshire, that the 
lesson of the adversarial reasoning of tragedy is that it is prudent to abandon 
any notion of monotheism, whether it is either of the three Abrahamic 
monotheisms, a Platonic monotheism rooted in the metaphysical primacy of 
the Good, or indeed the secular monotheism of liberal democracy and human 
rights that still circles around a weak, deistic conception of God. The motto on 
the back of the dollar bill might be slightly improved if it read In Gods we trust 
(and sometimes distrust). Admittedly, this is not very catchy. 

Tragedy’s philosophy begins from the irreducible facticity of violence and the 
fragile necessity of reasoning in a world of conflictual force, a polytheistic 
world that continues to think of itself as monotheistic. If the acceptance of 
tragedy’s philosophy entails the abandonment of modern theological 
shibboleths like faith in progress, which is underpinned by a linear conception 
of time and history that tragedy twists out of joint, then it might also possess 
the virtue of a modest political realism that has to begin where philosophy 
should begin, in my view, with disappointment. But although philosophy might 
begin in disappointment, it does not end there. On the contrary, 
disappointment is the graveyard of those philosophies and worldviews that 
insist manically upon affirmation, vitality, wonder, and creation. 
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7. Tragedy as a Dialectical Mode of Experience 
   Is tragedy something that is available to us in the contemporary world? Far 
from claiming, with someone like George Steiner, that tragedy is dead, I would 
argue, with Raymond Williams, that it offers the most powerful template for 
diagnosing the seemingly intractable conflicts that define the present and 
finding reflective resources for thinking beyond them (Steiner 1996). It is in 
this spirit, I think, that we could and should approach the struggles of our time. 
A tragic sensibility obliges us to see our implication within the conflicts of the 
present and our responsibility for them. If the present is defined by disaster, 
then tragedy shows us our complicity with it. 

The question of tragedy should not be confined to its existence (or 
nonexistence) as a dramatic genre that might or might not exist in the theater. 
Rather it is a mode of experience that can be found well outside the theater, in film, 
in TV, in politics, and— most powerfully perhaps—in our domestic lives, our 
familial relations and kinship structures. Furthermore, tragedy is a dialectical mode 
of experience. Specifically, it is a mode of reversal, inversion, and negation where 
we are implicated at each step. Tragedy is an object lesson in dialectical thinking. 
It is a staging of dialectics, which is why Hegel, following on from his friend 
Hölderlin, had such a profound grasp of tragedy, even if the former sometimes 
confined it within the horizon of reconciliation on the one hand, and 
dissolution on the other. Perhaps tragedy is neither and both. What is perhaps 
new in my thinking with its focus on tragedy’s philosophy is this dialectical 
turn. In opposition to forms of vapidly hopeful idealism that leads only to 
despair, I see tragedy’s philosophy as offering a bracing, skeptical realism that 
heavily qualifies what we think of as hope, but perhaps also deepens it into a 
form of courage. 

Notes  
1. For a contemporary defense of the ancient Greeks that begins from the theme 

of rage, see Emily Katz Anhalt, Enraged: Why Violent Times Need Ancient Greek 
Myths (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2017). Katz’s final chapter is a 
discussion of Euripides’ Hecuba, pp.149–83 

2. And see Plato, Republic 595b, “For you will not betray me to the tragic poets and 
all other imitators (mimetikous) —that kind of art seems to be a corruption of the 
mind of all listeners who do not possess, as an antidote (pharmakon), a 

knowledge of its real nature (τὸ εἰδέναι αὐτὰ οἷα τυγχάνει ὄντα).” 
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Abstract 
On the supposition that one’s ethics and politics are fundamentally dignitarian in 
a broadly Kantian sense—as specifically opposed to identitarian and capitalist 
versions of Statism, e.g., neoliberal nation-States, whether democratic or non-
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defense or the defense of innocent others, using force, ever rationally justifiable 
and morally permissible or obligatory? We think that the answer to this hard 
question is yes; correspondingly, in this essay we develop and defend a theory 
about the permissible use of force in a broadly Kantian dignitarian moral and 
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The opening sequence [of Akira Kurosawa’s Seven Samurai] with [the masterless 
samurai] Shimura has shown a gratuitous action [of rescuing a peasant child], one 
for which he expects neither reward nor acclaim. The laborer, and now Mifune, 
have indicated that one need not expect to find generosity, gratitude, or other such 
civilized luxuries among the peasants. At the end, therefore, when the three 
remaining samurai are ignored by the farmers, who are, obviously, only waiting for 
them to leave (and in a scene carefully prepared since it was just those three—
Shimura, Kato, and Kimura—who were present when the leader asks Kato:  

 “Tired of fighting?), Shimura … say[s]: 

Shimura: And again we lose. 
Kato:…? 
Shimura:We lose. Those farmers… they’re the winners.1 
If one’s heart is not righteous, neither is his sword.2 

I. Introduction: Coercion and the State 
As Kant and Max Weber have famously pointed out,3 States possess a territorial 
monopoly on the (putatively) legitimate control of the means and use of 
coercion; and as philosophical and political anarchists have also somewhat less 
famously (or even downright infamously) pointed out, States are also inherently 
authoritarian. 

By coercion we mean: 
either (i) using violence (for example, injuring, torturing, or 

killing) or the threat of violence, in order to manipulate people 
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against their will according to certain predefined purposes of the 
coercer (primary coercion),  

or (ii) inflicting appreciable, salient harm (for example, 
imprisonment, termination of employment, or large monetary 
penalties) or deploying the threat of appreciable, salient harm, even 
if these are not in themselves violent, in order to manipulate people 
against their will according to certain predefined purposes of the 
coercer (secondary coercion). 

So all coercion is a form of manipulation, and proceeds by following a variety 
of strategies that share the same core characteristic: treating people as mere 
means or mere things. Correspondingly by authoritarianism, we mean the 
doctrine that telling people to obey commands and do things is legitimated 
merely by virtue of the fact that some people (the purported authorities) have 
told them to obey those commands or do those things—“it’s right just because 
we say it’s right!”—and are also in a position to enforce this by means of 
coercion, not on any rationally justified or objectively morally defensible 
grounds. 

So authoritarianism and coercion per se are different, because although all 
authoritarianism requires coercion, nevertheless the converse is not the case: 
coercion can occur without authoritarianism—e.g., if you’re threatened or 
attacked by some random thug on the street. 

Now all States are coercive insofar as they claim the right to compel the 
people living within their boundaries to heed and obey the commands and laws 
of the government, in order to realize the instrumental ends of the State, whether 
or not those commands and laws are rationally justified or morally right on 
independently ethical grounds.In turn, all States are also authoritarian insofar as 
they claim that the commands and laws issued by its government are right just 
because the government says that they’re right and possesses the power to 
coerce, not because those commands or laws are rationally justified and morally 
right on independent ethical grounds. 

In view of the necessary connection between States and coercion, and also 
in view of the ever-present possibility of coercion per se, then the following 
hard question arises: on the supposition that one’s ethics and politics are 
fundamentally dignitarian in a broadly Kantian sense, hence fundamentally non-
coercive and non-violent, then is self-defense or the defense of innocent others, 
using force, ever rationally justifiable and morally permissible or obligatory? 

We think that the answer to this hard question is yes; correspondingly, in 
what follows in this essay, we develop and defend a theory about the 
permissible use of force in a broadly Kantian dignitarian moral and political 
setting.But before we get to the philosophical main event of the essay in section 
V, and especially to the (perhaps surprising) key role of Samurai and Martial Arts 
ethics in our theory, we’ll need to spell out some essential background notions 
and argumentation.  

II. Exiting the State and Capitalism: Four Steps 
In a recent book, Kant, Agnosticism, and Anarchism,4 one of us (RH) has spelled 
out and defended a radical political doctrine he somewhat long-windedly calls 
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existential Kantian cosmopolitan anarcho-socialism; and in a recent essay,5 he’s also 
tried to recapitulate and re-describe, concisely, the basic ideas contained in this 
doctrine, as a four-step process he calls exiting the State and capitalism.Here are 
three contemporary dictionary definitions of capitalism: 

An economic and political system in which a country’s trade 
and industry are controlled by private owners for profit, rather 
than by the state. (Oxford) 

An economic, political, and social system in which property, 
business, and industry are privately owned, directed towards 
making the greatest possible profits for successful organizations 
and people. (Cambridge) 

An economic system characterized by private or corporate 
ownership of capital goods, by investments that are determined 
by private decision, and by prices, production, and the 
distribution of goods that are determined mainly by competition 
in a free market. (Merriam-Webster) 

It’s not our purpose here to provide a critical analysis of the concept of 
capitalism; hence we’re prepared to grant for the purposes of argument that the 
weak disjunction of these three definitions captures the basic features of the 
social institution of capitalism as we currently understand it.Then the basic three-
part rationale behind the philosophical recommendation to undertake the four-
step process of exiting the State and capitalism is  

 (i) that the social institution of capitalism emerged in Europe 
during the 16th and 17th centuries, within the larger and essentially 
more complex social institution of the early modern Hobbesian 
and Lockean liberal nation-State,  

(ii) that the alienation, commodification, and wage-slavery, so 
famously described by Marx, that naturally flow from capitalism, 
are simply the early modern liberal equivalents of the fear, 
obedience, and semi-slavery that characterizes the large-scale 
protection racket system of the earliest States, and 

(iii) that capitalism is essentially a social-institutional sub-
system within the State, hence capitalism can be explained as a set 
of anthropological, historical, material, and structural 
complexifications and transformations of fundamental elements 
of States and their associated doctrine of Statism. 

From this point of view, capitalism is essentially a State sub-system for 
controlling human work (aka “labor”), by controlling the means and products of production, 
and also for accumulating property and money far beyond what is required for the satisfaction 
of true human needs. 

Therefore, the State is an historically and metaphysically necessary condition 
of the emergence and existence of capitalism, and to exit the state is thereby to 
exit capitalism. 

The first step of exiting the State and capitalism is the ethical recognition of 
the rational unjustifiability and immorality of regarding and treating people merely as 
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means, and/or regarding and treating them as mere things, in general, and also of coercion 
in particular; and that ethical recognition also inherently carries with it another 
ethical recognition, namely of our universal moral obligation to treat all people 
with sufficient respect for their dignity. 

To be sure, even within an explicitly broadly Kantian ethical and political 
framework, at least prima facie, there is some playroom for different conceptions 
of what “sufficient” means here, in the phrase with sufficient respect for their dignity. 

Correspondingly, it is prima facie plausible to argue that in certain cases,  

(i) someone’s autonomy can be violated, without also violating 
their dignity, e.g., if that person has to be protected against 
themselves, as per Plato’s example in the Republic,6 in which you 
are rationally and morally justified in refusing to hand someone a 
weapon if you are convinced by good evidence that they were 
insane, and also, conversely, that in certain other cases, 

(ii) someone’s dignity can be violated without thereby violating 
their autonomy, for example, if someone freely chooses to debase 
themselves, as per the notorious “German cannibals” case in 
2002,7 in which the violation of someone’s dignity is self-inflicted. 

Nevertheless, in reply, it can be more plausibly argued that autonomy and 
dignity are essentially connected. 

In the example from the Republic, then, it is more plausible to say that no 
choice is genuinely autonomous if it has been made by someone who is insane, 
whether temporarily or permanently; hence refusing to let a temporarily insane 
person carry a weapon is sufficiently respectful of their autonomy and dignity 
alike. 

And in the German cannibals case, it is more plausible to say that we need 
to make a sharp distinction between free choice-and-action, which can be either 
morally right, morally wrong, or morally neutral, and autonomous choice-and-
action, which is free choice-and-action for morally right reasons.8  

We can clearly see that the German man who wanted to be killed-and-eaten 
freely chose to be killed-and-eaten by his accomplice-cannibal. In so doing, he 
freely chose and acted for morally wrong reasons, and thus he freely chose and 
acted immorally, for which he was morally responsible, and thereby he failed 
sufficiently to respect his own autonomy and his own dignity alike. 

Of course, there is a third type of case that we can recognize: someone may 
freely choose to sacrifice himself for what he regards as a greater good.This 
may cost him his life in the process of doing so, but the result is the same as in 
the German cannibalism case: the person dies.  

Nevertheless, we would have trouble calling such an act immoral if it happens 
for reasons that retrospectively make the act heroic or noble; conversely, a soldier 
who dies in fighting for a lost cause or in service of a dictatorial regime may 
also sacrifice himself, but we would also perhaps say that he died in vain. The 
last variation is complex, as the soldier may have sacrificed himself for the 
wrong reasons; he might have been told by a cynical field commander that his 
“sacrifice would not be in vain.”  
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In this case, one is being used as a mere means, and is also an unknowing 
accomplice in the violation of one’s own dignity; and if so, one is the victim of 
someone else’s cynicism. 

The second step of exiting the State and capitalism is the ethical recognition 
of the rational unjustifiability and immorality of authoritarianism, as defined in 
section I above. 

The third step is the intellectual, emotional, practical, and more generally 
existential recognition of the contingency of global capitalism and the rise of States 
alike, and their essential openness to radical social-institutional change or revolution, 
devolution, deconstruction, reconstruction, and new construction.  

In other words, the rise of States and capitalism is not the outcome of an 
inevitable, natural, and teleological process—an outcome that should 
unquestioningly be accepted—but instead it is crucially dependent on historical 
accidents, rational human choices, and the targeted use and abuse of power. 

This third step, in turn, when it is added to the first two steps, is equivalent 
to what, in Religion Within the Boundaries of Mere Reason, Kant calls the revolution of 
the heart or revolution of the will that is the essential gateway to exiting the State and 
thereby exiting capitalism too, and also thereby exiting our intellectual, 
emotional, practical, and more generally our existential immaturity, and entering 
a universal, cosmopolitan ethical community.9 

In this connection, our self-incurred immaturity is as much the result of the 
hegemonic ideology of capitalism, as it is the result of the hegemonic ideology 
of Statism. The full moral and political potentials of humanity, and the full 
satisfaction of our true human needs, are equally stunted and frustrated by 
capitalist competition and commodification on the one hand, and by 
authoritarian coercion on the other; and the tightly circular operation of 
omnipresent capitalist competition, authoritarian State structures, and non-stop 
exposure to repetitive mass-media, creates the conditions under which 
autonomy, critical thinking, coming to one’s senses and independent reasoning 
are stunted and prevented, if not outright destroyed. 

Therefore, and correspondingly, the revolution of the heart and will that 
finally brings about our existential maturity demands an emancipation in 
multiple dimensions.And the fourth and final step of exiting the State and 
capitalism consists in the concrete, specific details of what the process of exiting the 
State, capitalism, and our self-incurred existential immaturity, and entering a 
universal, cosmopolitan ethical community would actually look like. For better or 
worse, one of us has taken his best shot at providing those details in a recent 
book, Kant, Agnosticism, and Anarchism,10 especially sections 2.8, 2.9, and 2.10, 
and part 3, aspirationally entitled, Utopia Now. 

III. Dignitarianism versus Identitarianism 
For the purposes of our argument in the rest of this essay, we’ll assume the 
prima facie truth of the following two theses, as starting points: 

(i) a broadly Kantian dignitarian ethics11 and politics12 are 
rationally justified and at the very least morally acceptable, 
perhaps even morally right, and 



 Seven Kantian Samurai /81   

 
 

(ii) the coercive authoritarianism of States, especially in States 
organized around identitarian politics, is rationally unjustifed and 
morally wrong. 

Now dignitarianism, and especially the broadly Kantian version of it, says  

(i) that everyone, everywhere, has absolute, non-denumerable, 
non-instrumental, innate moral value, aka dignity, simply by virtue 
of their being persons (i.e., conscious, caring, cognizing, self-
conscious rational animals with a further capacity for free will), 
and that dignity is—or at the very least, can be regarded as—a 
fundamental, irreducible, and therefore primitively given feature of 
persons that cannot either be erased by any bad actions or bad 
habits of character, or sanctified by any good actions or good 
habits of character, and 

(ii) that everyone, everywhere ought to treat themselves and 
everyone else with sufficient respect for their dignity. 

By a diametrically sharp and indeed mutually exclusive contrast, 
identitarianism says  

(i) that people are defined primarily in terms of their falling 
under a certain social group-type and/or their social group-
allegiance (e.g., race, ethnicity, gender-&/or-sex, sexual 
preference, national origin or citizenship, language, economic 
class, social roles of all kinds, social institutions of all kinds 
especially including religions, etc., etc.)13—thus, e.g., one 
identifies him/herself by reference to these group-types or group-
allegiances as “an Afro-American man,” or “an Asian-American 
trans-woman,” and so-on, 

(ii) that special moral virtues and special positive moral value, 
or goodness, are attributed to all members of that social group 
and to that social group itself, call it the We, and 

(iii) that special moral vices and special negative moral 
disvalue, or badness, are attributed to members of certain other 
social groups and to those groups themselves, who are then 
collectively intensely distrusted, or even excoriated-and-vilified, as 
the Other. 

As a direct consequence of (iii), the creation of the Other leads to intense or 
even obsessive fears that the We will be corrupted, infiltrated, and 
miscegenated by the Other culture, members of which are then perceived to 
exist both covertly inside (as carriers of disease, or impurities) and also overtly 
outside (as invasive threats surrounding the We) Our culture.  

Indeed, a characteristic and indeed essential feature of this creation of the 
Other is that the members of that group be caricatured and even represented as 
“sub-human” in the morally pregnant sense of being sub-persons, and more 
generally as being thoroughly inferior to the We. 



82/Philosophical Investigations, Vol. 13/ Issue: 28/ fall 2019 

To be sure, this diametrically sharp and also—just like the contrast between 
Statism and broadly Kantian dignitarianism—mutually exclusive contrast 
between identitarianism on the one hand, especially when it’s combined with the 
coercive authoritarianism of States, and broadly Kantian dignitarianism on the 
other, oversimplifies the real-world and philosophical situation somewhat, in 
three important ways.  

IV. Three Simplifications  
First, as regards the concept and fact of dignity itself, we need a fully worked-
out and well-supported metaphysical and epistemological theory of dignity, 
which shows how dignity is at once a fundamental and irreducible property of 
persons, and also immediately given to us. 

Using Kant’s distinction between  

(i) constitutive (that is, true or veridical and existentially 
committed) representations, and  

(ii) regulative (that is, merely conditional or hypothetical and 
suppositional) representations, 

let’s call this a constitutive theory of dignity. 

In addition to holding a constitutive theory of dignity, we can also 
consistently hold that rational human agents naturally act as if dignity were at 
once a fundamental and irreducible property of persons and also immediately 
given, and that this regulative assumption at least partially defines us as rational 
human agents. Regulative representations—like constitutive ones—can be 
existentially committed. One may, for instance, appeal to the regulative 
potential of such representations in matters that are thoroughly existential 
and/or moral.  

Let’s call that a regulative theory of dignity. 

Notice that it’s also conceptually and logically possible to hold a regulative 
theory of dignity without holding a constitutive theory of dignity.14  

Second, as regards dignitarianism, there is the profoundly important real-
world issue of clearly and distinctly specifying the class of actual minded 
animals that possess dignity by virtue of their being persons. One crucial sub-
issue in this connection is whether or not there’s an adequate metaphysical 
definition of personhood.  

Another closely-related crucial sub-issue is whether or not there’s an 
adequate metaphysical criterion of personal identity, over time or at a time.  

The issue of personal identity, in turn, naturally invites further questions, for 
example, whether or not temporary or permanent mental illness suspends or 
terminates personhood, and therefore suspends or terminates dignity. Relatedly, 
the question arises whether all human animals are in fact persons and possess 
dignity, or whether some human animals are not in fact persons with dignity, for 
example, fetuses, babies with anencephaly, human animals with serious 
cognitive deficits or in persistent vegetative states, late-stage Alzheimer’s 
victims, etc. 
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And if we zoom out to a global perspective, we may also ask the question 
whether only human animals can be persons and possess dignity, or whether on 
the contrary, animals of other species can also be persons and possess dignity. 
And closely related to the latter sub-issue is whether or not, even if some 
human or non-human animals are not persons with dignity, at least some of 
them can be temporarily or permanently conventionally granted the 
pragmatic/practical equivalents of personhood and dignity, as “associate 
members of the realm of ends.”   

These are all metaphysical issues surrounding persons and their dignity. 

But there are also further and equally profoundly important epistemic issues 
about precisely how the personhood and dignity of ourselves and others is 
primitively given to us; about the criteria for knowing persons and their dignity, 
or failing to know them; about precisely how the personal identity of ourselves 
and others is given to us, whether primitively or derivatively; about the criteria 
for knowing personal identity or non-identity; how dignity is instantiated in the 
real world; and so-on. 

Third, as regards identitarianism, in virtually all real-world cases, at least 
initially, there is also a more-or-less neutral group between the We and the Other.  

A good contemporary example in a minor, non-Statist key, taken from 
gender-&/or-sex identitarianism, is the initially neutral-group status of males by 
birth who later transitioned by choice to the gender-&/or-sex status of women, 
aka “trans-women,” thus falling somewhere between the radical feminist We 
and the male misogynist Other. Nevertheless, identitarianism inherently 
demands the binary opposition of We/Other: at the end of the day, it tolerates 
no third (or fourth, or fifth, etc.) alternatives or shades of grey.  

Hence eventually the We-group forces the binary issue for the neutrals, such 
that either you’re with Us or you’re against Us. In the case of gender-&/or-sex 
identitarianism, this has produced the hotly (and occasionally even violently) 
contested schism between radical feminists and trans-people.15 In any case, 
once the issue of being either with Us or against Us has been forced, that point, 
the members of the neutral group  

either (i) join the We or exile themselves into the camp of the 
Other of their own accord,  

or (ii) are coerced into joining the We or exiling themselves into 
the camp of the Other.  

For the purposes of (ii), if the We also possesses a Statist or State-like 
territorial monopoly on the means and use of coercive power, then it almost 
inevitably creates a special, highly visible team of exceptionally violent 
“enforcers” to intimidate the members of the neutral group into compliance, 
for example, the SA or Sturmabteilung under the Nazis.  

A more recent example can be found in contemporary Hong Kong. 

Protesters against the growing influence of mainland China on the Hong 
Kong region have been violently attacked;16 the Chinese government denied 
involvement, but the attacks were clearly government-orchestrated. 
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In this way, the We secures its domination over the neutral group by 
tightening the thumbscrews, and thereby gradually imposing more and more 
stringent demands on all those who have not confessed allegiance.  

In a strange mirroring of the emergence and rise of German fascism during 
the Weimar Republic in the 1920s and early 30s, but also the communist witch-
hunts during the McCarthy era in the 1950s, the contemporary world is also 
experiencing the widespread emergence and rise of neo-fascism inside 
neoliberal democratic States.And this, in turn, is a magnified reflection of the 
insecurities of a culture that is at once closing its mind and also a captive mind.17 

Not altogether coincidentally, the world has also been kept in a constant 
state of artificially-induced fear after the terrorist attacks in the USA on 11 
September 2001, effectively closing the mind of the West to the possibility of 
dialogue or cooperation; and at the same time, an artificially induced nostalgia 
and yearning for a mythical pre-lapsarian Pax Americana that never existed, 
effectively captures the Western mind for the purposes of neo-fascism, which 
thrives precisely because (among its other defining features) fascism is deeply 
reactionary.  

In Europe, the 9/11 attacks accelerated the rise of a smoldering anti-
immigrant political current. This discontent has been successfully harnessed by 
nationalist parties who—without exception—profess a deeply defensive, 
traditionalist and close-minded vision for the future of Europe. 

And from the standpoint of the emergent and rising neo-fascist groups who 
now seek to control the governments of neoliberal democratic States, the State 
is taken to be aligned with the Other, and therefore as simultaneously both 
corrupting, infiltrating, and miscegenating the emergent, rising We from within 
the State and also invasively threatening the same emergent, rising We from 
outside the State. 

For example, in contemporary Europe, various identitarian xenophobic 
&/or racist groups regularly accuse centrist neoliberal democratic governments 
of imposing Islamized/multiculturalist agendas on the nationalist, nativist 
European cultures—e.g., Austrian, British, French, Finnish, German, 
Hungarian, Norwegian, Russian, etc., etc.—that define some or another 
emergent, rising We. 

Obviously, for the purposes of this essay, we can’t do anything other than 
acknowledge the existence of all these issues, and also to indicate that, for 
better or worse, one of us (RH) has taken his best shot at addressing them in 
Deep Freedom and Real Persons,18 Kantian Ethics and Human Existence,19 and Kant, 
Agnosticism, and Anarchism.20 

V. The Philosophical Main Event: On the Permissible Use of Force in a 
Non-Coercive, Non-Violent, Broadly Kantian Dignitarian Moral and 
Political Framework 
   So in any case, with all of those important preliminaries in place, we now 
finally turn to the philosophical main event of this essay. 

The sharp and indeed mutually exclusive distinction between an identitarian, 
Statist ethics and politics, on the one hand, and a dignitarian ethics and politics 
on the other, raises the vitally important question of how we should think 
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about the use of force from the standpoint of any dignitarian ethics and politics 
that has a specifically Kantian grounding.21 

And the two basic claims we want to make are that from this standpoint and 
within this framework 

 (i) not only are there permissible and sometimes even 
obligatory uses of what we call minimal sufficiently effective, last resort, 
defensive, protective, and preventive moral force,  

(ii) but also there are permissible and sometimes even 
obligatory uses of civil disobedience. 

Perhaps the most obvious objection to a broadly Kantian dignitarian ethics 
and politics is this one:“Supposing that a broadly Kantian dignitarian ethics and 
politics were to be enacted, then how then could its proponents ever defend 
and protect innocent people against the bad acts of bad people, or prevent 
these bad acts from happening?”  

Or, phrased slightly differently:  

 “How would a broadly Kantian dignitarian ethics and politics ever be able 
to survive the brutality of the real world? Does it have ethical and political 
staying power, such that it can be preserved over a realistically long period of 
time?” 

And here’s our reply.  

Although all coercion is rationally unjustified and immoral, nevertheless 
minimal sufficiently effective, last resort, defensive, protective, and preventive moral force is 
morally permissible, precisely because its fundamental aim is to support and 
sustain human dignity. Correspondingly, we will contextually define “minimal 
sufficiently effective, last resort, defensive, protective, and preventive moral 
force” as follows: 

A rational human agent X is using minimal sufficiently 
effective, last resort, defensive, protective, and preventive 
moral force if and only if X, as a last resort, only either uses 
the smallest sufficiently effective level of violence or threat of 
violence, or deploys the smallest sufficiently effective threat of 
appreciable, salient harm, in order to defend against, protect 
against, or prevent, X her/himself, or someone else, being 
coerced, or having their human dignity directly violated. 

In view of that, when innocent people are threatened, or about to be 
harmed, by bad people, we not only morally can but also morally should protect 
and defend those innocent people against those bad people, and prevent this 
harm from happening, when we’re in a crisis situation and as a last resort, by 
using minimal sufficiently effective, defensive, protective, and preventive moral 
force. 

The upshot, put in much simpler terms, is that if some would-be coercive 
thug tries to punch you and/or innocent oppressed others into submission, and 
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the only minimally sufficient way of defending against, protecting against, and 
preventing, harm to yourself and/or the innocent oppressed others in that 
context, is to punch the thug, then that’s permissible and perhaps even 
obligatory—but that’s not coercion, instead it’s simply the defense and 
protection of one’s own dignity, and the prevention of violations of dignity of 
those who cannot defend themselves. 

Nevertheless, whenever that kind of force is used, one always has to be 
hyper-careful not to cross over the line between non-coercive force and coercive 
force, and fall into the original Statist state of sin (although, of course, Statists 
aren’t the only ones who coerce), even in the name of “social justice.”  

For example, in the hypothetical case we just mentioned, if some would-be 
coercive thug tries to punch you and/or innocent oppressed others into 
submission, and the only minimally sufficient way of protecting yourself and/or 
the innocent oppressed others is to punch the thug, then that’s permissible and 
perhaps even obligatory; but then it would be strictly impermissible to go on and shoot or 
strangle the thug, or to arrange to have him executed “humanely” by lethal injection, or even to 
arrange to have him tortured while many people watched on TV and experienced high levels of 
sanctimonious, vengeful, vicarious enjoyment. 

Of course, in order never (intentionally or knowingly) to cross the line 
between non-coercive force and coercive force, we will need to know, far more 
precisely, what “crisis situation,” “last resort,” “protective,” and “preventive” all 
mean, not only generally but also as applied to a wide variety of different kinds 
of contexts, although we’re not going to attempt that fairly strenuous task in 
this essay. 

But we will note that in a given real-world context, in which an attacker is 
already launching an attack, there’s rarely if ever enough time to try out an 
appropriate array of different kinds or levels of force, or an appropriate array of 
different kinds of weapons, so longstanding experience, training, and skill, and 
various context-sensitive rules-of-thumb, will simply have to take over. 

For example, in the hypothetical punching case, if you are fairly certain that 
the would-be coercive thug will try it again and again, even despite his being 
punched by you on the first round, you might have to break his arm or his leg 
in order to incapacitate him.  

Indeed there is an argument, used for example in a classical text on Samurai 
ethics by the Okinawan karate master Choki Motobu and his Japanese student 
Hironori Othsuka,22 for consistently using more force than seems initially 
necessary. 

The idea is to make the first defensive strike count, so that the first cycle of 
force—for example, trading punches and kicks—does not escalate into a 
progressively worse series of cycles of force, thereby spiralling downward into 
uncontrollable danger and violence. So, on this view, to incapacitate an enemy 
initially is what it means to protect oneself adequately. The downward spiral of 
violence is, as it were, stopped dead in its tracks, before it becomes 
uncontrollable. 

In these connections and also in relation to classical samurai culture, we’ve 
often thought about Akira Kurosawa’s amazing film Seven Samurai when trying 
to formulate a set of working principles for the permissible or even obligatory 
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non-coercive use of force; and there are also, as we’ve already indicated in 
passing, several classical texts on Samurai ethics and Martial Arts ethics that 
provide further important and directly relevant ideas and proposals.23 

All things considered, the crucial things, it seems to us, are the emphases on  

(i) the use of force only in crisis-situations and as a last resort, 
(ii) defense, incapacitation, protection, and prevention, never 

coercion (hence never aggression or cruelty or the purely punitive 
uses of force),   

(iii) minimally sufficient effectiveness, which would naturally 
involve some genuine or even great competence or skill in the 
actual use of the means of force, and  

(iv) rigorous spiritual discipline and training, as vividly 
cinematically exemplified by the seven Samurai in Seven Samurai.  

Martial Arts training is especially focused on (i): that is, the permissible or 
obligatory use of force and a crisis situation are one and the same, because they 
constitute the point at which the Samurai has already done everything in his 
power to prevent this from happening. 

Moreover, as Kurosawa brilliantly points out via the Shimura character, the 
Samurai always lose whenever they win, that is, only the farmers (the oppressed, 
mortally threatened, innocent people) really win, and the Samurai simply have 
to face up to this “human, all-too-human” fact with humility, irony, and a tragic 
sense of life, affirm it, internalize it, and live accordingly.  

This line of thought is deeply existentialist, because the pain and suffering of 
martial arts training, the continuous, rigorous discipline involved, and the 
trauma of having to incapacitate someone else, induce an existential crisis.  

The person defending himself or another must face up to this crisis, grapple 
with it, and ultimately accept responsibility for the consequences of the actions 
he’s performed.This responsibility cannot be shrugged off, because there is no 
one else to hold responsible.  

Thus the responsibility bestowed by martial arts upon an individual 
constitutes, as it were, the deepest and most penetrating look into the existential 
mirror.Therefore, this fundamentally existential dimension must be directly 
incorporated into the set of working principles guiding the permissible or even 
obligatory non-coercive use of force.In Martial Arts practice, the discipline 
required for handling one’s skill responsibly is woven into partner exercises.  

Taking responsibility for the well-being of one’s partner (not opponent!) is a 
powerful tool for becoming acquainted with the existential burden, moral 
content, and moral form of this responsibility.Now we’ll shift gears and 
accelerate forward, by extending our broadly Kantian dignitarian view on the 
permissible use of force to Martin Luther King Jr’s famous doctrine of civil 
disobedience,24 according to an eight-step argument, occasionally supplemented by 
explicative comments. 

That there is a close connection between, on the one hand, moral and 
political issues concerning the permissible use of force, and on the other hand, 
moral and political issues concerning civil disobedience, should not be 
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surprising. As we’ve argued, the use of force in a broadly Kantian dignitarian 
moral and political setting carries with it not only stringent rational and moral 
constraints, but also serious existential responsibility. So it’s obvious that not 
every public demonstration employing force is going to meet these robust 
requiremements.  

Therefore, we’ll spell out how our account can be clearly and smoothly 
extended to civil disobedience, as follows. 

(i) By violence, we mean the use of actually or potentially destructive 
force, and by nonviolence we mean the refusal to use actually or potentially 
destructive force. 

(ii) Violence with respect to people is rarely if ever rationally 
or morally justified; indeed, except in crisis-situation, last-resort cases of 
self-defense against violent attack or in order to protect the innocent from 
violent attack, universal non-violence with respect to people is 
rationally justified and morally obligatory. 

It is crucial to note here that unlike coercion, which is strictly and 
unconditionally rationally unjustified and immoral, violence with respect to people 
is only generally rationally unjustified and immoral, under the assumption that we are 
not encountering a crisis-situation, last-resort case. 

But if we are encountering such a case, then violence with respect to people 
is rationally justified and morally permissible or even obligatory, and this is part-
and-parcel of our moral and political policy of non-violence. 

Indeed, in connection with (ii), we could say that the moral and political 
policy of non-violence concretely emerges in the following simple formula:  

I can hit you, if you do hit me: hence both of us will experience 
pain and suffer; and as long as you do not hit me, then I will not hit 
you.25 

This is, as it were, a “barbed pacifism.” 

(iii) Nevertheless, sometimes it is not only permissible, but 
even rationally justified and morally obligatory, to be non-violent 
with respect to people yet also violent with respect to private 
property, if the relevant private property represents a basic and 
widespread source of violations of respect for universal human 
dignity–e.g., if it’s private property owned by big-capitalist 
conglomerates or corporations, that expresses and implements an 
inherently oppressive social system, such as the symbiotic 
combination of racism, big capitalism, and the coercive authoritarianism of 
the State (for example, of the police and the legal justice system of mass 
incarceration)–and the purpose of the violence with respect to 
private property of this kind is solely to change this inherently 
oppressive social system into something fundamentally better, in 
that it sufficiently respects universal human dignity.26 

(iv) Martin Luther King Jr (henceforth MLK), argues that 
massive non-violent (with respect to people) civil disobedience 
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is required in order to effect fundamental, lasting social change 
for the better in inherently oppressive social systems, and also 
that this non-violent civil disobedience can include “direct 
action” such as the disruption of the daily operations of the 
inherently oppressive symbiotic social system of racism, big 
capitalism, and the coercive authoritarianism of the State, 
perhaps even including violence with respect to private property 
owned by big-capitalist conglomerates or corporations.27 

(v) Although MLK does not explicitly draw this distinction, 
there is nevertheless a basic difference between  

(va) coercion, which (as we spelled it out above) is either (va1) imposing or 
threatening to impose violence on people (primary coercion) or (va2) imposing 
or threatening to impose salient although non-violent harms on people 
(secondary coercion), in order to compel those people to do various things, or 
heed various commands or demands, in order to bring about the purely 
consequentialist or instrumental—that is, either egoistic and privately beneficial, 
or non-egoistic and publicly beneficial, e.g., Utilitarian—ends of the coercer, 
and (vb) non-coercion, which is the refusal to engage in coercion. 

This refusal, it should be noted, is something that is morally and politically 
essentially different from merely refraining from engaging in coercion or violence 
with respect to people for purely consequentialist/instrumental reasons of any 
kind, whether egoistic and privately beneficial or non-egoistic and publicly 
beneficial. 

(vi) Since coercion treats other people as mere means or mere 
things, and not as persons with dignity, it violates sufficient 
respect for human dignity, as well as harming them in various 
ways; hence all coercion is rationally unjustified and immoral, even 
if it is beneficial either for oneself (egoism) or many people (e.g., 
Utilitarianism). 

This especially applies to cases in which coercion is or would be beneficial 
to oneself, if we focus again on the Samurai: if one falls into coercion in order 
to help oneself, it is a reliable sign that one’s spiritual training has failed. And in 
this way, if one’s spiritual training has held up, as for example the seven 
Samurai’s spiritual training has, then they are the warriors who always lose: they are 
the ones who have to do a job they see as necessary, but not necessarily—and 
indeed in all likelihood—neither nice, nor pleasant, nor rewarding for 
themselves.  

They have to live with the knowledge of what they had to do in a crisis-
situation, last-resort case, and that is the tragic part of it: to be prepared to be 
violent, even if it’s rationally justified and morally permissible or obligatory, 
hence fully consistent and coherent with their moral and political policy of non-
violence, exacts a heavy existential cost. 

(vii) So only non-violent (with respect to people—except in 
crisis-situation, last-resort cases), non-coercive civil disobedience 
is rationally justified and morally acceptable for the purposes of 
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effecting fundamental social change for the better in inherently 
oppressive social systems, and only non-violent (with respect to 
people—except in crisis-situation, last-resort cases), non-coercive 
civil disobedient “direct action” or “disruption” is fully consistent 
with MLK’s overall moral and political philosophy, and with a 
broadly Kantian dignitarian ethics and politics. 

Civil disobedience in the morally permissible or even obligatory sense, then, 
is the refusal to heed, or the direct violation of, rationally unjustified and 
immoral commands or laws of the State, for the sake of sufficiently respecting 
universal human dignity; or preventing States and/or corporations from 
continuing to harm universal human dignity. 

As prefigured in the parenthetical material mentioned in step (vii) of the 
argument we just spelled out, it might turn out that when massive non-violent, 
non-coercive civil disobedient “direct action” or “disruption,” including some 
violence with respect to private property, for example, trampling on someone’s 
flowers or grass, or spray-painting some cars or office windows, but essentially 
a peaceful demonstration, is permissible or even obligatory, and actually taking 
place, then the government will suddenly shift into “elite panic” mode, send in 
the riot police, and/or SWAT teams, and/or troops, and use primary coercion.  

And in that case, the otherwise essentially peaceful and non-violent 
demonstrators might also have to use minimal sufficiently effective, last resort, 
defensive, protective, and preventive moral force, possibly even including 
violence with respect to people. 

VI. Conclusion: Back to Our Seven Kantian Samurai 
   Finally, by way of conclusion, let’s return again briefly to our seven Kantian 
Samurai. One can easily imagine a sequel to Seven Samurai in which the three 
remaining masterless Samurai, with four new recruits, not only permissibly but 
even obligatorily, engage in massive, non-violent, non-coercive civil 
disobedience against the Shogunate, leading the peasants in open rebellion. And 
in fact, in an excellent but little-known 1946 film by Kurosawa, No Regrets For 
Our Youth, this theme is explored in a 20th century context. More specifically, 
No Regrets is about non-violent civil disobedience by university students in 
Kyoto against the Shōwa regime in Imperial Japan during the 1930s, and its 
plot-line was jointly inspired by the 1933 Takigawa incident28 and also by the 
Hotsumi Ozaki spy case,29 in which a Japanese journalist was hanged for 
treason by the Japanese government in 1944. 

So we can easily further imagine our seven Kantian Samurai smoothly 
transported forwards in time into the basic plotline of No Regrets For Our Youth, 
because the existential crisis of the moral choice they had to make is a timeless 
theme.  Whenever coercive, violent social institutions emerge, individuals who 
are committed to a broadly Kantian dignitarian ethics and politics must make, 
at the very least, existentially-laden choices and at the very worst existentially 
tragic choices, in order to defend, protect, and preserve their own dignity and 
that of others, especially innocent others. Our conclusion, then, is that even 
though people who are committed to a broadly Kantian dignitarian ethics and 
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politics are fundamentally non-coercive and non-violent people, they are also far 
from being defenseless, passive, or quietist. 

Notes: 
1. (Richie, 1998, p. 103). 
2. (Otsuka, 1997, p. 14). 
3. See (Kant, 1996); and (Weber, 1994, p. 310). 
4. (Hanna, 2018c). 
5. (Hanna, 2019).  
6. See (Plato, 1997, p. 975 = Republic, book I, 331c). 
7. See, e.g., (BBC News, 2002).  
8. In fact, Kant failed to distinguish between free will and autonomy in Groundwork 

of the Metaphysics of Morals. And when this failure is added to the highly plausible 
thesis that moral responsibility requires freedom, it has the disastrous 
implication that no one is ever morally responsible for choosing-and-acting 
immorally. To be sure, taking together the Critique of Practical Reason and Religion 
within the Boundaries of Mere Reason, Kant was finally able to provide the equivalent 
of an adequate free will/autonomy distinction, and thus preserve the 
responsibility-requires-freedom thesis—but unfortunately, his presentation of 
the distinction is not perspicuous. For a clearer version, see (Hanna, 2018a). 

9. See, e.g., (Hanna, 2017).  
10. See (Hanna, 2018c). 
11. See, e.g., (Hanna, 2018b). 
12. See (Hanna, 2108c). 
13. Note that many of the parameters used to group or label individuals are already 

defined by States or other State-like institutions prior to birth. For example, as an 
individual, one has no say at all about which group they are being born into, or 
which criteria of group identity are deemed relevant by States or other State-like 
institutions at the time of their birth. 

14. Indeed, one of us (OP) defends this latter option. It would lead too far afield 
here to explicate all the details. However, one may for instance defend the thesis 
that dignity is a property of persons that can, on pragmatic/regulative grounds 
alone, taken to be true. The real question then becomes how dignity is 
instantiated or manifested in the world of actions and choices, and what effects 
it has on individuals and social institutions. 

15. See, e.g., (Wikipedia, 2019a); (Lewis, 2019); and (Compton, 2019). 
16. See, e.g., (Ramzy, 2019).  
17. See (Milosz, 1955). 
18. See (Hanna, 2018a).  
19. See (Hanna, 2018b). 
20. See (Hanna, 2018c). 
21. There are of course other non-Kantian conceptions of dignity: for example, 

those that flow specifically from honor-cultures. Here, dignity means something 
like “composure” or “face.” Consider, e.g., the story about dignity told in the 
Hagakure (Tsunemoto 2005, p. 173–175). A high-ranking prisoner is about to be 
executed, and his status gave him the right to be beheaded by someone of 
comparable rank. At the last moment, the designated executioner gives the job 
to someone of a lower rank, causing the prisoner to lose his composure or face 
and become hysterical, pleading for his life. This moment was his “loss of 
dignity”—i.e., his loss of composure or face—and not the fact that he was about 
to be executed and literally lose his head. What is at work here is a completely 



92/Philosophical Investigations, Vol. 13/ Issue: 28/ fall 2019 

different picture of what “dignity” means, and it is basically incompatible with 
any Kantian viewpoint.  

22. See, e.g., (Otsuka, 1997); and (Motobu, 1995). 
23. See, e.g., (Munenori, 2006); (Miyamoto, 2006); (Motobu 1995); and (Otsuka 

1997). 
24. See, e.g., (King, 2018). 
25. Notice that this formula is plausible even if one does not subscribe to a broadly 

Kantian dignitarianism. E.g., on Utilitarian, or otherwise non-egoistic and 
publicly beneficial consequentialist grounds alone, one can argue (i) that 
reducing the overall amount of pain and/or suffering in the world is a moral 
obligation, and (ii) that preventing violence does this. In such cases, the 
defender will not be hit, and the attacker will (if he ignores the warning) either 
be hit the minimum number of times, or, (if he heeds the warning) not be hit at 
all. 

26. It should be noted in this connection that there is a slippery slope of cases. If, 
for instance, the protesters are identitarian coercive moralists, imposing their 
ethical and political agenda on others, and doing this essentially for public 
attention and/or egoistic gratification, then this does not count as civil 
disobedience. One can think here also about examples of animal rights activists, 
who – in extreme cases – have picked out individual farmers as targets for 
coercive, violent protests. It would lead us too far afield to work out a complete 
theory here, but for now, it suffices to say that not all groups who claim that they 
are “on the right side” are therefore right. 

27. See (Hanna, 2019); and (Hanna, 2018c). 
28. See, e.g., (Wikipedia, (2019c). 
29. See, e.g., (Wikipedia, 2019b). 
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Abstract 
Human “free will” has been made problematic by several recent arguments 
against mental causation, the unity of the I or “self,” and the possibility that 
conscious decision-making could be temporally prior to action. This paper 
suggests a pathway through this thicket for free will or self-determination. 
Doing so requires an account of mind as an emergent process in the context of 
animal psychology and mental causation. Consciousness, a palpable but 
theoretically more obscure property of some minds, is likely to derive from 
complex animals’ real-time monitoring of internal state in relation to 
environment.  Following Antonio Damasio, human mind appears to add to 
nonhuman “core consciousness” an additional narrative “self-consciousness.” 
The neurological argument against free will, most famously from Benjamin 
Libet, can be avoided as long as “free will” means, not an impossible event 
devoid of prior causation, but an occasional causal role played by narrative self-
consciousness in behavioral determination. There is no necessary 
incompatibility between the scientific and evolutionary exploration of mind and 
consciousness and the uniquely self-determining capabilities of human mentality 
which are based on the former.  
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Introduction 
Among other meanings, “self-determination” is a way of conceiving an 
individual human’s freedom. Rather than implying that a free will must be 
uncaused or unconditioned, self-determination accepts causation or 
conditioning of free acts, as long as they are caused or conditioned by the self. 
“Free” means a certain kind of causality, not absence of causality. But self-
determination is undermined by cognitive scientists who insist that it is 
epiphenomenal, and from sociocultural approaches to personality which make 
the self-other-constituted. I will try to formulate a naturalistic, neurologically 
and socially informed notion of self-determination that preserves it while 
agreeing with critics that self-determination in a full sense plays a limited role in 
our lives.  

Defining self-determination requires defining the self, which is a life’s work.  
I will have to sidestep many deep issues, but basic questions of terminology are 
unavoidable. Is my self me as a human individual, my “person”? Is everything 
that is a property of me a property of my self? What is the difference between 
my self and my mind or consciousness, on the one hand, and all my behaviors 
and bodily states, on the other? Charles Taylor pointed out long ago that while 
all cultures seem to have designations for an individual person and what is hers, 
“self” as a noun distinct from “soul” or “spirit” seems to be a modern Western 
notion, implying that the core identity of the individual is unique, hence 
relatively independent of social role, and interior, distinct from body and 
behavior.(Taylor 1989) That means my self cannot be all of my person, all the 
properties attached to Lawrence Cahoone. At the same time Western 
modernity, starting with Descartes, made mind equivalent to consciousness. If 
self were consciousness, then nothing in the self could be unconscious, 
contradicting both Freud and neuroscience.  We shall have to clarify all these 
questions on our way to self-determination.  

Unfortunately, the topic also requires making fallible guesses about multiple 
controversial issues, like the nature of consciousness and mental causation. 
Some of my background views on these issues must be stated at the outset. As 
a naturalist I accept that all mental states, and what we call the human self, 
depend on and must be caused by neurological states, among other things. 
Some think mental states “emergent” upon neural states. I agree, but for me 
emergence merely accepts that something other than interactions among micro-
components are necessary to explain some of a system’s properties; 
consequently, reductive and emergent explanation can be combined.(Wimsatt 
2007) Also in considering mental causation, I hold that causation is not merely 
efficient; in biology there is downward causation of systems on their micro-
components. Organisms may not be teleological, but they are teleonomic and 
purposive: the wood thrush is designed to fly south to escape the winter, 
regardless of what is in its mind.(Mayr 1974) Last, philosophy of mind is not 
solely about humans. Mind is an animal capacity. Our concept of mind must 
not presuppose language or selves.  
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1. Mind and Consciousness 
   Now to define mind. In Franz Brentano’s classic notion of intentionality a 
mental act by definition contains “something as object within itself,” as an 
“intentional inexistence.”(Brentano 1973, pp. 88-89) Seeing must include an 
image of the something seen. This means two things: the intentional act targets 
or is directed toward an object; and that object is itself intentional, or belongs 
to the act, so it is not physical (it has no mass or volume, for example). The 
intentional content is possessed by, is a property of, the act. Intentionality is 
typically parsed today as “aboutness,” a property possessed by mental states and 
cultural signs (e.g. words, sentences, pictures), but nothing else. However that 
preposition is a bit too strong. Some intentional states are “about” something 
but many are not. My feeling of pain is of pain, not about it (we will return to 
this). 

I suggest that mind is best thought of as a suite of intentional activities with 
intentional content. These activities are sometimes divided into the cognitive 
(perception, memory, imagination, thinking, problem-solving); the affective 
(feeling and emotion); and the conative (desire, motivation, or will). A mind is 
an integrated subset of those activities performed by an organism; not all of 
them are required for a mind to be active or present (i.e. nonhuman minds have 
only some of these abilities.) These activities are intrinsically intentional; that is, 
without the intentional content we could speak of a neurological act but not a 
mental act. This holds independent of the question of the relation of mental and 
neurological acts; if a neural process is mental, it has intentional content. 
Intentional acts are representational in some sense, and some, for example 
perceptions, are subject to accuracy conditions.(Burge 2010) But notice that this 
is not to say that the objects of mind or experience are representations. The 
coyote perceives the rabbit, not an image of a rabbit. Representation is a 
function performed by mental acts and states. 

What about consciousness? In post-1970 analytic philosophy, functionalism 
analyzed mental states to mean representational mental acts that embodied 
propositional attitudes – attitudes toward abstract propositions or properties, 
like “I believe that” or “I hope that” – which could be defined in terms of 
causal relations or a transformation of input into output. Such philosophy of 
mind made mysterious the simplest mental contents, the sheer having of 
“qualia” or “subjective experiences” – like redness, pain, or hunger – and with 
them the “first-person point of view.” Thomas Nagel, John Searle, Frank 
Jackson, and David Chalmers objected that such “phenomenal” consciousness 
could not be dispensed with. However, they continued to think of phenomenal 
qualia as non-representational, “what it is like to be” states (Nagel 1974). 

 But phenomenal consciousness can still be understood as intentional. 
Brentano considered feelings intentional.  The feelings of hunger or pain or 
sensing of redness are still “of” something, and provide information either 
about the world or about the soma of the experiencing organism. But rather 
than acts of mind, consciousness is best conceived as a state or condition of 
those acts.  Consciousness is the type of unified, present-tense availability of the 
mental contents of mental acts to the agent-organism which has them. I say 
“unified” because while there can be many mental acts at the same time, there 
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is only one continuous contemporaneous field of intentional contents at one 
time for an organism (with rare pathological exceptions).  While an organism 
has only one continuous field of consciousness at a time there is a distinction 
among types of consciousness.  

 Antonio Damasio proposed that everything we call consciousness is an 
extension of an animal’s monitoring of its body’s internal states in relation to 
environmental changes, to augment the organism’s forms of auto-regulation 
and behavior control.(Damasio 2000, 2010) This enhanced somatic and 
environmental monitoring endows possessors with naturally selectable 
advantages. Consciousness is based on modifications of drives and feelings 
produced by internal hormonal signaling and immune reflexes.  

Damasio postulated three different levels or types of consciousness. First is 
a minimal or “proto” consciousness that grows out of and accompanies the 
automatic neurological and chemical monitoring of the body’s internal state, 
issuing in feelings, like hunger, heat and cold, pain, fear. Second is “core 
consciousness,” a second-order mapping of the feelings of proto-consciousness 
in relation to images of environmental objects and processes that cause those 
feelings. Last is extended or enhanced consciousness. This is a third-order 
representation of core consciousness as “owned” by the self, yielding an 
autobiographical narrative. It is this which humans usually call consciousness, 
the “self-in-the-act-of-knowing,” where language, inference or reasoning, 
episodic memory and imagination reside. While proto and core consciousness 
presumably are shared by many animals, extended consciousness seems to be 
uniquely human. 

An example may help to distinguish the neurological, the mental, and the 
types of consciousness. An epileptic patient, negotiating a crowded lobby 
during a seizure, walks, perceives, and may non-verbally express emotional 
preferences without knowing it, without the ability to report it, and later deny that 
he or she did so. What do we call this? We can either say there was: a) brain 
functioning but no mental functioning at all (like my brain’s control of my lung or 
kidney function); b) brain-supported mental functioning without any consciousness 
(like my sensation and removal of my hand from a hot stove before I feel the 
pain); or c) brain-supported mental functioning with consciousness of an abnormal 
kind. I think the last is right: there is perceptual consciousness of a kind without 
the episodic memory and reporting ability of full “self” consciousness. What 
about other species? Can a deer wandering through the lobby be perceiving the 
lobby without knowing it? My guess is no. In the case of the diseased human, 
perception, short-term memory, and emotion are proceeding, but without being 
attached to the historical, self-conscious “I know that.” For the deer, it seems 
there is no dividing line between seeing and knowing that it sees, because there is 
no enhanced self-consciousness which can be turned off. The kind of 
“knowing” characteristic of the deer is fully present. 

2. Evolution of Mind  
   Who has a mind? We don’t know, but we can make guesses. It is important to 
remember than all life is sensitive and capable of responding to irritation by 
movement. This is true of bacteria, protists, fungi, and plants. Do they have 
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minds? That is very dubious. It is no virtue to try to subsume life with mind, to 
make mind essential to all life’s achievements. Life is more basic than mind. 
There was more than three billion years of life on earth before multicellularity.  

 We may as well admit our ignorance and say we don’t know what 
experience, mind or consciousness could mean outside the context of complex 
neurology. I will make the fallible guess that mind/experience/consciousness 
require at least four conditions, the last two of which are connected.  

First there must be not only neurons, those specialized animal cells whose 
function is transmission of information, but neural complexity and centralization. 
There must be complex intersections or ganglia of neurons, hence interneurons 
which enable cross-talk between neurons. The Cambrian explosion created the 
major phyla of animal life 565 million years ago, including creatures with small 
nervous systems like jellies, worms, mollusks, and sea urchins. Some simple 
animals have very simple receptor-effector neuronal connections, others have 
nets of neurons without any centralization, yet others have single or multiple 
ganglia of neurons. I imagine mind requires a single, sufficiently large, 
encephalic centralization or brain and/or central nervous system managing a 
centralized non-modular soma. Identifiable centralized brains arise with 
arthropods -- crustaceans, spiders, and insects. 

A more speculative criterion is that mind may be correlated with distal 
perception and targeted action. Feeding in jellies, corals, slugs, and mollusks is 
mostly a matter of opening the mouth or protruding feelers at the right time or 
siphoning sea water. Even worms eat whatever medium they are in, and just 
void whatever isn’t useful. But crustaceans and insects must search, pursue, 
target, flee specific entities, find mates, and learn clues as to their likely 
presence. That is, they are foragers. 

The third and fourth criterion are a two-sided coin, that is, two mutually 
dependent facts: behavioral flexibility and trial and error/success learning, also 
called operant conditioning (Dennett calls such animals “Skinnerian” creatures). 
Flexibility is what permits learning in the first place. If all action patterns are 
fixed from birth, no learning can, or should, take place. All organisms have the 
capacity for short-term acquisition of information through irritability. Simple 
organisms can become habituated or sensitized through repeated stimuli. 
Classical conditioning pairs an innate reflex with a conditioned stimulus. But 
operant conditioning does more; it is the reinforcement or punishment of 
spontaneous behavior. Some call it blind variation and selective retention. It 
requires some memory. While anything with neurons can be classically 
conditioned, operant conditioning has not been found below the level of 
arthropods. The fruit fly, at 150,000 neurons and lobsters with about 100,000 
neurons, seem to have operant learning. Operant learning and a brain capable 
of mental representation may have emerged together. The philosopher Tyler 
Burge ascribes the dawn of mind to arthropods as well (Burge 2010). 

Thus my guess is that mind begins with arthropods, including insects and 
crustaceans, organisms with encephalized nervous systems with around 100-
150,000 neurons. The flower turns toward the sun, the protist reflexively 
withdraws from touch or heat or the wrong chemical gradient, cnidaria digest 
what falls into their tentacles. They are not robots; they are need-driven, 
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homeostatic, living, teleonomic agents, but without mind. The minded animal 
can do more: it can feel hunger and image objects in the environment in relation 
to its own body, permitting the acquisition of distally-targeted, operantly 
conditionaed action sequences.  

But what about consciousness? This is a more difficult question. Here we 
may follow the view of Jaak Panksepp, who like Damasio worked on the 
development of affectivity and its relation to consciousness. Like Damasio he 
argues that consciousness is grounded in affectivity, which is itself a value-laden 
monitoring of somatic state. He differs in emphasizing that affectivity is 
inherently motivational. Primitive feeling or affective states, including 
interoceptive feelings from the viscera (e.g. nausea), simple somatosensory 
feelings (e.g. pain), motivational states (e.g. hunger), and primary emotions (e.g. 
fear), are rooted in the somatic monitoring of soma by the upper brain stem of 
vertebrates. This may be the source of pulses of what Damasio called “proto” 
consciousness. But it may also be that continuous waking core consciousness is 
only found in more advanced, warm-blooded ones, mammals and perhaps 
birds, due to communication between the brain stem and their more complex 
higher brain regions. (We cannot say anything about those uniquely large-
brained and intelligent invertebrates, the cephalopods.) The implication is that 
phenomenal consciousness, “what it is like to be” in a state, is a fundamentally 
affective or value-laden and motivational kind of intentionality, and develops 
only among some vertebrates. That is it may that intentional, mental activity, 
including perception, memory, and cognition are older, but that the affective 
capacity of mind is the root of the state of contents we call “core 
consciousness” and “self-consciousness” and phylogenetically more recent. At 
any rate, humans appear to have evolved from animals possessing full core 
consciousness. 

3. The Hard Problems 
   Now we can turn to the so-called hard problems of mind: how can several 
ounces or pounds of physical tissue produce intentional contents that have no 
mass or volume, and that are not directly third-person observable, like a feeling 
of pain or an image of red? But this is actually only one side of a two-sided 
problem, the other being mental causation. The hard problem cuts two ways: 
how can biological material cause intentional contents, and how can intentional 
acts and contents cause neurons to fire?  

We need not regard this as a uniquely difficult “explanatory gap” in nature. 
It is true we will never explain how the feelings of pain or sensations of red 
arise from cellular or electrical activity, if “explain” means finding all the 
explanandum’s properties in the events or parts of a lower level explanans. But if 
we accept an “emergent” theory of mental properties, as did pioneering 
neuroscientist Roger Sperry (Sperry 1976), the feelings of hunger and pain, and 
the sensation of red, are how certain neural states feel or look to a creature 
capable of feeling and seeing; the feelings and sensations emerge for an 
environmentally-transacting living creature at a certain level of neural 
complexity. One may say the mental content is the semantics produced by the 
neuro-electro-chemical syntax of the living central nervous system or CNS. I say 
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“semantic” because one neural pattern must represent a somatic or 
environmental state for another neural pattern which “reads” it. Nick 
Humphrey regards consciousness as the state of a re-entrant feedback loop, in 
which one efferent neural pattern, caused by stimulus from environment or 
soma, is monitored by, read by, a second pattern which then affects the earlier 
phase (Humphrey 1999, 2006). The nervous system is so constructed that a 
change in a neural signal is read as the qualē we call “cold,” or “pain,” or 
“hunger.” Mind is the emergent semantics of neurological feedback.  

Now, how can intentional content, a feeling or image, causally affect the 
firing of a neuron or release of a chemical? Mental properties depend on neural 
events, but, by Leibniz’s law, are not identical to them: they do not have all the 
same properties. Even if you want to say mental states are physical, they are 
very unusual “physical properties,” without almost all the traits of the neural 
processes they depend on. Lacking those, can they make a causal difference to 
neural processes? I suggest that the mental properties are capable of providing 
“top-down” informational controls on other neural activity, just as cellular 
activity imposes constraints on molecular activity. (This too was Sperry’s idea.) 
We must remember, the brain is not a mechanical set of electrical circuits: it is 
alive, in fact, an enormous colony of living cells. Mind is after all a biological 
phenomenon. 

Alicia Juarrero employed nonlinear dynamics to model mental 
causation.(Juarrero 1999) In her account, the intentional mental content acts as 
an attractor for the dynamic production of neural states; that is, the neural 
firings that produce the relevant mental content, attract and stabilize neural 
activity. This may indeed work through back-propagating neural networks. She 
cites a revealing piece of work by Hinton and Shallice (1991), who modeled 
types of dyslexia with neural networks. With mild or surface dyslexia, their 
model correctly produced syntactic errors, like reading “cat” for cot.” But more 
severe damage, modeling “deep” dyslexia, generated semantic errors, reading 
“bed” for “cot.” That is, the learning rules of the network generated errors that 
converged on meaning identity regardless of syntactic difference. 

Mental causation requires that meanings matter to subsequent neural firing. 
Fred Dretske came to a similar conclusion. A rat may be trained to press a bar 
M that releases food F upon hearing a tone C.  C is thereby recruited as an F-
indicator. It “acquires the function of indicating” F.(Dretske 1988, pp.84) The 
rat has learned and neurologically stored C’s representation of F. C’s 
representation of F has taken on a causal role. As Dretske puts it, “Learning of this 
sort mobilized information-carrying structures for control duties in virtue of the 
information they carry.”(Dretske 1988, p.99, his emphasis) If so, then it may be 
that the animal’s prior learning acts as a “structuring cause” such that the brain 
next time produces a neural content in response to a stimulus because its 
produced neural pattern codes for, represents, an intentional content. The 
brain, in its construction of an intentional monitoring of soma and world, 
learns that some phenomena serve as indicators of success or failure, so the 
brain selectively produces the neural patterns which code for them in response 
to similar stimuli in the future, and these act as attractors for ensembles of 
neural units. If it is the case that neural activity is a dynamic self-organizing 
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system, with downward causation, such that the brain learns to respond to 
stimulation (from inside or outside) by generating neural patterns because they code 
for some mental, semantic property (e.g. a feeling or image), then the mental property 
has made a causal difference to subsequent firings. Somewhere between Juarrero’s 
and Dretske’s approaches, I believe, there lies the key to mental causation. 

4. The Social Self 
   Many things make humans distinctive. I will focus on one: we are uniquely 
social. Daniel Dennett himself argues that the human brain evolved because of 
and through human social communication. This is no discovery; a century ago 
George Herbert Mead argued the same thing. For Mead communication is 
logically and temporally prior to mind; mind emerges through social interaction, 
rather than the other way round. Mead’s famous innovation was “significant 
gesture.” Nonhuman animals make communicative behaviors or gestures in the 
process of “mutual adjustment” – e.g. growling rather than biting. But only 
humans use gesture as sign, significant gesture. Here the gesture acquires 
objective meaning. This requires that A respond to its own gesture from the 
perspective of B. To do so, A must regard herself as an object from the viewpoint of 
B. (Mead 1962, p.47) Mead went on to analyze play and games as the venues in 
which we are trained to occupy the roles and standpoints of others, hence to 
shift among gestural positions. For Mead, mind is the process of significant 
gestures, and self is the organization of a human organism’s set of attitudes 
toward environment, and toward itself from others, as expressed in significant 
gesture. The self is a dialogue between the me – my social roles, what I am for 
others – and the I, which is the individual’s spontaneous contribution to the 
self.  

Referring to Mead, the comparative psychologist Michael Tomasello, in his 
studies on nonhuman and human primates, and psychiatrist Peter Hobson, in 
his studies on human autism, separately track the development of the ability to 
take the perspective of others in the form of the early childhood phenomenon 
of “joint attention.” Infants come to internalize the attitude of the caretaker 
through joint manipulation of an object, like a monkey doll which initially 
frightens the child, but after the caretaker handles it in an amused, pleased way, 
the child does too.  From this, the human child comes to recognize single entities 
(self, other, and objects) as capable of multiple jointly recognized meanings. The doll can be 
scary in one perspective, friendly in another. In play, self can be mom or dad or 
doctor, while yet remaining the same object.  All this is based on taking the 
attitude of the other, which. Hobson calls the “Copernican Revolution” of 
human mentality (Hobson 2002, p.73).  

It appears the human mind does not merely involve or require 
communication in the coordination of activity, but is itself communicative. 
Nonhumans communicate, of course, and are often social. Certainly maternal 
care before weaning carries social learning with it, and often involves 
recognition of individuals. Eusocial insects are almost part of a collective 
organism. Dogs and primates negotiate elaborate status hierarchies. But the 
combination of the human brain, infant-caretaker interaction and culturally 
inherited language has managed to do something more, to socialize animal 
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intentionality. The human individual’s very thought process are social. For 
Tomasello humans have a special kind of intentionality or mind: joint 
intentionality. For the others are in my head, part of the constitution of my psyche, as 
well as present in my public practices. My mind represents them, I incorporate 
and think from their perspectives, take on their roles, converse with them 
internally, exchange signs with them that arouse the same response in my self, a 
self which emerges from my organism but out of my relations to them.  

Both Hobson and Mead regard thinking as an internalized conversation. But 
a conversation among what? Among perspectives. Mary Warnock suggested that 
“the possibility of taking up different perspectives is essential…to having a 
thought about something.”(Warnock 1976, p.171) Thought is a time-traveling 
conversation among socially acquired and imaginatively recombined 
perspectives.  What we call self-consciousness, which I think only humans have, 
is the platform for regarding oneself as one historical-agent-among-others in 
never-ending communicative interaction, deciphering social, objective meanings 
of one’s environment and one’s acts. The narrative self-consciousness ascribed 
to humans by Damasio is intrinsically social. As Mead put it, “this requires the 
appearance of the other in the self, the identification of the other with the self, 
the reaching of self-consciousness through the other”(Mead 1962 p.253). 

5. How Can a Neuro-Social Organism Have Self-determination? 
   But what does this mean for self-determination? If the self is chock full of 
others, or to invoke a phrase, internal relations to others, where is the “I”? 
Indeed, Mead’s socialization of the self led him to say that the I, the 
spontaneous, non-social part of the self, is unknowable. Mead had to posit the I, 
or else the self would be devoid of individuality and spontaneity, would be 
purely social. But he accepted that once the I acts, that act and its consequences 
are part of the me. So I cannot know my I, and neither can you; any knowledge 
would be of a content that is, as soon as it is manifest, by definition part of the 
me. 

A similar problem has been raised more famously by recent neuroscience. 
Certainly much of my behavior is reflexive in the sense of being reflex-like, very 
fast and uncontrolled by conscious awareness. A myriad of stimuli in any social 
environment trip neural wires, setting off responses. A neuroscientist colleague 
once asked me, to make a point, “What are those little worms that make that 
beautiful thread?” “Silk worms,” I answered. He immediately asked, “What do 
cows drink?” “Milk” I answered. His point was I was not in charge of my own 
head. Neurons coding for triumphalism then fired in his head. 

The most direct neuroscientific critique of self-determination began in 1985 
when Benjamin Libet asked subjects to, without planning, flick their wrists 
while simultaneously noting the precise moment when they felt the impulse to 
do so.(Libet 1985) The reported impulse preceded the flick by about half a 
second. But he also found that a “readiness potential” in the cortex (or RP) 
preceded the reported impulse by another third of a second. It appears that 
when I voluntarily act, even before the brain activity that is my knowing I am 
about to act, my brain has already begun preparing the act. My brain starts the act 
before I am aware of what I am about to do. Libet’s work and that of many 
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subsequent researchers appear to put “you” or your conscious self “out of the 
loop” of decision making, as an epiphenomenal accompaniment.  

But this shouldn’t have been surprising. Doesn’t the mere fact of 
supervenience of mental events and contents on neural events mean that a 
mental content, like a decision, must be the product of a temporally prior neural 
state? A mental act and the neural event its supervenes on must each take time. 
The earliest stages of that neural activity likely precedes the complete 
appearance of the mental content belonging to it. If you accept that mental 
states supervene on neural states, then we probably can’t make decisions, or 
follow a felt impulse, unless that decision and impulse emerges into 
consciousness after the neural state has already begun to evolve. 

There is a very sensible answer to this, and Dennett made it. It is about 
time. If we, like Zeno, try to locate one unanalyzable instantaneous moment of 
decision as the sole precursor or cause of an act, we will never get to it – or if 
we do, it will not be integrable into either our neural or mental life. Such a 
simple moment could not be causally related to the continuous activity of the 
central nervous system. The RP is the initial neural registration of a wish that 
reaches the threshold of conscious experience after that, and then eventually 
produces an act. Dennett writes, “we can see that our free will, like all our other 
mental powers, has to be smeared out over time, not measured at instants…. 
You are not out of the loop; you are the loop…. You are not an extensionless 
point.”(Dennett 2003, p.242) This is the same thing that Velmans has called 
“preconscious free will” (Velmans 2003). 

Determination of behavior by self-consciousness can after all occur in 
multiple ways. Libet himself later recognized that while RP initiation of an act 
starts before the conscious impulse, the act can be consciously “vetoed” just a 
couple hundred milliseconds before motor neurons are fired. (This has been 
called, instead of free will, “free won’t” in Libet 1999.)  Many acts based on 
prior learning, habit, and discipline cannot be initiated by a conscious act 
because it would be too slow.  Dennett points out that the tennis player 
consciously decides beforehand how to respond to a later possible shot. Such 
“pre-commitment” makes a great difference in reaction time, in effect creating 
a reflexive or reflex-like respoonse, so that a later conscious decision will be 
unnecessary. Is such an act not consciously planned? As Damasio puts it, 
“nonconscious control is a welcome reality,” indeed, indispensable, and “can be 
partly shaped by the conscious variety” of control.(2010, p.269) We must 
download control of many activities to unconscious processes to “save 
workspace” for conscious processing. 

And while a mental state can only arise after the beginning of the neural 
process that creates it, it can be maintained simultaneous with it and be causal 
thereby. A grizzly bear walks into my view: my conscious perception lags 
behind my initial sensory response to the bear, which itself lags behind the 
bear’s movement. But as the bear stands staring at me staring at her for seconds 
that feel like hours, the neural state and the mental state are contemporaneous. 
It has been known since the James-Lange theory that our behavioral emotional 
response can be initiated before the feeling. But that doesn’t mean the fear and 
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pain play no causal role in the process, only that they are not causal at the 
initiation. They can be causal for maintaining or curtailing the response. I may 
start running from the bear before I feel fear, but the continuing fear may keep 
me running. I may begin to remove my hand from the hot stove as a reflex 
before I feel the pain; but it is the pain afterwards, the phenomenal feeling, that 
motivates me to plunge my hand in ice water. Without that feeling I would do 
nothing to staunch the tissue damage. Among reflex-like behaviors, dispositions 
and habits, my conscious self can incline towards one or another, or “take 
sides” as Vellman suggests. I am indeed partly constituted by mechanisms that 
handle input automatically. In fact I depend on and even train such 
mechanisms consciously. They are part of the I. But the very fact I train them 
means they are not all of the I. 

We must also not understand the “unity” or “identity” of the self on the 
wrong model. Even material and nonhuman biological systems differ in their 
degrees of unity or “entification.” Compare a material ensemble (e.g. a cloud) 
or an ecosystem, to a modular organism (e.g. a plant) or a colonial “organism” 
(slime mold), to a sea squirt that digests its own brain versus a dog whose 
centralized nervous system is essential to life. The relation of whole to part and 
the dictation of boundary conditions are different in each. The human self 
appears to be a process, not an entity, particular an historical process, whose 
ensemble of mental contents, constructed by embodied neurology, can have 
varying degrees of unity or multiplicity. That the self is a social process means 
we should not expect it to have the unity of a stone or a tree.  

6. Self-Determination and the I 
   Let us finally bring all this together and try to address our question. We can 
say all organisms are auto-determining in the sense that they maintain their bodies 
and manipulate their relations with environment to achieve ends. They are 
teleonomic agents. Psychologically endowed animals – arthropods, cephalopods, 
and vertebrates, in my hypothesis -- are agents in yet another sense, that they 
have a stream of core conscious intentional contents that can play a causal role 
in determining and sustaining their actions. This is teleological agency, or mental 
auto-determination. Lastly, we haves selves, that is, a narrative consciousness of 
the proceedings of our minded organisms, capable of long term episodic 
memory and imagination of the future, and locating our own perspective within 
a vast number of other, social perspectives. Notice that this looks a lot like 
Aristotle’s tripartite notion of the soul, or psyche: at the lowest level, 
characteristic of all organisms, there is growth, metabolism, and sensitivity, 
where he put plants, but we could add bacteria, protists, fungi, and 
unencephalized animals; at the next level there are animals with desire, 
perception, and action, to which I would add core consciousness. Last is the 
human social self-consciousness, which emerges from the former. 

Right now, my organism, through its brain, is maintaining its homeostatic 
parameters, and my conscious mentality has nothing to do with it. Some of my 
behavior is guided by core consciousness without self-consciousness; I shift 
from one foot to another, or change my posture, maybe even scratch an itch; I 
have no self-consciousness of the movements of my tongue and larynx as I 
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speak. Once I have learned a complex behavior which has become habitual for 
me, like driving to work, my organism and core consciousness carry it out, with 
my self consciousness acting only as monitor and memoirist, not as motor. The 
activities of organism and core conscious mind continue to feed information to 
self-consciousness, their contents are read by, taken up into, historical 
consciousness, which incorporates some of them into its narrative of agency, 
but the self-consciousness is not functioning as the driver most of the time.  

It would be bizarre not to label all the activities in the preceding paragraph 
“mine.” In everyday life there is no reason to deny that what is mine, me, or my 
person, belongs to my self. Self functions as the communicative social agent of 
the human organism, which understands itself as the possessor of all experience 
or intentionality of the body.  The self of self-consciousness, while monitoring, 
also occasionally intervenes to skew, interrupt, alter, encourage or veto actions. 
We can legitimately say the self-conscious social agent named Lawrence 
Cahoone did my acts, even if it was not the motor driving them. That is, even 
what my self does not cause remains within what in everyday social and legal 
life we call responsible agency, because my self can veto the habit of the 
moment. I could have stopped speaking. THERE. I just did. For social, legal, 
civic and moral purposes, we may say that to be self-determining means to have 
self-consciousness turned on, as it monitors, records, adjusts and occasionally 
vetoes acts. Dennett calls this self an ambassador or public relations agent, 
rather than a CEO. A manager of groups of ambitious professionals, or a coach 
of independent athletes, like a Davis Cup team, might be a better analogue. 

But philosophically and morally, we are looking for something more. What 
would self-determination in a fuller normative sense mean? It would have to 
mean more than the monitoring/adjusting/narrative self just described. It would 
have to mean that the self of self-consciousness: a) recognizes a relatively 
higher percentage of the totality of core consciousness and its organism, or 
knows a lot more of its person; b) makes a decision that certifies a single 
perspective as dominant; and c) thereby guides action. That means rejecting 
other parts and perspectives of self in the act. The self only knows some things 
about its organism and mental contents; it can be wider or narrower, be aware 
of more or less. It can occasionally expand its reach, its monitoring, and select. 
Self-determination in the fuller sense requires an assertion of perspectival 
decisiveness based in a self-consciousness of the complexity of the individual 
and its social-environmental position. I am not talking here about deliberation 
or intellect, only self-determining choice. In these choices, the self, which never 
ceases to be organismic, psychic, and social, creates or discovers a position or stance 
that it certifies and enforces. This may occur in moments of great stress and 
struggle between alternatives, or quietly in a realization of one’s right direction, 
or even, in a different form, in the unquestioned simplicity of one’s character. 
The self is deciding or selecting what the self is to be. Such moments are 
probably rare.  

So we are self-determining agents in two ways: a) we autobiographically 
monitor, anticipate, review, and edit our actions; and, b) our selves are capable of 
recognizing, remaking or reorienting themselves around some perspective 
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which guides action. In the latter case we could say the self reconstructs and 
simplifies itself into the executive I that Mead believed could not be characterized. 
He was partly right: for this I is a doing or making, not something to be known 
except in retrospect. This I is probably best understood as a special state that 
self-consciousness can enter into, changing its relation to core consciousness 
and organism. Its rhetoric need not be egoic. The crystallizing, simplifying 
decision can affirm an identification with something supra-personal, like family, 
institution, collective, idea, or project. The I thereby asserts itself as contentless 
except for its identification. I think it is in such cases that we can begin to talk 
about something spiritual arising in the human process.  
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  I am aware that my purpose to speak about the topic: “Important aspects of 
Edmund Husserl’s phenomenology and phenomenological philosophy that 
could not be known through Husserl’s own publications during his lifetime” 
sounds very ambitious. But this question is also addressed to all those here 
present who have edited one or the other volume of the Husserliana and to all 
those who have read parts of the Husserliana. I shall try to answer this question 
from the limited point of view of my own philosophical interests, of the three 
volumes edited by myself and of what I have read in some others of the now 
about 40 volumes of the Husserliana. I confess that I didn’t read all these 
volumes and that I have forgotten much of what I have read, even forgotten 
much of the texts I published myself. And I try to answer this big question in 
the limited time of a lecture which should not last longer than one hour. 
Therefore I have to make choices. And finally I am sadly aware that my limited 
English confines still more my limited thoughts. 

I shall approach the following subjects: 
First: Husserl’s phenomenological analyses of the constituting 

corporeal subjectivity (leibliche Subjektivität), 
Second: Husserl’s phenomenological analysis of the conditions of 

possibility of representifications (Vergegenwärtigungen), 
Third: Husserl’s concept of I-consciousness (Ichbewusstsein),  
Forth: Husserl’s conception of transcendental subjectivity as 

intersubjectivity,  
Fifth: The development of Husserl’s conception of 

phenomenological philosophy, 
Sixth: Husserl’s metaphysics.  

1. Husserl’s phenomenological analyses of the constituting corporeal 
subjectivity (leibliche Subjektivität) 
   I have here in mind above all the lectures from the summer-half-year 1907 
Ding und Raum, edited in Hua XVI by Ullrich Claesges (Husserl 1973d), and the 
three volumes Phenomenology of Intersubjectivity, Hua XIII, XIV and XV edited by 
myself (Husserl 1973a,b,c). In the lectures on Ding und Raum the constitution of 
perceptual things and of perceptual space is analysed as an intentional activity 
of the bodily subject, seeing, touching, and kinesthetically moving itself around. 
This analysis shows that the perception of things and of space by the senses is  
not simply a form of receptivity or passivity, as is traditionally thought, but that 
the perception of things and of space is also an intentional activity of the 
constituting corporeal subject. For Husserl therefore intentional activity of 
the subject is not a prerogative of the thinking subject, of the Cartesian the ego 
cogito or of the Kantian “Ich denke”, but  intentional activity of the subject is 
also kinesthetically moving itself around and constituting thereby 
subjective space and the things in it.  
In many texts of the three volumes Phenomenology of Intersubjectivity the self-
perceived own body here and the perceived body over there is a condition of 
possibility of intersubjectivty. Without the experiences of my own body and of 
foreign bodies intersubjectivy would not be possible. Leibniz too has defended 
the thesis that every finite monad qua point of view on the world must have a 
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body, and that purely spiritual finite monads, such as the angels in Scholastic 
philosophy, are not possible. But Leibniz did not give to this thesis a 
phenomenological foundation as Husserl did. However Husserl did it not in his 
publications during his lifetime.         

2. Husserls phenomenological analyses of the conditions of possibility of 
representifications (Vergegenwärtigungen) 
   According to Husserl, representifications are for instance the remembering of 
one’s own past, the thinking ahead about the future, the empathy (Einfühlen) in 
the experience of other subjectivities, i. e. other human beings and animals. 
Representifications are further the pure imaginations, so as the imagination of a 
battle between centaurs and dragons, and the imagining of possibilities and also 
picture-consciousness. In classical European philosophy nearly nothing can be 
found about this vast field of representifications, except about remembering. 
Plato talked about anamnäsis in order to explain how the human soul is able by 
itself, without perception and teaching from outside, to know mathematical 
truth and the whole world of ideas. Aristotle wrote in his last years the small 
but excellent text Peri mnämäs kai anamnäseos (“About memory and 
remembering”). Saint Augustin wrote in his Confessiones in the famous chapter 
about time about the imagines of his remembering. The English empiricists, 
Locke and Hume, wrote about problems of memory. In personal Memoirs 
remembering was exercised; in Freud’s psycho-analytic practice remembering 
was used’ there are research works on memory by psychologists of modern 
times. Remembering plays a very important role in human life, but it is never 
philosophically reflected as it deserves. But representifications as a systematic 
whole, including not only remembering, but also the other forms of 
representifications were never philosophically analysed and discussed before 
Husserl.  

In his Critique of Pure Reason, Kant distinguishes between transcendental 
Aesthetic and transcendental Logic (Kant 1998). “Transcendental Aesthetic” 
has to do with time and space as the conditions of possibility of intuition, and 
therefore as the conditions of possibility of mathematics and geometry and of 
empirical perception; “transcendental Logic” has to do with the conditions of 
possibility of concepts and judgments and logical conclusions and therefore as 
the conditions of possibility of the modern empirical sciences. Kant speaks in 
his “transcendental Logic” also about three modalities of judgments: 
problematic judgments, affirming judgments (assertorische Urteile), and 
apodictic judgments. As far as I understand, a problematic judgment would 
have the form “possibly x is a”. But Kant did not ask the question: Which are 
the conditions of possibility of a judgment about possibilities; one of these 
conditions would be representification of possibilities. Representifications 
(Vergegenwärtigungen) in the sense of Husserl do nowhere appear in the 
Critique of Pure Reason. 

In Formal and transcendental Logic (which has the subtitle “Essay of a Critic of 
the Logical Reason” and was published in 1929) Husserl writes in the last 
paragraph (§ 107) about evidence of the “outer” (sensual) experience and the 
evidence of the “inner” experience but nothing about representifications 
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(Husserl 1969). He writes in this work also about the relation to the world 
(“Weltbezogenheit”) of traditional logic (§ 102). I think this relation to the 
world is the reason why representifications do not play a role in traditional logic 
and theory of knowledge. The world investigated in natural sciences is not a 
remembered or possible world, but what is for us present of this world, even if 
this world has, as we scientifically conclude, a long past and a future. Even 
scientific history of mankind or scientific history of an individual person does 
not investigate our remembered representified past, but investigates some for-
us-present documents about the past or some present statements of some 
for-us-present persons, even if this person speaks about what she remembers 
or what she will do in the future.  

Husserl was probably the first philosopher to investigate systematically the 
vast field of representifcations as shows Husserliana XIII about 
intersubjectivity (Husserl 1973a) and then above all in volume XXIII, entitled 
“Imagination, Conscience of pictures and Remembering”, edited in 1980 by 
Eduard Marbach (Husserl 1980). For Husserl, knowledge consists not only in 
sensual perception and in conceptual judgments, but also in intuitive 
representifications. And intuition (Anschauung) is for him not only sensation as 
for Kant but also representificational intuition. This systematic philosophical 
discovery of the vast field of intuitive representifications, which are neither 
intuitive sensations nor conceptual judgements, seems to me a revolutionary 
discovery in philosophy. This revolutionary discovery was made known to 
the public by some editors of the Husserliana.  

3. Husserl’s concept of the consciousness of I (Ichbewusstsein)1 
   In 1912, during the process of writing of the first and second volume of his 
Ideas (Husserl 1976), the first book of which was published in 1913, Husserl, by 
describing the phenomena of attentiveness (Aufmerksamkeit) and of positing 
(Setzen), introduced the idea of a pure I. Before writing this work in 1912 he 
has never mentioned such an idea in the context of attentiveness and positing 
or anywhere else. As Eduard Marbach (1974, ch. 6) has shown in his book Das 
Problem des Ich in der Phänomenologie Husserls, Husserl introduced this idea in the 
first book of his Ideas only after many hesitations. In § 57 of this work he 
refers for this idea to Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason: “The ‘I think’ has necessarily 
to accompany all my presentations (Das ‘Ich denke’ muss alle meine 
Vorstellungen begleiten können.)”.  In § 80 Husserl writes that in the attentive 
experiences (in den aufmerkenden Erlebnissen) the I lives actually, and in § 37 
he writes that in these experiences the I is turned towards (zugewandt) the 
intentional objects, that the I is directed towards them. Describing these 
attentive experiences, Husserl speaks also of “a ray of looking (Blickstrahl)”, 
going from the I to the intentional object, or of a “ray of the I (Ichstrahl) going 
from the I to the intentional object and from the intentional object to the I” (§ 
92). About the non-attentive experiences (nicht aufmerkende Erlebnisse) 
Husserl writes, that they lack the special relation to the I” (§ 80). In § 122 of 
the Ideas I  Husserl writes: “Positing […] is the free activity and spontaneity of 
the pure I. [These positions] are radiations (Ausstrahlungen) out from it as from 
the most original source (Urquelle) of its productions (Erzeugungen) (Husserl 
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1976, p. 281)  According to these quotations about the connectedness between 
attentiveness and positing on the one hand and the pure I on the other, the 
pure I seems necessarily to be part of the structure of a special sort of 
experiences, namely the attentive and the positing experiences.  For Husserl 
then, Kant’s formula in his Critique of Pure Reason would have to be transformed 
in the following manner: The ‘I think’ has necessarily to accompany all my 
attentive and positing presentations (Das ‘Ich denke’ muss alle meine 
aufmerksamen und setzenden Vorstellungen begleiten können.)”  

Some phenomenologists have criticized this idea of a pure I, mainly Jean-
Paul Sartre in his “La transcendance de l’Ego” (Sartre 1992) and Aaron Gurwitsch 
in different articles (Gurwitsch 2010). From the phenomenological point of 
view the question is for me: By being attentive to something or by having an 
attentive experience (ein aufmerkendes Erlebnis), or by positing something as 
real,  am I also necessarily conscious of a pure I or, what Husserl later 
called, of an I-pole (Ichpol)?  I would answer: No. For instance by purely 
looking attentively to the sensually perceived signs of this paper before me and 
positing them as real, I am not conscious of an I; in a pure attentive sensation I 
am not conscious of a “ray of the I (Ichstrahl), going from the I to the 
intentional object and from the intentional object to the I”. And purely in 
positing something by sensation as real, I am not conscious of “radiations 
(Ausstrahlungen) out from an I as most original source (Urquelle) of its 
productions (Erzeugungen)”.  

Someone could object to me: “You said: ‘In an attentive and positing 
sensation of something I am not conscious of a ray of the I’; this proves, that 
you are conscious of your I.” I would reply: “By saying ‘In an attentive and 
positing sensation of something I am not conscious of a ray of the I’, I was 
reflecting upon an attentive experience; that was the reason why I said “I am 
not conscious”. But when I do not reflect on an attentive and positing 
sensation, there is no conscience of such an I, and I am not always reflecting on 
what I am doing. 

Husserl’s thesis, that attentiveness and positing, for instance attentiveness 
and positing in sensation, contains already a pure I, would have the strange 
consequence, that a cat, watching attentively before a mouse-hole and positing 
the hole and the mouse inside of it, would be immediately conscious of a “ray 
of the I (Ichstrahl), going from the I to the intentional object and from the 
intentional object to the I”. 

Reflection presupposes representification (Vergegenwärtigung). 
   In Hua XIII (Husserl 1973a), text Nr. 10, written in the years 1914 or 1915, 
about different representifications, and in the text Nr. 15 of the same volume, 
written in September 1918 about reflection in representification, Husserl shows 
that explicit consciousness of I appears in a reflection inside 
representifications.  

Text Nr. 10 written in 1914 or 1915 has the following Husserlian title: 
“Studies about intuitive representifications, i. e. remembering, imagination, 
representifications by images, with the special concern for the question of the 
thereby representified I and the possibility to represent I’s”. Husserl remarks 
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concerning these studies: “The aim of these studies was to learn something 
about the special sort of representification called empathy” (Hua XIII, p. 288 
note 1). It seems to me that the guiding question of these studies is the 
following (I quote Husserl): “Is it not true of every representification that in a 
certain manner I am co-present [dass ich in gewisser Weise dabei bin] [in what 
is representified]?  And can I, after all, represent experiences other than my 
own? How does the difference between my own experiences and foreign 
experiences, between my own ego and foreign egos, originate? Whatever I may 
representify, is representified as something in intentional experiences, in aspects 
[Apparenzen], in sense-data, in apprehensions, in attentions, etc., and these 
experiences are reproductively modified. But when I become [intuitively] 
absorbed in them, do they then not remain before me as my own 
representified experiences?” (Hua XIII, p. 298) 

In these studies Husserl analyses first pure fantasy, second, consciousness 
of pictures, third, remembering and finally empathy (Einfühlung). By reasons 
of time limitation, I leave here out Husserl analysis of pure fantasy. 

 About the I in the pictorial world, Husserl says: “I behold in the picture 
this Greek cemetery represented [dargestellt] in it. Do I not have a position 
here, a relative place in the world of imagination from which I look at the 
cemetery as I do? Does not the appearance of a thing refer to a “here,” to a 
zero point of orientation? Certainly! […] But the ego, as this accidental, 
empirical ego, does not belong to it. The body could be arbitrarily transformed, 
but the picture would not be troubled by it. Only what belongs to the 
constitution of the appearance [of the Greek cemetery] cannot be taken away, 
and thus neither can be taken away the zero point of orientation, which itself 
can be changed. The “picture” is a “view” of a landscape. That is not a singular 
appearance, but a unity constituted by running through a manifold of 
appearances. […] I must look with my eyes in different directions. […] 
Consequently, I am necessarily co-present [dabei sein] after all. (Hua XIII, 
290f.)  

“Looking with my eyes” means here, according to Husserl, a real kinesthetic 
movement of my real eyes, and at the same time a movement of my “ideal” 
eyes looking around in the represented Greek cemetery. “The kinesthetic data 
are apprehended as actual movements of my eyes and at the same time as […] 
quasi-movements of my eyes, namely, images (perceptual images) of 
movements of eyes” (Hua XIII, p. 292). 

 This is not only true for the visual aspect of the Greek cemetery 
represented as picture-object: “Am I not also co-present tactually and with all 
my senses? The imagined landscape [in the picture] contains marvelously 
smelling flowers, between the rocks flow cool springs, swelling moss invites me 
for a rest. […] Am I thus not fully and completely co-present as a bodily-mental 
ego? What can I strike away [from the scene]? My body could be different[.] 
[…] The kinesthetic systems and the systems of appearances motivated by 
them, visually and tactually, are absolutely necessary.” (Hua XIII, p. 293)  

I think the I appearing in this Husserlian text is still an abstract ego. It is not 
me, the existing ego, but neither is it the Kantian ego of the transcendental 
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apperceptions, which has no kinesthetic systems and no sense perceptions 
(sensations).  

  About the I in the remembered world Husserl writes in this text from 
the years 1914 or 1915, that this remembered I is identical with the actual, 
remembering ego. The remembering ego, through the sequence of its 
remembering acts, extends back in the past as an enduring ego. The 
remembered ego is an embodied ego like the actual remembering ego. (I quote:) 
“The highest subject, which performs the coincidence of identification 
[between the remembered and the remembering ego], is the pure ego.” (Hua 
XIII, p. 303). 

For myself, I find it difficult to see three egos in this account of 
remembering: the remembered ego, the remembering ego and the synthesizing 
(identifying) pure ego. I would say that there exists only one ego, which by 
reflection in remembering becomes conscious of itself: “I have done this, I 
have seen that.” I become conscious of myself as I, by reflexively remembering 
what I have done, or in the case of looking forward to my future by reflexively 
foreseeing, planning or deciding what I will or shall do. I dare say that an 
animal living only in its present surrounding world, having a multiplicity of 
different sensory and perceptual presentifications (“Gegenwärtigungen”) but 
no representifications (“Vergegenwärtigungen”), cannot reflect on its own 
intentional acts or intentional experiences and therefore has no ego-
consciousness. 

“In empathizing, Husserl writes, I only represent another I by 
representing myself with the body of the other and in the situation of the 
other. The ‘me’ is not yet differentiated here in the sense of the I and You. But 
we understand: Exactly as I am [by remembering] co-present (Dabei) in my 
[rembered] past, or [by imagining] in a fiction, likewise I am co-present in the 
psychic life of the other, representified by myself in empathy. But this being-co-
present is not linked with the requirement of identification, as it is in my 
remembering of my past. The essence of remembering, the essence of the flow 
of consciousness, requires identification [of the I], carrying it necessarily with it. 
This being co-present (Dabei-sein) of the I [in remembering]  is not linked with 
the requirement of contradiction [as it is in empathy]. [In empathy] the ego as 
the subject of the imagined [representified] acts shatters in contradiction with 
the given [acts of my I]. By the “requirement” brought forth by the foreign 
body, by the apperception [of foreign experiences], which is one with the 
[experience of the] foreign body, we have the positing of a life of 
consciousness, of sense fields, mental acts, etc. This positing remains without 
contradiction with anything of the actually given, and thus is maintained as a 
positing.” (Hua XIII, p. 319f.)  

Explicit I-consciousness needs not only representification but reflection 
inside representification. In the text Nr. 15 of Husseriana XIII, written in 
September 1918, Husserl distinguishes between direct, simply 
representifying empathy and oblique, reflectively representifying empathy: 
“Direct empathy […] is natural empathy, and necessarily always the first one. 
The whole experience that we call “empathy” is of such a kind that it 
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encompasses a representification through which the direct doxic intention is 
directed towards what is experienced [the experienced things, objects] by the 
other subject. On the other side, oblique, reflexive empathy is such that it is 
directed towards either the phenomena in the [other’s] experience, the aspects 
[of the things the other experiences], the sensual data, the apprehensions, or the 
experiencing […] subject, [id est, the experiencing other I]” . (Hua XIII, p. 
401f.)   

In Hua XIV (Husserl 1973b), text Nr. 15, written in 1923, Husserl writes: 
“The other is attainable for me in a double manner: not only by putting myself 
in his life in the mode of living-with while I am thematically directed [towards 
his experienced world], but also in reflection on his I and on his experiences 
and, at the same time, on the objects of which he is aware, which he posits and 
which I posit with him by taking them over undoubtedly.” (Hua XIV, 317) 

What Husserl says about empathy can be said analogously also for instance 
about remembering or planning my future: By reflection in remembering I am 
aware that I have seen this or I have done that or I have not done that and by 
reflection in planning my future I am aware, that I shall hear this or done that. 

 I arrive to the conclusion of my point 3: The phenomenological I-
consciousness in its most fundamental form appears, according to Husserl, 
through reflection in representification. This knowledge about the 
phenomenology of Husserl we do not achieve by reading Husserl’s works 
published during his life-time and probably even not by having attended to his 
lectures but only by having read some volumes of the Husserliana. This is so 
because all texts quoted in the third subject of my lecture: “Husserl’s concept of 
the consciousness of I (Ichbewusstsein)” are “Forschungsmanuskripte”, i.e. 
soliloquising manuscripts of research. 

4.Husserl’s conception of the transcendental subjectivity as 
intersubjectivity 
   In Husserliana VIII (Husserl 1959), edited by Rudolf Boehm, Annex (Beilage) 
XX, written probably in the years 1921/22 2, Husserl writes: “Originally, I 
placed too much emphasis in this reduction [to pure consciousness] on the 
stream of consciousness, as if the reduction were a reduction to it. In any case, 
this was my first conception of the introduction of the phenomenological 
reduction in the year 1907 [in the “Five Lectures” (Husserl 1950)]. There is a 
fundamental error in this conception, but one that is not easily rendered 
transparent. This error is abolished with the “extension” of the 
phenomenological reduction to monadic intersubjectivity in the lectures of 
autumn 1910/11 [that is in the lectures “Grundprobleme der Phänomenologie” 
published in Husserliana XIII as text Nr. 6]. Already at that time [in autumn 
1910/11] I pointed out that seemingly the reduction to the “stream of 
consciousness” results in a new solipsism. However, the difficulty is solved by 
making clear that the reduction leads not only to the actual stream of 
consciousness […]. The further elucidation rests upon the demonstration of the 
double reduction, to which all representifications [Vergegenwärtigungen] can 
be submitted, i.e., the reduction of the representifications as present 
experiences [gegenwärtige Erlebnisse], and the reduction “in” the 
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representifications [the reduction of what is represented in the 
representifications].” (Hua VIII, p. 433f.) 

Instead of speaking of a “double reduction,” it seems to me better to say 
that in those lectures of the years 1910/1l Husserl transformed the quasi-
solipsistic phenomenological reduction by expanding it to the transcendental 
intersubjective field. This expansion is a reflexive explicitation of the 
representifying acts of empathy of the phenomenologizing ego. In fact, “double 
reduction” cannot mean two reductions, it means in fact two steps in one 
transcendental reduction. In 1921, when Husserl began to prepare his never 
written “new systematic work,” he reread and annotated the text of these 
lectures from 1910/11 and added at least four texts about the transcendental 
reduction to intersubjectivity achieved in these lectures (published in Hua XIII 
as annexes (Beilagen) XXVII, XXVIII and XXX and in Hua XLII (Husserl 
2014) as annex XVIII). This indicates that, at that time, he planned to base this 
philosophy not only on one transcendental ego or a singular consciousness, but 
on transcendental intersubjectivity (cf. Hua XIV, p. 3, note 1). By my 
representifying act of remembering, my own past stream of consciousness is 
included in the transcendental field. Similarly, by my representifying act of 
empathy, intentional acts of other consciousnesses with their objective 
intentional correlates are included in this field. The transcendental sphere is no 
longer an ‘immanent’ sphere in the sense of being the sphere of all that appears 
to me, since other egos in their spheres have ‘things’ existing through 
appearances for them. 

Whereas Kant’s “transzendentales Ich” does not allow for a plurality of Is, 
Husserl’s transcendental or absolute subjectivity is, like Leibniz’ universe of 
monads, an intentionally unified plurality having God, the “monad of monads” 
(the unity of unities), as its highest principle. The ordinary subjectivities of the 
others are intentionally included in the transcendental field as “transcendences” 
by my acts of empathy and by my social acts. God is included in this 
transcendental field on two grounds: first, as a condition of the possibility of 
the subjective constitution of the cosmic order of a world out of the factual and 
for us “accidental” hyletic data (Husserl speaks of God as a postulate of 
reason); and, second, as the telos of the transcendental-genetic development of 
human rationality and love. 

Husserl’s “double reduction” consists, first, in the transcendental reduction 
to an abstract, solipsistic, Cartesian ego and then, as a second step, in extending 
the transcendental field by including other subjects in it. These other subjects 
are the intentional correlates of the empathic and social acts of my own 
concrete ego. As these other subjects are representified in my concrete 
subjectivity as my co-subjects (or co-constituting subjects), they are 
representified as constituting together with me our common intersubjective 
world from their own different “points of view” in their own constituting 
intentional acts. They are in turn representified by me as reciprocally including 
my own subjectivity by constituting me through their different kinds of 
empathizing and social intentional acts. 

Until the end of his life, Husserl emphasized the parallelism between on the 
one hand remembering (in a broad sense), which constitutes the whole 
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lifestream of the ego, and, on the other hand, empathy, which constitutes the 
lifestreams of other egos. In this way, through representification, the whole 
universe of human monads is cognitively constituted. In a text written 1932 or 
1933, published in Husserliana XV (Husserl 1973c) as annex XLI, Husserl 
writes: “In the explication of myself, I come across different representifications, 
and therein I come across what is representified as such. Among these 
representifications I come across acts of empathy [Einfühlungen]. More exactly, 
we must differentiate here between remembering acts as simple 
representifications and, in relation to them, empathizing representifications. 
Through remembering acts my successive temporal being is constituted in the 
modes of past, present, and future […]. […] In my immanent being is 
constituted a universe of what is foreign, i.e., [a universe] of co-beings 
[Mitseiende] displaying the sense alter ego[.] (Hua XV, pp. 588f.) 

I mentioned, that in 1921 Husserl began the preparation for a new 
systematic work. This work should replace his never accomplished Ideas. This 
can only be known by the texts written in the years 1921 and 1922 and 
published in Husserliana XIV, pp. 1 until 300. I see four reasons which at that 
time forced Husserl to conceive a new systematic work: First, according to an 
already quoted text, written in 1921 or 1922 and published by Rudolf Boehm in 
Hua VIII as Annex XX (pp. 432-439), Husserl had in these years the insight 
that his presentation of the transcendental reduction in his Ideas I could be 
misleading (irreführend). Second, he had the insight that the 
phenomenological reduction has to be extended to intersubjectivity. Third, he 
had since the years between 1917 and 1921 more and more the insight that, 
beside a static phenomenology, there has also to be a genetic phenomenology. 
Forth, since 1921 he had the insight that in a phenomenological philosophy 
experience has priority before imagination, respectively, that existence or fact 
has priority before possibility or eidos. On this insight I shall speak under the 
following subject . 

5. The development of Husserl’s conception of phenomenological 
philosophy  
Until 1921/22, transcendental phenomenology for Husserl consisted of an 
eidetic phenomenology of the conditions of the possibility (essences) of 
transcendental intersubjectivity (first philosophy), and a phenomenological 
philosophy as a phenomenological interpretation of the objective sciences of 
the reality of the world (second philosophy).  The first section of Husserl’s 
Ideas I , “Essence and Knowledge of Essence”, concerned eidetics (Hua III/1, 
10ff., ”).  Before 1921/1922 Eidetics precede philosophy of reality like 
mathematics and geometry precede the modern mathematical sciences of 
reality. From the years 1921/22 onwards, in Husserl’s phenomenological 
philosophy, the experience of reality of something precedes the presentation 
(Vorstellung) of its conditions of possibility, just as in the classic antic 
philosophy of Aristotle and of the middle ages enérgeia precedes dynamis, esse 
precedes posse. There is the saying: posse ab esse dicitur, possibility is spoken about, 
beginning from reality. It is important noting that this insight began with 
Husserl’s analysis of empathy. It was probably in these years 1921/22, when he 
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was preparing his “new  systematic work”, that he first realized that the 
experience of one’s own existing ego precedes any a priori thought of the 
conditions of the possibility of an ego in general, and that an “ego in general” 
does not exist. 

In Hua XV, text Nr. 22, written in 1931, regarding the eidos “transcendental 
ego” Husserl says the following: “We have here a strange and unique case, 
namely, the relationship between fact and eidos. The being [Sein] of an eidos, the 
being of eidetic possibilities and the universe of these possibilities, is 
independent of the being or non-being of any realization whatsoever of such 
possibilities […]. But the eidos “transcendental I” is unthinkable without a 
“transcendental I” as something factual. […] I cannot transgress my factual 
being, which entails that [I cannot transgress] the being-with others [other 
subjects] intentionally comprised by m factual being, etc., and thus [I cannot 
transgress] the absolute reality [of transcendental intersubjectivity]. […] I am 
[thus] the most primitive fact [the “Urfaktum”][.] (Hua XV, 385f.) 

In Hua XV, Annex XXXII, written on April 17th 1933, Husserl advances to 
the ultimate consequences of the philosophical position he initiated in 1921: He 
overturns completely his old ordering of first and second philosophy: “Can I 
change fictively the world in any other way than by beginning with the world 
given originally to me, the present world, having a past and a future from out 
of my present? […] And is it not evident that no world, no fictive world in the 
freedom of fantasy, is conceivable in which I with my present world (even if it 
is a fictively transformed present world) do not feature? And does this not 
imply still more, namely, that no other conceivable world can exist without my 
factually present being, and therefore also that no other conceivable world can 
exist without the factually present world? Concerning me and my world, 
reality precedes every possibility!” (Hua XV, p. 519) 

For Husserl in his later years, the result of the first step of the 
transcendental reduction is not an abstract, solipsistic Cartesian ego, and not, as 
in Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, a universal “I of transcendental apperception” 
as the condition of the possibility of the unity of experience, but rather my 
actually existing, concrete ego in its existing intersubjectivity. In Hua XV, 
text Nr. 5, written about 1930 Husserl says: “I must distinguish the presently 
transcendentally-phenomenologizing subjectivity (as a real ego, as a monad) 
from transcendental subjectivity simply; the former shows itself to be 
transcendental intersubjectivity, including the transcendentally-
phenomenologizing subjectivity. (Hua XV, 74f.)  

6. Husserl’s Metaphysics 
  It may be astonishing that during Husserl’s career since very early he became 
more and more a metaphysician and that his deepest interests were finally in 
metaphysics. This fact is often not even perceived and one does not even wish 
to perceive it. Husserl’s metaphysics were close to the monadological 
metaphysics of Leibniz; one can roughly say that Husserl’s metaphysics are a 
monadology founded in phenomenology.    

Husserl’s earliest text about monadology known to me was written around 
the year 1908, when Husserl led the foundations of his transcendental 
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phenomenology. Like in his later texts he considered monadological 
metaphysics not as a pure result of phenomenology but as a phenomenological 
interpretation of objective empirical sciences, not as First but as Second 
Philosophy. In this text, published in Hua XIII as Annex III, Husserl asks: “But 
does consciousness (Bewusstsein) not arise? Do not bodies arise with always 
richer psychic lives? Was not once a time without the existence of 
consciousness? Should we say, that the possibility of natural science requires (as 
already [Gustav] Fechner and others demanded) that nowhere we can stop with 
empathy (Einfühlung) and that we must consider every physical as a bodily 
(leiblich); [is] therefore consciousness everywhere and [have we a] parallelism of 
the physical and the psychic?  That is by no means required; whether this is true 
or not can only be decided by natural sciences.” In the following, Husserl as a 
phenomenologist gives a metaphysical interpretation of the physical world: 
“Development of the world is development of consciousness, and all physical is 
only a relation between consciousnesses. The essence of consciousnesses is 
such that in our thinking we have to posit the physical world in the form of the 
physical matters, forces, atoms and so on. Doing this we have essentially 
renewed the monadology of Leibniz. And the monad has no windows, the 
monads stand not under reciprocal influence, but have an universal accord. It 
makes no sense to want to bring about consciousness by the physical. But 
changes in the group of appearances ‘physical body x’ in my consciousness 
signifies a necessary change of the corresponding group of appearances in every 
consciousness. And part of it is also every [appearing] body (Leib). In this 
manner, by the physically appearing world, every spirit [monad] has effects on 
every other. They are in universal accord, they have a connection 
(Zusammenhang) by fundamental law.” (Hua XIII, Beilage III, p. 7) 

In a text written on October 11 1910, Husserl conceives in an interpretation 
of the theory of evolution in the natural sciences a genetic conception of the 
monads. I guess that this text from October 11 1910 was written as a 
preparation for Husserl’s lectures of the winter term of 1910/11: 
“Grundprobleme der Phänomenologie”, where he extends the 
phenomenological reduction on intersubjectivity. If I would have known this 
text when I edited this lecture in Hua XIII, I would have included it as annex in 
my edition of these lectures. But this text was only published 40 years later in 
2014 as Annex XVIII in Hua XLII by Rochus Sowa and Thomas Vongher. I 
have no time now to present here this very interesting text.  

One could already know that Husserl was interested in metaphysics by 
reading his introduction in Ideas Book I, published in 1913. In this introduction 
he remarks that the Ideas will contain three books and he says about the content 
of the third book: “This book will awake the insight, that genuine (echte) 
philosophy which has to realize the idea of absolute knowledge is rooted in 
pure phenomenology, and this in a so serious sense, that systematically rigorous 
foundation and realisation of this first of all philosophies is the necessary 
precondition for every metaphysic and other philosophy ‘which [in the word of 
Kant] could present itself as science’.” (Hua III, p. 8) 

In the preparations of his Ideas Husserl has never written a single line for 
this third book. It was a misleading mistake that Marly Biemel called her edition 
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of Hua V Ideas, Book three “Drittes Buch”). The text of Hua V (Husserl 1952) 
has nothing to do with the third Book of the Ideas as it is outlined  in the 
quoted introduction of the First Book, but was written by Husserl as nothing 
else than the second part of the second Book of Ideas. Perhaps this misleading 
mistake has also favoured the idea that Husserl did not think about 
metaphysics. 

Now I shall try to say something more about the content of Husserl’s 
metaphysics: 

In a text published in Hua XIV as text Nr. 13, written in the beginning of 
the year 1922 in the context of the preparation of his “new great systematic 
work,” Husserl gives an outline of his metaphysics (Hua XIV, pp. 256-272). 
Physical and ideal objects (e.g., pure geometrical forms, numbers, the Ninth 
Symphony of Beethoven) are of a subordinated dignity of being 
(“untergeordnete Seinsdignität”) because they are nothing other than unities in 
regulated progressions of experiences and of intellectual activities of subjects. 
On the other hand, “of a higher order is the dignity of being of the subjectivity 
with ego-cogito-cogitatum. I leave it open whether it is the ultimate and highest 
dignity of being. But in any case, the ego is “in itself” and not in something 
else. […] The ego is for itself. By being, it becomes conscious of itself. […] But 
it has not only concepts obtained directly from out of itself[.] […] It can also be 
conceived by another I-subject, making itself known [bekunden sich] in 
empathic experience.” (Hua XIV, p. 257) “Since I conceive it as another ego, I 
can reciprocally also make myself known to it. This reciprocity of mutually 
making-oneself-known is only possible through our embodiment.” (Hua XIV, 
p. 258). Husserl concludes his lectures on “First Philosophy” of the winter term 
1923/24 (published by Rudolf Boehm in 1959 as Hua VIII) with the following 
sentences: “Unique, absolute being is being as subject [das Subjektsein], being 
as constituted for itself, and the entire absolute being is the universe of the 
transcendental subjectivities standing together in real and possible community. 
In this way phenomenology leads to monadology, anticipated by Leibniz in his 
ingenious aperçu. (Hua VIII, p. 190) 

As in Leibniz’ monadology, every ego is a unity (monas). Each has its own 
flow of consciousness with its objective physical and ideal intentional 
correlates. However, in opposition to Leibniz, Husserl maintains that “the 
monads have windows.” Yet he qualifies this claim immediately in a sense 
making his own monadology conform to that of Leibniz. In the already quoted 
text published in Hua XIV, as text Nr. 13, written in the context of the 
preparation of his “new systematic work”, Husserl writes: “They [the monads] 
have no doors and windows insofar as no other subject can really [reell] enter 
into a monad. But through the windows (which are acts of empathy) the other 
subject is experienced just as well as my own past experiences are experienced 
through remembering.[…]. Every monad has not only a nature, but a world 
together with other animal and human subjects. These other subjects have a 
body in this world and experience this world, whereby this world is constituted 
as an identical world for all monads (Hua XIV, pp. 260f.). 

In a text published in Hua XV as Annex XXII and written in the second 
half of October 1931, Husserl says the following concerning the relation 
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between monads: “The existence of every monad is [intentionally] implicated in 
every other one. Each has constituted in its “consciousness” the same world. In 
every monad there is contained “implicitly” every being and, transcendentally, is 
contained the universe of the monads and everything constituted in the singular 
monad and constituted in community. On the other hand, the monads are 
absolutely separated. They have no moment, nothing real [Reelles] in common. 
They coexist in monadic universal time [in der monadischen Allzeit]. (Hua XV, 
p. 377).  

Leibniz would say that even physical nature is a manifestation of monads; 
that there are monads everywhere; that there are no other things than monads; 
that there is no fundamental difference between the physical and the psychical, 
but only differences of degree; that all monads have an infinity of perceptions 
that are more or less differentiated, more or less clear. In the already quoted 
text published in Hua XIV as text Nr. 13 and written in the beginning of 1922 
Husserl writes: “There is a difference between the absolute (i.e., the multiplicity 
of monads), which is presupposed by every possible objective nature, and the 
objective nature itself, which is a mere correlate of position, a mere constitutive 
“production [Erzeugnis]” of the totality [of monads], on the basis of pure 
products of subjective  natures, even of different levels, in every single monad.” 
(Hua XIV, p. 266). 

There is a radical difference between Leibniz’ finite monads, seen as 
different levels of perceptual and appetitive unities. Most of the monads are 
simply finite perspectives on the world from different points of view, whereas 
there are also specific monads that reflexively know that they themselves and 
the other monads are different finite perspectives on the world from different 
“points of view.” These monads, the human ones, have not only perceptions, 
but also apperceptions. They are able to contemplate what they are. This 
corresponds to Husserl’s doctrine of self-reflection and of reflection in 
empathy, a doctrine I have spoken about in subject Nr. 3, “Husserl’s concept of 
I consciousness Ichbewusstsein)”. Furthermore, we can say not only that this 
ability of reflection makes these monads self-conscious to a higher degree (or 
gives them, as Kant would say, borrowing a word from Leibniz, the form of 
transcendental apperception), but also that this ability permits these monads 
to be aware that others have their own “points of view.” On the level of 
ethics, this has practical consequences: The reflective monad, endowed not only 
with perceptions and appetitions, but also with apperception, is free to will and 
to choose in one way or in another, and is able in its actions to respect or to 
not respect others as other “points of view” with their own wills and their own 
aims and interests. 

In a text written in Schluchsee in September 1933 and published as text Nr. 
34 in Hua XV, Husserl discusses the teleology of the totality of monads. He 
speaks in this text of the “infinity of the pre-animal and animal levels of 
monads right up to the human monads”, on the one hand, and, of “the pre-
infantile and infantile monads – in the perpetuity of ontogenetic and 
phylogenetic development” on the other hand (Hua XV, p. 595). 

The teleologically developing totality of monads is at first a community of 
instinctive drives that ultimately arrives in the human community at the 
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consciousness of itself. Husserl continues in the above quoted text written in 
Schluchsee in September 1933 and published as text Nr. 34 in Hua XV: “This 
[human community] has a universal world in which it finds itself as cognizing 
this world and as having ascended to the will to know the world, creating, in the 
European humanity of culture, universal positive [and mathematical] sciences 
[of the world]. And from here alone the transcendental reduction is possible, 
through which the monads are first discovered as human monads, and then all 
monads in the form of their generative relations.” (Hua XV, p. 596). Husserl 
stresses at the end of this text that the transcendental phenomenological 
question, going back to the generative origins of the totality of monads, starts 
from myself and from the world in which I live concretely and naturally, the 
life-world of my and our experience This life-world is at the same time the 
world of the sciences, which themselves belong to this world. 

In a text published in Hua XV as annex XXIII, written on November 13th 
1931 and entitled “Teleology,” Husserl exposits a universal view of the 
teleological development of the monads: “Every transcendental existence 
[Dasein], not only in its singleness, but in its intersubjective communization 
[Vergemeinschaftung], is traversed by a unifying striving for ‘perfection’. It is 
not by accident that the human being, always occupied with the particulars of 
experience, of evaluating, of aiming (purposing) in actions, never arrives at 
satisfaction. Or, more exactly, [it is not by accident] that no satisfaction in 
something particular and in finitude is real and full satisfaction, and that 
satisfaction refers to a totality of a life and to a personal totality of being. […] 
The human being lives in an ‘infinity’, which is the enduring horizon of its life. 
It transcends the instincts and creates values of a higher level and transcends 
these values. Every human being finds itself in an infinitely open world of 
values, that is, a world of practical values that are to be transcended ‘in 
infinitum’[.] […] But all this indicates only the lower level of happiness. The 
infinity of the life-horizon, as far as it contains the disclosed [erschlossener] 
infinity of human generations, brings death and fate into the horizon, and the 
possibility of suicide, also the possibility of an intersubjective ‘suicide’. In the 
disclosed infinity there is bliss and absurdity. From the beginning, there are no 
hedonistic values. […]. The values of the person […] have their origin in 
completely different sources, the sources of love in the strict sense of the word 
[im prägnanten Wortsinn]. […] Love – losing oneself lovingly in the other, 
uniting oneself with the other (but not as in the relation between master and 
slave) – is not at all hedonistic, even though it founds joys, ‘high’ joys”. (Hua 
XV, pp. 405f.). This text ends with the sentence: “But all of this must be 
thought through again. Cf. the old manuscripts?” (Hua XV, p. 407)  I guess 
these old manuscripts are the texts on personal and ethical love, written by 
Husserl in 1921 as preparation of a “new systematical work “ and published in 
Husserliana XIV as text Nr. 9 under the title “Gemeingeist I”. 

What is unique in Husserl’s late monadology, in contrast to the monadology 
of Leibniz, consists in its strict phenomenological point of view. Husserl’s 
whole monadology is ultimately centered or rooted in one’s own ego. He writes 
in a text from 1932 or 1933, published in Hua XV as annex XLI:  “This ego is 
unique in an absolute sense, not admitting of a meaningful 
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multiplication; or, to put it even more acutely, it excludes as meaningless 
any such multiplication.” (pp. 589f.) 

To show Husserl’s fundamental interest in metaphysics, I shall conclude this 
lecture by quoting a passage from a letter, Husserl has written in 1932 June 3 to 
his oldest and best friend, the mathematician and physicist Gustav Albrecht. 
The two friends met each other as students of the mathematician Carl 
Weierstrass in Berlin between 1878 and 1881.  In 1994 this letter was edited by 
Karl Schumann, together with his wife Elisabeth Schumann, in vol. IX of the 
Briefwechsel (Husserl 1994). In June 1932, when Husserl wrote this letter, he was 
occupied again with the preparation of a “great systematic work”, which was 
never written and in which he planned to give also a sketch of his 
phenomenolocically founded metaphysics. He wrote to Gustav Albrecht: 
“During the last years my manuscripts grew enormously – during years they 
grew very fruitful in thoughts. They gave me much light and guided me to a 
height from which were opened accesses to the very old metaphysical 
problems. But in a manner that these problems, by the systematic way of my 
methodical work and thereby by the problematic revealed from the bottom, 
become problems of rigorous scientific work. […] All sciences are in a crisis of 
their foundations and of the self-understanding of their method; this self-
understanding belongs to their scientific character. […] To this all is related that 
rigorous science, identified with the sciences of the modern times, stand on the 
one side and philosophy on the other, that metaphysics are considered as a field 
of vague speculations or as an empire of fanciful mystic. But metaphysics are 
fundamentally nothing else than the sciences that give to the world and to 
humanity the deepest clarification, and in this manner they have as their theme 
the last, and thereby absolute sense of the world and of humanity. […] The 
highest of all questions, not comprehensible and not understandable by 
everyone without difficulties, are the metaphysical questions. They concern 
birth and death, the last sense of the “I”, and of the “we” objectivated 
(objektiviert) as humanity, they concern the teleology, which leads back to the 
transcendental subjectivity and its historicity. And of course these metaphysical 
problems concern as their highest point: the being of God as the principle of 
teleology and the sense of the being of God vis-à-vis the being of the first 
absolute, the being of my transcendental I and of the transcendental all-
subjectivity disclosing itself in myself – the true place of the divine activity […] 
I would like so much to give at least a most general systematic sketch of the 
problematic from the bottom until the highest point. But how many concrete 
detailed elucidations, subtle boring elementary [phenomenological] analyses 
belong to it [to this most general sketch]! (Aber wie viel konkrete 
Einzelausführung, subtile langweilige Elementaranalyse gehört dazu!)” 

Notes 
1. The text of this subject 3 was not read  in my lecture of December 13 2018  

2. Rudolf Boehm, the editor of this text, remarks in a footnote that this text 
probably dates from 1924. I think the content of this very important text does 
not fit with Husserl’s plans of 1924 (when he returned to conceiving the 
transcendental reduction in a Cartesian, egological manner), but rather with his 
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plans of 1921/1922 when he conceived a new “great systematic work,” 
completely different in fundamental points from the Ideas. 
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Abstract 
This speculative essay develops a unique understanding of Socrates by reading 
Heidegger in relation to contemporary Platonic scholarship arising from the 
Continental tradition, which embraces Plato’s Socrates as a non-doctrinal 
philosopher. The portrait of Heidegger’s Socrates that emerges is related to 
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and the unfolding of Being, while stifled or neglected in STEM curricula, are 
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essay seeks to draw out an authentic vision of paideia by turning to the valuable, 
albeit limited, writings of Heidegger focused specifically on the historical 
philosopher Socrates, as opposed to Plato.  
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Introduction 
  This essay elucidates a view of “Heidegger’s Socrates” with the understanding 
that Socrates is a highly enigmatic figure in the Heideggerian corpus. We are 
also interested in the way Heidegger classified Plato as a “doctrinal” thinker, for 
it is the case that Heidegger had far more to say about Plato than he did about 
Socrates. In what follows, we attempt to sketch a portrait of Socrates - as a 
decidedly “non-doctrinal” philosopher or thinker - from an understanding of 
Heidegger’s philosophy in a way that might be related to a unique vision of 
education (paideia) as a philosophical way-of-Being, or perhaps and more 
appropriately, given Heidegger’s explicit and unwavering task during the 
“Turn,” reveal a mode of “pure thinking” in the relationship with the truth-of-
Being, which is at once an originary educative event. Ultimately, turning to a view 
of Heidegger’s Socrates, we offer a counter view to such common educational 
issues as the employment of methods, the means of knowledge acquisition, and the 
understanding of the learning process as they comprise the educational experience 
in the age of standardization and the rise and dominance of STEM curricula.1 
The chapter unfolds in three sections: (1) We explore Heidegger’s “doctrinal” 
view of Plato and discuss how this view influences education; (2) We offer a 
detailed analysis of pure thinking, truth, and dialectic method in relation to 
“Heidegger’s Socrates,” which includes insights on how this view might be 
clarified and enhanced by turning to “non-doctrinal” interpretation of Plato’s 
Socrates emerging from recent scholarship focused on re-readings of the 
Platonic corpus; and (3) We synthesizing the foregoing analyses with a view of 
education (paideia), attempting to elucidate a unique vision of a Socratic education 
in the spirit of Heidegger’s reading, which lives beyond the understanding of 
philosophy as akin to a science and education as understood as a standardized, 
controllable, and predictable technological achievement. In relation to (2), we 
adopt this unique approach, which includes works that are not explicitly 
Heideggerian in theme or content, because of the lack of detailed material 
written by Heidegger about Socrates. The incorporation of Continental Platonic 
scholarship contributes to demonstrating how the key ideas emerging from 
Heidegger’s reading of Socrates might be understood when further elucidated by 
incorporating similar scholarship embracing Socrates, as does Heidegger, as a 
radically “non-doctrinal” thinker.  

Heidegger’s “Doctrinal” Plato 
Truth as “Correctness” in Relation to Education 
   Heidegger is criticized in Continental “phenomenological” scholarship and 
“hermeneutic” readings of Plato for developing and espousing a “doctrinal” 
view of Plato’s philosophy (Hyland 1995, 2004; Zuckert 1998). We also 
encounter this critique in “Third Way” Platonic scholarship, e.g., Gonzalez 
states emphatically that the “figure who normally bears the name ‘Plato’ in 
Heidegger’s text is a dogmatic metaphysician,” and we add, the first systematic 
metaphysician and, as related directly to our concern, “the complete antithesis 
to the figure Heidegger himself names ‘Socrates.’” (Gonzalez 2009: 431).2 
Against Heidegger, Hyland offers a decidedly “non-doctrinal” reading of Plato, 
stating, “Heidegger’s reading of the cave analogy in Plato’s Doctrine of Truth is 
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cursory and orthodox [doctrinal] to the point of tedious” (Hyland 1995: 140).3 
We pause here briefly to examine the term “doctrinal” in relation to Platonic 
scholarship in order to highlight characteristics consistent with “doctrinal” 
readings emerging from the analytic tradition, e.g., Sahakian and Sahakian 
(1976), who read Plato as a systematic metaphysical idealist: (1) Knowledge 
“produced” by the dialectic is propositional in nature; (2) The dialectic, as 
method sine qua non of the philosopher-rulers, culminates in noesis by 
transcending the hypothetical method in the production of certain truth; (3) 
Knowledge accruing via the dialectic is of the essential “Forms” and the “Idea” 
of the Good; and (4) The “positive” experience of the dialectic, which is 
equated with “Socratic” education, is substantive, definitive, and reproducible. 
Thus, already, in relation to our concern with method, truth, and learning we 
encounter views that are opposed to a “non-doctrinal” or “non-systematic” 
interpretation Plato and Plato’s Socrates. Contrarily, Heidegger’s decidedly 
“non-doctrinal” view of Socrates Heidegger embraces the following positions: 
(1) Knowledge or truth of virtue is non-propositional in nature; (2) Knowledge 
of the virtues cannot be taught via transmission, and is rather lived and 
instantiated within the unfolding context of the elenchus-dialectic; (3) The 
dialectic, unlike the “scientific method,” is neither transposable nor does it 
terminate in the production of definite results; and (4) The relation to “truth” 
the dialectic establishes is always limited because of the ontological distance 
separating the human off from the full revelation of the essence of virtue, this 
because of the existential limits imposed by finitude.  

In one of Heidegger’s most notable readings of Plato, the Allegory of the Cave 
serves to elucidate and establish Plato’s understanding of the essence of truth 
(alethiea) with the concomitant understanding of how the essence of truth 
ultimately determines an authentic view of education as paideia. Authentic 
education (paideia), for Heidegger, in his reading of Plato and the Allegory is 
represented in a series of “movements” as the turning around (periagoge) of the 
entire soul back to itself enlightened, i.e., an authentic education - the very form 
of education the “doctrinal” Plato fails to realize because of his initial 
misunderstanding of the essence of truth - according to Heidegger, “lays hold 
of the soul itself and transforms it in its entirety by first leading us to the place 
of essential Being accustoming us to it” (Heidegger 1998, 165). The theme of 
“light” permeates the reading of the Allegory and it is within that which “shines” 
forth, is “seen,” that the “whatness” of things manifests, and so it is in quidditas, 
and not existentia, that esse as essentia is located. The “whatness” of a thing is 
traced directly to a “view of what is present” (Heidegger 1998: 173), and for 
Plato this represents the essence of all things, the “whatness” of a thing 
indicates that it can be seen and hence known (idea/idein) in its unhiddenness, in 
its ability to shine forth. According to Heidegger, in Plato, “Unhiddenness” now 
means: the unhidden always as what is accessible thanks to the idea’s ability to 
shine,” and this is what “brings about presencing, specifically the coming to 
presence of what a being is in any given instance,” and so, as Heidegger 
critically concludes, seeing - as unhiddenness itself - “is yoked into a ‘relation’ 
with seeing, it becomes ‘relative’ to seeing (Heidegger 1998: 173). 
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Plato thus fails to trace the essence of truth to primordial hiddenness and 
finitude, and rather to the “secondary” and “dependent” occurrence of 
unhiddenness itself, to what is present, to the thing that is shown and stands before us 
and remains “in its constancy” (Heidegger 1998, 175), in its naked givenness, i.e., 
the very thing given through “unhiddenness” in the event of Being. Heidegger’s 
concern is far more originary, as Sheehan articulates, for it is the ontological 
concern with the underlying phenomenon that makes “givenness” possible in 
the first instance, i.e., what is it that facilitates or “produces (poiei sein) 
givenness” and “provisionally and heuristically we may designate this focal issue 
as ‘the enabling power’ that makes possible the correlation of givenness/being 
as its dative” (Sheehan 2001: 7), and as stated above, this is Heidegger’s concern 
with primordial “hiddenness” (in Being’s recession) as the essence of truth. 
Importantly, this has implications for Plato’s conception of aletheia, which is 

erroneously “taken as the opposite of  (i.e., of the false sense of the 
incorrect)” (Heidegger 1998: 178), and is reduced to and embraced as 

“correctness” (), and this indicates that truth informs and grounds our 
comportment to (present-at-hand) beings and not to Being. The essence of truth, 
which becomes an epistemological and not an ontological issue, is taken as the 
“agreement” or relation between idea and thing as expressed through a locution 
or proposition, where the locus of truth is encountered, e.g., as in the history of 
Western philosophy and the understanding of adaequatio intellectus et rei 
(“agreement between intellect (idea) and thing”), expressed through the 
Correspondence Model of Truth, and herein lies the initial ground for a Platonic 
reading that might be labeled “doctrinal.” Due to this misinterpretation of 
aletheia, Plato’s vision of knowing and learning, or “education,” is represented 
by gignoschein - and not authentically as paideia - the process of “knowing by way 
of seeing,” and this is linked by Heidegger with the Greek idein in relation to 
idea in terms of homoiosis as the overall “agreement of the act of knowing with 
the thing itself” as seen (Heidegger 1998: 177).4 

 As stated, Heidegger claims that the idea of truth is inseparable from 
education, and if we follow this logic, we understand that since the “first 
beginning” education moves away from an original notion of paideia as it is 
instantiated within the soul’s relation to the truth of Being, shifts from an open 
manner of questioning grounded in finitude, mystery, and primordial 
hiddenness, and is instead systematically “harnessed in a relation to looking, 
apprehending, thinking, and asserting” (Heidegger 1998: 182). This leads to a 
view of education that is directed toward the accumulation and possession of 
knowledge, indeed, as Heidegger points out, if receiving a so-called “good 
education,” we would then “know everything possible to know in all realms of 
science, art, and the like,” and we would continue to “acquire each day what is 
newest and most valuable” (Heidegger, 1993: 258). This is a view of education 
that we equate with contemporary education, resulting from the fallout of 
Platonism, a form of education that Scott, in his reading of Socrates’ “non-
doctrinal” practice of education, claims is akin to an additive model of education, 
which is the very type of education - the filling up of empty vessels, the piling 
and building up of knowledge - that Plato’s Socrates continually decries in the 
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dialogues,5 as opposed to an integrative model of education, which he associates with 
an original form of paideia. In relation to these thoughts, Heidegger observes 
that when “thinking” in education is conceived as a “technique for explaining 
highest causes,” it comes to an “end by slipping out of its element,” it then 
procures its “validity as techne, as an instrument of education and therefore as a 
classroom matter,” in terms of standardization, and as such this presupposes it is 
already a “cultural concern” (Heidegger 1993: 221).  

Indeed, according to Heidegger, language itself moves in the direction of the 
“service of expediting communication along routes where objectification - the 
uniform accessibility of everything to everyone - branches out and disregards all 
limits” (Heidegger 1993: 221), and when this occurs, beings (and Being) shows 
up as “actualities in a calculative” schema, i.e., “scientifically and by way of 
philosophy, with explanations and proofs,” and so we believe that we wipe 
away or outstrip the inherent mystery in things, and have already “decided the 
truth of Being” as established by means of “causes and explanatory grounds.” 
(Heidegger 1993: 223). This “cultural concern” or phenomenon that Heidegger 
references in is traceable to the oppressive “en-framing” effect of das Ge-stell 
(Heidegger 1977). Here we note that it is because of Plato’s “doctrine of truth” 
that the essence of technology manifests in the modern epoch, for according to 
Heidegger, “Plato’s doctrine of ‘truth’ is not something past, it is historically 
‘present,’ not just in the sense of his teaching have a ‘later effect’,” but rather in 
the sense that the change to the essence of truth leaves us with “an all-
dominating fundamental reality, long established and thus still in place” 
(Heidegger 1998: 181-182). Drawing on Heidegger’s interpretation, we note 
that we today in education encounter a technological-and-quantitative view of the 
three educational issues of our concern: (1) Method is understood as a top-down, 
transposable schema for “problem-solving” (scientific method) or “teaching”; 
(2) Truth is conceived (and experienced) as the destination to which method 
inevitably leads, i.e., knowledge as something that is acquired, possessed, and 
validated by one or another epistemological model (e.g., Correspondence 
Model of Truth); and (3) Learning is a controllable, predictable, and terminal 
activity that occurs through the successful “application” of a given method, 
indicating that “truth” has been procured, which is then assessed to indicate the 
student’s or learner’s educational “achievement.”6  

Heidegger’s “Non-Doctrinal” Socrates 
“Pure” Thinking in the “Sway” of the Unfolding of Essential Truth  
   Heidegger identifies Socrates as the “purest thinker of the West” (Heidegger 
1968: 17), and it is this classification as a “pure thinker” that we are committed 
to unpacking as it relates to Socrates’ understanding and practice of his dialectic 
method, his view of “truth,” and his understanding of philosophy (or thinking) 
as a process of original learning (paideia). Socrates, in his ever-renewed quest for 
truth, observes Heidegger, is courageously “drawn to what withdraws,” and 
when this happens to a thinker in the process of authentically thinking, he is 
drawn into “the enigmatic and therefore mutable nearness of its appeal,” 
despite being “far away from what withdraws” and even though “the 
withdrawal may remain as veiled as ever” (Heidegger 1968, 17). This, as we 
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explain constitutes or instantiates for Heidegger the “living context” of 
thinking, a context facilitating the “draft” of the dynamic counter-striving of 
lighting and concealing, and Socrates, according to Heidegger, did “nothing else 
than place himself into this draft, this current, and maintain himself in it,” and 
this is why, according to Heidegger he was the purest thinker of the West 
(Heidegger 1968: 17). To bring clarity to this notion of thinking in terms of an 
immersion in the “draft,” we turn to Heidegger’s understanding and 
interpretation of what he terms Da-sein’s Being-historical thinking (inceptual/mindful 
thinking), which is an original way of doing philosophy, or thinking, “according 
to a more originary basic stance” within the context sheltering the unfolding of 
“the question of the truth of be-ing,” which is no longer a “thinking about 
something and representing something objective” (Heidegger 1999: 3), but 
rather a thinking of matters in the poietic manner of bringing forth what is thought 
in its incompleteness while at once retaining and sheltering traces and 
intimations of its supreme and primordial power, which inspires the respect for 
the ineffability of that which is thought and its refusal to be brought to full 
disclosure or rendered wholly intelligible in language.  

For Heidegger, as we know, it is Being qua Being or the essential truth of 
Being that is thought, while for Socrates it is ultimately the Being or ineffable 
and mysterious essence of the virtues, which he continually questions within the 
context of his thought and “examination” (exetazein). Heidegger claims that 
inceptive-mindful thinking is attuned to the matter at hand, original questioning, 
and thinking itself, in order to authentically hold the thinker in the essential 
“sway” of the relationship between thinking and the essential truth of Being. 
This type of thinking does not come to an end, for it is never a means to the 
end of “truth” that might terminate the thinking and is always actively underway 
as it is grounded in recession or primordial hiddenness and so it experiences 
and thinks the coming-to-be and passing-away of Being, it breaks open and holds open 
what is most question-worthy and so abides amid Being’s essential unfolding. 
There is an exigent, distressing need, Heidegger claims, of “holding oneself within the 
essential sway of truth (Heidegger 1999: 258). This form of thinking shelters the 
mystery, or Being’s recession into hiddenness (Entruckung) that initially facilitates 
unhiddenness (Berucking), illuminating beings in such a way that self-hiddenness 
and the event and truth of Being unfolds in its most primordial way. This is one 
way to interpret Heidegger’s comments regarding Socrates’ pure mode of thinking, 
and in the phenomenological “non-doctrinal” readings of Plato’s Socrates, this 
is also how we might understand the questioning-context sheltering and 
instantiating the unfolding of Socrates’ mode or practice of questioning, his 
mode of elenchus-dialectic examination.  

Heidegger claims that Socrates thinks a single thought, for he repeatedly 
thinks “on no other topic than what things are” and continues to say “the same 
thing about the same thing” (Heidegger 1956: 74) and, as stated, this for 
Socrates is the Being of the virtues. He thinks the same thing because the matter 
demands the unwavering dedication to continually return to it, responding to its 
enigmatic withdrawal and appeal, because its very essence resists being 
exhausted by the questioning, and this is because what Socrates inquires into 
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remains question-worthy. To think such thoughts we must first, states Heidegger, 
“incline toward what addresses itself to thought – and that is that which of 
itself gives food for thought,” this he identifies as a gift, and the “gift of what 
must be properly be thought about, is what we call most thought-provoking” 
(Heidegger 1968: 17) – which is most question-worthy. This we relate directly to 
the “the question” Socrates asks, which finds its origin (arche) in an attunement 
or pathos Heidegger calls “astonishment” (das Erstaunen) that is related to 
“wonder” (to thaumazein), and as Socrates explains in the Theaetetus, this 
attunement grounds philosophy. When talking of the “beginning,” Heidegger 
references arche, which “names that from which something proceeds,” however, 
this “‘from where’ is not left behind in the process of going out, but the 
beginning rather becomes that which the verb achein expresses, that which 
governs” (Heidegger 1959: 81), i.e., astonishment and wonder give birth to and 
continue to nourish, invigorate, and direct Socrates’ ever-renewed philosophical 
inquiry. In and through “wonder” we are set within a relationship to what is 
inquired into, and here recall our initial comments regarding Socrates and the 
“draft” of thinking, wherein that which is questioned, that which is essential, 
“retreats” from our advances, as we are held in a state of “wonder,” and are 
simultaneously “forcibly drawn to and, as it were, held fast by from which it 
retreats” (Heidegger 1959: 85). From out of this phenomenon what Heidegger 
terms “original questions” spring forth. Original questions never terminate in 
definitive answers, they can never be closed-off, and the most original question 
for Socrates, as Heidegger informs us, is the “Greek ti estin,” or “what is the 
essence of x?” Since we have said philosophy has its beginning (arche) in 
thaumazein, and original questions also have their origin in the pathos of wonder, 
this beginning, according to Heidegger, gives rise to a questioning that “pushes 
[Socrates] into the open,” and as an original questioning, it “transforms itself (as 
does every genuine questioning), and casts a new space over and through 
everything” (Heidegger 2001: 32/23).  

The type of truth consistent with “doctrinal” readings of Plato’s Socrates is 
the form of knowledge that can be grounded, as we saw in Heidegger’s reading 
of Plato, in “correctness,” but contrarily, Heidegger’s Socrates, might be said to, 
as Kirkland ontends, devote himself to the pursuit of “truth,” which 
presupposes an “attitude toward his subject matter in which he does not 
impose his will upon it,” but rather, “aims to allow it to come to light in his 
discourse” (Kirkland 2010: 51, my emphasis). This is precisely the manner in 
which Plato in Letter Seven describes philosophical understanding as an original form 
of aletheia, which manifests in dialogue, but “cannot at all be expressed in words 
as other studies can, but instead, from living with the subject itself in frequent 
dialogue a light is kindled from a leaping flame comes to be in the soul where is 
presently nourishes itself” (Plato 1997: 341b-d my emphasis). Let us explore 
this notion of Socratic truth as it might relate to Heidegger’s philosophy in a bit 
more detail by looking to the early Greek experience of aletheia, which is by now 
quite familiar to readers of Heidegger, as an encounter with unhiddenness (un-
concealment) linked intimately with hiddenness (concealment) as the ground 
for its possibility, the possibility as entities presencing or showing up for our 
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appropriation - in their givenness - in the first instance. As stated, Plato 
misinterpreted this primordial understanding of truth as aletheia. Heidegger 
finds the original understanding of aletheia in Heraclitus’ Fragment 123: 

… , which might be translated in a straightforward 
manner as, “Nature has an affinity for hiding or remaining hidden.” However, 
Heidegger renders it as, to return to the language of the “sway” within which 
Socrates thinks, “the holding sway of beings, i.e., beings in their being, loves to 
conceal itself” (Heidegger 2002: 9). We get this understanding of aletheia in 
Kirkland’s “non-idealist” reading of Plato’s Socrates in pursuit of the phenomenal 
Being of the virtues. In the course of questioning and interrogating the initial 
appearance of the virtue present to the doxai, as opposed to definitions or ideas 
filling the content of consciousness, “what emerges into truth through the 
questioning of the doxa with Socrates is ‘what virtue is’,” but it is not brought to 
stand in propositional language, but rather remains “unspoken,” and indeed this 
living and instantiating the nourishment of indelible truth, like a flashing light into 
the soul marks the true “success” of the dialectic, for “it marks the limit of 
virtue’s appearing to us, disturbing our doxai and pointing thereby beyond them 
to what is present in doxa only in exceeding it” (Kirkland 2010: 115). 

Kirkland argues, in his analysis of the pathein-of-truth (“suffering under” 
truth), the experience of aletheia is not only “excessive” it can also be 
“dangerous” in the sense of it representing an encounter with ta deinon, or the 
awe-inspiring presence of truth as an excessive force or phenomenon, which 
“resists being delimited and made intelligible, not merely frustrating our specific 
expectations, but radically calling into question what we presumed to be the 
limits of ‘what is,” even of the possible” (Kirkland 2010: 49), and here we 
understand Heidegger’s claim regarding Socrates demonstrating the “courage” 
to hold himself in the dialectic’s unfolding and reisting the temptation, to which 
others fall victim, of fleeing-in-the-face of truth. Aletheia, as philosophical 
understanding, appears as the flashing flame within a momentary revelation, as an 
intimation of truth, where there is the concomitant movement or recession of 
what appears into mystery, and certain aspects of the virtue - and its very essence 
- remain concealed (Magrini 2017; 2018). Thus, as opposed to the type of 
propositional or axiomatic certainty that many analytic interpreters of Plato link 
with the (potential) philosopher-rulers’ practice of the dialectic in the Republic, 
e.g., Sahakian and Sahakian (1977), it is possible to grasp Socrates’ notion of 
philosophical understanding in the following terms: (1) It is a form of insight that 
although emerging from a discursive process of dialogue, it itself non-
discursive; (2) it is non-propositional, but it is not reducible to rote or basic 
“know-how,” this because it is a “normative” form of insight; (3) It is manifest 
and comes-to-presence only in the midst of dialogue or the practice of the philosophical 
method; (4) It is neither wholly subjective nor object and rather it mediates both 
realms, and is also reflexive in nature as a potential form of “self-knowledge” 
(Gonzalez 1998; Kirkland 2010; Hyland 1995; Magrini 2017; 2018). Turning to 
Notomi’s “non-doctrinal” analysis of Platonic truth in dialogue-and-dialectic, it is 
possible to understand this characterization of alethiea as related to Socrates in 
the “draft” and “sway” of his inquiry as “primarily the soul’s ability (dunamis) 
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and process of engaging properly in a dialogue” (Notomi 2004: 2), and it is now 
to the issue of the dialectic and the practice thereof in Heidegger’s Socrates that 
we turn. 

 When working to separate the sophist off from Socrates - or Socratic 
philosophy - the real philosopher, the ontos philosophos, is describes as embodying 
the vocation, task, or “occupation” that looks upon the bios, as this term and 
concept is set off from zōe. This indicates for Heidegger that the philosopher is 
not concerned with the life of things and entities set within the “nexus of 
animals and plants, of everything that crawls and flies,” but rather the “sense of 
existence, the leading of a life, which is characterized by a determinate telos, a 
telos functioning for the bios, itself as an object of praxis” (Heidegger 1998: 168), 
and for this reason, we refer to philosophy as a way-of-Being in the world. The 
philosopher is concerned with existence, the living out of various kinds of life, 
and beyond, makes a determination regarding which life or types of lives (bioi) it 
is best to live. For Socrates, as we have already seen, this is a life in pursuit of 
excellence and the “good” and it is a life that is inseparable from the practice of 
the dialectic or dialektikē - the practice and way-of-Being that is at once a living with 
the logoi. We note that unlike typical “doctrinal” readings of Plato that view the 
dialectic as a tool or trusted method for arriving at certain truth, truth grasped 
in and through noein - where the hypothetical method is jettisoned, as described in 
the Republic - Heidegger points out the dialectic’s flaws, problems that Plato 
does not overcome. Gonzalez, in his reading of the Sophist, informs us that the 
“logos pervading all forms of disclosing…has a tendency to conceal,” as such, 
what the dialectic aims at is what amounts to the transcendence of language or 
the logos, by way of “proceeding through (dia) logos,” and “its ultimate aim, that 
towards which it is inherently directed must be a pure seeing or noein beyond 
logos” (Gonzalez 2004: 18). However, the dialectic can never accomplish this 
end and so has an “inherent tendency toward a ‘pure seeing’ that it can never 
attain” (Gonzalez 2004: 19). This appears to render the dialectic a failed project, 
however, there are positive elements associated with the dialectic as practiced 
by Socrates, despite it failing to rise to the level of trustworthiness granted in 
doctrinal readings of Plato. It is successful within limits, and there are positive 
aspects of the Socratic dialectic that relate to truth, education, and the potential 
development of the character (hexis). 

So, if the dialectic is limited, according to Heidegger, what can it accomplish 
as it relates directly to a “Socratic” philosophy? In a response requiring some 
explanation, we attempt to show that the dialectic is beneficial to a 
philosophical life, as described above, in that it instantiates a way-of-Being that is 
educational or heuristically educative in its essence. The dialectic is a process that is 
disclosive, according to Gonzalez, but it discloses things “indirectly, negatively, 
and ‘reflexively’ (i.e., through the process of philosophy itself)” (Gonzalez 2004: 
38). “Negatively,” in this case, as Heidegger brings to our attention, refers to 
“denial” by means of legein, and the “saying ‘no,’ is a letting be seen,” and is not, 
a reference in words to that which amounts to the bringing “of what is said to 
nothing,” which is a naming that allows things to fade away or disappear into 
“nothingness” (Heidegger 1999: 388). Rather, when “negation” possesses a 
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“disclosive character,” it possesses, “within the concrete uncovering of beings, 
a purifying [cathartic] function, so that negation itself acquires a productive 
character” (Heidegger 1999: 388). Negation is understood by Heidegger as an 
integral component of the Socratic dialectic, which is thought of as a process of 

“ of the  by ,” which works by “setting the  

against each other through the   ‘” (Heidegger 1999: 260) - the 
purification of ignorance through the questioning and synthesizing through the gathering of 
beliefs and opinions held by those who are engaged in the dialogue. In this process, 
what is “positive”- and here we recall Plato’s claim in Letter Seven about the 
leaping flame of truth that settles in the soul, which transforms it through 
periagoge, or the soul’s turning back or around to itself enlightened, which is an 
“educative” (paideutic) occurrence - is the partial and limited revelation of the 
matter under discussion, i.e., the partial appearance of elusive phenomenal Being of 
the virtues. What Heidegger indicates about what is “positive” in the dialectic, 
he links intimately with a “Socratic attitude,” which achieves the “positive only 
in actually carrying it out,” by living within the draft and sway of the inquiry and 
not in terms of the dialectic producing “positive” results in terms of “truth” that 
somehow stands at the end, and hence beyond, the inquiry itself (Heidegger 
1999: 368), i.e., we are transformed within the dialectic, only within the process 
itself, and not by some result it might produce.7 How this “enlightenment” 
occurs, however, is not clearly explicated by Heidegger, however, in relation to 
his reading, we explore this issue by turning to “non-doctrinal” readings of 
Plato’s Socrates’s practice of elenchus-dialectic in the attempt to show that, 
although never culminating in noetic insight of the so-called “truth” of the essence 
of virtue, the logoi, in rigorous, well-meaning discourse, does demonstrate a 
revelatory capacity in the process of questioning, refuting (negating), and 
winnowing out the doxai that are shown to be problematic and questionable.  

Heidegger describes the practice of the dialectic as a vigorous questioning 

() with the purpose of shaking one out of familiar and complacent 
modes of knowing where many doxai are brought together and set in tension in 
relation to that which is questioned or “one and the same thing” (Heidegger 
1999: 260). Beyond simply assuming oppositional roles, the doxai, as Heidegger 
stresses, within the discourse, the “‘opinions’ as it were, slap each other in the 

face” (Heidegger 1999: 261), and there is the “casting out [] of 

ungenuine ,” and a “clearing away,” or a “removal of what stands in the 

way of the , the proper positive learning” (Heidegger 1999: 262), 

which demonstrates the function of “,” the act of casting out 

ignorance and transcending  (Heidegger 1999: 258) in a way that 

“clarifies” or “purifies” () the soul. Indeed, when Heidegger 
describes the context of the Socratic dialectic and dialogue, and here we should 
recall Heidegger’s description of the philosopher’s life as introduced above, “it 
is not a dwelling with the material content of knowledge,” i.e., not a concern 
for content-over-method, or propositional knowledge over a more vague and limited 
form of understanding, rather “it is a matter simply of the Being of Dasein 

itself: to what extent does it dwell in  [understanding/truth of the 
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virtues and the “good” life] or in  [ignorance of the virtues and the 
“good” life]” (Heidegger 1999: 262). But how, returning to Heidegger’s critique 
of the dialectic, as a practice that is locked in language, and hence cannot 
transcend language in its pursuit to arrive at the place of noein, a pure form of 
seeing that is beyond the logos, is it possible to imagine “truth” emerging from a 
practice driven by and at once limited by language? Gonzalez observes that 
what philosophy requires is a form of speech, or manner of approaching 
discourse, that “breaks through speech in a process of ‘speaking for and against,’” 
in a way that might direct our “attention beyond what is said, thereby leading us 
more and more to the matter under discussion and letting it be seen” (Gonzalez 
2004: 18). If we take into consideration what Heidegger has said regarding the 
Being of Dasein as representing the true philosopher’s concern in relation to 
what he claims about “dialogue” in What is Called Thinking? perhaps it is 
possible to suggest a response to this issue as it relates to Socratic dialectic. 
Heidegger informs us that if “dialogue” focuses exclusively on “what is directly 
said” and what might be directly known through this saying, dialogue “becomes 
haulting and fruitless” (Heidegger 1968: 178). However, if inquirers in the 
dialogue “involve each other in that realm and adobe about which they are 
speaking,” and as we have seen, for Heidegger, this realm of original 
questioning gives rise to “speaking,” they inhabit the site of thought in its 
relation to the essential truth of Being,” and “lead each other to it” to dwell in 
the “soul of the dialogue,” and so the speakers are “led into the unspoken,” i.e., 
what emerges from logos but is irreducible to it (Heidegger 1968: 178). 

To approach an understanding of how this movement into the unspoken through 
the logos might occur in the unfolding of the Socratic dialectic, we consider 
Gonzalez’s (1998) and Gadamer’s (1988) insightful analyses of Plato’s Letter 
Seven, focusing on the manner in which the four ways of knowing contend in 
order to open a vista for the presencing of the “fifth way,” or brief insight, a truth 
barely seen, in the midst of the dialectic as this phenomenon might occur through 
the winnowing process of clearing away the negative and making space for the 
positive in dialectic as Heidegger describes above. In Letter Seven, Plato discusses 
four ways of knowing: (1) names/words, (2) images/figures, (3) propositions, 
and (4) resulting insight (knowing). Plato also discusses a “fifth way” that 
occurs from out of these, and it is a form of philosophical insight (philosophical 
understanding) that he stresses is ineffable; it cannot be spoken of like other 
things philosophers discuss, and it certainly does not possess the degree of 
certainty required to ground any systematic doctrine (Plato 1997: EP VII 341c). 
Whereas Heidegger elicits the imagery of the doxai in and through dialogic 
exchange, “slapping against each other,” in both Gonzalez (1998) and Gadamer 
(1988), we encounter a similar metaphor, that of the dialectic unfolding as 
process wherein the doxai or “ways of knowing” are rubbed against each other, 
and this relates to the notion of language’s potential transparency in relation to 
the Greek term that Plato employs, tribein, “to rub down.”8 Ideally, in the 
dialectic, we might imagine words fading into the background so that the 
meaning shines forth in a clear and pristine manner. However, as Gadamer 
informs us, in the “rubbing” of the four ways together in dialectic, they “assert 
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themselves as whatever particular thing they are instead of fading out of view,” 
and this indicates that language, a critique we are familiar with in reading 
Heidegger, fails to achieve the proper level of transparency in order to let the 
“thing itself” (Being of virtue) move to the fore unimpeded and be seen in the 
fullness of its self-showing (Gadamer 1988: 105). Now, if we consider what 
Gonzalez contends about the Greek term tribein, as a “process of a vigorous 
rubbing that wears things down” (Gonzalez 1998: 265), or wears them away, it 
is possible to understand the process of truth-happening in Plato’s Letter Seven: 
As we move through the four ways, rubbing each against the other, there 
occurs a “wearing down” of the language, so to speak. The more intensely we 
seek to clarify the names, images, and propositions we employ to ground our 
knowledge, the more the words/images begin to wear down and away; they 
recede, as it were, and a partial and momentary transparency of language occurs, 
and the fleeting light of truth shines forth, like a leaping flame (Magrini 2014). In 
more direct terms, according to Gonzalez, through the “process of question 
and answer in which we expose the weakness of the words, propositions, and 
images we use,” we are afforded a momentary and partial vista into truth, and 
“just barely glimpse through their cracks the true being which they all attempt 
but fail to express” (Gonzalez 1998: 268). It is possible to link the “fifth way” 
of “barely” knowing the “thing itself” with the moment when language reaches 
its limited, but disclosive potential as a transparent medium for aletheia.  

This is not, however, to indicate that this form of insight transcends 
language usage entirely, or that it is a moment when truth is fully disclosed with 
no dissembling or hiddenness, because this moment of truth-happening occurs 
only in and through the vigorous use of language, which is always grounded in 
human limitation and radical finitude. As Gonzalez stresses, in a way we relate 
to our reading of Heidegger’s Socrates, this unique, fleeing, and fragile instance 
of philosophical insight as described is not and can never be “the kind of 
knowledge that will put an end to all inquiry or that can be ‘grasped’ once and 
for all” (Gonzalez 1998: 267), and it requires ever-renewed attempts to bring it 
to light, which requires the participants in the dialectic, as Heidegger has 
stressed in relation to Socrates, to hold themselves in the draft of the inquiry, for as 
Plato stresses, whatever we learn must be learned together, “through long and 
earnest labor” (Plato 1997: EP VII 344b). To further contribute to this line of 
thought as related to a theme we have already discussed, Kirkland stresses that 
this process of “truth-happening” highlights the ontological distance that the 
human being is situated from full disclosure of truth, which is always given in 
an obscure, oblique, and partially veiled manner. However, the dedicated 
participants agree to inhabit this “site of distance from but nonetheless toward the 
being of virtue” (Kirkland 2010: xxii), and this indicates that we “abide with 
doxa while pointing beyond it and to its limits” (Kirkland 2010: 114). In relation 
to what Kirkland has identified as the deinos associated with philosophical 
insight, this is a distressing distance from Being, but one that is at once protreptic, 
i.e., in an important way, alluring and inspirational, which establishes our 
relationship to issues that remain “as concealed, hidden, and thus 
questionworthy” (Kirkland 2010: 55), we are drawn, as Heidegger indicates 
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regarding Socrates, in the pursuit of that which withdraws from our grasp, and 
in its withdrawal it beckons us to continue our pursuit, because it is truly 
worthy of our continued questioning and represents the very essence of an 
education directed toward those things that are most beneficial for our souls. 
The site of the dialectic - the ever-developing, ever-expanding context of 
originary learning - which is the locus of distance and the excess of truth, “belongs 
essentially to the site opened by melete,” which is related directly to Plato’s 
Socrates avowed practice of philosophy as care for the soul (as a paideutic practice), 
“by our being originally concerned by the being of virtue, compelled to be toward 
it in its withdrawal” (Kirkland 2010: 114).  

Paideia as Philosophical Task and Way-of-Being 
A Socratic Notion of Truth-and-Method in Learning 
   In what we have described in these foregoing sections, might be said to 
represent an originary understanding of method and truth in Socratic philosophy, 
as a practical way-of-Being or living out of one’s existence attuned to the 
understanding that this also instantiates a life-of-learning, in terms of what 
Heidegger describes, in relation to the undeniable Socratic influence on Plato’s 
philosophy, as a way of life, a way-of-Being that is “on the way” (unterwegs) to 
learning, which can never be equated with, to return to our earlier description of 
contemporary standardized education, the “application” of methods in the 
pursuit of “acquiring” sure and certain knowledge in education. Learning in a 
manner associated with Heidegger’s Socrates is never reducible to the rote 
accumulation of the day’s lessons, to be rehearsed on exams that calculate and 
assess the “proficiency” level of the student in memorizing and regurgitating 
the lesson; this is not Socratic learning, which we argue can never be 
authentically reproduced in the classroom, e.g., Socratic Seminar. Heidegger 

assures us of this when observing that  is not education as described 

above, rather it is “, a task, and hence not a self-evident 
possession,” and further, it is not merely a “task any person can take up 
according to whim but is one which precisely encounters in each person its 
own proper resistances” (Heidegger 1999: 258). Heidegger recognizes that 
learning, just as is the case with thinking, is something we must first begin to 
“learn,” for learning in an essential way “means to make everything we do 
answer to whatever essentials address themselves to us at a given time” 
(Heidegger 1968: 14). Education calls for, as opposed to the speaking of 
monologues or the delivering of lectures, an attuned mode of “listening” in 
advance for the call of education itself, and here, we return to the arche of 
authentic philosophy - from out of which we are attuned and continually 
guided and directed by original issues and questions - and the “unspoken” 
essence in dialogue - which reveal “truth” that partially and momentarily 
nourishes the soul in such a way that we are at once challenged by it and 
enticed to continue on in the pursuit to better understand it, to bring to light 
further aspects of it that are hidden.  

Education, or authentic learning, as understood and practiced by 
Heidegger’s Socrates, is an ongoing and ever-renewed “task” - recall 

Heidegger’s understanding of education as “,” as exercise or labor 
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- that is instantiated within the educational practice of the elenchus-dialectic, 
which according to Heidegger, “provides the positive only in actually carrying it 
out and not by making it the direct theme of reflection” (Heidegger 1999: 368) 
and then producing objective instances of knowledge that terminate the method 
or process.9 Based on our speculative reading of Heidegger’s Socrates, what we 
term the originary context of education, which shelters the draft of authentic thinking 
and learning, unfolds in the following manner, grounded in the understanding 
that in learning there occurs a two-fold movement, captured by Heidegger’s use 

of the Greek term, “”: (1) Our soul moves away from ignorance or 
amathia and (2) because of the excessive and elusive nature of that which we 
seek to reveal, it moves away from us, from the scope and parameters of our 
inquires, and we are set at a distance from the full disclosure of the essence of 
what we are inquiring into.10 Admittedly, if this two-fold movement fully 
captured the process we identify as paidiea, the situation of learning would 
indeed appear frustratingly pessimistic in the extreme, however, there is a third 
component that is inseparable from the movement that Heidegger importantly 
stresses, namely, (3) that we are attuned within this process and at once 
transformed, drawn toward and to the very thing that withdraws from our 
inquiry. In relation to this concern, we argue that authentic learning occurs 
within the dynamic “draft” created by the counter-striving movement between 
thought and what is thought set within the ontological context that instantiates 
our relationship to the essential truth of Being, and this movement is 
highlighted, as is the case with Socrates, by the back-and-forth of the question-
rejoinder-refutation of the dialectic in praxis - all the while, as Heidegger 
reminds us, there is an attendance to what remains “unspoken” in the dialogue 
(Heidegger 1968: 178), i.e., our encounter with alethiea. When learning, as stated, 
we are inspired - attuned and held fast in wonder (thaumazein) - to continually 
inquire into that which withdraws from full disclosure, “drawn to what 
withdraws” (Heidegger 1968: 17), and in this process, we are located at a 
distance from the essential nature of what remains question-worthy, and hence 
worthy of our educational pursuits, and here we experience a way-of-Being within 
a context of thinking highlighted the “mutual nearness of its appeal” (Heidegger 
1968: 17). So, within this questioning in the midst of this distance from truth, a 
proximity we can never close off, although distressing, we find inspiration to 
continue on, for this thinking at a distance is attuned to continue on in the pursuit 
of what withdraws from our inquiry. In learning, the partial and oblique 
revelation of truth, or the intimation of truth, has nourished the soul, inspires us 
to hold ourselves in the ever-evolving draft of thinking, for like Socrates, if we 
are attuned to the “call” of education itself, we do “nothing else then place 
[ourselves] into this draft, this current, and maintain [ourselves] in it” 
(Heidegger 1968: 17), for it is only in this draft that enlightenment and 
authentic education can occur.  

 Heidegger informs us that because Socrates is drawn into what withdraws, 
“he points into what withdraws,” and in this way we might think of him as 
serving as a “sign, a pointer,” but what he is pointing at is “something which 
has not, not yet, been transposed into the language of our speech” (Heidegger 
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1968: 18), indeed, still to this day, what Socrates philosophized - which he could 
not properly or systematically bring to language - has not yet been understood 
by a majority of educators, who are “like those people who run to seek refuge 
from any draft too strong for them” (Heidegger 1968: 17). In the presence of 
Heidegger’s Socrates, we find ourselves faced with the practice of education 
that is not only foreign but radically at odds with the way we as contemporary 
educators view education. For education as described relating to and emerging 
from Heidegger’s Socrates cannot be reduced to the type of method that can be 
successfully reproduced or imitated in the classroom with the aim of producing 
the result of learning that can be gauged through quantification. To even 
attempt to “thematize” or “systematize” it would serve only to bastardize its 
unique and original essence, indeed to write it down in the service of a 
systematized curriculum with the requisite “lesson-plans” already betrays 
Heidegger’s point about one of the things that makes Socrates the purest thinker 
of the West, namely, “he wrote nothing,” and if he would have attempted to do 
so, he would have turned away from authentic thought, or “pure thought,” to 
become a “fugitive” of thought (Heidegger 1968: 17-18). Thus, a Socratic 
education drawn from Heidegger’s reading is a form of learning and education, 
to continue our theme drawn from contemporary Platonic scholarship, by its 
very essence, must remain non-systematic; it cannot become a doctrine in the 
sense that we in education understand it today. However, it is our hope that this 
essay might work in service of offering Socratic intimations of and gestures 
toward - despite how veiled these elucidations must remain - inspiring new and 
potentially fecund thinking on the ways we currently go about educating our 
students, offering philosophical insights into the potential re-conceptualization 
of what we currently understand about the standards for methods, truth, and 
learning. For the education we have described, as related to Heidegger’s 
Socrates, depends on a genuine form of questioning that lies at the heart of the 
educational experience, where deep transformation and attunement to the soul 
(psyche) or disposition (hexis) occurs - here, we understand the pathos-of-education 
in Heideggerian terms as a “tuning” or “turning” of the “dis-position and 
determination” (Heidegger 1959: 83) - i.e., the soul in periagoge turned back to 
itself enlightened, and it is enlightened in and through a unique and non-
doctrinal, non-systematic understanding of the experience of truth as aletheia, in 
the occurrence of aletheuein as it is inseparable from the originary context of 
education, which shelters the draft of authentic thinking and learning: authentic paideia.  

Notes 
1. As related to Fn. vi. below, readers are encouraged to reference George 

Lazaroiu’s (2018) article, “The Socratic Process of Learning: Being-Educated as 
a Philosophical Way of the Ethical Life,” which works to bring together 
contemporary empirical (theoretically-based) research to bear on the questions 
and issues emerging from a “non-doctrinal” reading of the dialogues. This essay 
also makes an important contribution to re-thinking and re-envisioning the 
Socratic Method as it has been traditionally embraced and practiced for years by 
educators in classrooms. Lazaroiu shares the view that in relation to a so-called 
“Socratic Method,” the notions of truth, method, and the process of learning 
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must be reconceived in a way that stands opposed to typical standardized 
epistemological models.  

2. Heidegger’s reading of Plato’s philosophy (metaphysics) as “doctrinal” in nature 
is not limited to Platonic scholars, e.g., Poggler (1987), commentating on 
Heidegger’s path of thinking, recognizes that Heidegger embraces a “doctrinal” 
and systematic Plato: “Plato,” writes Poggler, “turns his attention not to the 
counteraction between unconcealment and concealment, but rather to 
unconcealment as mere ‘unconcealment,’ as mere revealing” (80/102), thus 
giving rise to a systematic metaphysics, education, and later, secular humanism. 

3. Contrary to Hyland, Fried (2006) points out – although he does not refer to 
Heidegger’s readings as “doctrinal” in nature - that, for Heidegger, it is not that 
Plato is consciously teaching a systematic doctrinal philosophy; rather, it is the 
manner in which what is “unsaid” in Plato’s philosophy is formalized or “said” 
by and within the tradition, and the main concern is with “the translation of 
truth as aletheia from unconcealment (Unvernogenheit) to the correctness of 
representation [orhtotes],” of what is present before us in terms of an entity or a 
being (157). Fried adds the following caveat to his reading: “Heidegger at times, 
insists even in specific readings of Plato’s texts, that he is confronting not Plato 
but Platonism” (157). Despite Heidegger’s reductive readings of Plato, Fried 
stresses that we must not underplay the importance of Heidegger’s readings, 
“for whatever critiques postmodern philosophers have of Heidegger, many 
postmodernists owe a debt of thinking to Heidegger,” this is because they have 
“accepted [his] reading of Plato as a decisive turn in the Western march toward 
nihilism” (157). 

4. Heidegger’s (1999) claim is that the “essence of ” is understood in the 

“  ,” which Heidegger identifies as the educative 
movement characterized by the “turning around the whole human being” from 
an encounter with beings or things to the encounter with Being that first 
facilitates the revelation of those beings and things for their potential 
appropriation (167). 

5. For example, in the Symposium, Socrates assures Agathon that authentic 
education can neither be pursued nor carried out as a process through which 
those who have little in the way of knowledge are made more knowledgeable by 
those possessing greater knowledge, as “if ideas were the kind of things which 
could be imparted simply by contact, and those of us who had few could absorb 
them from those who have a lot,” much like the “way that liquid can flow from 
a full container to an empty one if you put a piece of string between them” 
(175d). 

6. Overlooking the plausible conclusion offered by many Platonic scholars 
regarding the lack of a codified method in Plato’s Socrates, Socratic Circles, 
Socratic Method, and Socratic Seminar (Wilberding 2014; Strong 1997) are all 
formalized Socratic Methods for application in the classroom. Educators 
implementing Socratic Seminars argue that Socrates employs a reproducible 
systematic method that can be explicated, packaged, marketed, taught, and 
applied in the classroom to produce definitive “academic” results that meet the 
criteria for the objectives in Common Core State Standards Curriculum and the 
concomitant high-stakes testing consistent with the contemporary standardized 
view of education. These educators claim that Socrates’ way of practicing his 
dialectic examination can be systematized and imitated. In relation to this claim, 
we bring the reader’s attention to a crucial issue Plato highlights in the Apology, 
to which practitioners of the Socratic method in education have apparently paid 
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no heed or have summarily dismissed, namely, the utterly and unmistakably 
disastrous results that ensued when the youths of Athens attempted to “imitate” 
the enigmatic and inimitable Socrates. Those who imitated Socrates contributed 
to the formulation of the charges against him, as they systematized, copied, and 
employed his supposed “method,” performing elenchus refutations of prominent 
Athenian citizens. Let us listen to Socrates, who proclaims, “The sons of the 
richest men accompany of their own accord, find pleasure in hearing people being 
examined, and often imitate me themselves, and then they undertake to examine 
others; and then, I fancy, they find a great plenty of people who think they know 
something, but know little or nothing. As a result, therefore, those who are 
examined by them are angry with me (Plato 1997, Apol. 23c-e). It is interesting 
to note, in relation to “Socratic teaching,” that as opposed to training or 
teaching (didasko) these youths to be upstart “gadflies,” it is by chance (tuche) and 
neither by Socratic design nor the implementation of any formal or even 
informal “Socratic curriculum,” that these youths are drawn to Socrates, listen 
intently to him, and then take it upon themselves to imitate him (Magrini 2017; 
2018). 

7. Heidegger (1988) defines phenomenology in precisely the same manner, as a 
“method” within which truth manifests that cannot be jettisoned once we have 
arrived at it, e.g., when talking of interpreting facticity, Heidegger is clear that this 
interpretation can be nothing other than “living” it, for only in interpretive 
activity is Dasein’s possibility for “becoming and being for itself” made known 

and pursued; ‘ (the interpreting of facticity), is a method for living 
and acquiring “an understanding of itself” (11). This observation is made by 
Gonzalez (2009) when stating in his reading of Socrates, “the truth of 
philosophy is its method,” for “Socrates himself, at least as depicted in Plato, 
places much more emphasis on method than on results, not only because his 
discussions are often aporetic, but also, and more importantly, because he 
appears to value more the process of dialectic and dialogue than any outcome of 
this process” (427).  

8. Original passages from Plato’s (1997) Letter Seven will assist the reader in 
understanding the analysis we have provided, and they run as follows: “Only 
when all of these things - names, definitions, and visual and other perceptions – 
have been rubbed against one another and tested, pupil and teacher asking, and 
answering questions in good will and without enmity – only then, when reason 
and knowledge are at the very extremity of human effort , can they illuminate 
the nature of any object (344b)…[but] this knowledge is not something that can 
be into words like other sciences; but only after long-continued discourse 
between teacher and pupil, in joint pursuit of the subject, suddenly, like a light 
flashing forth when a fire is kindled, it is born of the soul and straightaway 
nourishes itself” (341c).  

9. In Gonzalez’s (2004) reading of Socratic philosophy and the dialectic, he 
stresses that philosophy is an endeavor where truth and method are inseparable, 
and “the truth of the matter shows itself, not in some definition or teaching that 
would conclude philosophical questioning, but rather in the very carrying out of 
this questioning” (427). If we relate the issue of “pure thinking” to an education 
that would be consistent with because it is instantiated by Heidegger’s Socrates, 
the ever-renewed practice of the dialectic requires, as Gonzalez elucidates, a 
form of pure thinking that is “always underway and yet so in touch with the being 
of the matter in question as to be continually changed by it,” i.e., a thinking in 
relation to truth that can never be brought to full unhiddenness and yet still 
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holds the supreme power to transform the soul (epagoge), and this thinking “pays 
more attention to the way,” or practice and movement of the dialectic, “than to 
the content without becoming contentless,” or devolving into a transposable, 
applicable, formable, and hence, empty method, and this is the type of pure 
thinking “transforms without instructing” (431)  

10. We undoubtedly get the sense of  (apallage) referring to the “casting 
out” of ignorance through dialectic. But this term can also indicate, as we have 
suggested, in addition to “deliverance, release, riddance of a thing,” the “going away” 
or taking a “departure” from a thing, hence our reference to truth’s movement away 
from our understanding as well as the movement away that we experience from our 
previous state of ignorance in the midst of the dialectic (Lexicon, 76). 
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Giving grounds, however, justifying the evidence, comes to an end; - but the end is not 
certain propositions’ striking us immediately as true, i.e., it is not a kind of seeing on 
our part; it is our acting, which lies at the bottom of the language game. 

--L. Wittgenstein, On Certainty1 

No experiment can either justify or straighten out a confusion of 
thought; if we are in a muddle when we design an experiment, it is 
only to be expected that we should ask Nature cross questions and 
she return crooked answers. 

--P. Geach, Mental Acts2 

I.  Introduction 
   Recent controversies concerning the ontology, epistemic source, epistemic 
reliability and epistemic role of philosophical intuitions, and any methodology 
that avails itself of them, intersect with debates surrounding analyticity and the 
apriori, and in some cases metaphysical modality. The current locus of many of 
these debates is the Experimental Philosophy (or X-Phi) movement, which uses 
methods from the empirical social sciences to explore, ascertain and analyze 
people’s intuitions regarding various philosophical questions.3 From these 
activities and the data collected have arisen in turn metaphilosophical questions 
surrounding preferred methods of surveying respondents for their intuitions 
when presented with a thought experiment or asked about the validity of an 
inference rule. Skeptics and “restrictionists” (Alexander and Weinberg, 2007) 
argue against the evidentiary role intuitions are typically taken to play in 
“standard philosophical practice” in part because intuitions’ epistemic source is 
mysterious (Cappelen, 2012), but chiefly because the results of experimental 
philosophical surveys reveal diversity in responses. For example, experimental 
results suggest that responses vary according to factors in cultural and 
educational background4, that intuitions are unduly influenced by affective 
content,5 contextual conditions in the sequential ordering of scenarios (Swain, 
Alexander, and Weinberg, 2008), and in general that intuitions are fallible and 
hence unreliable.6 In turn, neo-rationalists seek to answer these skeptical 
challenges in ways that secure the epistemic dignity of philosophical intuitions 
and their continued use in what Bealer (1993) calls “the standard justificatory 
procedure” of analytic philosophy. 

In this article, I lay the groundwork for a defense of rational intuitions, 
where a rational intuition is a self-conscious or reflective judging of a proposition 
to be necessarily true and a priori. By a priori I mean that the justification or 
knowledge of the proposition is obtained independently of sense experience or 
contingent facts of nature.7 My defense focuses on the question of rational 
intuitions’ non-inferential, a priori justification: that is, given that one has the 
intuition that P, how does that intuition justify, or explain, the likelihood that 
the proposition that P is true? More strongly, if the logical space can be 
discerned for an account of how an intuition that P constitutes a priori knowledge 
that P, then at least the prospect of intuitive judgments serving as bona fide 
evidence in philosophical practice will be established.8 The account I shall 
defend holds that a thinker can know, via a priori rational intuition, that P, in 
virtue of her possessing the concepts involved in the judgment that P, where 
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such possession includes the conceptual capacities exercised in judging that P. 
This account is general enough to remain agnostic regarding the explicit 
explanation of what such exercise of conceptual capacities involves in the 
judging of conceptually necessary a priori truths, e.g. whether it be understood 
as the grasping of truth-conditions, or canonical conceptual role, or some other 
variety of explanation; the purpose here is to demarcate the logical space for 
such an account. 

In section II I consider the ontology of rational intuitions and criticize two 
arguments put forward by Bealer and others to justify a conception of intuition 
as an experience, a sui generis psychological state or “intellectual seeming” that P 
(for some proposition P), that in turn carries some justificatory force, or can 
serve as evidence, for the belief that P. Against this view I argue that intuitions 
should be considered a priori, non-inferential, fallible judgings: exercises of 
conceptual capacities rather than a distinct kind of psychological state that 
stands in some justificatory or evidentiary relation to a proposition. In section 
III I expand my criticism to include the genus of which Bealer’s view is one 
species, namely the “seeming-qua-evidence” view, and contrast it with my view 
of intuitions as fallible exercises of conceptual capacities. I describe how my 
account of rational intuition as the exercise of conceptual capacities in a priori 
judgment differs from the dogmatic, entitlement, and reliabilist accounts of 
rational intuition’s justificatory force. I conclude in section IV by outlining 
briefly three implications of my account for the Experimental Philosophy 
movement. 

I. Intuitions are Not Distinctive Psychological States 
  Two of the most important arguments for the conclusion that intuitions are 
distinct psychological states can be called the phenomenology argument and the 
epistemic recalcitrance argument. I will raise doubts about each of these arguments, 
because doing so makes room for my alternative account, namely that intuitions 
are a priori judgings. 

Several philosophers hold that intuitions can be identified by their 
distinctive phenomenology. Bealer (1998) claims that an intuition is “a sui 
generis, irreducible natural (i.e., non-Cambridge-like) propositional attitude that 
occurs episodically,” a special kind of “intellectual seeming” (p. 207); much 
subsequent literature, e.g. Tucker (2013) treats intuitions as “intellectual 
seemings.” When S has the intuition that P, the proposition that P “just seems” 
true to S.9 Similarly Peacocke speaks of such propositions being “primitively 
compelling” (Peacocke 1992) and Sosa holds that rational intuitions are 
“intellectual attractions,” such that [w]hen such attraction is exerted by one’s 
entertaining a proposition, with its specific content, then the attraction is 
intuitive. But the entertaining is not the intuition, not what is distinctively 
characteristic of intuitive justification. After all, conscious entertaining is always 
there in conscious belief, even when the belief is not intuitive, but introspective, 
perceptual, or inferential. What is distinctive of intuitive justification is rather its 
being the entertaining itself of that specific content that exerts the attraction. (Sosa, 2007a, p. 
54)10 
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An intellectual seeming is intuitive when it is an attraction to assent triggered 
simply by considering a proposition consciously with understanding. (Of 
course, one may so much as understand the proposition only through a 
complex and prolonged process that includes perception, memory or 
inference). (Sosa, 2007b, p. 60-61) 

Neo-rationalists like Bealer, Peacocke, and Sosa therefore invoke specific 
phenomenal characters by which to distinguish intuitions from other forms of 
doxastic mental states, to conclude that intuitions are a distinct kind of 
psychological state with a distinct kind of psychological content.11 By contrast, 
Williamson denies the existence of any particular cognitive phenomenology for 
intuitions:  

Although mathematical intuition can have a rich 
phenomenology, even a quasi-perceptual one, for instance in 
geometry, the intellectual appearance of the Gettier proposition 
is not like that. Any accompanying imagery is irrelevant. For 
myself, I am aware of no intellectual seeming beyond my 
conscious inclination to believe the Gettier proposition. 
(Williamson, 2007, p. 217) 

Other philosophers also report no distinctive cognitive phenomenology for 
their intuitions.12 Given the divergence in reported experience of intuitions, it 
seems prudent to maintain that rational intuitions exhibit no specific and 
defining phenomenology, and in that regard are indistinguishable from the 
genus to which they belong:  Fregean thoughts or judgments.13 The central idea 
I shall explore in this paper is that an intuition that P is the disposition to judge 
that P upon being queried “P?” and that basic intuitions are exercises of 
conceptual capacities: specifically, the concepts involved in the judgment that P. 
The intuiting is the judging that P, understood as the exercise of the conceptual 
capacities involved in judging that P, and the intuited is the resulting judgment 
that P. Intuitive judgments on my view are thus the achievements of conceptual 
capacities, proper exercise of which is part of what it means to possess the 
concepts in question.14 

Perhaps the strongest argument in the literature for distinguishing intuitions 
from judgments or beliefs is due to Bealer.15 According to Bealer intellectual 
seemings, like perceptual seemings, exhibit what can be called epistemic 
recalcitrance: they can elicit a prima facie belief despite settled belief or even 
knowledge to the contrary. Thus one might have a persistent inclination to 
believe the naïve comprehension axiom—that for any property F there is a set 
{x: x is F}—despite knowing that such a belief is false in the light of Russell’s 
paradox. Here the analogy is to optical illusions such as the Müller-Lyer illusion, 
in which one line seems longer than the other, even after one has confirmed 
that the lines are equivalent in length. Thus, similar to such optical illusions, 
one’s intuition or “intellectual seeming” that P persists even after one comes to 
believe conclusively or know that not-P. It is this epistemic behavior that 
distinguishes intuitions from beliefs, which do not persist despite knowledge 
that they are false. 
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Roderick Chisholm helpfully distinguishes three different functions of 
utterances of the statement “It seems to me that P” (Chisholm, 1989, p. 20-22): 

(i) To report one’s belief. In this sense “It seems to me that P” is logically 
equivalent to “I believe that P,” and adds nothing of epistemic significance 
to the report of one’s belief. 

 (ii) “To provide the speaker with a way out,” that is, to hedge the report of 
one’s belief. In this case it is the contrary of Austin’s performative utterance 
“I know that p.” If “I know that P” implies that the speaker, if asked, could 
provide the reasons for taking himself to know that P, then “it seems to me 
that P” implies that the speaker is not in fact certain of his reasons for 
believing that P. This function is akin to Wilfrid Sellars’s “looks talk,” where 
“it looks green” logically presupposes and qualifies the “is green” statement, 
and indicates that the speaker is withholding endorsement of the claim.16  

 (iii) Lastly, an utterance of “It seems to me that P” may function in a 
phenomenological, descriptive way, describing a certain state of affairs that 
is not itself a belief.  

Now Bealer, and other neo-rationalists who endorse the Bealerian view that 
intuitions are intellectual seemings, hold that the statement “it seems to me that 
P” in cases of rational intuition is being used in the third sense, to describe a 
psychological, mental state: an “intellectual seeming” that is a sui generis 
propositional attitude towards the proposition that P. We’ve seen one reason 
for doubting this view, namely that many philosophers report no distinctive or 
uniform phenomenology when they reflect on their intuitions. Another worry 
for this view is that it raises the question of how a statement with psychological 
content—the report of an intellectual seeming qua intuiting—can provide 
justification for the non-psychological content of the intuited, i.e., for the 
proposition that P. I’ll address that question directly in section III, but for now 
note that neither sense (i) nor sense (ii) is subject to that worry, for neither is an 
empirical description of an episode or state, but rather both are reports of 
judgments that are already, to speak with Sellars, in “the logical space of 
reasons, of justifying and being able to justify what one says” (Sellars, 1997, p. 
76). 

For present purposes the key claim by Sellars regarding “looks talk” is that, 
for any color C, “looks C” logically presupposes “is C,” that is “that the 
concept of looking green, the ability to recognize that something looks green, 
presupposes the concept of being green, and that the latter concept involves the 
ability to tell what colors objects have by looking at them – which in turn, 
involves knowing in what circumstances to place an object if one wishes to 
ascertain its color by looking at it” (Sellars, 1997, p. 43). Contrary to the 
empiricists’ claim that a visual seeming is presupposed by both illusory and 
veridical perceptual claims – which then raises the question of how one can 
move from a visual seeming that P to the perceptual knowledge that P – the 
logic of looks presupposes the acquisition of concepts and the practice of 
assertively predicating them of objects, and the self-conscious knowledge of 
conditions favoring the reliability of such assertions, such that one might on 
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occasion hedge the assertion of a perceptual claim because of doubts regarding 
the favorability of those conditions. 

We can now specify how the analogy between visual seeming and 
intellectual seeming should be understood. Corresponding to the logical priority 
of “x is C” vis-à-vis “x looks C” is the logical priority of the assertion that “P” 
vis-à-vis “it seems that P”. In both cases the latter claim is a weakening or 
retraction of the endorsement of the assertion in question. The retreat to “it 
seems that P” is a latecomer to the discursive practice in question, rather than 
its epistemic arché. “It seems to me that P,” I suggest, functions analogously in 
the case of epistemic recalcitrance proposed by Bealer: the content of the 
intuition is the proposition (Fregean thought) that P, but intuiting that P is 
more tentative than asserting that P. If this explanation is persuasive, then we 
are not required to accept that an intuiting is a sui generis “seeming” or 
“attraction” conferring some kind of justificatory warrant on its propositional 
contents.17  

In the case of looks talk, someone asserting “x looks C to me” has learned 
that seeing that x is C is subject to defeaters: undermining defeaters including 
fallible perceptual and conceptual capacities, unfavorable environmental 
circumstances, etc.; rebutting defeaters including contrary expert testimony, 
evidence of hallucination, etc. Analogously, someone asserting “it seems to me 
that P” has learned that simply asserting that P is subject to defeaters, but in the 
case of rational intuitions, which are a priori, defeaters might be such things as: 
failure to completely or sufficiently understand the concept in question, failure 
to take into account background or side constraints affecting the circumstances 
of application of a concept (for instance, there may be gaps or 
underdetermination in the applicability of a specific concept), and so on. 
Similarly, as acts of a priori judging, contingent empirical matters (being tired, 
distracted, depressed, eager to please or anxious regarding the questioner, etc.) 
can obviously affect the reliability of resulting judgments. In these cases too one 
might retreat to the weaker commitment of “it seems to me that P.” Knowing 
that not-P while yet prima facie judging that P, as in Bealer’s case of the naïve 
comprehension axiom, would be a case where thorough reflection and episodic 
judging—understood as the exercise of fallible conceptual capacities—
diverge.18 

So the picture I am suggesting is one in which, when soliciting an intuition 
whether P, the questioner requests an assertion that P or an assertion that not-
P, and this is simply a judging, a self-conscious, spontaneous (in the Kantian 
sense) exercise of one’s conceptual capacities (in applying a concept, in 
endorsing an inference rule, etc.). The “phenomenological” difference, if any, 
between an intuition or “intellectual seeming” that P (“it seems to me that P”) 
and assertively judging that P (“P.”) is merely the expression of different 
degrees of confidence in one’s judgment that P. As we’ll see in section III, 
clarifying the picture along these lines prevents making the move analogous to 
the argument from illusion, namely to claim that the intuition that P functions 
as an experience that somehow provides (some degree of) justification that P. On 
the picture I am proposing, it is not some phenomenologically distinctive 
mental state or propositional attitude, to which ‘intuition’ refers, that justifies 
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the proposition that P, but rather the fact that the judging that P issues from 
normatively “good” or “rational” dispositions to use the concepts involved in 
the proposition that P. On this view, the judgment that P is justified non-
inferentially and a priori in virtue of the judger’s understanding the concept(s) 
involved in the proposition that P, that understanding itself being a 
manifestation of the dispositions or capacities to deploy correctly the concept(s) 
involved in the proposition that P. By non-inferential I mean the following. For 
some propositions, one has “inferential” justification to believe them because 
they are epistemically supported by other propositions one has justification to 
believe. If these latter propositions proved to be false, their epistemic support 
for those former propositions would vanish.  On the other hand, when one’s 
justification to believe P does not derive from one’s justification to believe 
other propositions, this justification is “non-inferential,” or “immediate” or 
“direct.” Rational intuitions are like this; as Weinberg (2007: 320) states, 
“Although they are used to provide evidence, one does not, and need not, 
provide further evidence for them.”19 By justification, I mean the minimal notion 
that person S has justification to believe that P if and only if S is in a position 
where it would be epistemically appropriate for S to believe that P, that is, a 
situation in which the proposition that P is epistemically likely to be true for S.20 
I will have more to say about justification in section III. 

If rational intuitions justify a priori propositional knowledge, then that 
justification is not a seeming, nor is it propositional. This is a central 
Wittgensteinian claim in the overall account of rational intuitions I offer here. 
The claim is that the disposition to infer correctly, say according to modus 
ponens, is more basic than the belief that the inference rule modus ponens is 
valid. Likewise the claim is that the practice of using the concept knowledge, and 
the disposition to use the predicate “has knowledge” correctly, say, is more 
basic than the belief that, say, “Knowledge is not justified true belief,” and 
Gettier-style thought experiments and X-Phi surveys are meant to get a grasp 
on such practices and dispositions. Paul Boghossian offers two arguments for 
denying that some kind of propositional knowledge grounds our basic 
inferential practices. The first argument is that children acquire the disposition 
to reason according to modus ponens long before—if ever—they acquire the 
belief that modus ponens is necessarily a valid rule of logical entailment, a 
sophisticated belief that requires mastery of modal and logical concepts. The 
second argument flows from Lewis Carroll’s famous essay “What the Tortoise 
Said to Achilles.” If our most fundamental a priori knowledge is propositional 
in nature, then in order to infer correctly by modus ponens one would have to 
know the inference rule modus ponens and know that it is necessary, truth-
preserving, etc. But the representation of modus ponens (either logically, as: [] p 

 ((p  q)  q)); or metalogically, as: if p and (if p then q) are true, then q is 
true) itself presupposes modus ponens, and justification thus becomes an 
infinite regress. Boghossian concludes from these arguments “that at some 
point it must be possible simply to move between thoughts in a way that 
generates justified belief, without this movement being grounded in the 
thinker’s justified belief about the rule used in the reasoning.”21 
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My account seeks to develop this view along the lines of concept possession 
and conceptual competence grounded in dispositions. On this account, 
understanding and mastery of words (in a natural language) and concepts (in 
mentalese) is the epistemic source and justification for rational intuitions 
conceived with the features outlined above. One’s mastery of the concepts in 
question confers authority upon the exercise of those conceptual capacities in 
intuitive (a priori, non-inferential) judgings.  

III. Intuiting by Judging 
The previous section was intended primarily as stage-setting: to raise doubts 

regarding two prevalent arguments in the literature for considering intuitions 
sui generis psychological states (the intuiting) that stand in some justificatory or 
evidentiary relation to a proposition (the intuited).  In this section, I will 
continue my alternative account by arguing directly that intuitional judgments, 
as a priori spontaneous exercises of reason, are justified in virtue of their 
source, understood as fallible conceptual capacities. That is, the question is, 
given an intuition by S that P, what justification does the intuiting provide S 
that the proposition that P is true? If that question can be given a convincing 
answer, then the use of intuitions as evidence in philosophical arguments will at 
least be in some measure justified in the face of skeptical conclusions drawn by 
X-Phi advocates. 

My account is intended to answer skepticism regarding the epistemic 
soundness and value of intuitions that has been raised by experimental 
philosophers as well as by Williamson (2007, p. 211), who frames the problem 
in terms of what Brown (2011) calls “the gap objection.” In typical thought 
experiment scenarios, intuitions function as evidence for or against a given 
theory. For instance, the intuition that a subject in a Gettier scenario has a 
justified true belief but lacks knowledge is interpreted as evidence for the view 
that knowledge is something more than justified true belief. The question is:  
How does a psychological occurrent state (it seeming or striking or attracting 
one that P) or a psychological proposition (“it seems to me that P”) provide 
justification or evidence for the belief that P or the non-psychological 
proposition that P? That is, given that I have a rational intuition—a 
(controversially) phenomenologically distinct, occurrent mental state, often 
called an “intellectual seeming”—that P, why should I believe that P, or a fortiori 
know that P? I will briefly consider three accounts, two internalist and one 
externalist, all of which attempt but ultimately fail to bridge the “gap,” before 
turning to my positive account. 

The first internalist account—dogmatism—claims that the experience of such 
an intellectual seeming that P provides prima facie, that is, defeasible justification 
for believing that P. Michael Huemer states this view in broad form, for the 
genus of appearance—of which intellectual seeming is a species—with his 
Principle of Phenomenal Conservatism: “If it seems to S that p, then, in the 
absence of defeaters, S thereby has at least some degree of justification for 
believing that p,” which “holds that it is by virtue of having an appearance with 
a given content that one has justification for believing that content.”22 Elijah 
Chudnoff defends a similar view, restricted to intuitions: “If it intuitively seems 
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to you that p, then you thereby possess some prima facie justification for 
believing that p” on the basis of the “presentational phenomenology” of the 
intuition such that “when in it you both seem to fact-intuit that p and seem to 
be intellectually item-aware of an item that makes it the case that p” (Chudnoff, 
2011a, p. 322-323), that is, an item which serves as evidence for the proposition 
that P. Both Huemer and Chudnoff draw explicitly on the analogy with visual 
appearances and their role in providing evidence or justification for perceptual 
judgment. Huemer, e.g., argues against Bonjour’s (1998) view that introspective 
beliefs can provide justification by rehearsing a version of the argument from 
illusion on the plausible assumption that introspection is fallible. Given the 
possibility of false but prima facie justified introspective beliefs, there must be a 
“highest common factor” conferring prima facie justification that is present in 
such introspective experiences, regardless of whether the experience is veridical 
or illusory, namely an “appearance” or “seeming”23: 

Similarly [just having rehearsed the argument from illusion], I 
argue that a false introspective belief may have the same sort of 
justification as a correct introspective belief. But a false 
introspective belief is not justified by virtue of one’s having 
direct awareness of the putative fact that it represents; instead, it 
is justified by virtue of its seeming to the subject that there is 
such a fact, or that he is directly aware of such a fact. Therefore, 
correct introspective beliefs are also not justified by virtue of 
one’s having direct awareness of the facts they represent; instead, 
they are justified by the appearances. (Huemer, 2007, p. 36)  

After denying any specific features of intuition that could epistemically 
affect this picture, he concludes that intuitions, like introspection, perception, 
and so on, provide justification for their contents in virtue of their appearances. 
That is, Huemer assumes that even if an intuitional state is not veridical—even 
if the seeming of “it seems to me that P” is illusory—it nevertheless provides 
for the related P (which is false if the intuitional state is not veridical) an 
instance of the kind of justification that intuitional states in general provide for 
beliefs. This “highest common factor” implies that the justification provided by 
an intuitional seeming cannot in principle guarantee the truth of the belief it 
justifies, for had one been deceived by the illusory appearance, one would have 
believed the intuitive judgment based on the same grounds upon which one 
believes the intuitive judgment when not deceived by a veridical appearance: the 
appearance constitutes the same justification or evidence for the false and the 
true judgment. But this entails that that justification or evidence cannot 
establish the truth of one’s intuitive judgment, and hence cannot provide one 
with knowledge.24 This assumption that experience—in this case, the 
experience formulated as “its seeming to one that P”—cannot provide better 
than defeasible justification for the belief that P, I shall call rather infelicitously 
the “seeming-qua-evidence” assumption, and it follows directly from the “gap” 
objection raised by Williamson. The assumption underlies the dogmatic view of 
Huemer and Chudnoff, and it also underlies the second internalist account, 
conventionally called the “entitlement” view. 
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 The entitlement view derives from Tyler Burge’s (1993 and 2003) work on the 
philosophy of perception and has been developed in the context of the 
epistemology of logical laws by Crispin Wright (2004a and 2004b) and 
generalized for intuitions in David Enoch and Joshua Schechter (2008). This 
view concedes that there is no evidence for believing that P, given that it seems 
to one that P, but concludes that one has a priori justification without evidence, 
so long as one has no evidence to the contrary, viz., no evidence that the 
seeming is illusory. Thus this account too assumes what I called the “seeming-
qua-evidence” assumption, that is, the assumption that the intellectual seeming 
that P must stand in a logical relationship to the proposition  (the Fregean 
thought) that P that is weaker than a constitutive relation, and is thus in a sense 
accidental, and hence liable to epistemic luck, so that the justification provided is 
at best prima facie, defeasible.28 The entitlement account accepts this assumption 
regarding intuitions, finds that nothing can provide more than such defeasible 
evidence, and so retreats to a weaker epistemic claim, not of justification or 
evidence, but rather of provisional epistemic entitlement, where epistemic 
entitlement denotes “a kind of warranted acceptability which originates quite 
otherwise than in the existence of evidence for the truth of the proposition 
accepted,” and which constitutes “an unavoidable kind of risk” (Wright, 2004b, 
p. 163, n. 5 and p. 164). Thus regarding the use of our cognitive faculties, 
Wright says: 

Our cognitive faculties are merely abilities and, like all abilities, 
their successful exercise depends upon the co-operative nature 
of the prevailing circumstances. That circumstances are 
appropriately co-operative is clearly a presupposition of any 
cognitive project in the sense we defined, namely, that to have a 
reason to doubt it in a particular case would indeed be to have 
reason to doubt the significance or competence of the project in 
question. It is thus an entitlement of project [sic] to take it that 
the prevailing circumstances are indeed appropriately co-
operative in any case where there is no antecedent reason to 
suppose that they are not, and where to attempt to investigate 
the matter nevertheless would throw up further, no safer 
presuppositions of the same sort. (Wright, 2004b, p. 165)26 

Thus this weaker epistemic status regarding, for instance, knowledge of 
logical laws, rests on the distinction between being rationally entitled to proceed 
on certain suppositions, and the having of evidence that those suppositions are 
actually true… It would be wonderful to be in the second situation, of course, 
but it is by no means useless if we are merely in the first. (Wright, 2004b, p. 
166) 

So here too, as with dogmatism, the entitlement view presupposes the 
“seeming-qua-evidence” assumption, but while the former view attempts to 
vindicate it, the latter view offers us a weaker epistemic status as compensation, 
as it were, for denying that it can be vindicated. 

Externalist accounts, such as Goldman and Pust (1998), Goldman (2010), 
and Brown (2011), likewise accept the “seeming-qua-evidence” assumption, and 
seek to vindicate it typically by means of some empirical reliabilist theory. Here 
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the defeasibilist relation is upheld by arguing that cognitive science will explain 
why there is a statistically high probability or likelihood that intellectual seemings 
that P correlate with the truth of the proposition that P. Thus Brown envisages 
how Williamson’s ‘gap’ might be bridged: 

Suppose that, in fact, the method of forming beliefs about the 
nonspychological subject matter of philosophy on the basis of the 
relevant psychological propositions is reliable. Combining this 
supposition with a reliabilist approach to justification has the result 
that beliefs formed in this manner are justified. (Brown, 2011, p. 
513)  

Goldman and Pust, and also Goldman on his own, similarly advocate an 
empirical, process-reliabilist account of the justificatory relation between the 
intellectual seeming that P and the likelihood that P is true, and offer their 
account specifically in answer to a skeptical challenge based on the fallibility of 
intuition: 

[I]nspection of empirically based theories of categorization suggests 
that infallibility of judgment is not to be expected. It is therefore 
perfectly appropriate to worry about the level of reliability of 
categorization. This process cannot be assumed, a priori, to have a 
high enough reliability level (whatever “high enough” amounts to) to 
escape skeptical challenge. (Goldman, 2010, p. 20) 

This brief survey of epistemic accounts that offer justification for an 
intuitive judgment demonstrated that they all rest on the “seeming-qua-
evidence” assumption, and—as Goldman above explicitly states—suggests that 
what motivates that assumption is the belief that whatever mental state or 
capacity that generates an intuitive judgment is fallible, and therefore unreliable; 
and that therefore, the accounts emphasize how confidence in an intuitive 
judgment can be secured through dogmatic credence in the reliability of the 
appearance, default entitlement to assume reliability, or empirical study of the 
process that produces the judgment with a statistically high level of reliability. 

But fallibility of judgment, the likely motivation for the “seeming-qua-
evidence” assumption, does not entail unreliability. Fallibility is a property of 
capacities, including conceptual capacities, and there is a conception of 
capacities available to us according to which the fact that a capacity is fallible 
does not entail that its non-defective exercise is unreliable.27 It is possible, and 
quite commonsensical, to consider the non-defective exercise of a capacity to φ 
as necessarily resulting in φ being done. Thus my capacity to add two numbers, 
when exercised non-defectively, necessarily results in the correct sum being 
produced; it is not an accident that the sum produced is correct if I have 
exercised my capacities non-defectively. This general account holds for intuitive 
judgments as spontaneous exercises of our conceptual and reasoning capacities, 
capacities self-consciously possessed and exercised by mature rational thinkers. 
For example, the rational capacity to infer according to modus ponens, when 
exercised non-defectively, does not accidentally result in the correct inference 
being made: the capacity to φ and its proper, non-defective exercise is internally 
related to φ where φ is defined as what the capacity is a capacity to do. The 
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proponents of the dogmatic, entitlement and empirical reliabilisitic accounts 
commit a fallacious inference, from the true statement that one’s intuitive 
judgment that P might be defective, hence false, to the incorrect conclusion, 
that therefore one does not know that P when one non-defectively intuitively 
judges that P. 

This is a claim about the logical relation between a capacity or ability and its 
non-defective exercise, namely that the relation is a constitutive, rather than an 
accidental—that is, statistical or probabilistic—relation. This latter relation 
belongs to the logic of reliability, not capacity on the conception advocated 
here. The non-defective exercise of a capacity is the actualization of a 
disposition, constitutively defined as the disposition to φ: that is, the disposition 
or capacity is constitutive of the acts that manifest it. That the disposition is 
fallible, sometimes failing to manifest itself in φ-ing, does not affect the 
definition or identity of the disposition as a capacity to φ; rather, judgments 
attributing a capacity or disposition to a person (e.g., “She knows how to add”) 
acknowledge exceptions, countervailing circumstances, defective actualizations 
of the disposition.28 To be sure, as Wright states above, our cognitive abilities, 
like any capacity, depend upon “the co-operative nature of the prevailing 
circumstances.” On our conception of capacity, this must be understood as the 
claim that there are circumstances that hinder, prevent, or otherwise interfere 
with the successful exercise of the capacity.29 To return to my example of 
performing an addition, the conditions conducive to the proper exercise of my 
capacity might include being well-rested, focused, calm, my memory and 
calculating faculties etc., working well, and so on. Any of these conditions for 
the exercise of my capacity might be absent or insufficient and result in the 
defective exercise of the capacity. But when the relevant conditions are 
cooperating, then the exercise of my capacity fully, that is, conclusively explains 
the success of my activity. Likewise, when prevailing circumstances are 
cooperating, and I exercise my rational capacities non-defectively, I have 
indefeasible justification for my intuitive judgment, as a case of what the capacity 
is specified as a capacity to do. If knowledge is factive, then it is an added 
advantage of my account of the constitutive relation between the non-defective 
exercise of a capacity and the resulting Fregean thought that it can adequately 
explain the source of a priori intuitional knowledge, rather than merely 
accidental—statistically, probabilistically, reliable—belief. And since Fregean 
thoughts are judgments about facts understood as the possible layout of reality, 
when I have a priori intuitional knowledge of a Fregean thought I have a priori 
knowledge of the layout of reality; there is no “gap.” 

This argument against the view that an intuition that P constitutes reliable 
evidence that P (including its entitlement version attributing presumptive 
justificatory force to the judgment in the absence of evidence) works by analogy 
with the disjunctivist denial of the presence of evidence such as “appearances” 
for perceptual knowledge, and suggests that talk of intuitions as  “intellectual 
seemings” or “intellectual appearances” gives rise to an intellectual (rather than 
perceptual) version of the argument from illusion, as we saw with Huemer. But 
if we suppose that warrant for one’s intuition that P cannot be better than prima 
facie, hence inconclusive, there are only two positions one can adopt regarding 
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the possibility of a priori intuitional knowledge. On the one hand is skepticism, 
that is, the denial that there is such a thing as intuitional knowledge. And on the 
other hand there is the triad dogmatism-entitlement-reliabilism: dogmatism, the 
claim that prima facie warrant can be sufficient for a belief to count as 
knowledge; its weaker cousin entitlement, the claim that one is permitted to 
believe as though one had such warrant; and reliabilism, the claim that a 
statistically high enough probability is sufficient for belief to count as 
knowledge. But this dilemma issues from a single, common assumption of at 
best defeasible justification for one’s intuitional judgments, for the dogmatic-
entitlement-reliabilist position, like the skeptical position, in acknowledging that 
one’s justification for belief is merely prima facie, leaves open the possibility that 
one’s judgment is false. And this seems to amount to the concession that 
despite the believer’s best evidence, her intuitional judgement might 
nevertheless be false. The way to avoid the apparent dilemma is to give up the 
assumption that the best justification possible for one’s intuitional judgments is 
prima facie, to give up the assumption that the logical relation between intuiting 
and intuited is merely accidental rather than constitutive. Treating rational 
intuitions as Fregean thoughts about which the thinker possesses indefeasible 
justification when her fallible conceptual capacities and rational competences 
are functioning non-defectively, exercises of which stand in a constitutive 
relation to the Fregean thoughts they produce, averts the fall back into that 
assumption that in turn elicits the dogmatic, entitlement and reliabilist accounts 
in the attempt to secure ourselves against skepticism while watching the 
genuine possibility of a priori knowledge slip from our rational grasp. 

An objection might be raised on the basis of Jonathan Weinberg’s 
distinction between a hopeful fallibility and an “unmitigated” or “hopeless” 
fallibility. The latter is characterized as “a fallibility uncompensated by a decent 
capacity for detecting and correcting the errors that it entails,” whereas the 
former is a fallibility that does allow for such “checkability” and improvement. 
Weinberg adduces four features that increase the trustworthiness of an 
epistemic source: external corroboration, internal coherence, detectability of 
margins (“the practices are sensitive to the conditions in which the device is less 
likely to give good results”), and theoretical illumination (“as to how [the 
devices] work [or fail] when they do”). He can then reject rational intuitions 
because they are unmitigatedly fallible and untrustworthy: “it is our capacity to 
detect and correct errors that makes the difference between the trustworthy and 
untrustworthy [epistemic] source” (Weinberg, 2007, p. 325).The force of this 
objection is dissipated, however, by our conception of the non-defective 
exercise of a fallible capacity, say for a priori intuitive knowledge, which is a 
trustworthy epistemic source by virtue of the constitutive relation between the 
capacity’s proper functioning and what it is a capacity to do. 

The objector might, in response, shift the ground of her objection, in the 
following way. Granted that the non-defective exercise of one’s conceptual 
capacities provides indefeasible warrant for the intuitive judgment produced, 
the skeptic may ask how one knows that a given act of intuitional judgment is a 
case of non-defective exercise? If one does not know which case—the defective 
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or non-defective—obtains, how can she claim to know the judgment, and know 
that it is true? Granted that the capacities in question are not infallible, how can 
one tell when one’s capacities are working correctly? Here Weinberg’s 
distinction has traction, in that purely conceptual capacities delivering a priori 
judgments are less liable to the means of correction and improvement than say, 
perceptual capacities that are cross-modally checkable.30 

The conceptual competencies whose non-defective exercise deliver a priori 
intuitional knowledge are, like all fallible capacities, liable to defective 
performance, uncooperative conditions, and so on. The self-conscious mature 
reasoner, in considering the possibilities of mitigating or defeating conditions, 
might withdraw her assertion of the judgment, or hedge it with “it seems to me 
that P,” as was suggested earlier. And certainly advances in empirical 
psychology and cognitive science regarding the workings of conceptual 
competencies might add further auxiliary conditions, consideration of which 
the mature, self-conscious reasoner should take into account before asserting 
her judgment. And inferential, consistency and coherence relations among her 
intuitive judgments and her other beliefs will also factor into those auxiliary 
conditions.31 But none of these considerations vitiates the claim that when her 
conceptual capacities are working non-defectively, they provide indefeasible 
warrant for her claim to know a priori the intuitional judgment that they 
produce. 

IV. Conclusion 
   Intuitions play an important, often foundational role in philosophical 
argumentation, but at least in the case of rational intuitions, it is a mistake to 
conceive of them as a distinctive psychological or mental state, an “intellectual 
seeming” that P which provides some kind of evidentiary force for the truth of 
P. Rather, I have argued that a rational intuition that P is best conceived as non-
inferential a priori indefeasible knowledge that P in virtue of the concepts 
exercised non-defectively in judging that P. As opposed to the three rival 
accounts of the justificatory role of intuitions – the dogmatic, entitlement and 
reliabilist accounts – only this account explains how rational intuitions can yield 
knowledge. However, this account should not be taken as a wholesale rejection 
of Experimental Philosophy. The account of the justificatory force of rational 
intuitions sketched out here has several interesting implications for critical 
treatments of the evidential status of philosophical intuitions by contemporary 
proponents of X-Phi.   

This account of rational intuition implicitly reintroduces a version of Hilary 
Putnam’s division of linguistic labor. Those thinkers who are less likely to be 
defective in the self-conscious, reflective exercise of their conceptual capacities 
should provisionally be accorded greater authority regarding the deliverances of 
the a priori exercise of those capacities. The expertise of accomplished self-
conscious thinkers should here also encompass self-reflection upon the 
conditions favoring the non-defective exercise of one’s conceptual capacities. 
Furthermore, the authority accorded a thinker extends to that thinker’s self-
conscious self-relation: “epistemic self-trust” is a basic reason a thinker must 
have in order to think that some proposition P is true.32 
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Most importantly, this account of rational intuition implicitly accords a 
significant role to X-Phi in future research: the conditions under which 
conceptual capacities are exercised should be incorporated into the design and 
implementation of experimental-philosophical experiments. As McGee (1985), 
and Kahneman, Slovic and Tversky (1982), and others have demonstrated, 
experiments can be conducted which reveal and often increase the propensity 
for error in judging and reasoning. The account proposed here certainly allows 
for the deleterious influence of such conditions on the exercise of conceptual 
capacities, as well as what might be called the persistent or endemic fallibility of 
some capacities, to explain epistemic recalcitrance involved in phenomena like 
the gambler’s fallacy, the Monty Hall fallacy, the false intuition that the naïve 
comprehension axiom is true, and so on. Moreover, since conceptual capacities 
include inferential relations of varying complexity and intricacy, one’s 
background theory is in principle also one of those conditions. There is an 
important role for X-Phi here, namely to devise and conduct experiments that 
aim to identify empirically and theorize factors that conduce to such 
insufficiencies in the exercise of rational capacities. Such studies do not impugn 
the apriority of the judgments formed by those capacities, rather “in studying 
our intuitive capacities, [experimental philosophers] are learning contingent 
truths about our ability to learn necessary ones” (Weinberg, 2013, p. 102; cf. 
also Ichikawa, 2013) 

The account of the logic of capacity offered in section III implies that in 
principle some experimental-philosophical intuition-pumping experiments may 
well produce non-convergent results, but such non-convergence would not 
necessarily impugn the justificatory force of rational intuitions, understood as 
the fallible exercise of conceptual capacities. In this sense the empirical 
orientation of Experimental Philosophy does not ipso facto threaten, but rather 
can go some way towards explaining, the a priori knowledge that rational 
intuitions can provide. 

Notes 
1. (Wittgenstein, 1969, p. 28) 
2. (Geach, 1957, 19) 
3. See Alexander (2012) and Knobe and Nichols (2017) for a helpful overview and 

bibliography. 
4. On, e.g., epistemic intuitions, see Weinberg, Nichols, and Stich (2001). On 

semantic intuitions, see Machery, Mallon, Nichols, and Stich (2004). And on 
gender, see Zamzow and Nichols (2009); Stich and Buckwalter (2011); and 
Buckwalter and Stich (2014). 

5. See, e.g., Knobe, (2003) on intuitions regarding intentional action and Nichols 
and Knobe (2007) on compatibilist and incompatibilist intuitions. 

6. See, e.g., Cummins (1998) and Weinberg (2007). Several of these experimental 
attacks on intuitions, along with a defense claiming that such attacks incorrectly 
assume that prompted answers express intuitions, are discussed in Bengson 
(2013). For an overview of the debates attending the X-Phi movement, see 
Alexander et al. (2010), Alexander (2012), and Knobe and Nichols (2017). 

7. This understanding of the a priori relates to propositional justification (where for a 
subject S, P is propositionally justified just if S has warrant for P) and not 
doxastic justification (where S’s belief that P is doxastically justified just if S is 
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warranted in believing P); these can come apart. And this understanding 
comports with Kant’s formulation in the Critique of Pure Reason B2-3 (1997: 136-
37; see Hanna 2001: chapters 1, 2, 5.) and the distinction between a (possibly a 
posteriori) enabling role for experience (e.g. concept acquisition, etc.) in a priori 
knowledge and the justificatory role of experience in a posteriori knowledge. See 
Williamson (2007), chapter 5. 

8. Cf. Cappelen (2012), on the distinction between on the one hand, intuitions as 
evidence and on the other, intuitions as sources of evidence: “On the first view 
it is A has the intuition that p that serves as evidence. On the second view, p is the 
evidence and the source of that evidence is that A has an intuition that p” (p. 13). 
Goldman (2010) helpfully distinguishes the first from the second view as 
follows, in the context of challenges posed by skeptics of experimental 
philosophers: “Experimental philosophers should be understood to be 
presenting second-order evidence in support of the proposition that intuitions, or 
intuitive judgments, lack first-order evidential status” (p 123). My task is to offer 
an account of Cappelen’s second conception of intuition as a source of 
evidence, and thus to answer experimental philosophers’ skeptical challenge 
regarding the second-order evidentiary status of intuitions. I do so directly in 
section III. For an extended account and defense of rational intuitions, from 
which this article derives, see Chapman et al. (2013). 

9. See, e.g., Bealer (1992): “… when you first consider one of De Morgan’s laws, 
often it neither seems to be true nor seems to be false. After a moment’s 
reflection, however, something happens: it now seems true; you suddenly ‘just 
see’ that it is true” (p. 5). 

10. Cf. also Sosa (2006) and Sosa (2013), where he distinguishes seemings from 
experiences by their phenomenal qualities. 

11. So too does Plantinga (1993), who claims that a priori justification is provided 
by an intellectual, non-sensuous, non-perceptual “seeing” with a distinctive 
cognitive phenomenology:  “that peculiar form of phenomenology with which 
we are all well acquainted, but which I can’t describe in any way other than as 
the phenomenology that goes with seeing that such a proposition is true” (p. 
105-106). 

12. Seconded by Cappelen (2012, p. 80 and p. 117-118). Lynch (2006) denies any 
felt attraction: “When I look inward I don’t find any conscious attraction to 
believe this proposition [that two and two are four], pulling me, as it were, 
towards its truth. Rather, what I find is simply that I believe that two and two 
are four” (p. 228-229). So too Goldman (2010) doubts the existence of any 
single distinctive cognitive phenomenology for intuitions: “If one weren’t a 
rationalist philosopher with prior theoretical commitment to such a distinctive 
phenomenological unity, what are the chances that one would expect to find 
such a common thread across precisely these domains: mathematics, 
classification judgment, etc.? I regard the phenomenological unity thesis as a 
piece of highly ‘creative’ speculation” (p. 139-140). Weinberg (2007) claims the 
existence of only a phenomenological difference that is coarse-grained enough 
to distinguish intuition from other epistemic sources: “a sort of intellectual 
seeming, phenomenologically distinct from perception (including 
proprioception and the like), explicit inference, and apparent memory traces. 
But this construal includes a rather large and motley class of cognitions” (p. 319-
320). 

13. Note that this divergence in reported experience of intuitions, across the board, 
does not preclude the possibility that a specifically demarcated proper subset 
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consisting of, say, central or foundational rational intuitions might uniformly 
exhibit a characteristic cognitive phenomenology. My thanks to Robert Hanna 
for this thought, which is pursued in Chapman et al. (2013). Cullison (2013) 
argues that intuitions are seemings with Russellian rather than Fregean content, 
a position I cannot address here. 

14. By “judge” I mean to indicate, as stated above, that it is a taking things to be 
thus and so, in keeping with Frege’s view that “a thought is already to the effect 
that things are thus and so. It does not acquire its bearing on the world when 
someone affirms it inwardly in judgment or outwardly in assertion… Judging, in 
Frege’s account, is advancing from a thought to the truth-value true. Such 
advance is correctly undertaken if the thought is true, incorrectly if not” 
(McDowell, 2009a, p. 177-178 and 180). 

15. See, e.g., Bealer (1998, p. 207). This is endorsed by Pust (2000, p. 32-33), by 
Huemer (2001, p. 99-100), by Sosa (2006) and by Chudnoff (2011b). 

16. “Now the suggestion I wish to make is, in its simplest terms, that the statement 
‘X looks green to Jones’ differs from ‘Jones sees that x is green’ in that whereas 
the latter both ascribes a propositional claim to Jones’ experience and endorses it, 
the former ascribes the claim but does not endorse it” (Sellars, 1997, p. 39-40). 

17. This is a description of the “gap” between a psychological state (an “intellectual 
seeming”) or psychological proposition (“it seems to me that P”) on the one 
hand, and a philosophical fact or nonpsychological proposition (“that P”) on the 
other, that I discuss in section III, and the epistemic bridging of which is often 
subject to debate between negative and positive advocates of X-Phi. On 
“intuitive” and ”it seems that P” as different kinds of hedge, i.e. “an expression 
that functions, at least in part, to weaken the speaker’s commitment to the 
embedded sentence,” see Cappelen (2012, p. 36-38, 42-47 and passim). Compare 
Chisholm (1989): “’It seems to me that I see light,’ when uttered on any ordinary 
occasion, might be taken to be performing one or the other of two quite 
different functions. (1) The expression might be used simply to report one’s 
belief; in such a case, ‘I seems to me that I see light’ could be replaced by, ‘I 
believe that I see the light.’ Taken in in this way, the ‘seems’ statement expresses 
what is self-presenting, but since it is equivalent to a belief-statement it does not 
add anything to the cases we have already considered. (2) ‘It seems to me’ – or 
better, ‘It seem to me’ – may be used not only to report a belief, but also to 
provide the speaker with a way out, a kind of hedge, in case the statement 
prefixed by, ‘It seems to me,’ should turn out to be false. This function of, ‘It 
seems,’ is thus the contrary of the performative use of, ‘I know,’ to which J. L. 
Austin had called attention. In saying, ‘I know,’ I give my hearers a kind of 
guarantee and, as Austin said, stake my reputation, but in saying ‘It seems to me,’ 
I play it safe, indicating that what I say carries no guarantee at all, and that 
anyone choosing to believe what I say does so at his or her own risk” (p. 21). 

18. See Weatherson (2003), who argues that in some cases of conflict between 
settled theory and contradictory intuitions, the intuitions should be abandoned. 
For a general account of the a priori as a fallible epistemic source, see Casullo 
(2003). 

19. This definition comes from Pryor (2000, 2005), while Cappelen (2012, p. 112) 
speaks of an intuitive judgment’s “default justificatory status”. Examples of non-
inferentially justified beliefs that are not rational intuitions (at least as commonly 
understood) include the following: (i) beliefs grounded in sensations (“I’m 
tired”); (ii) teleological action explanations/intentions for action (“I’m crossing 
the road to get to the other side”). 
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20. Notice that this conception of justification, which I borrow from Pryor (2005), 
does not require the justifier to be a proposition. 

21. Boghossian (2001, p. 639) deploys these arguments against Bonjour (1998), who 
accepts the conclusion that a priori “rational insights” are not “propositional in 
form…. Instead, I suggest, the relevant logical insight must be construed as 
non-propositional in character, as a direct grasping of the way in which the 
conclusion is related to the premises and validly flows from them. And once the 
need for this non-propositional conception of a priori insight is appreciated in 
the context of deductive inference, it seems to me in fact plausible to extend it 
to many other cases as well” (Bonjour, 2005, p. 100). In my view Bonjour’s 
response merely restates the problem rather than articulating an explanatory 
account of such insight. 

22. See Huemer (2001, p. 98-115(, Huemer (2007), and Huemer (2013). 
23. I owe the formulation of the notion of a “highest common factor” to John 

McDowell, in the context of perceptual experiences: “The skepticism I am 
considering purports to acknowledge that experiences have objective purport, 
but nevertheless supposes that appearances as such are mere appearances, in the 
sense that any experience leaves it an open possibility that things are not as they 
appear. That is to conceive the epistemic significance of experience as a highest 
common factor of what we have in cases in which, as common sense would put 
it, we perceive that things are thus and so and what we have in cases in which 
that merely seems to be so—so never higher than what we have in the second 
kind of case” (McDowell, 2009b, p. 231). 

24. White (2006) argues for this conclusion using confirmation-theoretical 
principles. Here is a quick overview of White’s criticism of dogmatism, as 
applied to the case of intuition (see also Brown, 2011, p. 507, n.18). 
Confirmation theory holds that evidence E confirms hypothesis H if and only if 
the conditional probability of H on E is greater than the prior probability of H, 
that is, if and only if P(H/E) > P(H). And according to probability theory, if H 
entails E, then E confirms H, and therefore if H entails E, then E disconfirms 
not-H. According to dogmatism, the experience of its appearing that P is 
evidence for the hypothesis that the appearance is veridical. Now consider the 
hypothesis H* that the appearance that P is illusory, i.e., not veridical. H* entails 
that it appears to one that P. Therefore its appearing to one that P disconfirms the 
hypothesis that the appearance is veridical. On the assumption that evidence 
which disconfirms a hypothesis cannot justify it, if follows that having the 
experience of its appearing to one that P cannot justify the hypothesis that the 
appearance is veridical, i.e., that P. White thus rejects dogmatism and instead 
endorses the entitlement or “default justification” view. 

25. For this formulation of an “accidental” epistemic relation I am indebted to Kern 
(2012).  

26. Wright also rejects the classical account of a faculty of intuition because 
“rational insight seems to hold out no prospect of integration within the broad 
body of scientifically accountable knowledge – accountability within the 
explanatory resources of a broad scientific naturalism” (2004b, p. 156-157). But 
requiring this particular type of externalist, empiricist explanation seems to 
doom any self-conscious a priori non-inferential exercise of rational 
competencies (intuition, introspection, practical intention) by stipulation. 

27. See McDowell (2011) against Burge’s entitlement view in the case of perceptual 
judgment: “When we acknowledge that a capacity is fallible, we acknowledge 
that there can be exercises of it that are defective, in that they fail to be cases of 
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what the capacity is specified as a capacity to do. That does not preclude us 
from holding that in non-defective exercises of a perceptual capacity subjects get 
into perceptual states that provide indefeasible warrant for perceptual beliefs” (p. 
38). Cf. also McDowell (2010, p. 245), and Kern (2012). 

28. My suggestion here, development of which would extend beyond the confines 
of this article, is that the logical form of these judgments – generic or 
“Aristotelian categorical” judgment – is characterized by alethic and inferential 
behavior that – unlike universally quantified judgments – allow of exceptions. 
On this see Thompson (2008) and my essay in Chapman et al. (2013). Note that 
this conception of the logical relationships between a fallible capacity and its 
exercise, and the reliability of the capacity’s non-defective exercise, distinguishes 
my account from neo-rationalist accounts such as Bealer’s and Ludwig’s that 
overlook these relationships and therefore conclude that determinate 
understanding of a concept (Bealer, 1998 and 2000) or concept mastery 
(Ludwig, 2007 and 2010) entails the infallibly correct application of the concept 
in question. 

29. See, e.g., Nancy Cartwright’s claim that the central idea of a capacity is that “If 
the capacity is triggered properly and is not interfered with, then the canonical 
manifestation will result” (Cartwright, 2007, p. 10). 

30. Weinberg (2007) concedes that “logic and mathematics are excellent examples 
of domains with hopeful intuitions” due to “the successful integration of 
mathematics and logic into other ongoing scientific concerns” (p. 339), but one 
would like more discussion here. A glaring example is the fate of Euclidean 
geometry in relation to Kant’s rationalism, and one might argue that 
international courts and human rights indicate a certain amount of “integration” 
of moral and metaphysical intuitions. Moreover, the criterion of internal 
coherence may be invoked to appraise rational intuitions, and likewise 
detectability of margins, in that more recondite and fantastical hypothetical 
scenarios are more apt to result in divergent concept applications. Lastly, 
accounts of the possibility and reliability of a priori knowledge aspire to provide 
the theoretical illumination that Weinberg desires. 

31. An a priori, non-inferential intuitive judgment is similar to an a posteriori, non-
inferential perceptual judgment, in that both judgments occur “in the space of 
reasons,” such that those judgments stand in inferential relations to other 
judgments answerable to norms of rationality. See, e.g., Sellars (1997): “in 
characterizing an episode or a state as that of knowing, we are not giving an 
empirical description of that episode or state; we are placing it in the logical 
space of reasons, of justifying and being able to justify what one says” (p. 76). 

32. “If an epistemic reason is a state in virtue of which it is reasonable to think that 
some proposition is true without succumbing to doubt, then epistemic self-trust 
is a reason, and no other reasons, whether deliberative, or what I take to be 
theoretical, are epistemic reasons for me to believe something unless epistemic 
self-trust is a reason. Epistemic self-trust is the most basic epistemic reason, and 
it is irreducibly first personal” (Zagzebski, 2013, 275). 
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Abstract 
This paper focuses on the Anatman experience as described by Guatma (6th 
century BCE). Many Buddhist philosophers consider the absence of self as a 
foundational experience of Buddhism. This paper elaborates the Buddhist 
Absence of Self from the View of Existential Phenomenology. The paper 
articulates the phenomenological difference between the Ontic-Ontological 
absence of Self in early Buddhism and the Ontic-Ontological presence of Self in 
Contemporary Existential Phenomenology. Throughout the paper there is an 
Existential Phenomenological focus on the intertwining of our Sense of Self and 
our Sense of Being. The sense of self in early Buddhism is being-less, baseless 
and empty. Empty of What? Empty of Being! There is no presence of Being and 
no Being of presence. There is no experience of Being. There is no source of 
Being. There is no source of Being for our mind. The mind is absent of Being. 
There is no source of Being for us as person. In early Buddhism the absence of 
self is the absence of Being-ness.  
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   The Anatman experience was first articulated by the mythical Gautama (6th 
century BCE). Throughout the unfolding history of Buddhism, many Buddhist 
philosophers consider the absence of self as a foundational experience of 
Buddhism. Of course, there are many forms of Buddhism. Nonetheless, the 
Anatman experience is a basic assumption within Indian Buddhism.(Karundas, 
2018). 

The Personal Phenomenological Experience of the Sense of Absence of 
Self 
  Of course, the profound experience of the sense of the absence of self does 
not belong to Buddhism alone. The experience of the sense of the absence of 
self is deeply built into the tragic aspects of our human existence and our 
human world. The experience of the profound sense of the absence of self is 
open to everyone and at some time does touch everyone. 

The sense of absence of the experience of self is often presented within 
philosophical and psychological traditions as a mind alone experience within 
which there is a psychological sequence of experience. Various traditions 
express the understanding that the experiential sense of self may appear and 
disappear depending on situational events and the developmental history of the 
person. 

In these ontic traditions the self is considered as part of the mind structure, 
like a self-concept, or self-image structure or the locus of the experience of 
psychological identity. The structure of self is considered by many 
psychological traditions as the source of self-agency in the world. How can we 
have self- agency without being a self? Without the actuality of self, self-agency 
is considered an illusion. 

Ontic-Ontological Traditions 
   In the ontic-ontological traditions the sense of who-ness, and the sense of 
person reflects an ontic-ontological basis of being human. Being human reflects 
both a psychological dimension and an ontological dimension of existence. 

Absence of Self is Absence of Being: An Existential Phenomenological 
View of Early Buddhism 
   The absence of self in early Buddhism is the experience of psychological 
phenomena without the base of Being and without the medium of Being. The 
self is equated with the mind and the functions of the mind alone. In early 
Buddhism the mind is a sequence of mental functions and is a functional 
mental phenomena. The functions of mind in early Buddhism are both Being-
less and Baseless. The sense of mind as well as the sense of self in early 
Buddhism is a Being-less and Baseless phenomena. In early Buddhism our 
sense of self is considered an illusionary experience, and our experience of our 
mind functions is Baseless and Being-less. There is no medium of Being and no 
base of Being in early Buddhism. There is no ontology in early Buddhism. So 
what remains? Nothing remains! 

The sense of self in early Buddhism is being-less, baseless and empty. 
Empty of what? Empty of Being! There is no presence of Being and no Being-
ness of Presence. There is no experience of Being. There is no source of Being. 
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There is no source of Being for our mind. The mind is absent of Being. There 
is no source of Being for us as person. In early Buddhism the absence of self is 
the absence of Being-ness. 

The profound sense of absence of self reflects the profound sense of 
absence of Being both as source and as the very sense of the actuality of 
experience that Being brings. The sense of absence of self reflects the absence 
of a Being-full self- experience. For early Buddhism the sense of self is an 
illusionary experience. In early Buddhism a person can never find their self and 
neither can the person find their sense of Being. Early Buddhism expects the 
self to be a form, a kind of thing. 

Brentano “The Phenomenologist” 
   As one of the fathers’ of phenomenology the philosopher psychologist 
Brentano taught in 19th century Vienna. Brentano taught students such as Freud 
and Husserl about psyche. Brentano taught that the experience of self reflects 
the psyche dimension of human experience. The self does not have form. The 
self is not a thing. The self is not a form.  Our self is formless. Our self is an 
innermost experience. Our self is a phenomenological experience. The self is 
the inner experience of our knowingness as who-ness, and as Being-ness. Being 
can manifest forms and yet Being itself is formless. The sense of our self is our 
sense of our formless inner Being-ness within us. Our formless sense of self is 
embodied within our own human form. Early Buddhism did not know that the 
sense of self is formless and that the mind only knows form. The mind alone 
cannot experience self. The mind alone cannot experience Being. The mind 
alone experiences forms. 

Mind Can Not Find Self 
   The sense of self is formless presence. The sense of self is the Being-ness of 
our own Being. Our mind cannot find the self. Our mind only knows forms. 
Our mind cannot see the self, as our self has no form. Our mind can think 
about the self, but our mind cannot experience our self. Our self is the Being of 
our being. We can experience our self through our awareness and we can 
experience our Being-ness as our self within our awareness. We can experience 
the presence of our self which is the radiance of our Being within us. We can 
experience our self within and through our awareness. Our awareness 
experiences and knows Being. Our mind only knows form. 

The self is without form. Our self is formless. Our sense of our Being is 
formless. Our mind cannot experience formlessness. Our mind cannot 
experience Being-ness. Our mind cannot experience our self. Because the mind 
cannot experience self, does not mean that the self does not exist! Some 
Buddhists, (in fact many Buddhists) think because our mind cannot experience 
self, and cannot experience formlessness or Being-full-ness, they then conclude 
the self does not exist. This is not true nature of self. Phenomenology helps us 
understand that just because our mind cannot see or experience our formless 
self, does not mean that our self does not exist. Our self is our lived experience 
of embodied Being. Our self is known through the knowing of our awareness 
and not mind alone. Our self is not a form. 



174/ Philosophical Investigations, Vol. 13/ Issue: 28/ fall 2019  

 

The sense of the absence of self reflects the profound absence of Being-full 
existence. During the early Buddhist period the Absence of Being and the 
Emptiness of Being was understood to completely permeate human experience. 
Absence permeated the sense of person. Absence permeated the sense of the 
embodiment as person. This absence of Being permeated the sense of 
otherness, and permeated the sense of the world. The sense of absence 
permeated all phenomena.  The sense of absence permeated the mind and the 
body. The only reality was absence. The experience of absence is suffering. 
(Lopez, 2012). 

Being-less-ness 
  In early Buddhism our sense of self was considered illusionary. Beyond our 
illusionary sense of mind there was only absolute nothingness. This nothingness 
is Being-less-ness. This nothingness is lack, the lack of Being. This nothingness 
is the emptiness of cosmological source. This emptiness of early Buddhism is 
the Being-less-ness of existence. This emptiness is the emptiness of the Being-
less-ness of phenomena. This emptiness is the emptiness of the phenomena of 
Being. All phenomena is Being-less. All phenomena is empty of Being. The 
experience of phenomena is emptiness, nothingness, absence, lack. This 
emptiness is suffering. 

This lack is not the void-ness of potential space. This lack is not the void of 
the Dharmakaya, the openness of pure potential space. This lack is an infinite 
abyss of lack. This dreary experience is schizoid. The word schizoid implies 
Being-less-ness and selflessness.  There is no presence of Being and there is 
presencing of Being-ness.  In early Buddhism all phenomena is Being-less and 
selfless.  There is no presence or presencing of Being. There is no ontological 
base or ontological source of human Being-ness. 

Absence of the Being of Phenomena and the Phenomena of Being 
   This sense of pervasive absence of the self of phenomena reflects the 
pervasive absence of the Being of phenomena. There is no Being of 
phenomena and there is no phenomena of Being. In the early Buddhist 
tradition to use Heideggerian language the experience of the absence of the 
sense of self is an absence both on the ontic level of experience as well as the 
ontological dimension of experience. 

This early Buddhist view of human existence is profoundly fragmented, 
nihilistic and solipsistic - ally painful. Within this Being-less, baseless and 
selfless view, life and human experience is considered to be illusionary and 
deluded. Life is suffering and the only goal is cessation. Cessation means “let 
me out of here”. 

Ontic and Ontological Absence of Self 
   In early Buddhism the absence of self is an ontological absence. In early 
Buddhism there is the lack of the ontological actuality of our sense of self and 
the lack of the ontological actuality of our sense of the world. There is no 
ontological support for self-experience and self-presence. There is no 
ontological basis for our human experience of the world. There is only absence. 
There is no Being of meaning and no meaning of Being. There is only absence! 
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Human existence is the pervasive vacuous-ness of absence. The transcendental 
path that arose during early Buddhism was the path of going beyond, and going 
beyond and going beyond the absence of Being. 

The Transcendental Experience 
   The transcendental experience is beyond mind, beyond world, beyond all 
phenomena. Beyond both inner most phenomena and external phenomena. 
The transcendental path began as a way of going beyond Being-less 
phenomena. As the Buddha said GO Beyond, GO Beyond, and GO Beyond. 
Yes, Go beyond all phenomena, Go beyond our mind phenomena, Go beyond 
the world phenomena. Go beyond body phenomena. Go beyond relational life 
phenomena, go beyond love. Go beyond desire. The transcendental path is the 
path of going beyond everything and everyone. The transcendental path is 
solipsistic.  

The Existential Phenomenological View of Self: The Actuality of Being, 
The Actuality of Self, the Actuality of Existence! 
   I will now focus on the existential phenomenological view of self and 
Being.Actually, the reality of our sense of our self is ontologically actual. In 
existential phenomenology the reality of our sense of self is an ontological 
actuality. The sense of the world is ontologically actual. The sense of others is 
ontological actual. The sense of love is ontologically actual. The sense of desire 
is ontologically actual. The sense of our self and the sense of our Being are co-
emergent and convergent. The sense of our self and the sense of our Being are 
indivisible. This is our amazing and wonderful and beatific experience of 
human beingness, human selfness and human personhood. Human presence is 
the presencing of Being. Human presence is the presence of Being. The world 
itself is the presencing of Being. The world is both ontic and ontological. You and 
I are both ontic and ontological. (Capobianco, 2014). 
 
Indivisibleness of Sense of Self and Sense of Being 
   In existential phenomenology the sense of our self and the sense of our Being 
are indivisible. The sense of our own self is our sense of our own Being-ness. 
This experience of our ongoing continuity of our own Being-ness is our “mine-
ness” of self-presence. Self presencing is the presence of my Being as myself. 

The sense of my own Being is my own sense of self. The sense of self is not 
a thing. My sense of self is not an illusionary void-ness. The sense of our 
ongoing continuity of self is our experience of our ongoing continuity of Being. 
Our self is the experience of the singularity of our Being which is Being itself as 
us. This is the meaning of the sense of our personal singular ontological sense 
of self. Moreover, we can experience an ontological sense of self within 
ourselves, and we can experience an ontological sense of self within another 
person. Life is an ontological actuality. Love is an ontological actuality. Family 
is an ontological actuality. The Being of world is an ontological actuality. 

Awareness of Self 
   The sense of our self is known directly through our awareness. Our 
awareness knows Being and our awareness knows self. Our mind knows form 
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and our mind knows things. Our mind cannot know Being directly and yet our 
mind can think reflectively about our self. But our mind cannot directly 
experience self. Our mind can think reflectively about Being and yet our mind 
cannot know Being directly. Our mind can know the form of a Being but not 
Being itself. When our mind is in union within our awareness, then we can as 
the one knower know the form of our Being and the Being of our form. We 
can know the form of the Being of the world and the Being of the form of the 
world. We can know the form of the Being of our beloved and we can know 
the Being of the form of our beloved. 

Can You Find Your Self with Your Mind Alone?  “No, I cannot!” 
   When Buddhists attempt to know the self through their mind alone, they will 
never ever find the self. Consequently, they think that the self does not exist. 
Buddhist in mind alone cannot experience self. Early Buddhism foreclosed the 
knowingness of awareness. Early Buddhism only had confidence in the rational 
knowledge of the mind.  The source of knowing in early Buddhism was the 
mind alone. The mind of thinking, feeling, sensation and memory. The 
knowing of awareness was foreclosed. There was no access to the immediacy of 
our awareness field. 

Our self is formless, our self is our Being. Our self is no-thingness. Our self 
is not a thing.  Many times the Tibetan Lama will ask the student can you find 
your self with your mind? Of course, you cannot find yourself with your mind. 
Your mind only knows form. Your self is formless and your self is your Being. 
Our self is our felt sense of presence. Our mind can think about the self, and 
our mind can imagine our self. Our self is an ongoing experience, our self is not 
a thought. Our self is the felt sense of the radiance of our Being. We can 
experience Being through the doorway of awareness. 

The early Buddhists were located in their mind alone. There was no access 
into awareness and to the direct knowing of self, the direct knowing of Being. 
Our self is an experience and not a thought. Our self is our experience of our 
ongoing continuity of embodied Being. Because our mind cannot see our self, 
because our mind does not directly experience self, does not mean the self does 
not exist, as some Buddhists think. Our self is formless. Our self is not seeable 
as a form or as a thing.  Our self is our sense of our own Being. Our sense of 
self is an actual formless experience of presence.  Our sense of self is not 
deluded or an illusion. 

The Knowingness of Who-ness: the Openness of Being 
   We can have a valid sense of who-ness within our self as our self and a sense 
of who-ness within another person as their self. Intimate life is the actuality of 
the openness of Being. Within the duality of our being we can experience the 
non- duality of Being itself. Within the non-duality of Being we can experience 
the duality of beings. This is the intersubjective experience of the non-duality of 
Being within the duality of human beings. Within the intersubjective experience 
within the duality of human beings, there is the experience of the non-duality of 
Being. This of course happens whenever there is true love. The non-duality of 
Being is the indivisible oneness within the duality of the two different beings. 
As the Dakini said to Dudjom Lingpa, “You and I are indivisible”. 
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Through the appearing of a being, we can experience the appearing of Being 
itself. Through the appearing of a human being whom we love we can 
experience the appearing of Being though and as the human being we love. We 
can live within the world of beings as the field of Being. As the Shaivite Masters 
declare, “The Bliss of Samadhi is the Bliss of the World”.  

We can experience Being by entering into our own Being. Within our being, 
Being appears as Being. We can experience Being by entering into the Being of 
another being, and experience the Being of that being. The Being of a being is 
Being itself. That is amazing and so simple, so pure! This is the Beatific-ness of 
human existence. 

Who-ness as Awareness, Who-ness as Self 
   The sense of our who-ness is our sense of our awareness as our Being. Our 
awareness is the knowingness of our Being. Our awareness knows Being and 
our Being knows awareness. The knowing of Being is the knowingness of 
awareness. This knowing of Being as the knowing of awareness is our 
experience of self. Our self is our awareness. Our awareness is the knowing not 
of mind but of our Being. Our Being knows Being. This is the Beatific-ness of 
human experience. Early Buddhism foreclosed this awareness and the 
corresponding sense of Being and self. Early Buddhism was stuck in the mind 
alone. 

Our mind knows form and our own awareness knows Being. Most 
specifically our awareness knows our own Being. Our mind knows our form 
and our awareness actually knows our own Being. This openness of Being is the 
openness of our own awareness. Our awareness is our knowing of Being. The 
knowing of Being is our awareness. The knowing of mind and the knowing of 
awareness in union is the one knower knowing self, knowing the field of beings 
as the field of selves. Early Buddhism was located in mind alone. 

We have two modes of knowing. These two modes of knowing are most 
important in understanding the sense of absence of self and the authentic sense 
of presence of self. Our self is not a thing. Our knowing of our own self as our 
form of Being reflect the union of our mind and our awareness within us as the 
One Knower. The union of mind and awareness allows us to experience the 
non- duality of Being within the duality of beings. This is the beatific 
experience. This is the Bliss of the Ordinary.  

Actuality of Being rather Then Absence of Being! 
   There is a profound and vast difference between the early Buddhist sense of 
absence of the ontological sense of self and the existential phenomenological 
actuality of our sense of Being as our self. Our sense of self as our Being is the 
actuality of the natural experience of Being in existential phenomenology. Being 
is our nature. Being is the nature of all beings. There is only one nature. Being is 
the nature of all the forms of Being. The nature of Being is the nature of 
everything and everyone. This is Una Voce! 

Although I am using the language of existential phenomenology to describe 
this experience of our own self as Being, this natural experience is elaborated in 
many traditions and many cultures. Including the Tibetan Buddhist tradition of 
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Dzogchen  and the Hindu tradition of Kashmir Shavism, the Sufi tradition of 
Ibn Arabi, and the many forms of the early Christian Gnostic traditions. 

The existential theologian Paul Tillich is a contemporary theologian who 
describes our self as the natural experience of ongoing continuity of luminous 
Being. Karl Rahner was the Catholic existential theologian who described our 
personal Being as the manifestation of Being itself. The experience of self and 
the experience of Being converge in many forms of existential theology, 
existential psychology and existential philosophy.  

The Difference Between Early Buddhism and Existential 
Phenomenology 
   The difference between existential phenomenology and early Buddhism is 
this! In early Buddhism there is no ontological sense of self and there is no 
ontological source of self. There is no ontological basis or ontological ground 
of self and there is no ground of Being. There is no ontological ground of who-
ness, and there is no ongoing ontological continuity of Being as our self. In 
early Buddhism there is no ontological source of the world or ontological 
source of the Being of the world. 

In early Buddhism there is only the knowing of the mind. In early Buddhism 
there is only the conceptual knowing of mind. There is no knowing of 
awareness. There is no Being of person and no Being of the world. There is no 
Being in early Buddhism. Early Buddhism is without Being. In early Buddhism 
there is no Being of phenomena and there is no phenomena of Being. There is 
no Being of meaning and no meaning of Being. What remains? Absence! 

In Early Buddhism Absence is the Only Reality 
   The absence of the sense of self is the absence of the sense of the Being-ness 
of our own Being. There is no Being of self and there is no Being of 
phenomena. There is no phenomena of Being.  Phenomena is Being-less. 
Phenomena is meaningless. This is the emptiness of non Being. This is the 
emptiness of absence of self. This void-ness reflect the absence of the 
experience of Being. There is no Being of meaning and no meaning of Being. 
This is suffering. 

The Conflictual Experience of Being and The Absence of Being 
   The experience of Being and the Absence of Being is a conflictual experience 
in the unfolding historical narrative of Buddhism. In time and through time, 
and over time eventually, there is within Buddhism the experience of Being 
self- manifesting as beings. This experience of self- manifestation is explicitly 
experienced within the Vajrayana traditions of Dzogchen beginning in the 8th 
century in Tibet. Of course, there are Buddhist who think Dzogchen is not 
truly Buddhism. 

This intensely conflictual Experience of Being and the Experience of 
Absence of Being unfolds throughout the history of Buddhism and throughout 
the many different cultural expressions of Buddhism. The drama of existence 
and non- existence is a foundational conflict within Buddhism. This drama of 
existence and non-existence is the drama of Being and absence of Being. This 
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drama is fundamental to human beings. Sometimes this great existential conflict 
is expressed as the human instinctual dynamic of Eros and Thanatos. 

There is the ongoing conflictual experience of the actuality of the existence 
of phenomena and the illusionary existence of phenomena. To say this in 
another way, there is this intrinsic philosophical ambivalence about the 
appearance of beings and the experience of Being. There is ambivalence about 
the existence of the world. There is continuous ambivalence about our human 
experience of embodied sense of self and the embodied sense of others. This 
ambivalence reflects the primitive splitting of our experience of all phenomena 
into extremes of dissociative existence. This unhappy ambivalence reflects the 
foundational Buddhist praxis of Dissociation and Detachment from human 
experience and the actuality of human experience.  The foundational Four seals 
and Nobel truths of Buddhism reflect this relentless suffering of ambivalence 
about our experience of reality and the profound absence of the sense of 
actuality of our existence. Being-less reality is suffering. Being-less reality is a 
dissociative delusion. 

Conclusion 
   This paper explored the experience of the convergent actuality of our sense 
of self as our sense of Being and our sense of Being as our sense of self. This 
study is done in the context of the anatman experience of Early Buddhism. The 
paper elaborated the experience of the convergent absence of our sense of self 
with the absence of our sense of Being. The paper makes phenomenologically 
explicit the Intertwining of Self and Being. Philosophy can deepen our 
experience of Being in the World, and Philosophy can deepen our experience 
of our absence of our Being in World. Human beings are ontic-ontological 
creatures. Their sense self is intertwined with their sense of Being. 
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Abstract  
It is apt and usual to cogitate and ratiocinate man and human rights; it is less so 
about or with (other) animal rights; and much more less and lesser so with/about 
“plant rights” and those of cloned/the artificially intelligent agents’. This condition 
is unfair and not ideal because man, other animals, plants, and other human 
manipulations (AI) from nature constitute varying levels of being; therefore, they 
possess varying levels of rights. Hence there is a need to espouse the nature/levels 
of being, on the one hand, and to adumbrate the nature/types of rights and as 
related to being as such—which is the imperative of this article. Dwelling on the 
cornucopia of literature/hard common biological and other in nature as a basis for 
analysis, this article, first, seeks to establish that man, other animals, plants, and 
other human manipulations of nature constitute varying levels of being; and second, 
argues that each level of being as such possesses some rights associated with it. It 
argues further that either all beings have rights, or they don’t. The work concludes 
that if one accepts that all the levels of being possess rights (accordingly, including 
plant, cloned and AI agents), then one has an obligation to all levels of being; but 
accepting the latter poses the most existential and ontological threat to humanity 
and all of nature (climate.  
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Introduction 
Essentially, philosophy is a critical inquiry into reality in order to achieve 

wisdom about it. This essence is traceable, etymologically and thematically, to 
ancient Greece beginning with Thales’ quest for the basic stuff of being and other 
“curiosity and desire for fresh experience” (Bewaji, 1983: 71). Philosophy could 
also refer (nominal) to some unique body of a person’s or social guiding/life 
principles. And, more technically, it refers to inquisitiveness, asking questions in 
every area of nature, reality and beyond. Historically, critical philosophy is also 
normative, it strives to proffer answers to human’s wonders; it, again criticizes 
those proposed answers (skeptical), and oftentimes questions the basis of those 
proposals—which is radical and revolutionary (as was Socratic against the pre-
Socratics, medieval against Socratics, and modern against medieval philosophical 
problematique). Hence, essential philosophy questions, and, sometimes, questions 
questions; it criticizes criticisms. Such is the conviction of this work concerning the 
concepts of being and rights. Its immediate quest is to question and argue against 
the all too common belief that the world is simply humans’, and the thought that 
humanity exhausts the scope of existential concerns. This piece commits to 
establishing that all of natures are rights in varying capacity and form; and it is 
committed to espousing the scope of being and moral judgment about it. However, 
it is not the goal here to investigate the moral standard or determination of the 
basis for right actions, but that of rights in general.   

It is apt and usual to cogitate and ratiocinate man and human rights; it is much 
less so about or with (other) animal rights; and never so with/about plant rights 
and those of cloned agent/artificially intelligent (to be used henceforth as AI) agent. 
This condition is unfair and not ideal because man, as are other animals, plants, and 
other human manipulations (AI) from nature constitute varying levels of being; 
therefore they possess varying levels of rights. In the following pages, we shall 
espouse the nature/levels of being, on the one hand, and will adumbrate the 
nature/types of rights and as related to being. Dwelling on the cornucopia of 
literature and common biological and other natures as basis for analysis, this article, 
first, shall establish that man, other animals, plants, and other human manipulations 
from nature constitute varying levels of being; and second, it shall argue that each 
level of being as such possesses some rights associated with it. The work argues 
further that either other natures have rights, or they don’t.  Hence the work shall 
build to the conditional conclusion that: 1. if one accepts that not all the levels of 
being possess rights (accordingly including plant, cloned agent and AI do not), then 
one has no obligation to levels of being other than man; 2. if one accepts that all 
the levels of being possess rights (accordingly including plant, cloned agent and AI 
do), then one has obligation to all the levels of being. To articulate all these views, 
we need to ground a firm statement on freedom (which is the basis of rights and 
obligation) amid some ontological theory (in order to highlight the nature and levels 
of being. 
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On Being (Ontology) and Existentialism 
Ontology is a quest for a theory of being; it might get beyond the material to the 

metaphysical spheres. Conventionally, theory about being treats of it in the 
following criteria: the capacity of movement, respiration, nutrition, irritability, 
growth, excretion, and reproduction. Even though these criteria may not support 
the being of certain categories (such as abstract entities as spirits), universals (such 
as goodness and justice) and other qualitative condition, think the being of/in 
nature (sun, moon, planets, rivers, mountains, and stones). Fortunately, those 
criteria taught us at some early stage of our rational development support the being 
of man, animals, and plants. What does one think about the being-in-extraction 
(cloned agent/AI: forms of genetic engineering, computers, and robots)? Or do 
they not exist? No matter their respective qualities, each falls under some specific 
specie, each within its closed conditions of being which must be recognized as 
such, even by other specie-beings—the essence of Dasein (being-in-the-world, or 
being there)—each with its existential nature.    

It is the goal of existentialism to detect and herald the recognition of every 
specie rights. Hence existentialism, which is the theory/philosophy that emphasizes 
individual existence, contemplates meaning, freedom and a choice—believing that 
philosophical thinking (beginning with the human subject) is not merely the 
thinking subject (Crowell, 2010). In existentialists’ view, the primary virtue is 
authenticity; the individual's starting point is characterized by what has been called 
"the existential attitude” or a sense of disorientation and confusion in the face of an 
apparently meaningless or absurd world (Solomon, 1974: 1-2). Sartre’s existentialist 
viewpoint claims that one “must exist as a person before it can be said of one that 
he is such and such type of person.” The first principle of existentialism is that one 
is only what one makes of himself: in the beginning one “is nothing.” Sartre 
eloquently describes this process when he says “we mean that man first of all exists, 
encounters himself, surges up in the world and defines himself afterward.” Hence 
man is not an object, but a subject, a quality that gives man his dignity—derived 
from one’s freedom to choose. Sartre urges self-determination and insists upon the 
equivalence of human dignity and autonomy of the will (Sartre, 1947). Capacity to 
will exists only in man. A stone, (what Heidegger would consider to be a sein type 
of being, and what Sartre would call being-in-itself) is not capable of making choice 
and therefore it is not free. A stone is restricted to its position in the world. 
Likewise, a non-human animal, like a capybara, is a being-in-itself. Where the 
capybara moves about the world and seems to be making choices, those choices 
can never make the capybara something other than a capybara. The animal will 
never train for a marathon or make a fire; a capybara will never deliberately change 
its genetics through science. Man, on the other hand is not restricted; he himself “is 
freedom…, is possibility, openness to the future, and an indeterminate potentiality.  

Moreover, Sartre and many apologists contrast being with nothingness. In this 
case, firstly, “existence precedes essence” regardless of other basic genetic and 
environmental deterministic elements. One cannot simply will oneself into a bird or 
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will an abusive childhood away. What Sartre’s existentialism does propose is that 
since one’s consciousness comes first, one can choose how to respond to or feel 
about one’s genetic background or environmental characteristics both historically 
and in the present moment. Taken together, genetics and environment are typically 
referred to by existentialist as “facticity”, the objective facts about the external 
world that the consciousness can respond to in a variety of ways. It also means that 
people have personal responsibility for everything that they do as autonomous 
individuals—a very popular and comforting belief. Hence many existentialists have 
also regarded traditional systematic or academic philosophies, in both style and 
content, as too abstract and remote from concrete human experience (Breisach, 
1962: 5; Kaufmann, 1956: 12); this started with Kierkegaard’s notion of existing 
"authentically" (Lowrie, 1969: 37-40). Authentic existence implies a life of freedom. 
Essentially, existentialist postulations thrive on the belief on freedom, 
responsibility, and rights. Unfortunately, historically, the category of right-holder(s) 
gets beyond natural man. 

 
 On Natural Man                     

By natural man (NM) is meant the “extra-sentient and rational animal, human 
being”; humanity. There are alternative perceptions of the essence of human 
nature. The major contention is between the dualist theorists (like Descartes, who 
argue that humans are made of material/physical body and non-material/spiritual 
elements), and the monists—contending that humans are simply replete with a 
single substance. The common ground is, however, found in both their 
characterization of human person as being with rationality, with intelligence. In this 
way, humans have some creative capacity to recreate or manipulate nature to suit 
his desire—in all spheres including transportation, healthcare, and 
science/technology. If one goes by theological account, man exists even though not 
in the quality of his creator, God; if man exists, is his creation non-existent, no 
matter how? Nevertheless, natural man (man as a natural being) arrogates to itself 
as the only being with intelligence; and denies such status to all other forms of 
intelligences—this condition has serious implication for the institution of rights. 
Thus concerning rights, the scenario depicts a dialogue between natural man and 
other intelligences (his creation, however an extension of nature). 

 
 On Genetic Engineering (GE) and Artificial Intelligence (AI) 

Humans’ quest to generate other form of active agent dates back in history. 
Those efforts culminate in multifaceted GE and AI. While the former refers to the 
manipulations of genes to generate new forms, the latter involves the science and 
technology “of making machines that can do the kinds of thing that humans can 
do” (Blackburn, 1996: 26); AI is the study “…of intelligence in thought and action; 
…techniques to cast light on the principles of intelligence in general and human 
thought in particular” (Boden, 1977: 4-5). In all, AI involves computer simulation 
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of natural essences and activities; it involves modelling a psychological 
phenomenon (programme) on a computer as sort of imitation or representation (to 
produce intelligent responses)—which is a serious challenge to behaviorism though.  

GE (also called Genetic Modification, GM), is not just about creating weird 
species or making mutants out of men, it helps to improve the quality of the 
existing species of various organisms by enhancing their health, yield (agriculture 
and livestock) and overall quality. Hence it is the direct manipulation of an 
organism’s gene using biotechnology. It is a set of technologies used to change the 
genetic makeup of cells, including the transfer of genes within and across species 
boundary to produce improved organism. GE is the group of applied techniques of 
genetic and biotechnology used to cut up and join together genetic materials 
especially DNA from one or more species of organism and to introduce the result 
into another organism in order to change one or more of its characteristics; it is the 
internal manipulation of basic genetic materials of an organism to modify biologic 
heredity or to produce peptides of high purity, such as hormones or antigens. 
These views widen the scope of GE to treating and curing various hereditary and 
terminal illnesses but acting directly on their genes. A gene is specific sequence of 
deoxynbonucleic acid (DNA). Each gene has instructions for the expression of 
specific traits such as hair or eye color, and height; but all the genes in an organism 
work together to produce a final product: a living organism (humans, for instance, 
have over 1,000 genes in the body). 

There is a typology of GE, historically. Glow in the Dark Cats were cloned in 
South Korea in 2017; there is the Pesticide Resistant Plant or Environmental 
Friendly Pigs; Faster Growing Trees and Salmons have been created via cloning—
producing a genetically identical copy of an organism; it helps to reduce the time 
needed to make a transgenic model and the result would be a population of 
genetically identical identically animal. The first ever sheep to be cloned was named 
Dolly in 1996 by scientist cloning. Further technologies have helped produce bigger 
and longer-lasting tomatoes, insecticides, corn, and banana vaccine. Thus, GE has 
many application in different fields of life; agriculture, pharmacy, medicine etc. 
Genetic engineering can be used for the production of human insulin. It is also 
used in gene therapy—used in treatment of various genetic disorders and diseases.  

However, GE and AI take several forms. Chemical Genetic Engineering (CGE) 
deals with the separating, classifying and graphing of gene to prepare them for 
experiment. CGE includes genetic mapping, studying genetic interaction and 
genetic coding. Genetic Mapping (GM) is the process of determining the order of 
and the relative distance between genetic markers (specific sequences or heritable 
element that generates a phenotype) based on their pattern of inheritance. Genetic 
interaction is defined as a deviation from the expected phenotype when combining 
multiple genetic mutations. It maps functional dependencies between genes. 
Genetic interaction aids researchers to understand what set and combination of 
genes would produce a particular physiological, morphological and behavioral 
characteristics. Genetic Encoding (GEn) is the set of rules used by living cells to 
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translate information encoded within the genetic materials into proteins. Analytical 
Genetic Engineering is the research branch of GE in which virtual genetic models 
are created using Computer software. This is the research branch which computer 
programmes are used to theoretical study the implication of various genetic 
engineering activities before they are carried out in practice. The researchers 
develop a programme and check whether such splicing would be successful, if the 
desired result could be achieved. This is the trial and error stage and reduces risk of 
disasters rising real organism especially animals.  

Applied Genetic Engineering (AGE) is the field of genetic engineering involved 
with the practical application of GE tools to manipulate the genes of living 
natures—including transgenesis and cloning. Transgenesis is the process of 
introducing a gene from another organism so that the organism will exhibit a new 
property and transmit that property to its offspring. Cloning is the application of 
the same property into an embryo such that one copy has exactly the same 
biological constitution. Cloning is the replication activity, a doubling effect. Its 
varieties include: In-vitro Fertilization (IVF); Artificial Insemination (AIn); 
Surrogate motherhood (SM); Transfer/freezing of embryos; Somatic Gene 
Engineering (SGE); and Germline Genetic Engineering (GGE)—all kinds having 
their definite mode of behaving.  However, if AIs do (as GE products) behave and 
have minds, don’t they also have rights and consciences? To address this concern, 
we need to initially spell out the nature of rights.        

 

 On Rights 
The province of right is wide-ranging. Individual persons have rights; but 

actions and behaviors alone could be right or wrong. It is necessary and would be 
instructive to distinguish the province of Right from that of Rights—which itself is 
subdivided into legal and moral rights. The concept of ‘right’ has since been 
associated with claims which people have against others. In other words, they are 
the duties of others towards the right-holder—there can be ‘rein’ or ‘impersonal’ 
rights in this direction. Irele (1998) notes that the notion of moral rights is not as 
such related to that of duty or obligation, but closely related with the principle of 
need—one’s ‘due’—with correctness and goodness. Thus in moral philosophy, we 
delineate the concept of Right in the kind of question: What is right? ‘Right’ then 
means what is or that which is correct, expected, conforming, social behavior, or 
simply good. ‘Right’ is not mere prudence; it is social prudence. In other words, 
what is not wrong or what is ethical, of value, of what ought to be done. It is this 
‘ought to’ question that makes the concept of ‘right’ the central concern of ethics. 

Let us take a hypothetical analogy (Singer, 1994: 11). Imagine you are a surgeon 
who believes that human life is an ultimate value. One day you are met with a 
patient in the hospital who needs a heart transplant and there are no hearts 
available. In the next ward is another patient who has an equally pressing need for 
kidney transplant; both will die soon if not attended to. No suitable donors are 
immediately available. But there is a third patient who requires an operation to 
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remove a brain tumor. Your ability and efficiency are not in question. But you also 
know that you could continue a little slip (on the ‘brain-patient’), though for which 
no one could really blame you, that results consequently results in the third patient’s 
death; so then he becomes a suitable donor of both liver and heart for the other 
needing patients. Thus you would take one life, but save two. Note that all three 
lives were of same quality-family; they all wished to live. Yet would you be right in 
doing what you did? Some would condemn while other persons would praise your 
efforts. But which was the right course of action? And what makes such right? 
Now, the question before us is this: How do we come to know the actions that are 
right as distinct from those that are wrong? What is the justification of each claim? 
These are problems of morality and ethics respectively. 

But unlike legal rights (as contained in the various national constitutions and 
statutes such as the UN Declaration on Human and people’s Rights, the African 
Charter Human and People’s Rights, and similar conventions around the world) 
which are explicitly codified, the province of morality or rightness of actions only 
need justification than identification. And philosophical theories and perspectives 
on the issues vary widely. And, since this is the central concern of ethics, our task in 
this terse discourse is enormously simple: to categorize, analyze and simply espouse 
the philosophical perspectives on the scope of right-holder.  

Human Rights theorists (Locke and others) argue flowingly in favor of some 
inalienable/positive human rights. Such is simply psychological egoistic. Other 
theorist (Singer) and the Law touts animal rights. Now, human and other-animal 
rights are predicated on being; and if cloned and other AI qualifies as beings (as 
stones, rivers, the skies, and earth do), then why would these categories not have 
rights? Then it would be okay to talk about the rights of nature and other rights of 
other levels of being. Nature’s duty is to nurture man; man’s responsibility is to 
protect nature: man’s right is nature’s duty (just as the state’s responsibility to man, 
and man’s obligation to the state). If this thought is plausible, then are deforestation 
and other affronts on nature defensible? The free-killing/slaughter of animals for 
whatever purpose (as sacrifices to ancestral deities/gods in Africa, and for pleasure 
in Asia) against protectionism of animal rights in the west negates any positive 
answer to this. Now, doesn’t it appear that the variety of animal species are so 
many such that one would be right to conclude that, first, ‘plant and other-animal 
species’ quantitatively outclass human species; and that, second, cloned agent and 
AI species are so complex beyond color and race (which is human-contrived)? 
Moreover, with this quantity/quality calculus, are rights acquired, ascribed, or 
innate with beings? The following analysis reveals a connect between (or among) 
the levels of beings and the associated rights. 

     
Rights Holders: An Analysis 
Above, we have presented a terse review of the concepts of rights, being, man, 

and forms of artificial intelligence. In this section, we analyze the (egotistical) issues 
concerning (human) freedom or otherwise (which forms the hub of existentialism) 
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but which, however, seldom exceeds humans’ concerns about his’. In the first 
place, critically, could man be said to be uniquely free within a closed/deterministic 
universe? Humans’ interface with the doctrine treats of this question in the 
affirmative. Yet, if such conclusion is said to be rational, what makes other specie-
beings less possibly determined within a much more complex condition? Or does 
humanity exhaust the scope of freedom and existential concerns? The universe is 
not man’s alone. In African traditional ontology, for instance, the gods/ancestral or 
other spirits are not only real but do will; and this is within some hierarchical 
ontological order (Asekhauno, 2016). But the question is: If gods and other spirit-
forces in nature could be purposive, could that also be said about plants? To this I 
answer in the categorical affirmative. All beings (consciously or subconsciously) will 
and are purposive. A careful analysis could indicate some nexus between all the 
level of beings and the possessiveness of rights. 

My immediate conclusion might have to contend with the possible argument 
that man and other animals do engage purposive behavior while plants/AI do not. 
What this means is that plants neither will, nor intend. Yet, concerning humans, we 
can distinguish those actions which originate directly in one’s own self (or which 
one wills) from those one neither wills nor originates in one. In other words, we 
can differentiate ‘acts of man’ from ‘human actions’. Oftentimes, one speaks of 
‘turning one’s head’ but some other time speaks of ‘one’s head turned’. These two 
strands represent the transitive and non-transitive use of the verb ‘turn’. While the 
phrase ‘turning one’s head’ stands for some behavior or action and thus an activity 
of one’s mind; on the other hand, the parallel ‘my head turned’, implies that I speak 
simply of a movement of some part of my body, to wit: my head—which is a mere 
report of a sheer bodily motion, ‘change of position’, not action (Pritchard, 1968). 
The first kind of activity described above is willed, deliberate and therefore an 
action (act of man). And the second kind, such as blinking, hearing, sneezing, and 
yawning represents ‘human act’ (just like plants’). Perhaps this is why Mc Murray 
(1938) persuasively holds that the term action is ambiguous, (that) “it may refer 
either to what is done or to the doing of it…either doing or deed.”  

Thus, will is one’s ability “to desire an outcome and to purpose to bring it 
about…volition” (Blackburn, 399). It means the propensity to act. Although it is 
possible to originate something, X, without willing it, but X begins to exist as soon 
as one perceives or becomes conscious of it. Cook Wilson holds that the 
origination of the thing requires one’s willing it such that when one originates a 
movement of his hand, there is another requirement of his antecedent willing of the 
origination, and this willing in turn requires the willing or desiring to originate the 
movement (Pritchard, 1968). Some willing and desiring are biologically, 
psychologically, even spiritually originated. There is wonder, therefore, the ultimacy 
or authenticity of one being the origination of one’s will. Thus when we think of 
ourselves as having moved a hand, we are also thinking of ourselves as having 
performed an activity of a certain kind and a mental activity of a certain kind, an 
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activity of whose nature we are dimly aware in doing the action and of which we 
can become more directly aware by reflecting on it. The fact of being aware of 
this/its special nature is made possible by our understanding, un-hesitantly 
distinguishing it from other mental activities such as thinking, wondering and 
imagining. About such an activity, Hume (1999) states “by will I mean nothing but 
the internal impression we feel and are conscious of, when we knowingly give rise 
to any new motion of our body or new perceptions of our mind.” According to 
Locke, willing is different from desiring but it is not ‘conation’ (which is a 
psychological approach). Agreeably, Thomas Hill Green holds that a species of 
desiring desires in another sense than that ordinary sense in which we are said to 
desire while hesitating to act. To him, will is the self-conscious pursuit of a good 
(Blackburn, 162).   

If willing itself is an action, then it is possible to will a willing. Desiring is 
therefore the willing of a will. Desire is a mark of emotion. Appropriately therefore, 
let us wrap up that while willing is the propensity to act, desiring involves the 
propensity to will something or an act, conjecturing that if we were to will X, our 
willing it might cause some change which we desire for its own sake. These 
conditions are part of the basis of man’s disregard for other natures. Thus in his 
contention, Cook Wilson associates action with willing, and argues convincingly 
though that “to will an act as distinguished from the act itself is self-contradiction” 
(Anscombe, 1968). There are clear illustrations of this reasoning. For example, I 
will to eat, eating follows; but I will to sneeze, and sneezing does not follow. As 
against Blackburn (1996), willing is not followed by volitions but by actions, though 
not every case. The question that looms is: Is willing an action or is it not itself an 
action? If willing is an action, do we will the willing ad infinitum? However, we 
must admit that willing could be followed by acting or behaving; but sometimes, we 
will without having caused any palpable or observable change/behavior. Such is the 
condition of other natures as plants/AI. AI may lack reasons; they certainly have 
causes.  

From the foregoing, we can conveniently claim that humans are embodiment of 
emotion: beings that will, desire and intend. These features portend the idea that 
the human will is free. Against deterministic theorists, philosophers such as Hume 
claim that human is a body of emotion, and leading to exasperating exaggeration by 
the likes of Nietzsche that the ultimate goal of man is the will to power. Others 
observe that willing, desiring and intentionality constitute rationality, which implies 
the ability for self-functioning and organization (Dubrovsky, 1983: 142); that man is 
an ethical and psychologically egoistic being; that rational action “is behavior done 
for reason or purpose of the agent” (Graham, 1996: 109). It is even rational to 
think that rationality goes beyond psychological egoism to some altruistic 
considerations. Thus rationality is of different degrees, and could be spurious. This 
conception implies that coercive activity (including those by non-humans, of kids 
and the comatose) are out of the category of the rational. Yet, among the rational, 
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the idea of the ideal compounds the problem already generated by the concepts of 
motives, willing and desiring.  

Yet, this article informs that issues about, between and among species raise 
questions. If, going by Darwin, humanity evolved from apes and 
metamorphosed/morphed into its present quality, then racism (though misplaced) 
is a necessary phase of rational development. And plant kingdom could generate 
animal kinds (Darwin, 1875). Once it is that plants could generate animals, and 
animals man, then plants could generate man; this need no further validation. 
Bergson points out that  

…the distinction between intuition and the intellect arose as a result of 
evolutionary processes….assuming that we are islands of consciousness that are 
somehow isolated from the world at large. In the history of the species, the 
instincts were originally our fundamental mode of dealing with world—nature. As 
the instincts became self-conscious and reflective, they developed into intuition 
(Lawhead, 2002: 482-483).  

Instincts (or intuition) are not peculiar to humans; other (animal) species also do 
have and employ same. In fact, instincts rule animal kingdom; but some animals 
could possess higher instincts or be more intuitive than others. For instance, 
consider the Lion which has the capability to sense some prey at some distance, and 
moves out of her habitat searching and ambush-in-waiting for any which must 
eventually emerge. Similarly, apes (such as monkeys) express visible expressions of 
pain/agony and pleasure/happiness or love, showing again, that such are not 
unique with humans. How and why then must humans superimpose on other 
species?  

However, the initial move has been righted especially among Western States: 
animal rights; the second expects to be recognized and taken: concerning plant 
rights. The current relations where, on the one hand, humans are simply the 
subjects, and plants, cloned species/AI are, on the other hand, the helpless objects 
is irrational and untenable since all the parties fall under some specie. It is humanity 
who considers itself higher-being and thus more rational than others. This is no less 
than speciesism, a worse condition than racism/discrimination that man detests.  

Speciesism is an unnecessary fragmentation of being, and a result of some 
category mistake. The monists long ago persuasively held that being is one. Yet all 
of nature’s species contain in some bio-diversity, and all involve in some cog or 
web of symbiotic relations—an essential fact that is being decimated by human 
excessive activity, with wildlife and the environment being the most hit (as the case 
of southern and Central America as well as sub-Saharan Africa).  Any attempt to 
fragment all of nature along the lines of specie-superiority leads to the fallacy of 
discredited/pseudo symbiosis or suppressed ecosystem. Yet speciesism violates the 
principle of genetic variation, transformation, evolution, and adaptation. If 
Darwinism is tenable, then man did not found himself; for man therefore to lay 
claim to his superiority over other animals, plants and AI, it must first of all 
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discredit the natural order of the universe where waters fall from skies, nurtures 
plants/nature on which man/animals thrive. It might be wiser for one to remove 
the log in one’s eye first. But that job could be lot easier achieved only where one 
recognizes the being of other species and accord them their statuses. If racism is 
segregational, irrational and therefore poses existential threat (a threat to freedom), 
speciesism is worse existential threat (a threat to nature), just as cloned beings are 
worst to humanity. If man/science could challenge the plausibility of God’s creative 
act, one expects the worst from AI/computers against man (the threat of climate 
change and nuclear implosion/explosion is an indicator of this possibility). It might 
be worse for the West who touts animal freedom, as against Africa where even 
animals lack rights outside that to die at the whim of man.  

 

Conclusion 
This work highlighted the province of being, seen as so elastic but constituted in 

the whole of nature and the entire universe. Having established the nature of rights, 
the article also articulates the pedestal for the arrogation of rights to other nature-
beings as animals, plants, and AI. Accordingly, some arguments were raised to 
dispel any philosophical grounding of the obvious disregard for plant/AI worlds. 
In fact, all of those grounds for such disregard are considered invalid conjectures of 
species-beings. Hence we referred to it as category mistake—an unnecessary 
fragmentation of being, since any attempt to fragment it along the lines of specie-
superiority leads to the fallacy of discredited symbiosis or suppressed ecosystem.  

Consequently, on must acknowledge, to wit, that man is only part of nature; that 
nature does not need man; but that man needs nature. Nature is replete with 
everything, including nothingness: the good, the bad, the ugly, and the beautiful; it 
could make/enhance or destroy any of its elements, including man, depending on 
men (in his freedom) manipulative ability on it. We conclude that man and other 
nature forms (including the products made by man) varying levels of observable 
rights. If man (a part of nature) assumes rights, then AIs (as part of man) do have 
rights. Once humanity recognizes she has rights, it cannot deny same to nature, her 
habitat—of which she is a microcosm. Could a fetus have higher rights over its 
expectant mother? The more general does have overriding right over the particular, 
not otherwise; yet, if the humanity claim to have right over other natures, then it 
would not astounded if someday GE and AI does over man. But if humanity would 
curtail GE and AI, then nature certainly would curtail humanity, ceteris paribus or 
ceteris tacentibus. 

Nature wills; all its parts, therefore, will. Unfortunately, for centuries long, man 
has, in his ingenuity, willfully, consciously, selfishly abused raped, exploited, 
degraded or manipulated nature and consciously attempt to decimate it—the only 
restraint is man’s awareness that he is part of it. The ecosystem has not just been 
battered, but has lost its quality and vitality. Hence man has misused his will and 
capacity; his destructive trajectory must stop. What the world witnesses now are 
nature’s smaller ways of reminding man of its necessity, in defense of its 
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being/supremacy (flooding, diseases, wild fires, conflicts, famine/hunger, and 
hopelessness). And whatever else to be done to remedy the trajectory (including, 
perhaps, eco-solution ignited by political/ideological will and passion against 
adverse technology amid interceding/propitiating prayers) must regard the 
indispensability of nature and its rights. 

 Man and AIs are equally part of nature. Admittedly, our conclusion about their 
beings possessing respective rights might seem biased towards (but is also) 
apprehensive of GE and other AI’s potential for counteracting the dehumanizing 
effect of human’s speciesism with respect to being and rights, and the potentially 
devastating implication of excessive-appropriation of human’s natural duties by 
AIs. But I must add that with such an effective willful relinquishing, man 
consciously gives up his rights to the next natural course—adulating a super nature 
in AI and GE. And if man’s will is higher than other natures’, then this 
relinquishing is also right; hence man must respect the emergent rights of those 
natures. But accepting either poses the most existential and ontological threat to 
humanity and all of nature. 
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Abstract 
 This research aims to investigate how Heidegger's thoughts are received in Iran and 
how the Iranian interpretation of Heidegger has influenced contemporary Iranian 
thinking. The significance of Heidegger’s philosophy for Iranian thinkers can be due 
to the fact that Heidegger is the most radical critique of the Western civilization, 
modernity, and modern rationality. On the one hand, Heidegger’s thought can 
provide Iranians with the theoretical foundations based on which the Eastern 
traditions can be reinterpreted and reconstructed. On the other hand, Heideggerian 
view of the history of philosophy can be used by Iranians as a mirror to see 
themselves and the whole tradition of Eastern thinking. I also try to provide a 
sketch of the thought of Ahmad Fardid as the first interpreter of Heidegger in Iran 
and his influence on some other Iranian thinkers. My main claim is that the 
religious-spiritual interpretation of Heidegger by Fardid is by no means a distortion 
of Heidegger’s thoughts but a necessary step towards the academically and 
scientifically true understanding of Heidegger as the greatest critique of the Western 
thinking. There are various historical, philological, and interpretive clues in 
Heidegger’s life and works that make the spiritual (but certainly not theological) 
interpretation of Heidegger possible. In my opinion, contrary to some claims by 
Iranian scholars and intellectuals, a secular Heidegger is by no means the true 
Heidegger, because the secular interpretation is in opposition to the main insight of 
Heideggerian thought that is overcoming nihilism and forgetfulness of being. 
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Introduction 
In 2006, Iranian institute of Philosophy (IRIP) assigned a research project to 

me. The project title was “Heidegger in Iran”. It took approximately 4 years to 
complete the project, which was later published twice in 2012 and 2015 as a book 
with the same title (Abdolkarimi 2012) and it is at the present (2018) under 
publishing for third publication. The book was highly attended and admired inside 
Iran and by other foreign Iranology centers like the University of Sofia in Bulgaria, 
University of Bern in Switzerland, Society of Intercultural Philosophy of University 
of Vienne in Austria, and Universities of Toyo and Meiji in Japan.  

The article was formed on the base of this assumption that a report on this 
research and Iranians’ experience regarding Martin Heidegger’s thoughts and ideas 
could be beneficial for the those interested in the philosophical influences of 
Western thinkers' thought on so-called Eastern societies in the contemporary 
period.  

 
The Necessity of the research and its objectives 

This research project aimed to investigate how Heidegger's thoughts are present 
in Iran, the way it influenced the contemporary Iranian thinking, and other 
questions raised regarding the same topic.  

For Iranians, the reason for discussing Heidegger and the influence of his 
thoughts is not just academic curiosity or theoretical biases; rather, it stems from a 
fundamental necessity, which is how in the contemporary world we, Iranians, can 
achieve a decent understanding of the world, Being, historical tradition, identity, 
and modernity, that gives unity and discipline to the internal contradictions, 
turmoil, and chaos of the devastated traditional world of Iran.  

In other words, the discussion of Heidegger in Iran is a pretext under which we 
tend to contemplate on “Iranian subject” in the contemporary world. In the present 
modern and post-modern world, how should we understand and define the 
“Iranian subject”? Other Eastern/ Asian scholars, intellectuals, and philosophers 
are dealing with exactly the same question: In the present modern and post-modern 
world, how should we understand and define the “Eastern/Asian subject”? 

Despite many differences between Iranian and Other Eastern/Asian societies, 
there are many similarities between the intellectual and cultural situations of the two 
societies such as the fact that both cultures are Eastern following intellectual, 
spiritual, and non-metaphysical, i.e. non-Greek metaphysical, traditions.  

 
 Why Heidegger? 

Undoubtedly, there are many Western philosophers including classic and 
contemporary philosophers such as Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, Leibniz, Spinoza, 
Kant, Hegel, Marx, Nietzsche, Wittgenstein, Lyotard, Derrida, Foucault, etc. whose 
works and thoughts were translated into Persian and entered the Iranian society. 
However, the question is that why no other philosopher like Heidegger was popular 
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and welcome in the Iranian community of philosophers and intellectuals (Hashemi 
2004), and why the focus of this research project was on Heidegger and his 
thoughts and not on Kant or Hegel for example. In other words, what elements or 
components made Heidegger’s thoughts attracting and challenging for Iranians? 
The answer to this question is precisely the central core of the experience that I 
intend to transfer to my Japanese audiences.  

I believe the reasons for Heidegger’s importance for Iranians are as follow: 
 

Heidegger is the most radical critique of the Western civilization, 
modernity, and modern rationality. In the contemporary era, the West has 
been criticized by many critiques like German romanticists, Marx, Kierkegaard, 
Nietzsche, Freud, the members of Frankfurt school, Jaspers, etc., whose 
criticisms were never as radical as those of Heidegger were. To put it 
metaphorically, all the intellectuals criticized the fruits and branches of the 
Western civilization, but Heidegger pointed his critiques towards the 
metaphysical traditions as the root of the Western civilization (Dallmayr 2017). 

 

Heidegger does not consider the West (vs. East) as a geographical, political, 
economic, social, racial, theological, or ethical concept. Rather, it is an ontological 
concept, which is a special way of understanding Being that appeared in the Greek 
metaphysics and its history and, eventually leading to nihilism, neglect of Being, and 
crisis of meaning in Western modern civilization (Gillespie 1984). In this sense, the 
East is also not a geographical, political, economic, theological, sociological, racial, 
or moral concept. It is rather an ontological concept, which is a special way of 
understanding Being that appeared in the Eastern theoretical traditions. Therefore, 
the East and West are two different types of ontology with different ways of 
understanding Being and the universe. 

  In my opinion, no thinker like Heidegger could convey concepts to us, the 
Easterners, through which we can conceptually re-understand, re-interpret, and 
reconstruct the Eastern historical traditions. In the present time, it is only through 
the help of Heidegger's concepts that we can translate the fundamental insights 
concealed in the Eastern spiritual and theoretical traditions to a universal language. 
For instance, Heidegger's attempts to overcome metaphysics and moving toward a 
way of thinking that he calls "No-longer-metaphysical-thought" (Mugerauer 2008: 
12), is precisely what is called "Wisdom" in Eastern traditions (Mac Dowell 2011). 
Heidegger’s Dasein, namely his conception of human existence and his perception 
of truth (Aletheia) are very close to the meaning of human being and truth 
perceptions in Eastern traditions (ibid: 28). 

Considering Heidegger’s interpretation of the Western metaphysics tradition, 
one can see the whole history of Western intellectuality from pre-Socratic period to 
the future of Western way of thinking (Gillespie 1984). We can make use of this 
history as a mirror to see ourselves and the whole tradition of Eastern thinking.  
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3. Some of the research questions: 
Some of the most important questions, which were put in front of the research 

project “Heidegger in Iran” by Iranian institute of Philosophy-- and they can 
probably be the questions for Japanese in their own society and culture-- consisted 
in:  

1. What were the primary reasons for the attention and appreciation of 
Heidegger’s thoughts by Iranian thinkers and intellectuals? 

2. How and with what interpretation(s) did Heidegger’s thoughts enter Iran? 
What is the image of the German thinker, Heidegger, among Iranians? What are the 
main attributes of Heidegger’s character in Iran?  

3. Who was the first commentator of Heidegger, i.e., Dr. Seyyed Ahmad Fardid 
and what were the characteristics of his commentary and interpretations of 
Heidegger? 

4. Are there any genuine philosophical and wisdom insights in Fardid's ideas? 
Or should he be considered only as an interpreter or even distorter of Heidegger's 
thoughts?  

5. How valuable are the interpretations of Iranians and especially Seyyed Ahmad 
Fardid of Heidegger? 

6. What is the relationship between the Iranian religious-spiritual interpretation 
of Heidegger and Western academic interpretations of this German philosopher?  

7. In addition to religious-spiritual interpretations of Heidegger, what other 
interpretations do exist in Iran? 

8. What are the argumentations and reasons of disagreement between Fardid 
and his followers and those intellectuals opposing them? In other words, what are 
the argumentations and reasons of disagreement of intellectuals with religious-
meditative interpretation of Heidegger by Fardid?  

9.  What are the argumentations and reasons of disagreement of some Iranian 
intellectuals opposing Heidegger himself?  

10. What is the position of Heidegger’s thoughts in Iranian contemporary 
intellectuality? 

11. What will be the future of Heidegger’s way of thinking in Iran? What role 
can this way of thinking play in the Iranians’ historical future?  

These questions are the reflection of discussions on disputations among 
Iranians’ philosophical, academic, and intellectual communities regarding the 
presence of Heidegger’s thoughts in Iran. 

 
4. Some of the most important results and achievements of the research 

Some of the most important results of this research project are as follows: 
4. 1. It is well accepted in Iran that Seyyed Ahmad Fardid was the first Iranian 

to introduce Heidegger and his thoughts in Iran, and it seems that everyone agrees 
that Fardid should be considered as the main hero of Heidegger’s story in Iran. 
However, this assumption in my research was challenged seriously. During the 
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research, I found that the interpretation of Heidegger’s thoughts in the light of 
Iranian-Islamic wisdom and mysticism was influenced primarily by the French 
philosopher and orientalist, Henry Corbin (Green 2005). He should be considered 
as one of the most important sources of Fardid’s thoughts. With the entry of 
Corbin to Heidegger’s story in Iran, many issues, questions, and controversies that 
existed in this story, took a different form and meaning.  

Based on the findings of this research, it was through Corbin that Fardid was 
acquainted with Heidegger and tried to interpret Heidegger in the light of Iranian-
Islamic wisdom (Abdolkarimi 2012). In fact, Fardid followed the same project that 
Corbin wanted to do. In his book, From Heidegger to Suhrawardi (Corbin 2003), 
Corbin explicitly explained this intellectual path and project.  

As you know, Suhrawardi (1154-1191) was a Persian philosopher and founder 
of the Iranian school of Illuminationism, an important school in Islamic philosophy 
that drew upon Zoroastrian and Platonic ideas. The “light” in his “Philosophy of 
Illumination” is a divine and metaphysical source of knowledge. Mulla Sadra, the 
Persian sage of the Safavid era described Suhrawardi as the "Reviver of the Traces 
of the Pahlavi (ancient Iranian) Sages”. Suhrawardi, in his "Philosophy of 
Illumination", thought of himself as a reviver or resuscitator of the ancient tradition 
of Persian wisdom. Through the title of the book, From Heidegger to Suhrawardi, 
Corbin describes his intellectual journey, namely his philosophical thought began 
from Heidegger’s phenomenology and philosophical Hermeneutics and developed 
and ended to Suhrewardi’s Eastern meditative philosophy.    

Those against Fardid believed that he has distorted the academic Heidegger 
image and portrayed an Iranian, Eastern, and spiritual image of the Western 
philosopher by religious-spiritual interpretation of Heidegger in the light of Iranian-
Islamic wisdom (Hashemi 2004). However, my research showed that if there is any 
critique or controversy over the religious-spiritual interpretation of Heidegger in the 
light of Iranian-Islamic wisdom, it is primarily related and addressed to Corbin and 
not Fardid (Abdolkarimi 2012). 

4. 2. The second point is that Corbin was a unique person and his life was more 
like a legend. Throughout history, few such figures had the fortune to learn from so 
many great masters. In fact, Corbin had visited most of the prominent thinkers and 
scholars  of his time such as Etienne Gilson (the remarkable professor of the 
history of medieval philosophy), Émile Bréhier (the great master of the Plotinus 
philosophy and Indian Upanishads), Louis Massignon (the famous French scholar 
of Islam and Shia studies), Joseph and Jean Barozi (two brothers who were 
prominent professors of the history of religions and Protestant theology), Rudolf 
Otto, Nicholai Bultmann, Karl Barth, Carl Levitt and Hamann, Ernst Cassirer, 
Heidegger, Karl Jaspers, and many other intellectuals who were experts in their 
own fields, such as philosophy of religion, Eastern studies (orientalism), 
hermeneutics, the interpretation of sacred texts, Hegel studies, and phenomenology 
(Shayegan 2010). He was also a companion of Heidegger himself. In fact, he was 
very fortunate to absorb and digest the essence of Western thought in his time 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Persian_people
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through the companionship of prominent figures and philosophers. Furthermore, 
he found the chance to live in Turkey for a while as well as in Iran for 30 years, and 
because of this experience, he was directly acquainted with the Iranian-Islamic 
intellectual and philosophical sources (Cheetham 2004). Therefore, Corbin was not 
an ordinary individual with limited knowledge or ethnic and theological tendencies, 
who tries to interpret Heidegger’s thoughts in the light of Iranian-Islamic wisdom 
based on the historical complexes and backwardness of an Eastern person or on a 
kind of reverse orientalism logic. As an intellectual coming from the heart of 
Western thinking tradition, Corbin should not be considered as an orientalist in the 
common sense of this word that under the influence of his specialties and interests, 
tried to link Heidegger to the spiritual and wisdom traditions of the East. He was 
rather a philosopher and thinker than an orientalist.  

As a result, many of the charges that may be imposed on Fardid, cannot be 
accused on Corbin at all. He was a figure coming from the West whose thoughts 
were originated from the heart of Western culture and metaphysics’ tradition. 
Corbin is the one who presented a religious-meditative interpretation of Heidegger 
in the light of Eastern theoretical tradition (Abdolkarimi 2012). 

Corbin is not the only one presenting religious-spiritual interpretations of 
Heidegger. John Macquarie and many Western theologians such as Paul Tillich and 
Nicholai Bultmann tried to use of Heidegger’s thought and the fundamental, 
existential concepts of ontology of Being and Time for interpreting the holy book and 
theology of Christianity. These evidences show that any unspiritual interpretation 
of Heidegger is a false understanding of this great thinker of the era. It is believed 
by many scholars that his great and primary plan was to create a religious 
renaissance in the present secular-by-nature world (Prudhomme 1997). 

4. 3. However, regardless of this historical matter, we should consider the 
hermeneutic point that we have by no means only one interpretation but many 
different ones of Heidegger’s thought. In other words, we have the possibilities of 
different interpretations of each text. This hermeneutic point is true regarding every 
philosopher and thinker including Heidegger.  Therefore, the religious-meditative 
interpretation of Heidegger can be well as a possibility of Heidegger’s own thought 
(ibid).  

However, I believe that the main spirit of Heidegger’s thought is to respond to 
the most important intellectual crisis of the West civilization that is nihilism; a crisis 
that was correctly recognized by Nietzsche. Heidegger wants to reach the possibility 
of an “other beginning” of thinking that he calls “No-longer-metaphysical-thought” 
(Mugerauer 2008: 12). Considering these two fundamental features (overcoming 
nihilism and nihilistic interpretation of the world from one side and breaking up 
metaphysics in order to reach a way of thinking that is no longer metaphysical from 
the other side), we can find powerful religious-spiritual tendencies in Heidegger’s 
thinking.  
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It should be noted that the departure point of Heidegger’s thinking was 
theology (Prudhomme 1997). He was a student of a religious school during his 
youth, and entered the philosophy field to find answers for his theological 
questions. However, he gradually moved away from theology to phenomenology, 
and then to what he calls “thought” (ibid). I believe if we take away the religious-

spiritual concerns definitely not theological ones and Kierkegaardian concerns 
from Heidegger’s thinking, nothing will remain except its spiritless corpse. 
Heidegger’s non-theological tendency should be understood and interpreted in the 
context of the distinction between “metaphysics” and Kierkegaardian “faith”, and 
not in the context of anti-tradition tendency of the Enlightenment era (Buben 
2013). 

The most fundamental concept in Heidegger’s thought is Being. But what is 
“Being” in his thought? Is it the same as “the material” or “the physical”? Is it the 
“nature” that Romanticists and Naturalists talked about? What is “Being” in the 
light of which Heidegger interpreted the constitution of human being as Dasein? 
What is “Being” in the light of which Heidegger defines “authentic thinking” and 
believes that thinking is nothing except dwelling in Being’s destiny? (Wheeler 2018) 
Why does he emphasize the relation between “thinking” and “thanking”? 
(Heidegger 1968) What is the subject and components of “thanking”? There are 
many historical, philological, and interpretive reasons in Heidegger’s works that 
make the spiritual (but certainly not theological) interpretation of Heidegger 
possible. In my opinion, contrary to the claims of many Iranian scholars and 
intellectuals, a secular Heidegger is by no means the true and academic Heidegger.  

Jean Paul Sartre stated in his work Existentialism is a Humanism that existentialist 
philosophers are of two kinds: Theist existentialists like Kierkegaard and Gabriel 
Marcel, and atheist existentialists like me (Sartre) and Martin Heidegger (Sartre 
2007).  However, in Letter on Humanism, Heidegger responded Sartre without any 
reference to his name. He stated that those who considered his philosophy 
inattentive to the “God” issue, in fact, did not have any understanding of his 
philosophy at all (Heidegger 1978). 

The conclusion that I am trying to reach based on the mentioned points is 

that contrary to what many intellectuals, as well as Iranian ones, claim a 
religious-spiritual interpretation and understanding of Heidegger in the light of 
spiritual Eastern traditions is not only the distortion of Heidegger but also a 
necessary condition for an academically and scientifically true understanding of 
Heidegger as the greatest critique of the Western thinking.  

  4.3. Another important point is that the opponents of the religious-spiritual 
interpretation of Heidegger always refer to the constant opposition and criticism of 
this German thinker to theology and the theological characteristic of metaphysics, 
and his theology destruction plan that was parallel to deconstruction plan and 
radical critique of metaphysics in his thought. However, this group has never 
considered the fact that Heidegger’s opposition to theology and theological 
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theoretical systems was influenced by Kierkegaard (Buber 2013). Heidegger’s 
opposition to theology and theological theoretical systems never entails opposition 
to religious-spiritual interpretation of the world, as anti-theology and anti-system 
tendencies of Kierkegaard not only did not mean opposition to religious-meditative 
way of understanding the world but also was originated from a religious passion. 
There is a possibility of thought that an individual believes in none of the 
theological system like Christianity, Judaism, Islam, Buddhism, Shintoism, etc., and 
do not conceive himself/ herself as a Christian, Jewish, Muslim, and so on, yet does 
not accept materialist, naturalist, physicalist, and secular interpretations of the 
world. In fact, it is not necessary for an individual to understand the world, 
humanity, and the whole history of human being within the framework of a 
theological belief system (Prudhomme 1997).   

On the other hand, an individual’s opposition to theological approaches and 
systems does not mean, in any way, opposition to religious-spiritual interpretations 
of the world. Indeed, Heidegger’s thinking is not theological, and he tries to break 
up theological thought and destroys theological systems. However, theological 
thinking is one thing and having a spiritual interpretation is another one.  Even, we 
can say that this kind of non-theological and non-secular thinking is precisely the 
same way that humankind is paving in the world at this age.  

In fact, the humanity of our time is pessimist and distrust to all metaphysical 
and theological systems. In present world, no great thinker sees the world solely 
from the viewpoints of a metaphysical system like Spinozaian, Kantian or Hegelian 
system or from the perspectives of theological frameworks such as Christianity, 
Judaism, Buddhism, shintoism or Islam. Our time is the era of the collapse of all 
metaphysical and theological systems. That is, no one would say that I am a 
Spinozist, Cartesian, Kantian, Hegelian, or Marxist. All these systems, in a way, 
have shown their inadequacies in interpreting the world. There may be something i.e., 
Being in itself in Heideggerian discourse, to appear from behind the collapse of the 
systems.  

Although humankind would never get back to theological systems, they will 
continue to exist as a part of people’s culture or as a tool in politicians’ hands for 
power game. 

Human society, thinking, and the authentic existences are no longer led by 
theological systems. Theological thought may be the departure point for our 
thinking (and the departure point definitely affects the movement and the 
destination); however, it will no longer be heartwarming for humankind. In the 
present day, even the life of the followers of theological systems rotates around 
modern values. In fact, theology is a part of culture that acts as a mask or veil on 
realities. The corpses of theological systems exist though with no soul inside. The 
future thought of humankind will be of nonsecular-nontheological type 
(Abdolkarimi 2012) 
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5. Heidegger and the thought of future: 
What is the use of Heidegger’s thought for us and what would be its role in our 

future? The most important point is to know that in the present world, what 
understanding do we have regarding ourselves and what are we going to do with 
our history, traditions, ourselves, and this disordered world?  

Some people are satisfied with the current world and accept the modern 
Western culture and civilization with all its results and consequences. These people 
are modernists who are optimist toward modern age and consider it as the best era 
with culmination in development and evolution in the history. In their viewpoint, 
humankind has reached freedom, science, technology, and prosperity. They also 
believe that only foolish and ignorant people do not accept the fact that the 
modern era is better than all the past eras in every aspect. On the other side, there 
are people who are not cheerful with the current world. They believe that despite 
scientific and technological progresses, humankind has experienced great failures in 
the modern era, been detached from its true self, and has not reached the freedom 
promised by the Enlightenment age. If satisfied with the present world, no one 
would come across the Heidegger’s thoughts.  

As mentioned earlier, the reason that many Iranians follow Heidegger’s thinking 

path is the issue that in the current modern world which is directed by modern, 
scientific-technological rationality and secularism, nihilism, and meaningless life are 

its most fundamental metaphysical characteristics is it possible for us to maintain 
the spiritual, meditative thinking, some of the traditional values and insights, and 
the meaningful way of the life of our own tradition? This issue is not related to the 
past; rather it is a concern of our current time and future. We are still dealing with 
the question that what is our understanding about ourselves in the current world 
and what life style we want to or can choose.  

The answer to the question “what is the relationship between our future and 
Heidegger?” depends on the answer to the question “what is the relationship 
between the future of the global thinking and Heidegger’s thought?”. Some of the 
intellectuals such as Deleuze and Foucault asserted that future thinking will be 
shaped based on our relationship to Heidegger’s thought and we should determine 
our relation and standpoint to it (Abdolkarimi 2012). We can either accept or reject 
Heidegger’s thinking, but we cannot ignore it.  

What will be the path of our thinking in future? Either We should join the 

history of the West and their course of thinking which seems that we have 
already joined them, and despite all negative and hindering factors, we become 
history-less and are continuously joining the global Western metaphysical history; 
or we should resist secularism and nihilism that have taken over the West. Some 
trends, such as fundamentalists, criticize the modern world from a pre-modern 
position. However, Heidegger’s critique to modernity is a post-modern one. It 
means that despite fundamentalists, Heidegger profoundly experienced modern 
subjectivist rationality and he never calls us to return to a past and impossible form 
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of life existent in pre-modern traditions. Therefore, determining our position 
regarding pre-modern and fundamentalist critique or phenomenological description 
and post-modern critique on the West and modernity would have a profound and 
decisive influence on our thought history and future.  

In other words, the future of our thinking depends on our position regarding 
the radical critiques of great thinkers such as Heidegger and Nietzsche on the West 
and modernity. That is, we either accept the thinking path of such radical critiques, 
or in a way, preserve the order and culture of the present world.  

However, if we accept Heidegger’s radical critique on the West, then, how can 
we liberate ourselves from the domination of the Western metaphysical culture? 
One possibility is to attempt to go back to the past as many Salafist and 
fundamentalist movements such as Talibanism and Bin-Ladanism in the Islamic 
world, which invite Muslims to do.  However, we well know that such a return to 
the past is essentially impossible. We should accept that the direction of time is 
one-way to the future and returning to the past is not possible. However, if we are 
not satisfied with the current situation and cannot return to the past, then, we can 
only wait for the emergence of a new horizon and possibilities of thinking in the 
future. Even so, how will be the future of thinking and the thinking of the future? 

The future is undoubtedly bound up with our present and past possibilities. 
However, how can we look at our past and present time? We can be satisfied with the 
current time, but Nietzsche and Heidegger’s thoughts open our self-consciousness eye 
to the deep and fundamental nihilism of our age. Besides, how can we look at the past? 
Based on the values and worldview of the Enlightenment era, is it possible to consider 
the past as merely an era full of ignorance, false thoughts and myths, and darkness? 
Heidegger’s thought presents concepts and categories, which help us understand the 
worldview and the self-founded, nihilist values of the Enlightenment era. Furthermore, 
they help us better understand the insights and genuine possibilities present in the pre-
modern historical traditions without attracting our thinking to the fundamentalism and 
captivity in the past. Therefore, Heidegger’s thinking can help us understand our 
historical and non-metaphysical traditions as well as nihilism and the foundationlessness 
of the present world. In addition, it revives the hope for new possibilities and destiny in 
our hearts. He tries to show us that in the era of scientific and technological rationalism, 
how we can have a spiritual interpretation of the universe. This is a profound and 
breathtaking issue. The political, theological, and ideological tendencies simplify 
answering this question. Nevertheless, Heidegger’s thinking liberates us from these 
unsophisticated tendencies, and invites us to a authentic way of thinking.  
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Abstract 
In this article, I try to defend the thesis that imagination against reason, moral 
progress through imagination not the reason, solidarity vs. objectivity, the 
emergence of literary culture after philosophical culture from Hegel onwards, 
contingency of language, the usefulness of literature (poetry, novels and stories, 
etc.) in enhancinmg empathy with one another and ultimately reducing 
philosophy to poetry in Richard Rorty's writings point to one thing: the priority 
of literature to philosophy. The literary or post-physical culture that Rorty 
defends is opposed to the Enlightenment and the philosophical and religious 
culture. Rorty prefers literary culture between the religious culture and 
philosophical culture. The literary culture Rorty envisages is a radically historicist 
and nominalist one. Rorty’s romanticised version of pragmatism aims precisely 
at dealing with this literary or post-physical culture or, in generally, the literature.  
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Philosophy makes progress not by 
becoming more rigorous but by 
becoming more imaginative. 

Richard Rorty 

 
Introduction  
 Let us start by examining the relationship between literature and philosophy. 
We see this relationship in the philosophy of some contemporary philosophers 
such as Richard. Rorty places a great deal of value on the critique of philosophy 
and the fundamental concepts of traditional philosophy, and we know that he 
went to Stanford University's Department of Comparative Literature late in his 
academic life. At first step, to considering the issue, it may be useful to point 
out that this relationship has many vicissitudes from the beginning until today. 
The overwhelming relationship between philosophy and literature in the history 
of philosophy from Plato to Rorty, in spite of the complete disregard for this 
relationship in traditional philosophy, is now at the center of the philosophical 
debates of contemporary philosophers. Of course, this relationship is not 
limited to the history of Western philosophy1.  
 The philosophers, the literate or the poets as well as artists have always claimed 
in various ways that their field of activity is a well-deserved field in which truth 
can be discovered. The tool of the philosopher is reason, and the tool of the 
poet of imagination and metaphorical language. In this writing, we will try to 
show that in order to understand the priority of literature to philosophy in 
Richard Rorty,s neo-pragmatism, one must consider some the key words of his 
thought such as, “literary culture versus philosophical culture”, “philosophy as 
a literary genre”, philosophy as poetry, imagination, moral progress through 
imagination, and etc. 
 As Rorty himself has defended the priority of democracy over philosophy in 
“The priority of democracy to philosophy (1992)”, we also advocate the priority 
of literature over philosophy. The priority of freedom over truth is the subject 
of Rorty's book, and the imagination of reason and reason is the subject of our 
article. We believe that if Rorty had written a book or an article on the 
relationship between philosophy and literature at the beginning of the twenty-
first century, surely the title of our article would have been one of his works. 
But he did not write, but the content of such a book or article can be found in 
many of his later works, and we pursue this goal in this article, although we do 
not claim to have been fully successful. 
 

Continental background of Rorty's thought 
 The emergence of the post-structuralist movement and the publication of 
books by postmodern philosophers such as Foucault, Derrida, Lyotard, and 
Deleuze and the reception of these works at American universities drew the 
attention of analytical and post-philosophical philosophers to these works, and 
generally incorporated European philosophy into American philosophy. 
Nietzsche and Derrida are a familiar model for Rorty's view of philosophy as a 
literary genre. In "Looking Back at a Literary Theory", Rorty says that in the 
1970s, teachers in American literature departments began reading Derrida and 
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Foucault. A new subdiscipline called "literary theory" took shape. The notion 
that a literary text could profitably be "theorized" helped make it easy for 
literature professors to teach their favorite philosophy books and for literature 
students to write their dissertations on philosophical topics. It also helped 
create jobs in literature departments. (Saussy 2006: 63) 
 Since the publication of his famous book, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature 
(1979), Rorty has been influenced by this continental tradition, in particular the 
ideas of French post-structuralist thinkers such as Derrida, Foucault, Deleuze, 
Lyotard and others (such as Heidegger). Rorty, in his paper, “Philosophy as a 
Kind of Writing: An Essay on Derrida”, prefers Derrida to the early Derrida 
because “for Derrida, writing always leads to more writing, and more, and still 
more-just as history does not lead to Absolute Knowledge or the Final Struggle, 
but to more history, and more, and still more”(Rorty 1982: 145). Of course, 
Rorty wants to clear the line between analytic and continental philosophies:  

 
 

I have heard analytic philosophers get furious at comparative 
literature departments for trespassing on philosophical turf by 
teaching Nietzsche and Derrida, and doubly furious at the suggestion 
that they might teach it themselves. Conversely, I have heard fans of 
Continental philosophy be obnoxious about the ‘mere logic-
chopping’ with which their analytic colleagues waste students’ time 
and dehydrate their minds. Like reciprocal charges of incompetence, 
this sort of rhetoric is pointless. It is also dangerous, for it can actually 
result in colleges and universities not having people on the faculty 
who can explain certain books to interested students. Yet the only 
way in which institutions of liberal learning can justify their existence 
is to be places in which students can find practically any book in the 
library – Gadamer or Kripke, Searle or Derrida – and then find 
somebody to talk with about it. When all the jockeying to decide 
which department’s budget will bear the freight is over, we have to 
make sure the result has not been to limit the possibilities open to the 
students (Rorty 1982: 225). 
 

 It should not be forgotten that towards the end of his life he became 
increasingly interested in literature. Richard Rorty was professor emeritus of 
comparative literature and philosophy at Stanford University, passed away on 
Friday, June 8, 2007. 
 

Rorty's pragmatic criticism of philosophy 
Rorty believes that the traditional Western philosophical tradition is a tradition 
on which Plato's heavy shadow has fallen. The Western philosophical tradition 
has always sought to approach the transcendental reality. In the Philosophy and 
mirror of Nature, Rorty characterized the traditional view of philosophy in the 
following way: 

 
Philosophers usually think of their discipline as one which discusses 
perennial, eternal problems – problems which arise as soon as one 
reflects. Some of these concerns the difference between human 
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beings and other beings, and are crystallized in questions concerning 
the relation between the mind and the body. Other problems concern 
the legitimation of claims to know, and are crystallized in questions 
concerning the “foundations” of knowledge. To discover these 
foundations is to discover something about the mind, and conversely. 
Philosophy as a discipline thus sees itself as the attempt to underwrite 
or debunk claims to knowledge made by science, morality, art, or 
religion. It purports to do this on the basis of its special 
understanding of the nature of knowledge and mind. Philosophy can 
be foundational in respect to the rest of culture because culture is an 
assemblage of claims to knowledge, and philosophy adjudicates such 
claims. (Rorty 1979: 3) 
 

 In western tradition, the philosophy’s task or philosopher’s task is to use its 
special methods and tools in order to secure the relationship between the 
mind’s representations and the world represented. On such an approach, 
philosophy is foundational for western culture because it is the tribunal of 
reason before which all other areas of inquiry (namely, other discipilines) are to 
be judged. He believes that philosophy’s remoteness from the rest of culture 
follows from this privileged and special self-understanding. 
 So the phrase has an important message to the reader that Rorty does not 
accept philosophy as a discipline.1 In other words, Rorty’s official position is 
that there is no longer any reason to defend philosophy as an autonomous 
discipline. This American pragmatist philosopher wants to dissolution the 
problems of this philosophy because they are not useful at all. As we have said, 
such a definition of discipline is entirely Plato's definition of philosophy. To 
understand the spirit of Rorty's thought can be considered his endless 
opposition to Platonic thought as the starting point for research on Rorty's 
philosophy. In the Platonic tradition, which is the dominant tradition in the 
West, philosophy has always preceded poetry. 
Ture 
 

Poetry and Philosophy 
 In other words, let me say that the distinction between poetry and philosophy 
and the primacy of philosophy over poetry or the primacy of reason over 
emotion in the Platonic tradition is criticized by Richard Rorty. 
 

I think as soon as you try to re-create the Platonic contrast between 
poetry and philosophy you are in danger of reifying your favorite 
philosopher and calling that philosophy and reifying your favorite 
poet and calling that poetry. Heidegger makes a distinction between 
poets and thinkers that I have never been able to make sense of. I 
don’t know how you are supposed to tell which are which. (Rorty 
2006: 140) 

 

 We all know that poetry is created by the poet's imagination, this great poetry 
of romanticism is a tool for expressing human intentions, and it is a useful tool. 
To claim that literature in general is more useful than philosophy is not to claim 
too much defense. He thinks that literature has more or less supplanted 
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metaphysical sources of moral socialization, But this claim is not justified 
because the situation is different in non-Western cultures. Sometimes literature 
and poetry have been the cause of a nation's backwardness and decline. In Iran, 
for example, the culture of Sufi literature has not allowed rational culture to 
fully grow and has thus brought about social and political repression. Too much 
emphasis on the power of imagination in literature and poetry causes people to 
stay away from criticizing the social and historical situation and the cruelties 
that exist in society. Thus, it seems that Rorty considers the primacy of reason 
only in Western democratic society, not non-Western societies. 
 According to this American philosopher, reason obeys the imagination. This is 
not a disadvantage, but rather a benefit that brings philosophy closer to 
literature and poetry. 

 
In an essay called "Pragmatism and Romanticism" I tried to restate 
the argument of Shelley's "Defense of Poetry." At the heart of 
Romanticism, I said, was the claim that reason can only follow paths 
that the imagination has first broken.2 

 
 In his neo-pragmatism, Rorty strives to give a prominent place to literature and 
literary culture versus the culture of the Enlightenment. Therefore, Rorty says 
that the intellectuals of the West have, since the Renaissance, progressed 
through three stages: they have hoped for redemption first from God, then 
from philosophy, and now from literature. This is Rorty’s thesis and he refers 

to it as Philosophy as a transitional genre: 

 
I can now state my thesis. It is that the intellectuals of the West have, 
since the Renaissance, progressed through three stages: they have 
hoped for redemption first from God, then from philosophy, and 
now from literature. Monotheistic religion offers hope for 
redemption through entering into a new relation to a supremely 
powerful non-human person. Belief in the articles of a creed may be 
only incidental to such a relationship. In philosophy, however, true 
belief is of the essence: redemption by philosophy would consist in 
acquiring a set of beliefs that represent things in the one way they 
truly are. Literature, finally, offers redemption through making the 
acquaintance of as great a variety of human beings as possible. Here 
again, as with religion, true belief may be of little importance (Rorty 
2007:91). 

 
 

 He seems to find true redemption in literature, especially in the books of poets 
and novelists. Of course, he is influenced by Alan Bloom. The term "Self-
creation" in poetry and literature is as important as the truth in philosophy but 
Rorty rejects Philosophy.3 The “Self-creation” demonstrates that we make our 
identity within historical contingencies and social events. Here, he is influenced 

by Nietzsche's thoughts. In other words, Rorty found Friedrich Nietzsche’s 
critique of epistemology ( namely, perspectivism) to be useful and helpful tool 
in getting us to stop thinking of knowledge as something we find, and instead 
as something that we create and above all, he also found perspectivism to be a 
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helpful tool in that of the private sphere, of private self-creation. We know that 
this issue allows Rorty to link perspectivism, self-creation, and a clear metaphor, 
literature, together, to interpret the full implications of Nietzsche’s 
perspectivism. Of course, Nietzsche aims to free subject as the heart of 
subjectivism and makes it stop. He delivers subjectivism to perspectivism with 
criticizing solid and a priori categories, and far more important, with disabling 
reason’s ideas that prepare the condition of unconditional knowledge (Arjang 
2019: 25). He uses this to give his model of the pragmatist’s paradigmatic 
human being (Ironist), one who goes about creating oneself constantly instead 
of trying to discover oneself. He argued that we can read philosophers like 
Derrida, Nietzsche, and Heidegger for our own private enjoyment. But, for 
Rorty, though, Nietzsche’s ideas are not sufficient to explain the dynamics of 
the self, that is the job of Freud, and Rorty elaborates on the usefulness and 
applicability of both. Of course, Rorty criticizes Nietzsche for his opposition to 
democracy. 

 Rorty's pragmatic reading of Nietzsche has led to literature. Different works of 
literature will show different sides of the human experience. Thus, one medium 
of literature, poetry, has a greater significance for Rorty. Therefore, at the 
beginning of Chapter two of Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity Rorty presents a 
poem by Phillip Larkin as a means of discussing the supremacy of poetry over 
philosophy since Nietzsche’s time. Richard Rorty, in the second chapter of 
Contingency, Irony and Solidarity, called ‘The Contingency of Selfhood’, uses the 
last part of a poem by Philip Larkin (1922-1985), Continuing to Live to clarify his 
ideas about the self. 

 
I think Larkin's poem owes its interest and its strength to this 
reminder of the quarrel between poetry and philosophy, the tension 
between an effort to achieve self-creation by the recognition of 
contingency and an effort to achieve universality by the 
transcendence of contingency. The same tension has pervaded 
philosophy since Hegel's time, and particularly since Nietzsche. The 
important philosophers of our own century are those who have tried 
to follow through on the Romantic poets by breaking with Plato and 
seeing freedom as the recognition of contingency. These are the 
philosophers who try to detach Hegel's insistence on historicity from 
his pantheistic idealism. They accept Nietzsche's identification of the 
strong poet, the maker, as humanity's hero - rather than the scientist, 
who is traditionally pictured as a finder. More generally, they have 
tried to avoid anything that smacks of philosophy as contemplation, 
as the attempt to see life steadily and see it whole, in order to insist on 
the sheer contingency of individual existence (Rorty 1989: 25-26). 

 

 Rorty uses both philosophical thought and poetry of great poets. This is 
Richard Rorty's unique method, and has often been heavily criticized by 
colleagues, friends, and even his students. We see that Rorty moves easily from 
Wittgenstein to Heidegger or from Dewey to Derrida, but he is as apt to draw 
from a Philip Larkin poem, from Proust, or from Nabokov novel as from Kant 
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or Nietzsche. Because, according to him, common message of these thinkers is 
“to insist on the sheer contingency of individual existence” (Rorty 1989: 26). 
In his article, “Philosophy as a Kind of Writing: An Essay on Derrida” Rorty 
says that philosophy is not an isolated piece of culture, but it is a kind of literal 
writing or “any literary genre” 
 

All that "philosophy" as a name for a sector of culture means is "talk 
about Plato, Augustine, Descartes, Kant, Hegel, Frege, Russell. . . 
And that lot." Philosophy is best seen as a kind of writing. It is 
delimited, as is any literary genre, not by form or matter, but by 
tradition-a family romance involving, e.g., Father Parmenides, honest 
old Uncle Kant, and bad brother Derrida (Rorty 1978: 143). 

 
 Rorty has identified two types of thinking in philosophy: vertical thinking that 
continues to Kant and horizontal thinking starting from Hegel's phenomenology of 
mind. He holds that later true philosophy is a genre of literature. In the 
following phrase, he describes the characteristics of these two types of 
philosophical thinking: 
 

There, then, are two ways of thinking about various things. I have 
drawn them up as reminders of the differences between a 
philosophical tradition which began, more or less, with Kant, and one 
which began, more or less, with Hegel's Phenomenology. The first 
tradition thinks of truth as a vertical relationship between 
representations and what is represented. The second tradition thinks 
of truth horizontally-as the culminating reinterpretation of our 
predecessors' reinterpretation of their predecessors' reinterpretation. . 
. . This tradition does not ask how representations are related to 
nonrepresentations, but how representations can be seen as hanging 
together (Rorty 1978: 143).  

 

Literary culture and philosophy 
 Rorty wants to show that philosophy since Hegel has sought to use literary and 
poetic language to describe the human condition and its contingency. He in 
“Philosophy as a Transitional Genre”, underlines the significance of Hegel to 
his narrative of emancipation and secularization, so explicitly contends that the 
transition from a philosophy to a literary culture began with this German 
philosopher. It can be said that it was with Hegel that philosophy reached its 
most ambitious and presumptuous form, which almost instantly developed into 
its dialectical opposite; that is, the Hegelian system eventually turned out to be a 
somewhat utterly nonironical self-consuming artifact. Hegel’s system was 
serious in its desire to depict things as they really were and it sought to fit 
everything into a single context. This also signifies, of course, that it pretended 
to represent the totality. Rorty writes: 
 

“Since Hegel’s time, the intellectuals have been losing faith in 
philosophy. This amounts to losing faith in the idea that redemption 
can come in the form of true beliefs. In the literary culture that has 
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been emerging during the last two hundred years, the question ‘Is it 
true?’ has yielded to the question ‘What’s new?’” (Rorty 2004: 9). 

 
 Rorty insists that Hegel transformed philosophy into a literary genre to answer 

the questions of his day. According to him, “From within a literary culture, 
religion and philosophy appear as literary genres. As such, they are optional. 
Just as an intellectual may opt to read many poems but few novels, or many 
novels but few poems, so he or she may read much philosophy, or much 
religious writing, but relatively few poems or novels. The difference between 
the literary intellectuals’ readings of all these books and other readings of them 
is that the inhabitant of a literary culture treats books as human attempts to 
meet human needs, rather than as acknowledgments of the power of a being 
that is what it is apart from any such needs. “God” and “Truth” are, 
respectively, the religious and the philosophical names for that sort of being 
(Rorty 2007:91). The transition from religion to philosophy However, what 
exactly does Rorty mean by the term of literary culture? Let us hear the answer 
from our pragmatist philosopher: 

 
As I am using the terms “literature” and “literary culture,” a culture 
that has substituted literature for both religion and philosophy finds 
redemption neither in a noncognitive relation to a nonhuman person, 
nor in a cognitive relation to propositions, but in noncognitive 
relations to other human beings, relations mediated by human 
artifacts such as books and buildings, paintings and songs. These 
artifacts provide a sense of alternative ways of being human. (Rorty 
2004: 10) 

 
 He believes that philosophy seeks something deep within the human and that 
it’s similar to the concept of God that religion seeks as its ultimate goal. But on 
the contrary, the literature tells us that human has nothing deep within himself 
and that with the power of imagination, man has come up with such concepts. 
For this reason he even seeks moral progress in literature, not philosophy. 
In sum, Rorty maintains what philosophy could do is nothing but to inspire 
imagination and so advocates a so-called post-philosophical culture, which 
emphasizes real cultural and political life over pure contemplation. In this way, 
Rorty tries to overcome dominating ideas such as Idea, logos, the Absolute, 
essence, reality, and categorical imperative, as well as the binary oppositions 
including that between reality and appearance, which in Western metaphysics 
have reigned ever since the time of the Greeks. Post-philosophical culture is 
just a culture that has discarded these traditional philosophical ideas (Derong & 
Liangjian 2005: 633-4). 
 Rorty believes that moral progress depends on the development of imagination 
and the promotion of emotion among people. Poets outnumber philosophers 
in developing this imagination and in promoting sentiment among the people. 
It can be said that literature that opens the moral imagination, thus providing a 
possibility of greater sensitivity and sympathy for the suffering of other peoples 
in world, constitutes what Rorty at times refers to as a sentimental literature 
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that facilitates sentimental education. Sentiment for him appears to be a subtle 
combination of feelings and impressions that provide a basis for judgment and 
action in his neopragmatism. The question may come to mind of readers if 
Rorty is a romantic thinker. The answer is no, because he has not even written a 
single page of poetry. He is a literary pragmatist whose pragmatism is literary in 
color. 
Thus, Sentiment and imagination in moral progress are two interrelated 
concepts that Rorty has included in his view of moral philosophy. Hart says 
that “n sum for Rorty there exists a line of evolution from opening the moral 
imagination, to enhanced sympathy-empathy, to cultivating proper moral 
sentiments, to expanded loyalty and the pursuit of a greater justice. What he 
calls “inspirational literature” and “inspired reading” can uniquely and 
powerfully merge in this development. When Rorty attributes inspirational 
value to works of literature, he means that such works “make people think 
there is more to this life than they ever imagined”(Hart 2011: 40). So “his point 
is that moral progress is not a matter of an increase in rationality, nor does it 
involve developing what Dewey called intelligence”(Asghari 2015:69-70), 
Rather, it aims to improve the lives of individuals in a democratic society.  
 Let's go back to the differences between philosophy and literature. Finding the 
truth in the human mind and making the truth in the human mind is something 
that is understandable from Rorty's words. I think that this is the fundamental 
difference between philosophy and literature in Rorty’s mind. Of course, we 
have to admit that his contemporaries have always criticized Rorty’s conception 
of philosophy and we do not intend to go into more detail. However, in the 
struggle between philosophy and literature Rorty advocates literature. Rorty 
writes about this struggle: 
 

Kierkegaard rightly said that philosophy began to set itself up as a 
rival to religion when Socrates suggested that our self-knowledge was 
knowledge of God – that we had no need of help from a non-human 
person, because the truth was already within us. But literature began 
to set itself up as a rival to philosophy when people like Cervantes 
and Shakespeare began to suspect that human beings were, and ought 
to be, so diverse that there is no point in pretending that they all carry 
a single truth deep in their bosoms (Rorty 2007: 93). 

 

 Like Kierkegaard, he seeks to replace literature with philosophy, as Socrates 
replaced philosophy with religion. Here we find that Rorty finds it useful in the 
Western philosophical tradition to transition from religion to philosophy, from 
philosophy to literature. He analyzes the usefulness of this transition and 
transformation both from the perspective of American pragmatism and from 
the perspective of post-structuralist thought such as Derrida and Foucault. This 
philosophy is not about proving the essence of things. There is no doubt that 
Derrida is as much involved in Rorty's thinking as Wittgenstein. So he, under 
the influence of Derrida and his deconstruction, believes that philosophy is not 
only pure knowledge, but it is a kind of philosophy of language whose task is 
no longer to represent the essence of things in the world but self-creation 
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through literary language and poetic imagination. For this reason, Rorty uses 
literature, and especially poets, to describe and defend such a philosophy. We 
know that language and the philosophy of language in Derrida's post-
structuralist thought greatly influenced the Rorty's thought formation. In order 
to understand the nature of literary culture, one must first turn to language. 
 

Contingency of Language 

 Let us focus here on the question of language as the common focus of 
philosophy and literature in modern times on Rorty's thought. Rorty writes in 
Contingency, Irony, and solidarity that“If we cease to attempt to make sense of the 
idea of such a nonhuman language, we shall not be tempted to confuse the 
platitude that the world may cause us to be justified in believing a sentence true 
with the claim that the world splits itself up, on its own initiative, into sentence-

shaped chunks called "facts." (Rorty 1989: 5). 
 Two points can be deduced from this statement: First, language is not a fixed 
nature and second, the reality is made by language. In other words, Language 
has no fixed essence. Susan Haack points the contingency of language as the 
conventionality of justification in Rorty: “by the time of Contingency, Irony 
and Solidarity, Rorty has a different defensive strategy: he describes those who, 
like himself, have grasped the 'contingency' of language, the conventionality of 
justification, as 'ironists' (Haack 1993:193) 
 Language has its own contingency, and this is essential to understanding a 
literary culture. According to him, language plays an important role in literary 
culture. Of course, In order to understand Rorty’s narrative on the rise of 
literary culture, one has to consider the role that this idea plays in Contingency, 
Irony, and Solidarity. At the beginning of the first chapter (“The Contingency of 
Language”), Rorty advances the argument that what unites the German 
idealists, the French revolutionaries, and the Romantic poets is that they 
understood, at the end of the eighteenth century, “that anything could be made 
to look good or bad, important or unimportant, useful or useless, by being 
redescribed” (Rorty 1989: 7). In addition, what the German idealists, the 
utopian revolutionaries, and the Romantic poets had in common was “a dim 
sense that human beings whose language changed so that they no longer spoke 
of themselves as responsible to nonhuman powers would thereby become a 
new kind of human beings” (Rorty 1989: 7). This contingency is a question of 
his historicism. According to Robert Brandom, the strong conclusion Rorty 
draws from his conception of the contingency of language is that “No area of 
culture, and no period of history, gets Reality more right than any other. The 
difference between the areas and epochs is their relative efficiency in 
accomplishing various purposes. There is no such thing as Reality to be gotten 
right – only snow, fog, Olympian deities, relative aesthetic worth, the 
elementary particles, human rights, the divine right of kings, the Trinity, and the 
like” (Brandom 2000 :375).  
In Rorty's philosophy there is a kind of sanctification of Romanticism, in 
contrast to a hatred of the Enlightenment and its theoretical aspirations 
throughout his writings. Rorty is not a poet and has not written a book of 
poetry or a book on Romanticism but finds it useful for human self-creation. 
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That is why he has been greatly influenced by Bloom. Broadly characterised, the 
sort of romanticism that Rorty prefers is the independent, muscular variety 
celebrated by his literary mentor, Harold Bloom. Throughout his career, Rorty 
embraced a number of ideas and attitudes associated with Bloom’s picture of 
the romantic poet as engaged in a dialectical struggle for articulacy and 
autonomy.Rorty’s romantic watchwords, accordingly, are imagination, 
spontaneity, freedom, contingency, plurality, power, and creativity – ideas that 
he pits against notions such as reason, receptivity, truth, necessity, 
commensurability, knowledge, and harmony. Most important, perhaps, is the 
notion of truth as created rather than discovered, enabled by the romantic 
inversion of the values assigned by Kant to the determinative and the reflective 
judgement in the third Critique (Milnes 2011:24) 
 
Conclusion 
 It is crucial to note that Richard Rorty, emphasizing on literary culture against 
enlightenment philosophy, seems to hold that only in his ideal poetized culture 
would one archive full human dignity and maturity because we can reach the 
best human solidarity and consensus in this culture. According to him, human 
solidarity and consensus is the main goal of democratic society. A culture that 
matures to the point of finally giving up on realism would, he thinks, realise 
that ‘what matters is our loyalty to other human beings clinging together against 
the dark, not our hope of getting things right’ (Rorty 1982: 166). In such a 
culture, the authority of non-human objectivity would be replaced by human 
solidarity, and forms of description would not be ranked according to their 
supposed ability to correspond to the true nature of reality, only according to 
their usefulness, something which varies from context to context.4 

 Three aspects are important here. First, Rorty presents himself as a pragmatist 
philosopher who is interestingly attracted to the usefulness of theories, 
especially, in action and, generally, in human society. Second, he wants to 
replace philosophical discourse with literary one in his American culture and for 
doing so, he uses postmodern philosophies such as deconstruction or 
Levinasian ethics. Three, he, in the final chapter of Philosophy and the Mirror of 
Nature, holds that “redescription ourselves is the most things we can do “(Rorty 
1979: 358-9) this is the best literature can do, not philosophy or science. In 
general, Rorty tells us a story in which one thing replaces one another and finds 
this replacement useful from a pragmatic perspective. For example, according 
to him, Kantian philosophy replaces Hegelian historical philosophy, 
Romanticism replaces pragmatism, and eventually philosophy replaces 
literature. 
 We see that Rorty in later works such as Philosophy as Cultural Politics redefines 
philosophy as culture criticism or cultural politics. In addition, I think that this 
desire in his mind roots in early works, but we do not want to consider this 
issue here because it requires another article. So we can say that imagination 
against reason, moral progress through imagination, not the reason, solidarity 
vs. objectivity, the emergence of literary culture after philosophical culture from 
Hegel onwards, contingency of language, the usefulness of literature (poetry, 
novels and stories, etc.) in enhancing empathy with one another and ultimately 
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reducing philosophy to poetry in Richard Rorty's writings point to one thing: 
the priority of literature to philosophy.If there is one philosopher among 
contemporary pragmatist philosophers whose literature is at the heart of his 
thought, he is Rorty. In other words, he is the pragmatist philosopher of 
literature, even if he himself would reject that label absolutely.  

 
Notes 
1.  But in the Muslim world, Islamic philosophers have always sought to blend 

literary language with philosophical language. Ibn Sina, for example, sometimes 
uses literary language in his books to express his rational thought and also it is 
sometimes seen that a philosopher like Suhrawardi uses a literary story to 
explain his philosophical perspective. But here our goal is not to get into the 
details. 

2.   See “The Fire of Life” by Richard Rorty at 
      https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poetrymagazine/articles/68949/the-fire-of-

lifeRorty  
3.  Rorty has expressed the hope that his brand of ‘antiphilosophy’ might lead  

to a ‘post-Philosophical culture’ (Rorty 1982: xl). This sounds like a call to bring 
philosophy to an end once and for all. See Tartaglia, James (2007) Rorty and the 
Mirror of Nature, Routledge 

4.  Rorty has expressed the hope that his brand of ‘antiphilosophy’ might lead  
to a ‘post-Philosophical culture’ (Rorty 1982: xl). This sounds like a call to bring 
philosophy to an end once and for all. See Tartaglia, James (2007) Rorty and the 
Mirror of Nature, Routledge 
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Abstract  
One of the most challenging issues in medical ethics is a permission or prohibition 
of euthanasia. Is a patient with an incurable disease who has lots of pain permitted to 
kill oneself or ask others to do that? The main reason advanced by the opponents is 
the absolute prohibition of murder. Accordingly, the meaning of murder plays a key 
role in determining the moral judgment of euthanasia. The aim of this paper is to 
confirm the role of intention in moral judgment of euthanasia and eliminate the name 
of unjust murder from voluntary euthanasia. The Intention of an agent determines 
the name of the act and whether it is right or wrong.  An important point that dose 
not taken into account in the definitions of murder, killing as well as their ethical 
judgment is considering the attributes of being unjust and forcible. Killing a human 
being is neither intrinsically good nor bad, but its ethical judgment depends on the 
way that happens, i.e. just or unjust. Every killing is neither bad nor unethical except 
unjust one which is both bad and unethical. The attribute of “unjust” has been 
mentioned in the definition of murder in Islamic jurisprudence, law, traditions, and 
Quran. Owing to this argument, on one hand, it is true to state that voluntary 
euthanasia is not unjust and forcible murder (the test of correct negation), and on the 
other hand, it is not true to say that voluntary euthanasia is unjust and forcible murder 
(the test of incorrect predication). It can be concluded that voluntary euthanasia is an 
independent title other than unjust murder and does not have its judgment. 
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Introduction 
Permission or prohibition of euthanasia is one of the most controversial issues in 

medical ethics. Is a patient suffering from an incurable illness is allowed to kill oneself 
or ask others to end his/her life? The definition of murder is a significant point which 
has a key role in determining ethical judgment of euthanasia. From ethical, law, and 
jurisprudence points of view, there is no doubt that murdering innocent humans is 
wrong and prohibited, and the murderer has to be punished. This is the main reason 
of the opponents of active euthanasia (Erickson & Bowers, 1976, p.16). In active 
euthanasia, a doctor causes the patient to die by infusion of a killing medicine or 
cutting off the medical instruments that patients need. Accordingly, euthanasia is an 
instance of murder which is immoral.    

The main question of this research is: Is euthanasia actually an instance of 
immoral and prohibited murder? What is the difference between murder and 
euthanasia? Is any kind of killing or ending others’ life morally wrong? The research 
hypotheses are:  First, any kind of killing or in other word, ending one's life cannot 
be immoral except unjust killing which is immoral. Second, voluntary euthanasia 
(active or passive) is not an instance of unjust killing. 

The aim of this paper is to confirm the role of intention in moral judgment of 
euthanasia and eliminate the name of unjust murder from voluntary euthanasia. The 
intention of the agent is the main element in determining the name of the act and 
being ethically right or wrong. 

The line of reasoning in the current study is: First, an attempt is made to 
demonstrate that killing and ending one's life in itself does not have the judgment of 
being right or wrong. It means that the act of killing and taking others’ life in itself is 
neither right (good) nor wrong (bad).  

Second, it is assumed that killing (ending others’ life) gets its title and technical 
name based on the aspects that this act happens and then, its ethical judgment is 
determined.  

Being just and unjust are two main aspects that can determine whether killing is 
right or wrong. Killing cannot be wrong except unjust one that is wrong. The 
attribute of “unjust” has been mentioned in the definition of murder in Quran, 
Islamic traditions, jurisprudence, and law. 

Third, it is asserted that voluntary euthanasia differs from other kind of killing 
due to its distinct aspects, including compassion, removing others’ sufferings, and 
accordance with others’ will. Voluntary euthanasia is not an instance of unjust killing 
and does not have the judgment of murder.  

The main claim in this paper is that voluntary euthanasia (passive or active) is 
permissible under some circumstances.   

 
1. Definition and Kinds of Euthanasia    
“Euthanasia” is derived from a Greek words ‘eu-’ meaning “good” and “thanatos” 

meaning “death” (Keown, 2002, p. 10). Euthanasia has different types. In one 
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classification, it is divided into active or passive euthanasia and in another, voluntary, 
non-voluntary, and involuntary euthanasia.  

In active euthanasia, doctors or others do something like infusion of a killing 
medicine in order to end the patient’s life and release him/her from great pain and 
useless suffering. In passive euthanasia, doctors abandon treatment and let patients 
die of their disease. In this case, the doctors do not actively do anything to kill 
patients.    

Involuntary euthanasia, a patient asks the doctor or someone else to kill him/her 
because of an incurable disease with great suffering and unbearable useless pain. In 
this kind of euthanasia, patient voluntarily, willfully, and intentionally wants to end 
his/her life by either active or passive euthanasia.  

Involuntary euthanasia occurs when a patient wants to live his/her life under any 
circumstances and rejects any kinds of euthanasia while others like his/her family or 
doctors practice the euthanasia. It will be non-voluntary if the person is in a specific 
situation, unable to indicate his/her decision about euthanasia like being 
unconscious, infant or very old and others make a decision behind him/her and 
choose euthanasia (Tooley, 2005, p. 161).1  

Some philosophers have classified all kinds of euthanasia without referring to 
‘involuntary’ one, but some others think that it is preferable to keep the two 
categories distinct for avoiding unnecessary confusion (See: Keown, 2002, p. 9). 

Some groups have used the non-voluntary term to refer to euthanasia occurs 
when people cannot provide their consent (though they may have given permission 
or requested it an earlier, when they were able) and involuntary euthanasia to refer to 
the “mercy killing” of competent adults who are suffering but have not requested 
death (Yount, 2007, p. 4).  

 
2. An Argument on Ethical Permission of Voluntary Euthanasia  
As previously mentioned, euthanasia has been a controversial issue in ethics. Most 

people oppose it since they regard it as murdering and killing a person while some 
philosophers and physicians defend it owing to human autonomy and their right to 
die and control their lives (See: Nakaya, 2015, pp. 12-13). Now, a semantic reason is 
presented by analyzing the meanings of killing, murder, their ethical judgment, and 
the difference between euthanasia and murder. 

Following is an argument that is provided in favor of voluntary euthanasia: 
Killing (meaning taking a human’s life) in itself is neither right nor wrong.   
Killing gains a new title based on the aspects of killing and the situations in which 

it occurs, and then its ethical judgment (right or wrong) is determined. 
Justice and injustice are two main aspects of rightness and wrongness of acts 

including killing or ending a life. Unjust killing (which is called murder) is deliberate 
killing of an innocent person out of enmity or robbery is an instance of injustice. 
Therefore, it is morally wrong and forbidden. Killing out of justice such as capital 
punishment or killing others due to self-defense is morally right and permitted.  
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Voluntary euthanasia is an independent title which differs from murder and can 
be placed in the line with capital punishment and killing due to self-defense which 
can be considered as an instance of just killing. Voluntary euthanasia is an instance 
of confession, sympathy, releasing others from pain and suffering, and benevolence.  

Voluntary euthanasia is morally right, permitted, and sometimes necessary.   
      

2.1. Proving the First Premise:  
2.1.1. Terminological Discussion   

 “To kill” in English means “to make a person or living thing die”. Killing has 
many different types including murder, manslaughter, suicide, assassinate, slaughter, 
etc. (Longman Advanced American Dictionary). “Murder is the crime of unlawful 
killing of another person without justification or excuse, especially the crime of killing 
a person with malice aforethought or with recklessness manifesting” (The American 
Heritage Dictionary; Merriam-Webster). Accordingly, “Kill” is a general word 
referring to the absolute act of making someone die. Due to certain circumstances 
and features, "Kill" finds especial titles like murder, manslaughter, suicide, and its 
ethical and juridical judgment is determined. Killing a person is called murder when 
it occurs unlawfully through criminal act or omission, with malice aforethought 
(Curtis, 1910, pp. 639-646). If it happens accidentally without intention to kill, it is 
called manslaughter. If it is done by a government to punish a criminal, it is capital 
punishment. Similar to killing, murder is a general word that has different types and 
aspects like first or second degree whose judgments and penalties vary. The first-
degree murder is the most important type which is unlawful malicious premeditated 
killing of someone (Keedy, 1950, p. 267). The character of “malicious” is important 
referring to harmful desire and intention of a killer.    

In conclusion, it is clear that no one can say killing is absolutely wrong. In fact, 
the killing has different types some of which are right like capital punishment. 
Therefore, it could be stated that killing in itself does not have the judgments of being 
right or wrong but due to the aspects based on killing is occurred, it gets different 
titles and judgments.  

 
2.1.2. Juridical Discussion 

Regarding the definition of murder, Islamic jurisprudents  has referred to the 

characteristics of being unjust and enmity using the word “ ̉odwani”. This is an Arabic 
word which literally means ''injustice and going out of right''. Muhaqiq Hilli has 
defined the murder as, “taking the life of an innocent person deliberately and 
maliciously” (Muhaqiq Hilli, 1408, 4/ 971). Explaining the meaning of deliberate 
murder, Najafi has indicated, “To be deliberately is the intention of a rational mature 
human to kill unjustly a person by a means which almost is killer (Najafi, 42, p. 11).  

Other jurisprudents have also mentioned the qualification of being unjust and 
enmity in their definitions of murder (Fazel Abi, 1427, 2/592; Shahid Thani, 1410, 
10/11). 
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2-2-2. Quranic and Traditional Discussion 

Referring to the Quran and Islamic traditions, it becomes evident that “killing” 
has not been forbidden except unjust one. In the verse, “Do not take life, which God 
has made sacred, except by right” (The Holy Quran, Al-Isra/33)2 killing a person has 
not been absolutely forbidden, and just killing has been permitted. It can be 
concluded that unjust killing is forbidden. In another verse of Quran, killing has been 
permitted in two cases, “On account of [his deed], We decreed to the Children of 
Israel that if anyone kills a person– unless in retribution for murder or spreading 
corruption in the land– it is as if he kills all mankind, while if any saves a life it is as 

if he saves the lives of all mankind” (The Feast/32)3. The term “right kill” is inferred 
from another verse of Quran in which in God’s forbiddance for Muslims has been 
mentioned, “Say, ‘Come! I will tell you what your Lord has really forbidden you: … 
do not take the life God has made sacred, except by right” (Anam/151).   

Referring to unjust killing which has been prohibited in the verse, “Do not kill 
each other, for God is merciful to you. If any of you does these things, out of hostility 
and injustice, We shall make him suffer Fire: that is easy for God” (Al-Nisa/29-30)4, 
Allama Tabatabaei, one of the greatest Shia commentators, has stated that unjust 
means to contravene God’s commands and forbiddances (Tabatabaei, 1417: 4/320).  

This point has been mentioned in Islamic traditions by Prophet of Islam and Shia 
Imams. Muhammad, God’s messenger, introduced unjust killing as one of the major 
sins in a tradition (See Nuri, 1408, 11/361: Kuleyni, 1407, 2/286).  

All in all, according to these verses and traditions, it can be concluded that there 
are two kinds of killing from Islamic point of view, one of which is forbidden and 
one not, i.e. unjust killing and just (or right) killing. Killing out of retribution or 
spreading corruption in the land are two instances of right killing. To put in a nutshell, 
killing someone does not have any judgment, but its judgment is determined by the 
aspects based on which t occurs. Justice and injustice are two main aspects that 
determine rightness and wrongness of killing. Killing someone out of justice is right 
while killing out of injustice is wrong. The instances of just and unjust killing can be 
found in religion or the mentioned reason.  

 
3. Proving the Second Premise: Right and Wrong Aspects of Killing    
According to what mentioned in proving the first premise, it can be understood 

that killing is neither good nor bad. It does not have any moral judgments in its 
essence. The moral judgment of killing is determined based on aspects that killing is 
occurred accordingly. In this premise, the determining aspects of rightness or 
wrongness of killing are presented. 

 
3.1. The Relationship between Ethical Judgments and the Titles of Acts  
Clearly, ethical judgments like right and wrong or good and bad firstly per se are 

predicted on the titles of acts rather than their external existence. This issue has been 
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discussed extensively in the history of Islamic theology in the Al-Ash'ari and 
Mu'tazilite debate on essential goodness and badness of acts (See: Legenhausen, 
2015, pp. 21-23). Mu'tazilite's view is defended by some examples in this part. The 
act of “hitting a child” in itself is neither right nor wrong. At first glance, no one can 
say it is right/good or wrong/bad without considering the situation. The rightness 
and wrongness of hitting a child is determined by the aspect that hitting is occurred 
on and the title that is predicted. If hitting a child is occurred on the aspect of training 
and teaching good and bad, this act will get the title of training and educating, and its 
ethical judgment would be right/good. But if hitting is happened on the aspect of 
aggression and abuse, it will get the title of aggression and child abuse and its 
judgment would be wrong/bad. Eating an apple and its external existence can be 
neither right nor wrong. If someone eats an apple which is not him/hers without 
permission, this act will be titled robbery whose judgment is wrong and bad. On the 
other hand, if someone eats her/his apple, eating will find the title of eating one's 
property whose judgment is right/good. In conclusion, ethical judgments belong to 
the titles of acts like benevolence or malevolence, training or abusing, telling a lie or 
telling a truth, helping or harming as well as irritating or relieving.   

Some people mistakenly believe that the act of killing (oneself or others) 
essentially is wrong and the wrongness belongs to the external existence of the act 
which is a kind of taking life. Therefore, they think that killing others is absolutely 
wrong due to ending one's life. However, this thought is incorrect. The external 
existence of killing is just an act which finds its ethical judgment after determining its 
title. Killing others in defense of oneself is right but for stealing others’ property is 
wrong. Ethical judgments belong to the titles of the acts. The external existence of 
killing in both cases is the same, and there is no difference between them. But the 
difference is in the aspects that act of killing is occurred. I mean by the aspects of 
killing the external conditions and situations in which killing is occurred like killing 
who, for what reason, what end, and by what quality. These aspects of acts determine 
their titles and subsequently their ethical judgments.  

 
3.2. Different Aspects of Killing    
As previously stated, the ethical judgment of killing is determined by its aspects 

that it is occurred on. In this section, some aspects of killing that make its ethical and 
legal judgments different are provided. First aspects are justice and injustice. Injustice 
kind like killing someone in the process of committing a felony like arson, rape, 
robbery, and burglary is morally wrong. On the other hand, killing on the aspect of 
justice, such as capital punishment is morally right. Some elements of unjust killing 
are stated here to shed light on the issue. Unjust killing is killing someone who does 
not deserve to be killed, unlawfully, against his/her desire or will forcibly. The last 
two elements are important in discussion of voluntary euthanasia. Killing on aspect 
of justice is killing lawfully who deserve to be killed because of some committed 
crimes. Capital punishment is the main case of just killing. Killing murderers and 
criminals by the order of law is ethically right and permitted.  
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The second aspect that makes killing someone permitted is self-defense. If 
someone attacks you intentionally to kill you or cause grievous bodily harm and you 
cannot release yourself from this situation except by killing him/her, it will be morally 
right and permitted.  

These two cases, just or lawful killing and self-defense, are well-known instances 
of ethically permitted killing. It should be stated that other items can be added to 
these cases. The purpose of the current study is adding voluntary euthanasia into 
these ethically permitted cases.  

If the case of self-defense is put under the title of just killing and justice is defined 
as doing something which is morally and rationally right, there will be two main titles 
for aspects that make killing right or wrong, i.e. just killing and unjust killing. The 
terms, right and wrong, killing, can be used instead of them. 

  
4. Proving the Third Premise: Voluntary Euthanasia is an Independent Title 

of Act    
The main claim of the author in this paper is that voluntary euthanasia is an 

independent title of act that differs from murdering and unjust killing and it is in the 
line with capital punishment, killing as self-defense, and other lawful titles of killing. 
This is an independent title that can be put under the main and original title of just 
or right killing.  

There are some titles that should be cleared. The First title is injustice. Injustice 
means violation and infringement of others' rights. Injustice is always accompanied 
by force and dissatisfaction of the victim. If someone forgives others his/her rights, 
there no injustice against him/her. Accordingly, unjust killing is violating the victim’s 
right to live which is against his/her desire. Murder is an instance of injustice due to 
this feature, then it is ethically wrong. Murder, particularly first-degree, is violating 
others’ right to live and taking their life without their satisfaction or will. It is time to 
analyze the quiddity of voluntary euthanasia. Active voluntary euthanasia is taking a 
patient’s life suffering from an incurable illness with his/her satisfaction, will, 
permission, and request to end his/her useless pain. In other words, the only way to 
release him/her from that extreme pain and suffering is to end his/her life. This act 
is done out of benevolence not malevolence in order to help patient to be rescued 
from intolerable pain. This kind of killing is not violating his/her right to live, without 
satisfaction and against his/her desire and will.  

In conclusion, voluntary euthanasia is not regarded as a murder or unjust killing. 
It is an independent title which must be called mercy killing not murder. It must be 
put under the titles like helping others, benevolence, and mercy. Therefore, voluntary 
euthanasia is an instance of right or just killing besides other instances of just killing 
such as capital punishment and killing for self-defense. As a result, its ethical 
judgment is permission and right.  

Following reasons are provided in order to prove the mentioned claim. 
 

4.1. Test of Correct/Incorrect Prediction and Negation  
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The opponents of euthanasia assume that euthanasia is an instance of murder and 
unjust killing, and its ethical judgment is to be wrong. They argue, 1) Killing a human 
being is wrong, 2) Euthanasia is killing a human being, and 3) In conclusion, 
euthanasia is wrong. The objection to this argument is the fallacy of equivocation. 
The middle term has not used in same meaning in two premises of this logical 
argument. The term “killing a human being” in minor premise has not the same 
meaning as major premise. “Killing a human being” in major premise means murder 
and unjust killing which is morally wrong, but in minor premise, its meaning is taking 
a life which is essentially free from the judgment of rightness and wrongness.  

Opponents may suppose that “killing human being” in both premises has the 
same meaning, i.e. unjust killing of a human being. Therefore, the middle term has 
been repeated, and the reasoning is correct. The real form of the argument is, 1) 
Unjust killing of a human being is wrong, 2) Euthanasia is unjust killing of a human 
being, and 3) In conclusion, euthanasia is wrong.  

In criticizing this response, it will be demonstrated that voluntary euthanasia is 
not unjust killing. To this end, a principle in Ilm Al-Usoul, a branch of Islamic 
sciences, is used. There are two tests in Ilm Al-Usoul for recognizing the true 
meaning of words and distinguishing it from metaphor meaning. These two testes 
are called correct/incorrect prediction and correct/incorrect negation. According to 
these tests, the correctness of predicting a meaning on a word and incorrectness of 
negating that meaning from it, is the sign of true usage of that meaning for that word. 
Consider the usage of the word “lion” in two meanings of “an animal in jungle” and 
“the courageous man”. The correctness of predicting the meaning of “an animal in 
jungle” on the word “lion” in the sentence “lion is an animal in the jungle” and the 
incorrectness of negating the meaning “an animal in jungle” from the word “lion” in 
the sentence “lion is not an animal in the jungle” is the sign of that the usage of the 
word “lion” in the meaning of “an animal in jungle” is true. It means that true 
meaning of “lion” is “an animal in the jungle”. On the other hand, predicting the 
meaning of “courageous man” on the word “lion” in the sentence “lion is a 
courageous man” is incorrect and negating the meaning of “courageous man” from 
the word “lion” in the sentence “lion is not a courageous man” is correct. These 
incorrectness of predicting and correctness of negating is the sign of that the usage 
of “lion” in the meaning of “courageous man” is not true. It might be metaphoric 
usage (Akhond Khorasani, 1415, pp. 33-34; Muhaqiq Damad, 1382, pp. 47-48).  

Now, these tests are used for the word “voluntary euthanasia” and the meaning 
of “unjust killing”. On one hand, predicting the meaning of “unjust killing” on 
“voluntary euthanasia” is incorrect in the sentence “voluntary euthanasia (which 
means taking the life of an incurable patient by his/her request to release him/her 
from intolerable suffering) is unjust killing”. And, negating the meaning of “unjust 
killing” from “voluntary euthanasia” and saying that “voluntary euthanasia (with that 
meaning) is not unjust killing” is correct. Then, these tests show that the usage of 
“voluntary euthanasia” in the meaning of “unjust killing” is not true and that meaning 
is not a true meaning for voluntary euthanasia. It might be a metaphoric meaning.  
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On the other hand, predicting the meaning of “mercy/just killing” on the word 
“voluntary euthanasia” is correct in the sentence: “voluntary euthanasia (which 
means taking the life of an incurable patient by his/her request to release him/her 
from intolerable suffering) is mercy or just killing”. And, negating the meaning of 
“mercy or just killing” from “voluntary euthanasia” and saying that “voluntary 
euthanasia (with that meaning) is not mercy or just killing” is incorrect. Then, these 
tests show that the usage of “voluntary euthanasia” in the meaning of “mercy or just 
killing” is true usage and those meanings are true for voluntary euthanasia. It might 
be a metaphoric meaning. One can also test the meaning of “murder” instead of 
“unjust killing” and observe the incorrectness of predicting “murder” on “voluntary 
euthanasia” and correctness of its negating.  Someone might object that why it is 
stated that predicting unjust killing on voluntary euthanasia is incorrect and its 
negating is correct? It might be claimed vice versa. For responding to this objection, 
the nature of unjust killing and voluntary euthanasia should be analyzed.  

  
4.2. Quiddity of Unjust killing 

In this part, the nature and quiddity of unjust killing is explained, and it is 
demonstrated that voluntary euthanasia, unlike opponents' assumption, is not an 
instance of unjust killing. Injustice in ethics has been defined as violating others’ 
rights. One of the main rights of human beings is the right to live. Everybody has the 
right to live. Then, taking others’ life and killing them is injustice. As previously 
mentioned, taking the life of others and killing others is not absolutely wrong. The 
wrongness of killing a human being depends on some features and circumstance that 
will be discussed here. It seems that there are at least two features that make killing a 
human being wrong and an instance of injustice, 1) killing others forcibly against their 
desire and will, and 2) Killing someone who does not deserve to be killed, I mean 
he/she has not committed a crime whose punishment is to be killed lawfully. Murder 
is an instance of injustice and unjust killing because 1) the victim has a desire to 
continue his/her life, but the murderer kills him/her forcibly against his/her desire, 
and 2) the victim does not deserve to be killed but the murderer kills him/her 
undeservedly and unlawfully.    

Now, a question arises, is voluntary euthanasia violating the patient’s right to live? 
There is no doubt that involuntary and non-voluntary euthanasia in which the 
patients’ permission to be killed has not gained are instances of injustice and unjust 
killing. No one has the right to kill a patient against his/her will to live even for 
releasing him/her from suffering. But those two features that were mentioned for 
unjust killing do not exist in voluntary euthanasia. The patient in voluntary euthanasia 
not only has desire and will to be killed and released from intolerable useless pain but 
also asks someone to kill him/her. Therefore, the first feature of unjust killing does 
not exist here. And, the second feature also does not exist based on this analysis. The 
patient has not committed a crime and is not deserved to be killed as a punishment 
from this aspect. But he/she is deserved to be killed from helping aspect since he/she 
has an incurable disease and is suffering every moment. No one can stop his 



230/ Philosophical Investigations, Vol. 13/ Issue: 28/ fall 2019 

suffering. Therefore, the patient asks helplessly someone to kill him/her and release 
him/her from that killing pain. As a human being, something must be done to help 
him/her and the only thing which can relieve him/her is death. The patient certainly 
deserves helping and killing him/her is the only help in this situation. As a result, 
he/she has the right to be killed. In the other word, the right to be killed is not always 
for committing a crime but sometimes for intolerable suffering and incurable disease 
in a special situation. Sometimes death can be a blessing.  Biological life does not 
have absolute value to be protected at any cost.  

If someone objects according to these criteria, suicide and killing other by their 
request for releasing them from any kinds of suffering would be permitted because 
he/she does not have any interest to continue his/her life and his/her killing is on 
his/her desire. It is worth mentioning that the difference between euthanasia and 
these two cases is that there is no way for being released from suffering and pain in 
euthanasia but killing the patient and his/her incurable disease is a clear and objective 
reason for this claim. In this case, continuing life becomes a problem due to the 
suffering it creates. The only way for resolving this problem and cutting the pain off 
is death. But, in case of suicide, there are other wars rather than death to reduce pain 
and suffering. In this regard, the problem is not living but economic issues like 
bankruptcy or emotional ones such as failure in love or losing one's hope. Resolving 
these problems, they can come back hopefully to their normal life. Their problems 
are resolvable.   

 
5. Supplementary Reasons  
5.1. Critique of the Essential Value of Life  

The opponents of euthanasia always emphasize the essential value of life. They 
believe that life has the ultimate value in people's lives and must be preserved at any 
cost. Nothing like pain and suffering can permit taking of life. The question is, "What 
is the reason for this dogmatic claim?" Their ultimate reason for this claim is that it 
is self-evident, but it is just a claim without reason and cannot be self-evident at all. 
It seems that saving life at any cost is not reasonable and self-evident. The value of 
life is related to its end. In Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle states that happiness 
(Eudaimonia) is the ultimate goal of human beings. Happiness has value in itself and 
is requested for itself not for anything else. Everything is done to reach happiness. It 
is the ultimate essential good (Aristotle, 1095a). This is the point that most of the 
philosophers like Muslim philosopher confirmed.  

According to this premise, it must be concluded that life in which there is no hope 
for happiness, close or far, in midterm or end term, does not have the value. The 
main cause of the value of life is happiness. A patient who has reached to the end of 
his/her life and there is no hope theoretically and practically to be rescued from death 
and suffering in future does not consider any value in living. There is no happiness 
in his/her life, and the only thing he/she experiences is suffering and torture.  

Those who accept these premises, (1) Life is not valuable in itself, but the 
happiness has essential value, and (2) An incurable patient with intolerable pain and 
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no hope for treatment in future is not happy in his life, (3) Ending his/her life makes 
him/her happy due to complying his/her last wish and ending his pain, can conclude 
that ending this kind of life is rationally permitted.  

In another reasoning, it can be stated that if life has essential value in itself, it will 
never be permitted to kill someone out of punishment or self-defense. If life has 
essential and ultimate value, ethical virtues like sacrifice and martyrdom will never be 
good and valuable. Therefore, when there are some acts whose value is more than 
life which people’s lives could be taken for them, voluntary euthanasia can be added 
to the list.  

 
5.2. Useless Pain and Suffering 

This example explains what is meant in this study. Imagine a patient with an 
incurable illness who is suffering and has lots of pain in every moment of his/her life 
in every breath he/she takes. No painkiller or medicine could palliate or pacify his 
pain. There is no hope for his/her treatment. He/she wishes suppliantly death and 
asks helplessly doctor or his/her family to end his/her life. But the law does not 
permit euthanasia. The patient dies after one month severe suffering, terrible pain, 
torment and torture. His/her family, friends, and doctors ask themselves what was 
the reason and necessity for this one month terrible suffering and pain? What was 
the reason for this being alive one month to suffer and tolerate pain, when all of us 
knew that his disease was incurable and he/she would certainly die with severe pain? 
Was not this pain useless? Did not we have any duty towards him/her when we saw 
his/her suffering? What kind of happiness and perfection did he/she gain by this 
one-month-suffering?  

Now, a reason is presented, 1) Tolerating useless pain is unreasonable, 2) 
Preventing voluntary euthanasia causes the incurable painful patient to tolerate great 
deal of useless pain, and 3) Preventing voluntary euthanasia is unreasonable.   

In conclusion, it can be stated that voluntary euthanasia of a pagan person who 
does not believe in God and does not count suffering from disease as expiation of 
sins is morally and rationally permissible. 

  
6. Conditions for Permitting Voluntary Euthanasia  

It must be noted that this reasoning does not permit suicide or killing a volunteer 
patient because of pain, but there are some conditions which must be observed for 
euthanasia.  

 
6.1. Being Voluntary Condition  

According to the aforementioned argument, only voluntary euthanasia is 
permitted and non-voluntary or involuntary euthanasia is prohibited because of 
violating patient’s right to live and being instances of unjust killing. The patient with 
his/her desire and request to euthanasia makes his/her killing an instance of just 
killing and doing a favor.  
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6.2. Certainty Condition of Being Incurable Disease  
The second condition for permission of voluntary euthanasia is being incurable. 

There is no cure for his disease right now, even in near future and pain killer to cut 
his/her pain off.  

 
6.3. Condition of Being Intolerable Pain 

Voluntary euthanasia is permitted in a situation that patient’s doctors and family 
confirm that he/she is under severe and intolerable pain and suffering and his/her 
life is a torture. Suffering and having pain in itself does not permit euthanasia. The 
patient’s claim of having great pain does not make euthanasia permissible but this 
claim must be depended on objective evidences and be confirmed by experts. In 
other words, although pain is a subjective and internal thing, but the claim of being 
under intolerable pain must be confirmed by objective evidences.  

 
6.4. Useless Pain  

Another condition is useless suffering. There is not any kind of happiness, 
perfection, and hope in patient’s life which can reduce his/her suffering. Sometimes 
the patient has lots of pain and asks doctors to kill him/her, but doctor knows that 
this suffering is not useless and can be relieved. Some patients have some hopes and 
wishes which in spite of suffering from incurable disease make them think that being 
alive is better than death.  
 
Conclusion 

In this article, an argument in defense of voluntary euthanasia, active of passive, 
was presented. According to this paper, the current reasoning against euthanasia 
which is appealing to the absolute prohibition of killing humans is wrong. Killing or 
taking a human being’s life is not essentially wrong or right and does not have any 
judgment in itself. The ethical judgment of killing is determined by some aspects that 
killing is occurred on. Justice and injustice are two main determining aspects. What 
is morally wrong is unjust killing, but just killing like killing a first degree murderer 
or killing others as self-defense is morally right. Voluntary euthanasia or mercy killing 
is an independent title of act other than murder which is an instance of just killing. 
According to the tests of correctness/ incorrectness of prediction and negation in 
Islamic Ilm Al-Usoul, the prediction of “unjust killing” on “voluntary euthanasia” is 
incorrect, but the prediction of “just killing” is right. On the other hand, the negation 
of “unjust killing” from “voluntary euthanasia” is correct, but the negation of “just 
killing” is wrong. These tests show that the prediction of “just killing” on “voluntary 
euthanasia” is a true prediction, but the prediction of “unjust killing” is a metaphor.  

Voluntary euthanasia (active or passive), because of benevolence will and being 
in accordance with patient’s desire and request, is not an instance of unjust killing 
but it is an instance of just killing. Its moral judgment is different from murder.  
Voluntary euthanasia from rationally and morally point of view is permissible under 
conditions which were mentioned in the article.    
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Notes 
1. Some people have provided reversed definition. See: Paterson, Craig, Assisted suicide 

and euthanasia: a natural law ethics approach, p. 12. 
2. thus the translation of Abdel Haleem. “And do not kill any one whom Allah has 

forbidden, except for a just cause” is the translation of Mohammad Habib Shakir. 
3. The translation of Abdel Haleem. 
4. The translation of Abdel Haleem. 
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Abstract  
Existential anxiety is an outstanding issue both in psychology and philosophy. It implies the 
mental rummage following the notion of existence, inexistence and related concepts. Martin 
Heidegger is a philosopher incorporating the meaning of existential anxiety and time 
perception in a unique comprehensive view, suggesting that there is a relation between being, 
time and anxiety. To the best of our knowledge, no empirical study has assessed any 
association between time perception and existential anxiety. The current study aims at 
investigating the mentioned association. Eighty four students in Tabriz University of Medical 
Sciences voluntarily participated in this study and gave their written informed consent. Time 
perception was assessed by verbal and production tests. The score of existential anxiety was 
obtained by the Good & Good Existential Anxiety Questionnaire. Association of time 
perception and existential anxiety was analyzed statistically. Mean score of existential anxiety 
of subjects was 7.57±4.75 out of 32. Accuracy of time perception was significantly related to 
existential anxiety score (P = 0.034); in the manner that inaccurate time perceivers had higher 
existential anxiety scores. The results of this study are preliminary in line with the existential 
concepts presented by Heidegger; indicating that existential anxiety and time perception may 
have common roots. This understanding about existential anxiety suggests further 
explorations and deeper existential reasonings, as well as more efficient psychological and 
psychiatric clinical practice.  
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Introduction 
Existential anxiety, introduced as a core human issue, brings philosophy and 

psychology to a joint focus, where clinical symptoms seem to originate from 
philosophical thoughts. There have been publications about existential anxiety since 
1840s until now, written theoretically, empirically and practically. Existential anxiety 
is the mental rummage following the notion of existence, inexistence and related 
concepts. Paul Tillich (Tillich, 1952; Weems, Costa, Dehon, & Berman, 2004) 
describes existential anxiety as “the state in which a being is aware of its possible 
nonbeing”. He provides an integrative view of existential concerns around three 
categories: first the “ontic” category, including concerns related to fate and death, 
second the “moral” category, including concerns related to guilt and condemnation, 
and last the “spiritual” category, including concerns related to emptiness and 
meaninglessness, and the spiritual anxiety is predominant in modern times. An 
outstanding existential philosopher, Martin Heidegger, incorporates the meaning of 
existential anxiety and time perception in a comprehensive view, suggesting that 
there is a relation among being, time and anxiety. In Heideeggerian philosophy, 
anxiety (Angst) is one of the fundamental moods (Grundbefindlichkeit), which 
brings Dasein before its awareness. Dasein, as Heidegger describes, is “a being for 
whom being is a question”, which can only refer to a contemplative human being. 
He delineates anxiety as a mode of being (Seinsweisen) of Dasein, together with 
fear (Furcht), as an ontological quality of existence. By this anxiety, Heidegger 
means a fundamental characteristic which shows us who we are, our freedom and 
possibility to live an authentic or inauthentic life; in fact Heidegger mentions 
anxiety as the precursor of authenticity. Thereupon, anxiety is essential for an 
authentic life in Heideggerian concepts, which is actually inspired from concepts 
from the famous philosopher, Kierkegaard. 

In Heideggerian existential analytic, anxiety has a crucial position in the 
relationship of Dasein with time. Heidegger tries to criticize the idea of time as a 
straight and limitless chain of "now-points". He regards past, present and future as 
ek-static or ectasies (Greek meaning: standing outside) of temporality, each of 
which "stands outside" of the others, all united to constitute primordial or original 
time. He provides a transcendental interpretation of time, asserting axial role of 
subject’s historicity, in other words he claims that "We are Time", so Dasein’s time 
perception could challenge Aristotelian viewpoint of time. The transcendental and 
phenomenological interpretation of time and the centrality of subject's own 
temporality, given by Heidegger can be related to existential anxiety of Dasein. 
Time comes to an end in future by death, constructing one of the time dimensions 
exposed to Dasein as a being towards death. Therefore, anxiety is awareness of 
possibility of death or non-being in the world, which is the only certainty in 
Dasein's being, and ultimately pushes Dasein to choose an authentic life up to 
death (Brencio, 2014; Haugeland, 2000). However, empirical evidences for these 
concepts are lacking.   
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Inquiry of the association between time perception and existential anxiety, 
experimentally, based on Heidegger philosophy, could provide an exquisite insight 
into existential philosophy as well as an exquisite insight into existential psychology 
and related clinical practice.  

Personality psychology as theorized by Cloninger (Cloninger, 1998; Cloninger, 
1986, 1988) could be considered in practical approaches of philosophical concepts. 
This model is the most update and practical personality theory in psychiatry texts 
based upon experimental and philosophical theories presented previously. 
Cloninger, the temporary psychiatrist and geneticist has formulated personality as a 
biogenetic “Temperament” and an acquired “Character”. The latter domain brings 
about the meaning of growth, forming the “hierarchical levels of awareness”. The 
five levels of awareness are: awareness of being, awareness of free will, awareness of 
beauty, awareness of truth and awareness of goodness. Individuals thriving up, 
experience escalations in five personality layers or planes of being as follows: sexual 
plane, material plane, emotional plane, intellectual plane and spiritual plane. 
Existential anxiety actually emerges from personality domains as basic as awareness 
of being, and as advanced as search for meaning in the spiritual plane. Accordingly, 
better understanding of existential anxiety could provide an opportunity for clinical 
practices which assimilate growth and transcendence, exemplarily as interlaced with 
Cloninger’s theory.   

To the best of our knowledge, no empirical study has assessed any relation 
between time perception and existential anxiety. Time perception has been the 
subject of researches in physics, philosophy (metaphysics), psychology and 
neurosciences. There are a great deal of methodology and scientific discussions 
about time perception. This study integrates experimental investigation of 
existential anxiety together with time perception in volunteer academic students, as 
a sample of a thoughtful community, in search of any relation, as proposed in 
Heideggerian philosophy. 

 
Methods 
Participants 
Data was collected from a sample of 84 postgraduate, medical and pharmacy 

students of Tabriz University of Medical Sciences, with the mean age of 28.16 ± 
5.90 years. Demographic characteristics of subjects are summarized in the “total” 
column of Table 1. 
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Table 1. Demographic characteristics of volunteer participants 

Demograph
ics 

Accurate 
time 
perceivers 

Inaccurate 
time 
perceivers 

Total P 
value 

Age 28.53 ± 
6.50 

27.74 ± 
5.21 

28.16 ± 5.90 0.548 

Male- 
Female 

38.6%-
59.1 

(n=17-26) 
1 missing 

35.0%-
65.0%  

(n=14-26) 

36.9%-61.9% 
(n=31-52) 

1 missing 

0.670 

Single- 
Married  

68.2%-
29.5% 

 (n=30-13) 
1 missing 

70%-30%  
(n=28-12) 

69.0%-29.8% 
(n=58-25) 

1 missing 

0.982 

Education 
(years) 

18.18 ± 
2.82 

18.25 ± 
2.43 

18.21 ± 2.63 0.906 

 
Measures and Procedures 
After brief explanation of the experiment, written informed consent was 

obtained from all participants. Then they filled a demographic questionnaire. 
Existential Anxiety was assessed by Good & Good Existential Anxiety 
Questionnaire (1974) (Good & Good, 1974), which has been developed as a True-
False rating scale with 32 items that mainly relate to meaninglessness: 26 items were 
designed positively (i.e. a “yes” implies existential anxiety) and 6 items were 
designed negatively (i.e. a “no” implies existential anxiety). The final score of 
existential anxiety was obtained out of 32. 

Time perception in the manner of short duration estimates could be tested 
verbally, by production, by reproduction or by comparison (Zakay & Block, 1997). 
In this study the verbal and production methods were used. For all duration 
estimates, subjects were seated in a relatively quiet room, making sure they are calm 
and comfortable. In order to experiment verbal estimation, the subjects were 
instructed to observe a stimulus, a lamp on the monitor of a computer, which was 
turned on for durations of 30, 60 and 90 seconds. Then the subjects were asked to 
estimate the duration of the stimuli they had observed, and express it in terms of 
seconds. To experiment production estimation, the subjects were given a 
determined duration in seconds, and were instructed to consider a start point 
expressed by the experimenter and afterwards, inform the experimenter when they 
judged that the determined duration had elapsed. Production estimates were 
repeated for two different durations of 30 and 60 seconds. 

Statistical analysis 
Mean values were compared by Independent-Sample T Test (Student’s T Test) 

and analysis of variance (One-way ANOVA). Pearson Chi-Square method was 
performed for assessing the demographic characteristics between groups. Linear 
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regression was used for analyzing the distribution of numeric variables against each 
other. Significance level was defined as P<0.05.  

 
Results 

Descriptive analysis 
Mean score of existential anxiety of subjects was 7.57 ± 4.75 out 32. Eight 

subjects had scores equal to or more than 16 (50%). Demographic characteristics 
showed no statistical relation with existential anxiety score (P =0.337-0.561) as 
illustrated in Table 2.  

 
Table 2. Existential anxiety score related to demographic characteristics of volunteer 

participants 

Demographics Existential anxiety score P value 

Male- Female 22.52 ± 12.31 24.59 ± 16.35 0.561 

Single- Married  24.59 ± 14.21 21.28 ± 16.76 0.391 

Education 
(years) 

- 0.337 

 
Table 3. Time estimates in various tests of time perception 

Type of time 
estimate 

Duration of 
estimation tests 

(seconds) 

Estimated 
Mean 

(seconds) 

Standard 
Deviation (SD) 

Verbal 30 37.68 23.17 

Verbal 60 71.86 47.80 

Verbal 90 96.38 48.38 

Production 30 34.26 12.95 

Production 60 57.34 20.63 

 
The average of time estimates by subjects for verbal and production 

experiments are shown in Table 3. Time perception of subjects was categorized 
into accurate and inaccurate perception similar to Veach et al (Veach & Touhey, 
1971). Subjects with perception errors higher than ±30% of the whole duration 
were considered inaccurate time perceivers, unless they were considered accurate 
time perceivers. Nearly half of the subjects were accurate time perceivers as 
illustrated in Figure 1A. Demographic characteristics showed no statistical 
difference in accurate time perceivers and inaccurate time perceivers (Table 1). 

 
Associations between existential anxiety and time perception 

Association between existential anxiety and time perception was examined by 
various statistical tests. Statistical relations were insignificant when the estimated 
times in verbal and production tests were considered with scores of existential 
anxiety, or when the values of errors in the estimated times were considered with 
scores of existential anxiety (P = 0.15-0.89). When time perception in verbal and 
production tests were categorized as 1) rapid perception (perception errors > 30% 
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for verbal estimates and/or < -30% in production estimates), 2) correct perception 
(perception errors < ±30%) or 3) slow perception (perception errors < -30% for 
verbal estimates and/or > 30% in production estimates), existential anxiety scores 
showed no statistical difference among the three groups (P = 0.55-0.66). However, 
when estimated times were categorized as accurate (perception errors < ±30%) and 
inaccurate (perception errors > ±30%) time perception, existential anxiety scores 
were statistically higher in the inaccurate time perceivers (P = 0.034), as illustrated 
in Figure 1B.    

 
Discussion 

The results of this study are preliminarily in line with the concepts of Heidegger; 
indicating that existential anxiety and time perception are related. This is promising 
for further explorations about existential philosophy. As far as we have reached in 
the intensive literature review, this is the first experimental evidence in line with 
Heideggerian philosophy.  

According to Paul Tillich, spiritual anxiety including concerns about emptiness 
and meaninglessness is predominant in modern times (Tillich, 1952; Weems et al., 
2004). Notably, emptiness and meaninglessness are the core definitions in most of 
the past publications about existential anxiety including Good & Good Existential 
Anxiety Questionnaire (1974), and this questionnaire is incorporated in the current 
investigation (Good & Good, 1974). In the book “Existential Psychotherapy”, Yalom 
starts the chapter of meaninglessness with a suicide note, emphasizing the fact that 
meaning is actually the matter of life and death. Then Tolstoy’s description about 
his own tendency for suicide (Pridmore & Pridmore, 2011; Tolstoy, 2012) is 
recited, among which the question about existential anxiety, meaning and even 
death is presented in the most brilliant way: “Is there any meaning in life which will 
not be destroyed by the inevitable awaiting death?” Meaning crisis has been 
described as a tormented arrest of life (Yalom, 1980). High scores of existential 
anxiety in the current study could actually indicate meaning crisis in the participants 
of the current study.  

Our findings indicate that higher scores of existential anxiety are related with 
inaccurate time perception. This might simply be interpreted as anxiety distracting 
the individual from recognizing time accurately. However, another lookout to the 
results could indicate more: no subject estimated the durations exactly correctly; 
each individual experiences a distinct time passage, and the correct and accurate 
quantities of the durations are actually an agreement of humans based upon the 
simultaneousness of the invented devices. This could point to the Heiddgerian 
concept “We are Time” (Brencio, 2014). The person with higher scores in Good & 
Good Existential Anxiety Questionnaire is involved with questions about meaning of 
being, which are somehow far from daily affairs and agreements. This person 
similarly experiences time as much far from the general agreement. Time 
perception should be considered a basic cognition, forming a fundament for 
cognition of other representations, so is the cognition of one’s being. Therefore, 
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Dasein, the contemplative individual, experiences existential anxiety as reforming 
the very basic cognition of “being” and probably at the same time reforms the very 
basic cognition of “time” as well.  

Bergson, a French philosopher, has posited a theory of time and consciousness 
(i.e. self-awareness). This theory is known as “duration” and actually narrates time 
perception as a subjective and distinct experience. He believes that time eludes 
mathematics and science. Duration is ineffable and can only be specified indirectly 
through images, which can never reveal a thorough picture; it can only be seized 
through a simple intuition of the imagination. Bergson claims that the traditional 
concept of time, presented as a line including past, present and future, is a spatial 
representation of time while time could not be figured in space. Ultimately he 
concludes that time is the restlessness which we feel when we stir sugar in a cup of 
tea to dissolve it (Bergson & Andison, 2010; Bergson & Pogson, 2001). Connecting 
time and restlessness in Bergson’s theory is very similar to that of time perception 
and anxiety in Heiddgerian concept. 

It is notable that time is a social matter. Brain structures supporting timing has 
been divided into social and nonsocial, and the socio-temporal brain connects 
people in time (Schirmer, Meck, & Penney, 2016). Here a practical conclusion could 
be made: the patients with existential anxiety, alone or during experiencing other 
mental challenges, suffer from their own distance with general agreements and 
affairs. Of their outstanding demands is to be aided to understand that they are 
passing a cognitive turnover, and to be guided to cope with their life and 
responsibilities despite missing their previous pertinence and alignment with being 
and time. Similar to attacker footballists who recognize the golden moment of goal 
shooting in seconds but fail to get organized by conventional time arrangements, 
individuals with existential anxiety seem to have difficulty coping with spatial time. 
They may be significantly more efficient if they function with Bergsonian time 
perception through intuition. As bible denotes: “To everything there is a season, 
and a time to every purpose under the heaven: a time to be born, and a time to die; 
a time to plant, and a time to pluck up that which is planted” (H. Bible, 2000; K. J. 
Bible, 1996). Understanding appropriate times for affairs means time perception by 
intuition, and if practiced properly it can produce a different kind of organization 
of duties and agreements.  

Existential philosophy has deep roots in human knowledge as well as in human 
inner explorations and questions. Human is the creature with highest awareness; 
the unique response of human to mirror test is an evidence for this superiority 
(Gallup Jr, Anderson, & Shillito, 2002). Awareness, especially self-awareness starts 
with pain. Otto Rank denotes this pain by determining the “psychological trauma 
of birth” which is an eminent humane symbol of existential anxiety. Birth is the 
exposure to being, demands, diversities and uncertainties; bringing about desire as 
well as fear of individuation by separation and differentiation of the creative human 
being (Rank & Atkinson, 1932). Therefore, the advanced awareness granted to 
human being can have the unique capability to stand outside itself, as the term 
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ekstasis (or ecstasy) indicated in existential philosophy. Heidegger describes 
temporality as an ekstatic process of awareness coming towards and back to itself 
to confront being and worldhood, and here anxiety is involved as a fundamental 
mood (Brencio, 2014), as a turbulence resulted from the apprehension of being and 
non-being by this awareness. Tillich believes that existential anxiety could be 
welcomed as a humane experience, or be resisted, despite the disturbing 
consequences (Tillich, 1952; Weems et al., 2004). Studies in adolescents, students 
and various subjects show that concerns of existential anxiety are quite common 
and are associated with general anxiety, depression and identity crises (Berman, 
Weems, & Stickle, 2006; Denollet, 2005; "Discussions arising from: Cloninger, CR. 
A. unified biosocial theory of personality and its role in the development of anxiety states," 1987; 
Weems et al., 2004); hence it is argued that clinical symptoms of emotional 
disturbances originate from philosophical thoughts which are maladaptive (Weems 
et al., 2004).       

Notwithstanding the pain of awareness, the self-aware psych, equipped with the 
consequence of the most advanced cognition development, is actually provided to 
equitate through mental growth, transforming the cognition and the human being 
even more developed. Ergo, mental growth is the exclusive humane miracle. At this 
point, the sparkle connecting existential anxiety and personality could be discussed, 
especially by Cloninger’s opinions. Existential anxiety could be considered a mental 
process activated by the “self-aware psych”, the third component of personality 
theorized by Cloninger. It involves the basic “awareness of being” and the 
advanced concerns of “spiritual plane” at the same time (Cloninger, 2004; 
Cloninger, 2009; Farmer & Goldberg, 2008). Accordingly, growth and 
transcendence are outstandingly in order. It incepts with the explicit question: “Is 
there any meaning in life which will not be destroyed by the inevitable awaiting 
death?” What is the true answer? Is there any? The chapter of meaninglessness in 
the “Existential Psychotherapy” of Yalom recites Pascal’s opinion that “the branch 
cannot hope to know the tree’s meaning” as well as Frankl’s opinion indicating that 
such meaning is beyond comprehension (Yalom, 1980). However, the authors of 
this paper believe that the meaning of life and being could be received by a mature 
human being, not in terms of mere brain propagation but through the mental 
processes described as “self growth”, “personality development” and “psych 
greatening”. Sri Chinmoy said: “paradise is not a place, it is a state of 
consciousness”, similarly the wisdom for meaning of being is not knowing the 
points but an emanation of an advanced awareness. The indescribable “oceanic 
feeling” introduced by Cloninger as happening in the progressive stages of 
personality development, named “contemplation”, could be considered a 
conspectus of an awareness receiving the meaning of being and wholeness; not in 
the matter of words but in the matter of existing in that meaning, beyond 
explanations and even beyond understanding. Thereupon, we suggest that meaning 
of being exists, and is acquirable, but only through mental growth. It could be 
concluded here that the challenge of meaning crisis is not finding something, but 



               Existential anxiety and time perception…/243 

 
 

rather being something. Anyhow, existential issues all deal with mere “being”! 
Thereby, the true solution for relief and remedy of individuals suffering from 
existential anxiety is aiding them towards mental growth.    

The German philosopher, Arthur Schopenhauer begins his central masterpiece, 
the book of “World as Will and Representation” with this sentence: “The world is my 
idea”. He continues: “This is a truth which holds good for everything that lives and 
knows, though man alone can bring it into reflective and abstract consciousness.” 
He explains that no first-hand experience of the universe exists; each and every 
person gets to know the universe though the inner representations made by sensory 
perception (Schopenhauer, 2012). This is in line with Kant's concept, considering a 
double aspect of the universe (Schulting, 2010): the phenomenon which is the 
world of experiences and the noumenon which is the true world, independent of 
experience. An interpretation of Schopenhauer philosophy is that the noumenon, 
the thing-in-itself, is the basis for will and the endless desires. Similar concepts 
could be found in arts as well. The expressionistic paintings, as the Scream by 
Edvard Munch or the Starry Night by Vincent Van Gogh carry the explicit massage 
that the world looks different in the artist’s representation. Another example is 
Iranian architectures and cultural constructions which include mirror as a key 
feature in many occasions. Mirror holds a representation of the world and is a good 
symbol for humane representation of the universe. Persian poets point to this idea 
very strikingly, the notion that meeting the truth and the eternal beloved 
necessitates simonizing the “mirror of heart”. Hafiz says: “The dust of oppressions 
has covered my heart, Oh God do not approbate my mirror of benignity get 
obscured!” (Homayoun Far, 2010). As a conclusion to this part of discussion, it is 
claimed and further confirmed that the meaning of being, the appropriate answer to 
the great question, whether it is named existential anxiety or spiritual anxiety or 
meaning crisis, could be found in the well-grown humane representation. There are 
also points about time perception indicated in the concept of humane 
representations as follows.  

There are theories about time and how it is perceived in many disciplines. In 
physics, Relativity theory, particularly introduced by Albert Einstein 
explains the “space-time” as a unified entity, which questions the concept 
of time as an absolute phenomenon (Einstein & Davis, 2013). However, 
the word phenomenon reminds, once more, the double aspect theory of 
Kant and the representation concept of Schopenhauer. Eke, it could be 
proposed by the results of this study that time perception is a 
representation of the true time, and as the duration theory of Bergson 
indicates, this representation is a subjective and distinct experience. The 
biologic appliance for forming the representation of time is the subject of 
research explorations. Some authors suggest that there are internal clocks 
in the nervous system which act like pace makers (Craik & Hay, 1999). 
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Conclusion 
The results of this study are preliminary in line with the concept of Heidegger; 

indicating that existential anxiety and time perception may have in common roots. 
This understanding about existential anxiety suggests further explorations in this 
regard and could facilitate deeper existential reasoning, as well as more efficient 
psychological and psychiatric clinical practice, especially in the manner of aiding 
and relieving patients with existential anxiety by personality growth.  
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Abstract 
 In each one of the well-known Abrahamic religions, notably Islam, Christianity and 
Judaism, there are two important doctrines which seem to be inconsistent, but 
nonetheless some religious philosophers like Plantinga try to show that there is no 
conflict between them. The first doctrine is that God is Omniscient and He has 
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determined in His knowledge. The second doctrine is that human beings have free 
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for him to change his future and so he is not free.  This article will assess some of 
the solutions given to the problem and it will focus on Plantinga's solution to the 
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Introduction 
In the well-known Abrahamic religions, namely Islam, Christianity and Judaism, 

there are two important doctrines which look like inconsistent doctrines when are 
regarded together, but if we look at each one overlooking the other, we see 
ourselves as religious people obligated to accept it. One of those doctrines is that 
God is Omniscient in the sense that His knowledge is unlimited and He knows 
everything. According to the Abrahamic religions, all attributes of God are absolute 
and He is supremely perfect being. So He is Omnipotent, Omnipresent and 
Omniscient. The second doctrine is that human beings have free will, that is they 
can do everything they like and their acts are not determined. The problem is with 
the fact that if both of those doctrines are confirmed in Abrahamic religions why 
each one contradicts the other and is that inconsistency due to the inconsistency of 
religion itself.  If God is Omniscient, He forever knows everything about all things. 
And if it was the case that He knows eternally all actions of all people that will be 
done by them, how human beings can have free will and ability to perform their 
acts or to refrain from undertaking them? In his “divine foreknowledge and human 
freedom” Plantinga says that this problem “as every twelve-year-old Sunday school 
student knows, can seem to be incompatible” (Plantinga, 1987, p. 170). He adds 
that the question about the conflict between these two doctrines has been 
pondered by philosophers and theologians from the fifth century (Plantinga, 1987, 
p. 170). This paper will assess some of the solutions given to the problem and it will 
focus on Plantinga's solution to the problem and then it will try to unravel some 
defects of his solution. 

 
Existence of God and His Necessary Knowledge 

Plantinga is regarded as the major spokesman of orthodox Christianity which 
includes such traditional doctrine as the Trinity, God’s omnipotence and perfect 
goodness, the infallible inspiration of the Bible, everlasting torment in hell for the 
unredeemed (Barnhart, 1977, p. 439). The first writing of Plantinga in which he has 
discussed the problem is his God, Freedom and Evil (Plantinga, 1977). In this book he 
criticises Nelson Pike article, “Divine Omniscience and Voluntary Action” (Pike, 
1965, pp. 27-46). At the beginning of his article, Pike refers to Part 3 of Section 5 
of Consulatio Philosopliae in which Boethius (480-524) entertains the claim that if God 
is Omniscient no human action is voluntary. Of course he later rejects this view. 
Pike says that though Boethius's claim has a sharp counterintuitive ring, but he is 
right in thinking that there are some doctrines and principles about the notions 
such as knowledge, omniscience, and God which, when brought together, demand 
the conclusion that if God exists, no human action is voluntary. Pike says that since 
Boethius's discussion in that book is incomplete, so his effort is to develop it in his 
article. He makes it clear that his purpose in rearguing the thesis is not to show the 
truthiness of determinism or to deny the existence of God or to show that either 
determinism is true or God does not exist. And following Boethius he shall not 
claim that the items needed to generate the problem are adequate. He wants just to 
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concentrate attention on the implications of some assumptions whether they are 
acceptable or not acceptable (Pike, 1965, pp. 27-28). 

According to Pike, what is inconsistent with the free will of human being is the 
existence of God who is essentially Omniscient and not just the existence of 
Omniscient God.  He refers to two quotations from Frederich Schleiermacher and 
St. Augustine in which they assimilate God’s foreknowledge to the intimacy 
between two friends when the foreknowledge one has of the action of the other 
does not endangers the other’s freedom. In contrast to this point, he says: ‘Even if 
one holds that an intimate friend can have foreknowledge of another’s voluntary 
actions one ought to think that the case is the same when dealing with the problem 
of divine foreknowledge’ (Pike, 1965, pp. 40-41).   

At the end of his article Pike says that if someone believes in God, and accepts, 
from Christianity dogmas, that God is Omniscient and His attributes including 
Omniscience, have necessary connection with His nature, an Omniscient being has 
no false belief and an Omniscient being knows the end of human actions before 
they perform them, he should confirm that none of human actions is voluntary.  

In his God, Freedom and Evil, Plantinga assesses the atheistic arguments against 
the existence of God and the last and mildly atheological argument he discusses is 
the claim that God's omniscience is incompatible with human freedom and he tries 
to show that there is consistency between them (Plantinga, 1977, pp. 66ff). To 
illustrate the argument of opponents on the inconsistency between foreknowledge 
and free will, he says that if God knows in advance that Paul will have an orange 
tomorrow, then it must be the case that he will have it tomorrow and if it is so, 
then he cannot refrain from doing so. Thus the argument (in Plantinga’s words) 
goes as follows:  

 
(1) If God knows in advance that X will do A, then it 

must be the case that X will do A 
and 

(2) If it must be the case that X will do A, then X is not 
free to refrain from A. 

 
Of these two propositions why should we think that (1) is true? The answer may 

be that if God knows that X will do A, it logically follows that X will do A. If God 
knows that P, then P is necessarily true. This defence of (1) shows that (2) is 
ambiguous. 

    
The proposition (1) may has one of these two meanings: 
 

(1a) Necessarily, if God knows in advance that X will do 
A, then indeed X will do A 
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(1b) If God knows in advance that X will do A, then it is 
necessary that X will do A 

 
What the atheological argument needs is the truth of (1b) while the above 

defence of (1) confirms just (1a). In other words if God knows that the proposition 
P is true, then P is true, but it does not follow that if God knows P, then P is 
necessarily true. If I know that Henry is a bachelor, then it is a necessary truth that 
he is a bachelor; it does not follow that it is necessarily true that he is a bachelor. So 
the claim of incompatibility between divine omniscience and human freedom seems 
to be based upon confusion (Plantinga, 1977, pp. 66-67).  

But the Plantinga’s analysis seems to be challengeable and what can be said 
against him is that the deference between God’s knowledge and human knowledge 
is that while the former is necessary, the latter is contingent. It is indeed necessarily 
true that if God or anyone else knows that P is true, it does not follow that P is 
necessarily true. But since God’s knowledge is a necessary knowledge due to his 
omniscience, not contingent one, so what he knows should be necessarily true, not 
contingently. Thus what God knows it to be true, it is necessarily true. In other 
words the contingent propositions are contingent propositions just in relation to 
human knowledge, but in relation to God’s knowledge they are necessary 
propositions.  

Plantinga then goes to the aforementioned claim of Pike which is a new revision 
of an old claim, and tries to show some defects of it. Human freedom, according to 
Pike, is incompatible not with God's being Omniscient, but with God's being 
essentially Omniscient (Plantinga, 1977, pp. 67-68). As an example, Pike considers 
the case of Jones who mowed his lawn at T2 and God knows at any earlier time T1 

(80 years ago, for example) that Jones will do that act at T2. So if God knows in T1 
that Johns will perform the act in T2, it does not follow that if Johns did not 
perform the act it means that the knowledge of God will be false (Plantinga, 1977, 
pp. 68-69). Because if Johns did not perform the act, it can be concluded that his 
refraining from performing the action is registered in knowledge of God. But in 
spite of Plantinga’s view it seems to me that the problem will remain unsolved; 
because the problem is not related to reconciliation of foreknowledge and human 
free actions. But it is related to what has been determined in divine knowledge 
about future action of a certain person and since it is unalterable the person has no 
power to change it. 

 
Aquinas’s Two Arguments 

 In his “On Ockham's Way Out” Plantinga evaluate two lines of argument for 
the incompatibility thesis about these two doctrines. At the end of article he 
concludes that they are both failures (Plantinga, 1987, p. 200). 

The first argument is what Augustine puts it in the mouth of Evodius in De 
Libero Arbitrio and Plantinga puts it as follows: 
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(1) If God knows in advance that S will do A, then it must be 
the case that S will do A. 

 
(2) If it must be the case that S will do A, then it is not within 

the power of S to refrain from doing A. 
 
(3) If it is not within the power of S to refrain from doing A, 

then S is not free with respect to A. 
 

 Hence 
 

(4) If God knows in advance that S will do A, then S is not free with 
respect to A (Plantinga, 1987, p. 172). 

 
Plantinga then goes to the argument which has been presented by Thomas 

Aquinas in Summa Contra Gentiles.  In this argument, Aquinas says “If each thing is 
known by God as seen by him in the present, what is known by God will then have 
to be” (Plantinga, 1987, pp. 172-173). The necessity here is not absolute necessity 
or necessity of consequence. It is a necessary conditional proposition like this 
proposition: “if Socrates is seen seated it is necessary for him to be seated”. 

Referring to the first premise of Evodius, Plantinga puts the Aquinas's point as 
follows: (1) is ambiguous between 

(1)(a) Necessarily, if God knows in advance that S will do A, 
then S will do A. 

 
And 
 
(1)(b) If God knows in advance that S will do A, then it is 

necessary that S will do A. 
 

Plantinga then asks us to consider this 
 
(1)(c) If God knows in advance that S will do A, then S will do A. 
 
According to Aquinas (1)(a) is clearly true but it has nothing to do with 

argument. And (1)(b) is what the argument needs but it seems flatly false. In fact 
(1)(b) shows the necessity of the consequent and what it says ,implausibly, is that 
the necessity of the consequent of (1)(c) follows from its antecedent. 

The second argument which was also considered by Aquinas, is what has been 
formulated by Janathan Edwards in brief as follows: 

1. The past existence of the things which are past is now necessary and it is 
now impossible for the news about their existence to be otherwise than true. 
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2. If there be a divine foreknowledge of free actions of agents in the past, it is 
now utterly impossible to be otherwise. 

3. It is very manifest that those things which are indissolubly connected with 
necessary things are themselves necessary. As that proposition whose truth is 
necessarily connected with another proposition, which is necessary true, is 
itself necessary true. Otherwise it makes a contradiction. 

4. It is evident that if there be an infallible foreknowledge of the future free 
actions of agents, then there is an infallible connection between the 
foreknowledge and those actions. And so the actions are necessary 
(Plantinga, 1987, pp. 173-174).   

In this argument Edwards concludes from infallible prescience of God the 
necessity of future events. And this necessity is the same necessity that we see in 
what is now past. Plantinga says that this argument resorts to two intuitions. “First, 
although the past is not necessary in the broadly logical sense (it is possible, in that 
sense, that Abraham should never has existed), it is necessary in some sense: it is 
fixed, unalterable, outside anyone's control” (Plantinga, 1987, p. 174). It seems to 
me that there are some defects in what Plantinga says about the first intuition. 
Firstly, the past is entirely necessary and not in some sense. Because for what has 
been happened, it is impossible to be otherwise. What can be said that it is 
unnecessary about past, is not the past itself but the news about the events of the 
past. We have learned from Frege, that the truth or falseness of any proposition is 
forever and if any informative proposition about any person or event of past, 
present or future is false, it is false eternally.  So if there was no Abraham existed in 
the past, he would not belong to the past and all news about him were false. 
Secondly, what the argument apparently is based on it, is the entire necessity of the 
past not the relative necessity of it. 

The second intuition is that what is necessarily connected with what is necessary 
in some sense, is necessary in that sense; “if a proposition A, necessary in the way 
in which the past is necessary, entails the proposition B, then B is necessary in that 
same way” (Ibid). What seems wrong with this example is that it is not appropriate 
to the intuition because it does not requires the necessity of B, and to correct it we 
should say ‘if a proposition A is necessary and it entails a proposition B, then B 
should be necessary’.  

As an example Edwards says “suppose God knew, eighty years ago, that I would 
mow my lawn this afternoon”, it is logically necessary that I will mow and I have no 
power to refrain from mowing. So in this argument which is called theological 
determinism by Plantinga, Edwards concludes from the foreknowledge of God of 
voluntary actions of agents, that these actions are necessary in just the way the past 
is. 

Plantinga then refers to the objection that a Boethian bystander might has. 
Many theists believe in God eternity which means that everything is present for him 
and there is no past or future for him, so he does not know that ‘Paul will mow in 
1995’, he knows just that ‘Paul mow in 1995’. Further, the eternity of God requires 
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his being atemporal that is outside of time, so it is wrong to speak about his 
knowledge of an event at a certain time. After assessing the objection, Plantinga 
shows that the claim that God is atemporal is essentially irrelevant to Edwardsian 
argument. He assumes that God has foreknowledge and we can speak of him both 
as holding a belief at a time and as having held beliefs in the past (Plantinga, 1987, 
p. 177). 

Plantinga then goes to assess Ockham’s response to the theological determinism 
in which Ockham distinguishes hard facts about the past-facts which are genuinely 
and strictly about the past, from soft facts about the past. Among these two kinds 
of facts, just the former is necessary. Plantinga says that Ockham's response is 
plausible and it is difficult to say precisely what it is for a proposition to be strictly 
about the past and to say what it is for a proposition to be accidently necessary. 
According to Ockham, a proposition is strictly about the past if and only if it does 
not entail a proposition about the future and a proposition about the past is 
accidentally necessary if it is true and strictly about past (Plantinga, 1987, p. 185).  

 
The Free Will Defence 

The atheistic argument against the existence of God is as follows: A world 
created by an Omnipotent, Omniscient and perfectly good being, say God, should 
not be containing evil. Since the world contains evil, it follows that the world was 
not created by such being. One of the replies given to this argument is that the 
world contains evil only because it was impossible to create creatures with free will, 
which cannot perform morally wrong actions. This is the main point of so-called 
“Free Will Theodicy” which has been proposed by theologians such as Thomas 
Aquinas (Pike, 1979, p. 449). 

“The heart of the ‘Free Will Defense [FWD]’” Plantinga says “is the claim that it 
is possible that God could not have created a universe containing moral good (or as 
much moral good as this world contains) without creating one that also contained 
moral evil. And if so, then it is possible that God has a good reason for creating a 
world containing evil” (Plantinga, 2008, p. 551). 

In his article, “Evil and Omnipotence”, J. L. Mackie has argued that if an 
Omnipotent, Omniscient and perfectly good being has created a world containing 
free creatures, they would “go right” with respect to freely chosen action. There is 
inconsistency between believing in such being and creature that perform moral evils 
(Mackie, 1955). Anthony Flew and J. L. Mackie claim that the proposition ‘God is 
Omnipotent, Omniscient and perfectly good’ entails the proposition ‘God creates 
no person who perform morally wrong actions’ (Flew, 1955, and Mackie, 1955). 
But Plantinga disagree this view. According to him, the statement ‘God is 
Omnipotent, Omniscient and perfectly good’ does not entail any free creature 
always does what is right. God can have all those properties and still create creature 
that can perform good or bad acts. In this regard, Plantinga says: 



 254 / Philosophical Investigations, Vol. 13/ Issue: 28/ fall 2019 

“God can create free creatures, but He cannot cause or determine them to do 
only what is right. For if He does so, then they are not significantly free after all; 

they do not do what is right freely” (Plantinga, 2008, p. 551).        
The main problem is that why God as a being with perfect goodness permits us 

to have a capacity for moral wrongdoing? The answer given by the proponents of 
the FWD was: A world in which people are able freely to avoid wrongdoing is 
better than any world in which people lack this ability. If it is so the second 
question is proposed: Since God knows (in his omniscience) all future acts of his 
creatures why He does not actualize only possible people about whom He foresees 
that, though they are able to do what is morally wrong, they will never, when 
actualized, in fact do so (Dore, 1971, p. 690)?  In his God and Other Minds, Plantinga 
attempts to provide a theistic solution for this problem (Plantinga, 1967, pp. 135-
149). 

In his “free will defence” Plantinga shows that there is no logical inconsistency 
between these two propositions: (1) God is Omniscient, Omnipotent, and wholly 
Good and (2) evil exists. The core of his demonstration is that, though God is 
Omnipotent, there are some “possible worlds” that is impossible for God to 
actualize them. To have a world containing free will of human being, it is 
impossible for God to create a morally good universe without any moral evil. And 
this is the reason that God has for creating a world which contains evil. This 
demonstration provides a theistic solution for the logical problem of evil (Plantinga, 
2008, p. 550) 

According to Plantinga, freedom as having ability to perform or refrain from an 
action does not entail unpredictability of that action. He says:              

“You might be able to predict what you will do in a given situation even if you 
are free, in that situation, to do something else. If I know you well, I may be able to 
predict what action you will take in response to a certain set of conditions. It does 

not follow that you are not free with respect to that action” (Plantinga, 2008, p. 
551) 

In this article, Plantinga claims that “it is possible that God could not have 
created a universe containing moral good (or a much moral good as this world 
contains) without creating one that also contains moral evil” (Plantinga, 2008, p. 
551). He thinks that this is why it is possible for God to have a good reason for 
creating a world containing evil. 

It seems to me that the free will defence can justify just the moral evils which 
are related to human beings and in agreement with Plantinga we can say that to 
have a world in which human beings are free and they have ability to do evils, it is 
necessary for God to create a universe in which performing moral evils is possible 
and human beings are free in doing virtues or vices. So the problem of moral evils 
will be solved by the free will defence. But the problem of metaphysical or 
ontological evils remains unsolved. Because these evils are related to the structure 
of the universe and it has nothing to do with human will.  
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One answer to the problem which appeals to a new interpretation of 
omniscience is offered by Michael Tooley. In his article “Dose God Exist?” Tooley 
evaluate five a priori arguments for the non- existence of God. The third argument 
is related to the problem of whether an Omniscient being could have 
foreknowledge of the free human actions. The essence of this argument is that 
since it is impossible to have foreknowledge of the free actions of human beings, so 
omniscience is incompatible with omnipotence and morally perfection. This 
argument resorts to “the idea that an Omnipotent, Omniscient and moral perfect 
being would create agents who enjoyed libertarian free will” (Tooley, 2008, p. 86). 

Tooley says that both parts of this argument are problematic. The second part 
needs to resort to the consequentialist view that one is morally required to do acts 
which produce good states of affairs more than bad states of affairs. But he thinks 
that the consequentialism is open to serious objections. 

In regard to the first part of the argument, Tooley says that there are many 
attempts of thinkers to show that foreknowledge of the free acts of human beings 
is possible. In his opinion all these attempts are unsuccessful, But there is a 
satisfactory answer to the argument, and the answer is that if the argument proves 
that foreknowledge of the free actions of human beings is logically impossible, 
from this it cannot be concluded that the absence of such knowledge entails that 
one is not Omniscient. He then concludes: 

“Just as omnipotence is not the ability of performing any action, including one 
that it is logically impossible to perform, so omniscience is to be characterized, not 
as a matter of knowing every true proposition, but as a matter of knowing every 

proposition that it is logically possible to know at the relevant time” (Tooley, 2008, 
p. 87). 

Though because of his FWD Plantinga is frequently regarded as the defender of 
orthodox Christian thought, it is questionable, whether the concept of God 
defended in FWD is the concept of God affirmed by orthodox Christian theism. 
Basinger says that Plantinga’s defence of the former is actually a strong argument 
against the self-consistency of the latter. And Plantinga’s FWD does furnish 
excellent philosophical support for the concept of God affirmed by Process theism 
(Basinger, 1982, p. 35). 

In his formulation of FWD Plantinga relies on the possibility of true 
counterfactuals of freedom and God’s middle knowledge3 of them. Though 
Plantinga himself has said that he believes that God has middle knowledge and, 
hence, that there are some true counterfactuals of freedom, he says that this was a 
mere concession of atheologians and they, not FWD really need the assumption of 
middle knowledge. According to him, without the assumption of middle 
knowledge, it is much harder to formulate FWD on the assumption that the middle 
knowledge is impossible. But some critics like K. J. Perszyk do not think so. 
Perszyk thinks that in solving the problem of evil the atheologian’s task may be no 
harder (and might even be easier) without the assumption of middle knowledge and 
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FWD without middle knowledge may fare no better (and might even fare worse) 
than its Molinist counterpart (Perszyk, 1998, p. 29).  

 
Divine Providence 

There are several views about divine providence among them three views are 
more important: The first view is Tomism which presents a maximally strong view 
of divine providence. According to this view God's control over his creation is 
absolute and nothing has been left to chance and since there is nothing 
independent of the will of God, so everything is out of the hands of fallible free 
creation. The problem with this view is that "if God really disapproves of murder 
and desires that all go to heaven and if … nothing happens apart from the will of 
God, then why do murders take place? And why does it seem as though there are 
people who go to hill" (Rea, 2009, p. 2). In other words, if all things, acts, and 
activities go to God so all responsibility goes to Him; so human beings are not at 
fault and should not be taken to hill. Thus the main problem with this view is that it 
cannot justify the problem of evil and hill. 

The second view is Molinism according which divine providence is based on 
God's middle knowledge1. Medieval philosophers before 16th century distinguished 
between two kinds of God's knowledge: The natural knowledge which includes His 
knowledge of truths that are both necessary and independent of His will (such as 
logical and mathematical truths, and the free knowledge which includes His 
knowledge of truths that are contingent and dependent on his will (for example 
ordinary truths about the existent objects and events in the world). 

The 16th century Spanish Jesuit Luis de Molina attributed a third kind of 
knowledge to God and called it God's middle knowledge which includes knowledge 
of contingent truths (like objects of God's free knowledge) but nevertheless 
independent of God's will (like the objects of God's natural knowledge). Since this 
kind of knowledge is something between two other kinds, it is known as "middle 
knowledge". The objects of God's middle knowledge are truths about what free 
creatures would do in circumstances that are not yet or never to become actual that 
is the counterfactuals of freedom- claims like "if Fred were to propose marriage to 
Wilma, Wilma would freely accept". According to the Molinist view, such truths are 
contingent and the counterfactuals true in the actual world might have been false 
(Rea, 2009, pp. 1-2). Moreover God has extensive but not complete control of his 
creation and because of this, Molinists affirm a strong view of divine sovereignty 
and at the same time they offer some explanations for the existence of evil, for 
example they say evil was unavoidable, given God’s desire to create free creatures 
who can do good or bad.  

There are some serious objections against Molinism. It supposes that there are 
true counterfactuals of freedom and some philosophers reject this supposition. 
Since in the case of counterfactuals of freedom with false antecedents, it is hard to 
see what could possibly ground their truth. For example in the case of Wilma and 
Fred we can suppose that if Fred were to propose, Wilma would accept. But what 
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makes this counterfactual true. There is nothing which can guarantee William’s 
acceptance (Rea, 2009, p. 3). 

The third view is the simple foreknowledge theory of providence which has 

been called Responsivism2. This view, like Molinism, believes in human freedom 

and rejects the idea that freedom is compatible with exhaustive divine 
foreordination and physical determinism, but in spite of Molinism, it denies that 
providence operates by reliance upon middle knowledge. 

The main objection against Responsivism is the fact that mere foreknowledge 
seems to be providentially useless. For knowing the future will include the 
consequences of God’s actions. So when God knows what will happen in the 
world, it has already been decided how he will act. But if it has already been decided 
how he will act, God’s foreknowledge cannot play a role in guiding his actions. 

The final result, in short, will be that “on Thomism everything that happens is 
the produce of divine decree” and on Molinism, not everything is determined; but, 
even so, God makes use of his exhaustive knowledge of counterfactuals to insure 
that he gets precisely the feasible outcome that he desires. On Responsivism, God 
(apparently) has exactly the same range of control over the world as he does on 
Molinism, only without reliance on Middle knowledge (Rea, 2009, pp. 4-5). 

It can be said in brief, however, that the main solvation given by theologians 
and philosophers of the West and the East for the problem of inconsistency 
between God’s foreknowledge and human free will is that the Omniscience of God 
is not the cause of that acts which are done by creatures. Because when for example 
a teacher knows that a student will get low number in exam because of his laziness, 
it doesn't require that teacher is the cause of his being unsuccessful in exam. So 
given that God knows that which act will be done by a person in a certain time in 
future, since the act is caused by the will of person, God is not the agent of that act. 
I think that this answer cannot solve the problem. Because the problem of 
inconsistency between the omniscience of God and free will can be reduced to two 
problems: The first problem is related to the causality and the responsibility for that 
act and the second one is related to the truth and unalterableness of the 
foreknowledge of God which requires determinism. The solution that has been 
given by Plantinga and some other theologians deals with the first problem and 
ignored the second problem. So the second problem will remain unsolved. 
Explicitly speaking the second problem is that what God knows about our future is 
not flexible and what we will do in future is registered in His knowledge and we 
cannot do otherwise. In a poem, the Iranian mathematician, astronomer, and poet 
of 12th century, Omar Khayyam says: 

 
I drink wine and anyone who is expert like me, 

Will regard my drinking wine with tolerate. 
God was aware of my drinking wine eternally, 

His knowledge will be ignorance if I do not drink wine. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mathematics_in_medieval_Islam
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Astronomy_in_the_medieval_Islamic_world


 258 / Philosophical Investigations, Vol. 13/ Issue: 28/ fall 2019 

The answer that was given to him by Khawjah Nasir al-Din Tusi or Baba Afzal 
Kashani was:  

 
You drink wine and someone who is unfamiliar, 

Will regard your drinking wine with tolerate. 
To regard the eternal knowledge [of God] as the cause of sin, 

Is regarded by the intelligents as the extreme ignorance. 
 

Though some theologians think that this answer solves the problem, but it 
seems to me that it just denies the God being the cause of act and doesn't deny the 
entailments of the foreknowledge of God. The fault of this demonstration is in 
resorting to an allegory which is not appropriate to the foreknowledge of God and 
it is just appropriate to human knowledge. There are several differences between 
the foreknowledge of God and human knowledge. The former is certain, while the 
latter is not certain, so the acts which are known by the first are predictable 
certainly while the acts which are known by the second are predictable 
conjecturally. Since our knowledge about the future and its events is uncertain and 
changeable and about the past and its events is certain and unchangeable, so the 
best allegory for the foreknowledge of God is the later not the former. In other 
words we should assimilate the foreknowledge of God about future events to the 
past events. Is it possible to change the past events? We are sure that it is 
impossible to change any fact of past. Because the past, as opposed to the future is 
fixed, stable, unalterable, closed and outside of our control and the control of any 
Omnipotent being. But about the future is not the same. Since we have no certain 
knowledge about what will happen to us in future we cannot predict it confidently, 
but about God the situation is different; because there is no difference between his 
knowledge about past and his knowledge about future. He is at the same time 
Omniscient, Omnipotent and Omnipresent and because of his omnipresence he is 
conscious about the past, present and future events.  

The other allegory which can help us to grasp the point about the second 
problem is the movie that has been produced in the past and we are watching it in a 
channel of TV now. Is it possible to change any scene of it? The answer obviously 
is no. And it is different from any live program in TV that can be changed anytime 
the producer wished. It is wrong if we assimilate the knowledge of God about 
future to a live program of TV because of its changeableness and we should 
assimilate it with the movie the process of its being produced has been finished. 
And as the movie is unchangeable the knowledge of God is unchangeable. So the 
second problem remains unsolved and we need to another way to solve the 
inconsistency between the knowledge of God and free will of human being. 

To remove the inconsistency between two religious ideas we have at least two 
ways. The first way is to resort to the process theology according which the 
knowledge of God is changeable and so with the changes that will happen in the 
future events the knowledge of God about them will change. In this solution the 
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free will of human being is confirmed while the foreknowledge of God is denied. 
The second way is to confirm the free will of human being and to be agnostic about 
the essence of the knowledge of God. In this way what is confirmed is as follows  

1. God has created us. 
2. In the Day of Judgment, He will judge about what we have done in this 

world. 
3. In appropriate to our deeds, He will reward or punish us 
4. God is the just 
From these premises it can be concluded that human being is endowed with 

free will. Because if there was no free will for human beings it was injustice for God 
to put them on trial for what they have done in this world. So in short we can say 
that we are sure about the Day of Judgement and it requires us to be free in what 
we do and if we are determined for all of our acts and there is no way to change 
them, it will be injustice to be punished for what has been done determinately by 
us. Thus we are sure about our free will and we cannot reconcile this idea with a 
religious point of view about the foreknowledge of God which contains all news 
from past to future. And since the free will idea is inconsistence with the 
foreknowledge of God, we accept to be agnostic about the nature of 
foreknowledge of God. 

 
Conclusion 
In Abrahamic religions there are four doctrines at all in which we find 

inconsistency and it is impossible to confirm all of them: 
(A) God is Omniscient. 
(B) In the Day of Judgment all human beings will be judged for their acts. 
(C) Human beings have free will. 
(D) Since all events of future have been registered in Divine knowledge, human 

beings have no free will. 
(A) and (B) are held by approximately all religious people but some of them 

believe in (C) and some others believe in (D). Though (A) and (D) in one side and 
(B) and (C) in the other side can be confirmed but the problem is with confirming 
all of them. If we accept (A) and (d) it means that we believe in determinism so we 
cannot confirm any of (B) or (C). And if we accept (B) and (C) it means that we 
deny determinism and so we cannot confirm any of (A) or (D).  In other words (A) 
and (D) are consistent and (B) and (C)  are consistent but there are no consistency 
between (A)(B)(C)(D),  (A)(B)(D) (A)(B)(C), (A)(C)(D) and  (B)( C)(D). In short 
the omniscience attribute of God entails determinism and believing in the Day of 
Judgement requires freedom of human being. If God has foreknowledge about all 
acts that we will do in future, so we are in illusion if we think of freedom. And if 
our future acts are not determined by Devine knowledge and we have all options of 
doing or refrain from any one of them, so God is not Omniscient and He is 
ignorant about our future acts.  
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The answer that was given to the problem by some philosophers and 
theologians like Plantinga was that God’s foreknowledge does not make certain the 
human acts and as our knowledge about the future acts of someone does not make 
it certain for him to do or to refrain from doing them, God’s knowledge about our 
acts has the same condition. That is his knowledge does not compel someone to do 
or refrain from doing some act. According to Plantinga’s view, in short, if God 
knows that the proposition P is true, then P is true, but it does not follow that if 
God knows P, then P is necessarily true. If I know that, for example, Tabriz is in 
the northwest of Iran, then it is a necessary truth that it is so but it does not follow 
that it is necessarily true that Tabriz is in the northwest of Iran. This proposition is 
a proposition which is synthetic, not analytic. So the claim of incompatibility 
between divine foreknowledge and human free will seems to be based upon 
confusion. 

Plantinga’s view comes in for criticism and the main defect of it, as has been 
showed in this article, is in confusing God’s knowledge which is fixed and certain, 
with human knowledge which is changeable and uncertain.  At the end of this 
research, it seems to me that, the best solution for the problem is to interpret the 
foreknowledge of God as something in change, or to say that because of believing 
in the Day of Judgement which is a necessary belief in religion, we are sure that we 
have been endowed with free will and the nature of divine knowledge is an 
ambiguous and unsolvable problem. 

 
Notes 
1. This view has been labeled 'Calvinism' and 'Augustinianism' as well. See Rea, 2009. 
2. for detail on this view see: Hunt, 2009, pp. 84-103. 
3. This kind of knowledge will be explained later. 
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1. Introduction 
Modern Philosophy refers to some philosophical traditions of a period in the 

history of philosophy which has the rationalistic philosophy of Rene Descartes as 
its starting point and continues with Cartesian Rationalism of the 17th century. This 
period covers also the English Empiricism of the 18th century and culminates in the 
philosophy of Kant and German Idealism of the 18th and 19th centuries. But what 
are the general characteristics of Modern Philosophy? What do they all have in 
common to bring them all under a single one name: Modern Philosophy?  

Modern Philosophy is generally considered as a freedom from the limits of the 
medieval philosophy. Victor Cousin sees the philosophy of early modern period as 
a release of human mind from the slavery of the authority of the medieval period. 
He describes modern philosophy with such terms like “absolute independence”, 
“entire independence” and “definitive revolution”. (Cousin, 1852, 77) Modern 
Philosophy shows a freedom from church and religious doctrines. Unlike medieval 
period, most of the prominent modern philosophers were not priests nor do they 
come from churches. The second and maybe the most important feature of 
modern philosophy is the preoccupation with the study of human thought. 
(Copleston, 1960: 6-7; Cousin, 1852, 79) This characteristic is the superiority of the 
subject over other philosophical themes like cosmos, being or God. 

There is no doubt that in the course of history of philosophy, subjects like the 
nature of human being and his knowledge – in the form of philosophical 
psychology - have always been at the center of philosophical investigations. But 
with the rise of the modern period, human being was studied – not as an object of 
the philosophical investigation but – as the subject and the knowing agent. In 
previous periods, the human intellect used to be studied as an object in the world, 
but from this period onward the independent reason and the basis of knowledge 
was studied. In Cartesian Rationalism the human intellect and its contents – the 
innate ideas – was studied and analyzed by philosophers. In English Empiricism it 
was the content of human experience and its classifications and procedures that 
was studied. In German Idealism too the meaning and human consciousness was 
the axis of all discussions. From here one can conclude that - despite all the serious 
differences between these philosophical schools – there is a similarity between all 
these philosophies in their concentration on the knowing subject. In other words, 
in these philosophies, instead of the world outside the mind, the consciousness and 
the process of the human knowledge is studied. In the philosophies of this period, 
“I” is equal to knowledge and consciousness and this consciousness is regarded as 
what makes man as what he is. In this period, unlike the ancient and medieval ages, 
man is not considered as a substance with the accident of knowledge. From this 
period, which begins exactly with Descartes, the definition of “I” as the knowing 
subject and also the relationship between this subject and the world has changed 
dramatically. Now the subject makes the world as its object. This means the 
independence of the subject.  
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Although the philosophical aspects of the revolution made by Descartes was 
studied seriously, the causes of such a revolution is less considered. The question is 
what causes made such a huge and revolutionary turn in human thought? The 
answer to this question is especially important because it can offer a deeper 
knowledge of such an evolution. This article tries to answer this question in a 
comparative way by the help of the historical linguistics. In some works the role 
and the importance of language in such a change is mentioned. For example 
Copleston says that in the modern period the mother language of the philosophers 
like French or German substituted the formal language of scholarship, namely 
Latin.  (Copleston, 1960: 4) But these works do not explain how this change in 
language could result in a change in philosophy. The present article is aimed at 
showing how the substitution of the Latin language by modern European 
Languages, namely French, English and German could result in a turn to subject. 
Therefore it will become clear that the concurrency of the rise of the modern 
philosophy with the writing in languages other than Latin is not accidental. On this 
basis, the attention of English Empiricism and the Idealism of Kant and Hegel to 
Subject will be justified in a similar way.1 

This study is comparative in two ways: first it considers two fields of language 
and philosophy together. Here we are going to show the interconnection between 
the modern European languages and the modern philosophy. Second, even in the 
language side, it brings together several languages to provide a richer analysis. In 
this way, some philosophical languages like Greek, Arabic, Latin, French, English 
and German will be compared. In so doing, it considers languages in a historical 
way. We will compare the languages of modern philosophy namely French, English 
and German on one hand with other languages belonging to other philosophical 
traditions on the other hand. These second set of languages include: the language of 
ancient philosophy namely Greek and the languages of medieval philosophy Arabic, 
Persian and Latin. This comparison shows a parallel similarity between modern 
languages and modern philosophy. 

On the philosophy side, we are mostly preoccupied with the philosophy of 
modern era, namely the European philosophical tradition started in the 17th century 
by Cartesian rationalism and continued by English Empiricism and German 
Idealism. Of course there would be several references to other philosophical 
traditions in order to underline the fundamental differences between these 
traditions. 

In our analysis of languages we will concentrate on the role of subject in the 
sentences of different languages. So, based on the findings of Greenberg on the 
word order and also based on the Null Subject possibility, we will study the place of 
subject and the state and importance given to it in sentences of different 
philosophical languages.2 Greenberg showed that based on the world order of 
Subject, Verb and Object, all languages can be classified in three main groups 
namely VSO, SVO and SOV. (Greenberg, 1966: 77) before the rise of modern 
philosophy the Subject in language was mostly on the sidelines or even omitted. In 
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ancient and medieval ages, philosophical languages were mostly VSO or the VSO 
combinations were predominant in them. But the rise of modern philosophy was 
simultaneous with a serious change in word order of modern European languages 
in a way that most of the word orders of these languages are SVO or SOV. 
Furthermore, it is only with the beginning of modern period which these three 
languages turned to Non-Null Subject languages. These main changes could result 
in a major turn in thought and philosophy. To show the revolutionary change of 
the modern languages we must survey the languages of different philosophical 
traditions. So Greek as an ancient philosophical language will be compared with 
languages of medieval philosophy namely Arabic, Persian and Latin and all of them 
with the languages of modern philosophy, namely French, English and German. 
Even at the end some other modern European languages which did not lead to 
modern philosophy – like Italian and Spanish - will be tested based on the theory 
presented in this article. 

 
2. The Place of Subject in the Languages of Ancient and Medieval 

Philosophy 
By Ancient philosophy we mean both the Hellenic and Hellenistic periods in the 

history of philosophy in which the main language of philosophy was Greek. In 
Medieval period two traditions of Islamic and Christian philosophies flourished. 
The languages of the former were mostly Arabic and Persian and the latter Latin. 
So in this part four languages of Greek, Arabic, Persian and Latin will be surveyed 
with an attention to the place of Subject in the sentence. 

 
3. Language of Ancient Philosophies 
3.1. Greek 

Although the subject usually comes before the verb in Old Greek grammar, but 
this order is not definitive and permanent. The word order is variable from one 
author to another and even in different works of one single author. In Greek, the 
subject can be mentioned before or after the verb. (Dover, 1960: 12, 25-31) 
According to this grammar the subject can be even omitted and the verb can 
appear at the beginning of the sentence Null Subject. (Goodwin, 1900: 197) In this 
case, the verb conjugations are without subjects and the verb endings substitute the 
subjects and show the person, the number and the gender. (Bopp, 2009: 608) In 
this way, the verbs is at the center of attention and the subject is of less importance. 

 
4. Languages of Medieval Philosophies 
4.1. Arabic 

Considering the place of subject in the sentence, Arabic is at the end of the list 
of all languages treated in this article. The word order in Arabic is VSO and the 
verb is usually at the beginning of the sentence and the subject is always after the 
verb. (Ouhalla, 1994: 41-42; Ramsay & Mansour, 2006: 447-448) Similar to Greek, 
here the subject is usually clung to the verb in the form of connected pronoun as if 
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it is the last part of the verb. Even in some cases the subject is omitted and hidden 
or concealed and cannot become visible even in the form of a pronoun. (Alhawary, 

2007: 217) For example, in two verbs zahabu (ذهبوا) and yazhabuna ( ذهبونی ) the 

subject is clung to the verbs in the form of the subject pronoun Waw (واو) but in 

two verbs zahaba (ذهب) and yazhabo (یذهب) the subject is hidden or concealed. It 

may seem interesting that in two verbs azhabo (اذهب) and nazhabo (نذهب) the two 

letters of Alef (الف) and Nun (نون) are not subject pronouns but they do only show 
the form of the verb conjugation. In these verbs too the subjects are hidden. 

One may suppose that in Arabic the appearance of nouns at the beginning of 
the sentences could mean the attention to the subject, but this is not true. In this 
language, the sentences are whether nominal or verbal. Nominal sentence start with 
a noun and verbal sentences with a verb. But the point is that the nouns at the 
beginning of the nominal sentences are not real subjects which influence a verb, 
rather they are just beginners to await some predicate say something about them. In 
this way, in nominal sentences, the beginner is more passive than active because 
some predicate is said about them. Sometimes in nominal sentences, the predicate 
may cause the beginning noun not to be taken into consideration, because the 
predicate is not necessarily a noun but it can be a nominal or a verbal sentence. For 

example in the sentence علی ابوه عالم (literally translated as: Ali, his father is a 
scholar.) the word Ali only in a syntactic analysis is a beginner but semantically his 
father is paid more attention, although it is in the predicate part. 

 
4.2. Persian3 

This is true that in Persian, unlike Arabic, the basic structure of the sentences is 
SOV, but these two languages do not differ radically in respect of the attention to 
the subject. It is normally mentioned in Persian grammar books that the subject is 
placed at the beginning of the sentence, but this only means that in this language 
the subject can appear at the beginning but this appearance is not necessary, 
because Persian is a Null Subject Language and its grammar lets the subject be 
omitted from the sentence. In practice, in most of the cases, the subject is omitted 

and it appears as a suffix of the verb. Sentences like غذا را می خورم (literally Food (as 

object) eat I (as subject)) or تو را می بینم (literally You (as object) see I (as subject)) in 
which the subject is omitted from the beginning of the sentence or even sentences 

like می بینمت (literally see I (as subject) you (as object) meaning I am seeing you) or 

 are not (literally eat I (as subject) it (as object) meaning I am eating it) می خورمش

only grammatically correct but also more common than sentences like  من غذا را می

 .(literally I see you) من تو را می بینم or (literally I eat the food) خورم 
 

4.3. Latin 
Normally Latin is considered as a SVO language but in practice there is a lot of 

cases in which the verb precedes the subject or even the subject is omitted from the 
sentence. (Axel, 2007: 64) In Latin a verb alone can make a complete sentence and 
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the subject and the object could appear as suffixes at the end of the verb. For 
example the verb “potest” can appear at the beginning of a sentence without any 
need to a subject and it includes the verb and the sign of the subject and makes a 
complete meaning. (Bopp, 1989: 23) 

It may seem interesting that even in Descartes’ famous expression in Latin: 
“Cogito ergo sum” which is considered as the turning point to the modern 
philosophy, we see two verbs at the beginning of two sentences and in none of 
them the subject is clearly mentioned. In these verbs the subject is suggested by the 
conjugation of the verb. But it must be noted that Descartes did not think in Latin 
but in French. In fact, his original French sentence was “Je pense donc je suis”, and 
then it was translated into Latin. As it is clear from the original French, the subject 
(je) is specified two times and at the beginning of two sentences. In fact the exact 
literal translation of Descartes’ French sentence in Latin would be: ego cogito ergo 
ego sum. 

 
5. Languages of Modern Philosophy  

After Latin ceased to rule Europe, Modern European languages including 
French, English, German, Italian, Portuguese, Spanish, etc. started to flourish. 
These new languages follow the Subject-Verb-Object word order and therefore are 
generally considered as SVO languages. Here the term “generally” indicates that the 
SVO word order in these languages is the main structure of the sentences and the 
predominant order but it is possible that other orders like VSO or VOS appear too. 
But from the 17th century a radical change happened for three of these modern 
European languages namely French, English and German. From this period 
onward, they became Non-Null Subject Languages. In these languages there is a 
special emphasis on the appearance of subject at the beginning of the sentence. 
(Sornicola, 2000: 110) 

 
5.1. French 

French is especially important in our research because it is the language of 
Descartes - father of modern philosophy. It is true that before Descartes there were 
sporadic books written in some languages other than Latin in France and Italy, 
however the fact that Descartes wrote his major philosophical works in French 
around 1640 was of great importance.  

French, like other Romance languages namely Spanish, Italian and Portuguese, 
follows the SVO order; but it can be asserted that at the same time French is an 
exception. While in those languages it is equally correct to make an inversion and 
move the subject rightward and put it after the verb, in French it would be 
considered a grammatical mistake and it is not allowed. In this way, it can be 
asserted that the SVO word order is a rigid rule and principle in French in the sense 
that the subject must appear before the verb right at the beginning of the 
sentence.4,5 (Hulk and Pollock, 2001, 9; Degraff, 2005: 297) 



 Language and Philosophy: An Analysis of… /269     

 
 

What may seem interesting is that this property in French is a modern one, in 
the sense that with the rise of modern period the French language became a Non-
Null Subject Language, but in earlier periods, the French language used to omit the 
subject. (Sten, 1995: 59) 

 
5.2. English 

The oldest English words and sentences go back to the 7th century C. E. and the 
oldest integrated texts belong to the 9th century C. E. Old English is considered to 
exist between 450 and 1150. The Oxford Dictionary considers Middle English to 
exist between 1150 and 1500. Early Modern English belongs to 1500 to 1650. From 
then, the period of Modern English begins. The grammar of Old English is very 
different from that of Modern English. In Old English, like in Latin, the place of 
subject is variable and the subject can come before or after the verb or even can be 
omitted. (Ogawa, 2001: 86) 

However according to the syntax of Modern English, it is necessary for the 
subject to appear at the beginning of the sentence. This time, the SVO formula is 
mandatory. According to English grammarians in both simple and complicated 
English sentences the subject must come first then the verb and at the third place 
the complement. This subject could have different kinds – noun, pronoun or even 
a noun phrase – but in any case it is necessary that the subject appear before the 
verb. (Azar and Hagen, 2009: 439) 

This may seem interesting that in English verb conjugation, five out of six verbs 
– except for the third person singular - have the same conjugation form. This could 
be explained by the fact that as the subject is always mentioned before the verb, 
there would be no need for a change in the verb to show the person and the 
number of verb conjugation but the subject itself would be sufficient.  

 
5.3. German 

The history of German language dates back to the early middle ages. This 
language experienced its Old and Middle periods and then reached to its Early 
Modern period. The oldest German manuscript dates back to the 6th century C. E. 
and the oldest texts to the 8th century. The texts of this period until the second half 
of the 11th century is considered as belonging to the Old High German. (Axel, 
2007: 2) Middle High German belongs to a period between 1050 to 1350 CE. 
(Howell, 2002: 40) some consider this period to last until 1500 C. E. (Wright, 1917: 
1) After this period, the Early Modern German appears which lasts until around 
1650 C. E.  

In German syntax, the subject is placed in the first position and the verb is 
always in the second position. Although it is possible that sometimes the verb 
precedes the subject, but it is important to note that the verb is always in the 
second position. It may seem interesting that unlike the modern German, in the 
Old German there was not such a rule to place the verb in the second position. In 
Old German, like in Latin, the verb could occupy the first position before the 
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subject or the second position after the subject or even could come at the end of 
the sentence. In that period it was even possible to omit the subject from the 
sentence. (Axel, 2007: 4-12, 63, 113-114) The Old German was highly influenced 
by Latin but the more German became independent from Latin, the more emphasis 
was on the rule that the verb must be at the second position so that in the Middle 
German the second place was reserved for the verb. (Howell, 2002: 38-43) In the 
Modern German this rule became so rigid that the verb cannot posit itself in the 
first position. (Axel, 2007: 27)  

So as it became clear, the German language has changed in the course of time in 
terms of the attention paid to the subject. Similar to French and English, the 
German language became Non-Null Subject Language and this happened at the 
beginning of the 17th century - the same time of the emergence of the modern 
philosophy. Now with this emphasis of the German language on the appearance of 
the subject, it becomes clear why most of the modern and subjective philosophies 
like that of Kant, Hegel and Husserl belong to German tradition. One can clearly 
see that the formula which Husserl suggests for the phenomenological expression, 
matches word by word by the syntax of modern German – and even French and 
English –sentence. According to him, “I” - as the subject of consciousness - must 
be mentioned first, then the action as a verb and at last the object.  

So far, we have shown that the main languages of modern philosophy – French, 
English and German – are Non-Null Subject languages and they gained this 
property at the same time with the rise of modern philosophy. In these languages it 
would seem impossible to construct an active affirmative sentence without a direct 
and explicit reference to the subject. In almost all cases the subject must appear at 
the beginning of the sentence, before the verb.6 In these languages the verb cannot 
occupy the first position and come at the beginning of an active affirmative 
sentence and will always come in next positions - even sometimes the second 
position is reserved for the verb, like in German. 

 
6. Other Modern European Languages 

It may seem interesting that none of the other modern European languages – 
other than the three main languages of modern philosophy discussed above namely 
French, English and German – turn to Non-Null subject languages in their course 
of historical evolution. For the purpose of brevity, we will examine only three most 
important languages which used to pave the way for ancient and medieval 
philosophies, namely: Spanish, Italian and Greek. 

 
6.1. Spanish 

In Spanish the position of the subject is highly undetermined. This language is 
so much similar to Latin in terms of the position of the subject in the sentence. In 
Spanish sentences the subject can appear after the verb or even can be omitted. 
(Bradley and Mackenzie, 2004: 284-289; Casielles-Suarez, 2004: 53-55) 
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6.2. Italian 
In Italian, like in Spanish, the subject can come at the beginning of the sentence 

or after the verb or even can be omitted. (Lepschy and Lepschy, 1988: 163-164) It 
may seem interesting that although French is a romance language and along with 
Spanish and Italian is among the languages derived from Latin, but in terms of the 
place of the subject, it is classified with English and German in Non-Null Subject 
languages.  

 
6.3. Modern Greek 

Like Old Greek, Modern Greek has no rigid rule as to the word order or the 
positon of the subject and the verb. As Greek language is highly inflectional it is the 
word itself or with help of some other pronouns or propositions – and not the 
position of the word – that shows its syntactical role. So in Greek sentences the 
word order is rather free and the words could occupy almost any position. 
(Warburton, 1985: 113-114; Simonson, 1911: 361) Furthermore, the Modern Greek 
is a Null Subject language, in the sense that it is possible to make a sentence 
without clearly specifying the subject.  

After examining some other main European languages, and after showing that 
none of them are Non-Null Subject languages, it may now seem clear how and why 
none of these languages did not provide the conditions for the growth of modern 
philosophy. While in previous periods, the areas where these languages started to 
flourish, were favorable conditions for the growth of ancient or medieval 
philosophies. 

 
7. Conclusion 

At the same time when Descartes started to write philosophy in his mother 
language, and at the same time when Luther translated the Bible to his mother 
language, the conditions for the rise of the modern philosophy got favorable and 
suitable. It can be asserted that at the same time with a linguistic turn to subject, a 
turn in philosophy from the world of objects to subject has come about.  

It is true that Greenberg equally describes all European languages as following 
the SVO pattern, and it is true that the SVO pattern has a emphasis on the subject, 
but what our research was mostly based upon, was a special property which puts a 
special emphasis on the role of the subject and which only three languages gained it 
simultaneously in their course of evolution. From the comparative historical study 
of philosophical languages one can conclude that the three modern European 
languages – French, English and German – which are the main languages of 
modern philosophy – are the only Non-Null Subject languages. Furthermore we 
came to this conclusion that these languages did not have this property from the 
beginning of their history, but they became Non-Null Subject around the first half 
of the 17th century – right at the beginning of the rise of modern philosophy.  

The priority and superiority of the subject in the sentence, brought about a 
special attention to the role of the subject in philosophy. The Non-Null subject 
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property is not a simple one, but could have dramatic results. A language which 
does not let the subject to be omitted from the beginning of the sentence, draws 
attentions to the role of the subject. Furthermore, in a Non-Null Subject language, 
it is the subject – and not the verb – that determines the fate of the sentence. In 
this case, the verb would be an action taken by the subject – not merely a predicate 
attributed to it. 
 

Notes 
1. The historical linguistic approach of this article is not to deny other possible 

approaches to analyze the causes of the rise of the modern philosophy. This 
phenomenon can be analyzed from sociological and psychological points of view. 
The religious reform movement and the rise of the modern science can also be 
considered as among other causes of modern philosophy. Most of the works on this 
subject paid attention to the religious and epistemological causes and neglected the 
linguistic ones. (for some remarks refer to Rutherford, 2006) 

2. As we are preoccupied with the place given to the subject, we will confine our 
research on affirmative active sentences, rather than negative or interrogative and 
passive ones. 

3. Most of the Muslim medieval philosophers who wrote in Arabic were ethnically 
Persian so they thought in Persian and wrote in Arabic. Hence it seems necessary 
that the role and the place of subject in Persian language be studied.   

4.  Here we are preoccupied mostly with the indicative active phrases in which the 
subject is expected to be present in the fullest way. But in other kinds of phrases like 
in interrogative or passive phrases there can be an inversion or even the subject can 
be omitted from the sentence. And there are other kinds of inversions too like 
stylistic inversion in French. (Hulk and Pollock, 2001, 3-4) 

5. This is true that there is a kind of subject inversion in French called Stylistic 
Inversion. (Hulk and Pollock, 2001, 3-5) But it should be noted that, unlike in Italian 
or Spanish, this kind of inversion is very rare and exceptional and occurs merely in 
very high literary texts. Therefore it cannot be considered as a violation to our theory 
here since in our research we do not consider very high literary or poetic sentences 
which may sometimes violate the grammatical rules for aesthetic reasons. 

6. One of the signs of this great change in the three abovementioned modern 
languages is that, it is not possible to conjugate a verb in one of these languages 
without mentioning the subject – whether in the form of a noun or a pronoun. In 
the verb conjugation of the three languages under discussion - unlike other 
languages like Italian, Spanish, Arabic, Persian, Greek, etc. - it is necessary to 
mention the subject before the verb. 
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Abstract 
According to most Muslim philosophers, Divine foreknowledge, on one hand, is so 
inclusive that encompasses each and every minor and timed action of moral agents 
and because of the perfection of God in essence and attributes, any defects in His 
essence and attributes including any errors in His foreknowledge are impossible. On 
the other hand, these philosophers, like other defenders of free will, claim that 
significance of any kind of free will and responsibility of a moral agent depends on 
their access to alternate possibilities (PAP) and, consequently, their ability to refrain 
from or do an action simultaneously. This paper aims to deal with this highly 
debated and fundamental question that whether these two views are essentially in 
conflict with each other. To answer this pivotal question, based on a modified 
version of Frankfurt cases and Muslim philosophers’ definition of free will, we 
attempt to defend their initial approach to eliminating the conflict between Divine 
foreknowledge and free will or moral responsibility and show that, firstly, this 
infallible knowledge is contingent on the agent’s voluntary action, and secondly, 
despite the principle of alternate possibilities, the agent’s moral responsibility does 
not depend on the person’s avoidance of the forthcoming action. 
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Introduction 
Undoubtedly, responsibility of moral agents in relation to other beings has been 

a prerequisite for moral and meaningful life. However, it had been constantly 
exposed to the threat of epistemic and functional deficiencies of the moral agent, 
on the other hand. The emergence of modern sciences, especially the advances in 
physics, neurobiology and psychology and development of descriptive accounts, 
rather than teleological theories, has given this threat a different appearance, a 
danger which appeared in the light of knowledge, will, or God’s predestination 
about free will and, as a result, any kind of human responsibility.  

Although, Islamic thinkers have not been very interested in independent 
discussion of moral responsibility, in addition to scattered discussions about the 
origin and limits of human responsibility, they have attempted to pay special 
attention to the problem of freedom of the moral agent struggling with the 
dilemmas such as divine foreknowledge and the necessity of causality; and they 
have tried to provide a coherent and compatible account of the problem. Since, 
according to Neil Levy and Michael McKenna, a discussion about moral 
responsibility has almost the same meaning as the discussion of human’s freedom 
of action and free will (levy and McKenna, 2009, p.97)1, Muslims’ attitude towards 
moral responsibility of the agents can be assessed in the light of their approach 
towards human’s freedom regarding the divine providence and foreknowledge or 
causal necessity and determination in the phenomena of this world. 

So, alongside the causal determinism, theological fatalism has also been 
proposed as a challenge against free will and moral responsibility of human agents. 
It is clear that the necessity discussed in causal determination of natural 
phenomena, as stated in the consequence argument (Van Inwagen, 1983, p.56), 
focuses on past events (P) and natural laws (L), and claims that according to the 
prior conditions of the world and the laws of nature, occurrence of an event 
different from what happened would be impossible. So, in causal determinism, 
“future” will be formed and determined by “past”. But in fatalism which comes 
from divine infallible foreknowledge and providence – regardless of how the past 
was – future will be as it have to be. So, it seems that causal determinism confirms 
the correlation and causal ordering between the past and the future and denies its 
fatalism. But anyway, based on both of these beliefs – causal determinism and 
theological fatalism – anything that needs to be done would realize and, thus, it 
seems that concepts like free will and moral responsibility will be false and 
meaningless.  

As mentioned, Islamic thinkers – who always concerned about human 
responsibility and duties before God – were also encountered with such threats in 
defending human's obligation and the freedom which is required for that. On one 
hand, philosophical principles like antecedent causal necessity or impossibility of 
making a preference without a preference of the nature of existence or existential 
states of possible being, have appeared as a threat to the freedom of moral agent. 
In such an attitude, recent part of human's act, i.e. "will", exceeds elements such as 
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imagination or strict passion that is seemingly out of the realm of agent’s will. In 
other words, Muslim philosophers – like voluntarists – are encountered with this 
question that whether people's will in doing their apparently free act occur with 
other will or freedom? Clearly, if the will is occurred with will, and if that continues 
in the same way, then we encounter an infinite set of wills which is impossible and 
if these wills stop at a point, then it seems to contradict human’s freedom of 
action.  

On the other hand, it seems that the theological fatalism, that comes from the 
providence and will of God or Divine foreknowledge, has been a serious challenge 
to free will and human’s moral responsibility from the standpoint of Muslim 
philosophers; because seemingly, certain and infrangible Divine foreknowledge is 
accompanied by unilateral act of moral agent and ruling out any possible 
alternatives. 

 
Divine foreknowledge 

Divine foreknowledge has been an established and accepted topic among 
Christian and Muslim philosophers. For example, while there are significant 
differences among Islamic philosophers and theologians about quality of Divine 
foreknowledge of His essence and objects of the universe, most of them accept the 
knowledge of God in both cases. Some of them consider divine knowledge about 
His own essence and about the creatures as the essence of God and some other 
consider the knowledge about the essence as the essence, but His knowledge of 
creatures as the self-dependent forms and out of that, since some of them have 
accepted God's essential detailed knowledge of creatures, but some others have 
denied such knowledge and considered former detailed knowledge of creatures 
outside the essence and substantive, and others have completely denied former 
detailed knowledge and considered detailed knowledge of creatures to be in the 
same level of creatures but also as their existence. 

Undoubtedly, the main origin of disagreement among the Islamic thinkers is 
over the nature and its material beings. For example, Sheikh Eshragh is one of 
those who consider the knowledge of material world as one of the stages of divine 
knowledge and believe that divine knowledge about the objects and creatures is 
direct knowledge (Sohrevardi, 1976, p.150-152). He thinks that incorporeal beings 
are directly known to God, material objects and natural creatures will also be 
known by God by the same direct knowledge. But oppositely, Ibn Sina considers 
the matter as a criterion of absence and basically he thinks it is impossible for us to 
have a direct knowledge about the nature (Ibn Sina, 1984, p.384-385). So, 
according to him, nature will not be counted as one of the stages of divine 
knowledge and divine knowledge of them was realized by their incorporeal forms 
at higher stages and not directly.  

Ibn Sina thinks that divine knowledge is a kind of acquired, intrinsic and actual 
knowledge because, based on his approach, the objective system of the universe – 
the best system – is dependent to God's scientific system and His scientific system 
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is an obeyed one which is dependent to His excellent nature. God is knowledgeable 
about all His effects, because knowing about the cause, as He is the cause, would 
require knowledge of the effect, thus all kinds of beings are known to Him. 

Mulla Sadra thinks that one of the fundamental elements of an object to be 
known by a knowing agent is presence that even will be the cause of the awareness 
known to him. By emphasizing the fundamentalist of existence and the gradation 
of being, he emphasizes that knowledge equals with existence and wherever there 
is a being, knowledge and consciousness are also realized there (Mulla Sadra, 1981, 
p.264-269). 

According to Mulla Sadra, the first stage of divine knowledge is the status of 
providence which is the same as knowledge to essence and does not need a place. 
Creative foreknowledge means divine intrinsic knowledge to objects before 
creating them and this knowledge is the origin of the occurrence of the objects 
outside. Ishraqi philosophers deny the occurrence of such knowledge for God, but 
followers of Aristotelian philosophy accept the creative foreknowledge because it 
has causality and priority to objects, but they deny the inherency of this knowledge 
and consider that as those drawn forms added to the excellence imperative nature. 
This knowledge has an eternal necessity at the stage of nature, and in other words, 
it's the same as the existence of God that will cause the realization of the existence 
of possibilities. This process will be interpreted as the realization of objective 
system by scientific system; it means that since God’s knowledge is the same as His 
nature and His nature is the cause of all objects, so, scientific-divine system of 
objects at the stage of imperative nature, is the cause of the realization of their 
objective system. 

But the stage of decree is the stage of rational form of creatures which their 
realization will be done innovatively and timelessly. At this stage, time has no 
meaning, so making them is endowed with sudden description. Despite other 
philosophers – who consider these rational forms as possibilities and intrinsically 
heterogeneous act of the excellence imperative – Mulla Sadra considers them as a 
necessity to the imperative essence who will come to exist without any creation and 
any effect and due to this, he knows it as the face of God and not a part of this 
universe which is an act of God. Although these forms do not have a pure 
objectivity with the imperative nature, but they also do not have absolute otherness 
and so they are exempt from any kind of substantial, intrinsic and potential 
possibilities, and because of the absence of substance at this stage, the plurality of 
concepts in it does not result in multiplicity of stage. 

The third stage of God’s knowledge is the stage of destiny. At this stage, 
sensual forms are known to God and, unlike the verdict stage which was the status 
of population and unity, this stage is the status of plurality and difference, because 
each of the sensual forms has its own special measure. Therefore, changing, 
multiplication, elimination, and proof will reach this stage. At this stage, each one 
has its own special time and there is no change in its transposition. In this regard, 
God’s intimates who have full knowledge of the cause-effect system and the 



 Divine Foreknowledge and Human Moral Responsibility…/ 279     

 
 

features of this universe, never wish any kind of transposition; because they know 
that the system of this universe is infrangible.  

Anyway, Mulla Sadra believes that God is an immaterial essence and we can't 
consider the material and variable nature of the universe as a stage of his 
knowledge. According to the followers of Aristotelian philosophy, matter and 
belonging to matter prevent things to be known. In this regard, material things can 
never be known directly and this rejects Sheikh Ishragh's theory that says material 
things are present before God. Obviously, if we think that God’s knowledge of 
materials is realized in the world of ideas and on the tablet of elimination and 
substantiation by existing cognitive forms, this knowledge to materials would be 
explained in a justifiable way (Mulla Sadra, 1981, p.296). In fact, the way of 
knowing about material things is acquired by having relations with their scientific 
forms, and basically understanding materials is the same as these relations with 
immaterial forms in the world of ideas, so that materials are the attenuated and 
degraded stage of incorporeal truths and excellent creatures. So, according to the 
stages of divine foreknowledge and based on transcendental wisdom, we can state 
divine foreknowledge of objects, which has two main stages, as follows: 

God’s essential knowledge of objects which is a collective knowledge as well 
as detailed revealing.  

God’s detailed actual knowledge of objects which has two steps: 
Detailed actual knowledge at the stage of reason which is completely exempt 

from change and conversion and we know it as the stage of decree, and divine 
tablet. 

Detailed actual knowledge at the stage of self (soul) that always accompanies 
changes and revivals and is interpreted as tablet of elimination and 
substantiation. 
Consequently, unlike Sheikh Ishragh who knew the world to be in two stages of 

material world and incorporeal world that both are known to God by their nature 
and God has presental knowledge of both, Mulla Sadra only believes in God's 
presental knowledge to the world of incorporeal things (including rational and 
ideal), while he does not accept such a knowledge for material world because all 
rational and ideal incorporeal beings have scientific existence and because of this 
they can show up in the presence of God. However, the parts of the material world 
are absent from each other and have no presence for themselves and can't have 
presence for others but themselves. In fact, the cognitive form of these materials 
which are incorporeal will become known and, as a result, the material things 
themselves will be known by accident.  

Nevertheless, as we have seen in Nelson Pike’s account, God is essentially 
omniscient and has this feature of absolute knowledge in all the worlds He exists in 
(Pike, 1993, p.130). Thus, it is impossible for God to exist but not know 
everything. In mere all-knowing, S is omniscient if and only if for each proposition 
P, S knows that P is true or false. But such a notion of knowing everything would 
not guarantee that whether the omniscient being makes any mistakes or not. This 
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omniscient being does not make any mistakes in any of his beliefs, although it had 
been possible that some of his beliefs to be wrong and he be not a person who 
knows everything anymore. But in assuming a God who knows everything 
essentially, not only he knows absolutely everything about the creatures and their 
moods and actions, but he might not be any being other than this. Therefore, no 
mistakes can't find a way in God's beliefs in any possible worlds, and apparently 
whatever is necessary for this intrinsic absolute knowledge should be realized 
anyway. 

 
Freedom and human's moral responsibility 

Undoubtedly, the reaction of philosophers of ethics confronting this challenge 
is different depending on their stands on right action and moral necessity. By this 
challenge we mean the relation between freedom of will and moral responsibility of 
human beings with infallible divine foreknowledge. For example, from utilitarianist 
point of view, the compatibility of such an extensive knowledge with the 
responsibilities of moral agents will be acceptable in the case of profitability of 
others, because based on this perspective, the ultimate criterion of right action, 
mistake and moral necessity is the principle of profitability, therefore regarding 
moral agents responsible or praising or blaming them will be justified only by 
considering the consequence of the action, i.e. the amoral value which is made and 
general dominance of the good over the evil. So, if by praising or punishing the 
agent, some good results like public welfare would be achieved, then such an action 
would be justified, even if he didn't have indefinite and free will and in fact he 
didn't have such a responsibility. But considering the difficulty of determining 
humans' general attitude toward right action or moral necessity and basing it on 
human's psychological type, the relativity derived from different approaches would 
not produce any good results for this discussion and we will still encounter the 
challenge that God knew before our birth that what will happen in our lives and, 
on the other hand, God's beliefs are definitely true necessarily and so their 
falseness is impossible, therefore our current actions would be certain and 
inevitable and, consequently, responsibility or reward and punishment for them 
would be meaningless and nonsense. Undoubtedly, neither we can change this fact 
that "before our birth, God knew what would happen in our lives", nor the 
necessary truth of God's beliefs and nor this fact that "if, before our birth, God 
knew everything that would happen in our lives, then our current actions would 
happen anyway". It seems that this argument results in the denial of humans' free 
will and moral responsibility. According to Jorjani: 

Whatever God knows that His creatures will not do is impossible for them to 
do, because otherwise, his knowledge would not be truthful. And any of their 
actions he knows they would be realized is necessary and certain to be done and 
impossible to avoid, otherwise God's knowledge would be ignorance. Therefore, 
humans' actions are based on two states: 1- impossible, 2- necessary; and whatever 
is not out of the scope of impossibility and necessity, will not be an optional action 
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and, as a result, what was the requirement of believing in the "creation of actions" 
would also entangle the opponents of this principle, though not for the creation of 
actions, but regarding the foreknowledge of God, which makes human actions 
necessary of impossible (Jorjani, 1991, p.154). 

So, if you are reading this paper now, and at some past time (t1) God had an 
infallible knowledge that you will do exactly this action at this moment (t2), it seems 
that you'll not have an alternate against this foreknowledge which is necessarily 
true; because if you refuse to do the act and for example rest at t2 instead, then 
Divine foreknowledge had not been in accordance with the truth and this would 
result in ignorance and defect in Divine nature. On the other hand, according to 
some Islamic philosophers, freedom of the agent means "the agent is so that if he 
wishes to do something he will do that and if he does not wish he will not do" 
(Mirdamad, 2001, p.94; Ibn Sina, 1984, p.173; Mulla Sadra, 1981, p.307), therefore 
the absence of alternate possibility is equivalent to eliminating free will and 
freedom of action and, as a result, eliminating any kind of moral responsibility for 
the action performed.  

Different answers had been proposed against this argument over time. One way 
to weaken this argument is to doubt in the content of the knowledge regarding the 
future. Since Aristotle, the value of the truth of possible future propositions have 
been argued by different philosophers, so that some of them have considered these 
theorems to be false, and some others have believed that these propositions do not 
have a certain truth value. Therefore, considering propositions that imply 
something will happen or some state will occur in future do not have truth value or 
false value and, thus, if P is such a proposition, then the sectional composition of 
"P v ~P" is neither true nor false. In fact, the truth value of these future 
propositions will be determined when the state in question occurs.   

Some philosophers also believe that even if possible future propositions have 
truth values, God still does not know the future infallibly. By defending the theory 
of "openness of God", Clark Pinnock, John Sanders, and David Basinger 
emphasize that the Christian classic view about a God who knows the probable 
future is challenging and controversial in terms of philosophy as well as the 
Scriptures (Pinnock, 1994). By this approach, we encounter an open sense of God 
that if, on the one hand, it is demanded and loved by people, on the other hand, it 
completely has sensations, it is changeable and it will be affected and mortified 
against humans' decisions and actions temporally. Clearly, such a God would not 
have infallible foreknowledge which would probably be in contradiction to free will 
and human responsibility. In this view, though God has knowledge and awareness 
about everything that may be perceived logically, He does not have any infallible 
knowledge about the truth of all the propositions and, for example, He does not 
have an infallible knowledge about the case that you do not know whether 
tomorrow you would get up exactly seven minutes after your waking up or not.  

But certainly this solution means accepting the defect and discarding the idea 
that God has absolute foreknowledge. Both when we deny the truth value of 
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possible future propositions and when we do not consider them belonging to 
God's infallible knowledge by assuming the truth value of the propositions, we 
have surrendered to the two-bound defect, just as philosophers like Khaje Tousi, in 
fact, deny the former knowledge of God by transferring Divine foreknowledge to a 
passive knowledge of a narrator and, therefore, succeeding its followed possible 
existence (Helli, 1984, p.239). 

But the other common solution that tends to read out and correct one party, i.e. 
infallible Divine foreknowledge, from the controversy claimed between Divine 
foreknowledge and moral responsibility of human, has attracted the late Muslim 
philosophers. In this Augustine approach, foreknowledge of God is an inclusive 
and comprehensive knowledge which is also attributed to human action, both to 
close, middle and far bases of that act like the power and freedom of choosing 
among alternate options (Mir Damad, 1995, p.472; Mulla Sadra, 1981, p.358; 
Mesbah, 2000, p.144). Therefore, although God knows our actions, this knowledge 
and awareness is a comprehensive and inclusive knowledge that includes all the 
preliminaries and accessories of that action. God knows that person A will do 
action B at time C, but because A will do B with his own freedom, the exact and 
complete implication of Divine foreknowledge is that "person A will do B at time 
C with his own freedom". Thus, a requirement of such knowledge is that A 
particularly will do B at C, and that action is not performed under compulsion or 
coercion but freely and consciously, because lack of such necessity is the same as 
having no other requirements like time condition or the condition of doing a 
certain action which is in conflict with infallible Divine foreknowledge. 

But some philosophers like Taftazani have argued that this answer is not very 
helpful, for such an absolute and complete image of God's knowledge requires that 
He foreknows that what choice we finally make among the available alternatives, 
thus it is impossible for us to avoid that action. In other words, the agent which is 
designed to be free, is distressed and helpless to choose and actualize what is 
ultimately included in the knowledge of God, because tending and choosing an 
option other than what should be happened according to the Divine former 
knowledge will result in the fallibility of that knowledge and God's ignorance. So, 
for example, while God knows that Ali, with all his thoughts and tendencies, will 
finally eat eggs for breakfast tomorrow, in fact, he does not have any other choice 
to do otherwise. So, on the one hand, such an agent is free according to Divine 
foreknowledge and, on the other hand, he is bound and compelled to make a 
certain choice. Proposing this plausible solution, according which former 
knowledge of God includes the act of that person while including power and 
freedom as well, Taftazani rejects that as follows: 

In this case, it is necessary that the act be done by the ability and freedom of 
the person, so that he may not be able to avoid that action, and that is what we 
mean by saying that such an image of action will finally bring the agent under 
compulsion;… optional action means that while intending to do something, the 
agent has also the ability not to do that action (Taftazani, 1989, p.232). 
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Besides this traditional and famous objection, sometimes other objections were 
also suggested. For example, according to one of these critiques, based on the 
theoretical framework of Islamic philosophers, our demand is the recent part of 
the complete cause and this means that the absolute cause is composed of different 
parts that one of them is our will and the other parts are things other than that. 
Now, the question is that why we should not regard the action involuntary, by 
considering other parts of complete cause (which are involuntary). If optionality of 
any part, is the criterion and permission for us to consider an action voluntary, 
then why we should not presume it compulsory and unavoidable based on the 
non-optionality of other parts? Definitely, it is not enough to say that the will is the 
complement of other parts and if it is absent, they will be remained at the level of 
incomplete cause. We can also make this claim for each and every one of those 
part; if the agent had freedom but any special condition or part of the cause were 
not actualized, the causes would not be completed and the action would not occur 
(Tavakoli, 2011, p.124-125). 

Though according to Muslim philosophers' approach to the origins and 
requirements of voluntary action, both the critique of Taftazani and the critiques 
like the recent one are all justifiable, so such a fact like moral responsibility will be 
excluded, but by accepting the improvements in the common view of Muslim 
philosophers about the truth and requirements of the freedom of moral agent and 
building it on alternate and open possibilities for agent (Principle of Alternative 
Possibilities (PAP)), we can conquer challenges like former ones and we can also 
defend human's moral responsibilities. 

 
Frankfurtian Rule 

Harry Frankfurt challenges the common sense of freedom in PAP for moral 
responsibility in a seminal paper titled as “Alternate Possibilities and Moral 
Responsibilities,” (Frankfurt, 1969, p.829-839) and he tries, by his own famous 
examples, to show that we can easily imagine agents that, despite their obvious 
moral responsibility, they have not been able to act in any other way at all. So, 
while in some cases of hypnosis or internal determinism, we are encountered with 
conditions in which the agent is both forced to do a special action and also it is 
impossible for him to act in other way, and according to PAP, his moral 
responsibility is meaningless, it cannot  be ignored, “in some cases, there are 
conditions that do not compel a person to do an action, but make it impossible for 
him to avoid doing that action and, after all, the agent would be considered 
responsible morally” (Frankfurt, 1969, p.830). 

Therefore, based on Frankfurt approach, freedom and responsibility of moral 
agent is not necessarily bound to the principle of alternative possibilities and the 
ability to avoid the upcoming action. So, even if Divine former and infallible 
knowledge requires eliminating alternate possibilities and making actions unilateral 
for a person, still we can consider him significantly responsible from moral view 
for doing or not doing an action.  
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Now, to be more familiar with Frankfurt algorithm, consider the example of 
"wretched mayor" that Fischer and Ravizza pointed to in "Responsibility and 
Inevitability" in 1991 and here we review it with a little change: 

Let’s suppose that Babak is really dissatisfied with the tax plans of the mayor of 
his city and because he thinks he has no choice to persuade him, he decides to kill 
him. Although these explanations seem unjustified and unacceptable, they are 
justified and acceptable for himself and, of course, Babak is neither hypnotized nor 
brainwashed and he is not under the pressure of someone else, but he has reflected 
with complete compassion and tranquility and has planned such a project to 
assassinate the mayor. He has also told his best friend – Ahmad – about his plan. 
Certainly, Babak is a bad guy but Ahmad is worse, because – due to his personal 
vengeance of the mayor – not only he is completely satisfied with Babak's plan, but 
also he considers a more dangerous plan. He worries that what if Babak be hesitant 
about his decision, so he embeds a component secretly in  Babak’s that makes it 
possible for Ahmad to control all his brain actions and, whenever needed, 
interferes with them. This component works by stimulating the brain electronically, 
and Ahmad, by putting this in his brain, aims to make Babak commit the 
assassination in case he gives up his first decision.  

Anyway, Babak and Ahmad go to the Municipality Hall together, and according 
to the plan and without any doubt, Babak assassinates the mayor and Ahmed does 
not intervene in this assassination (Fischer and Ravizza, 1991, p.258-259). 

Clearly, according to Frankfurt law in this case, Babak is morally responsible for 
assassination of the mayor and he deserves to be blamed, although he had no other 
alternate possibility and he could not avoid doing this action. Because if he gave up 
his decision, then the piece which is embedded in his brain by Ahmad will make 
him do the assassination. So, in the cases where the element undermining the 
responsibility affects the alternate process of the action, and the de facto process of 
the action is not affected by it, the agent will have moral responsibility for his 
action, although despite the PAP, he cannot act otherwise, because if it was not for 
Ahmad and his embedded component, still Babak would do the same action. 

Now, we consider another example that different forms of it can be seen in the 
works of many proponents and opponents of Frankfurt. We call this example 
"Presidential Election". 

Imagine that Reza is a dexterous neurosurgeon with special political tendencies. 
In 1996, during a surgery on Ali's brain for removing his brain tumor, he embeds a 
piece in Ali's brain experimentally for great political motives in the future in order 
to have control on and supervise his political and social activities. Ali knows 
nothing about it. Reza does this observation and control Ali’s brain by his 
advanced and complicated computer. He applies the most supervisory on Ali's 
behavior during the 1996 Iranian Presidential Election. According to the 
considered plan, if Ali had tendency to vote for candidate A, in this case the 
computer will intervene by the piece inside Ali's brain, and persuade him to decide 
for candidate B and will vote for him actually. But if Ali decides independently and 
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to vote for B by himself, then the computer does nothing, but it continues this 
supervision on Ali's brain without Ali knowing that. Suppose that Ali 
independently decides to vote for candidate B, just as if Reza did not put the piece 
in his brain. 

It seems that here we can also consider Ali to be morally responsible for his 
choice and action in voting for candidate B, and also we can think that he deserves 
reactional behaviors. However, we can see not only Ali could not act in other way 
but also he could not decide otherwise. But, in Frankfurt view, he is free in his de 
facto decision-making and according to his own reasons he has made such a 
decision consciously. 

It is obvious that different Frankfurt examples are presented in an unusual 
setting; because more or less we are sure that commonly in our daily actions there 
are not conditional and unreal interferers like Reza (in presidential election case) 
and Ali (in wretched mayor example). But these unfamiliar examples all suggest this 
approved Frankfurt principle that, in any case, in common actions and behaviors in 
life, human's moral responsibility does not need agent's access to the alternate 
possibility2 and bilateral control on his action and alternate action, but a minimum 
and unilateral control will also be sufficient for investigating moral responsibility of 
individuals. In other word, Frankfurt interferers do not play any roles in how de 
facto trends are triggered and we can easily cut them from the examples, so 
everything will return to the previous routine and will result in the same thing. 
Therefore, if a fact is unrelated to the nature of stating a man's action in this form, 
it seems mentioning it in evaluating the agent's moral responsibility is completely 
inappropriate and inconsiderable. Reza (in the example of 1996 presidential 
election) is apparently just a counterfactual interferer that if the agent had any 
tendency to choose and act otherwise, he would intervene and assure the desired 
result. Of course this does not happen and there will not be any manipulation or 
intervention by Reza. So, the counterfactual interferer that does not do any de 
facto action to affect the discussed causal trend, will be completely unrelated to the 
agent's moral responsibility; because moral responsibility is a subject about the 
occurrences of de facto trend – and not the occurrences of alternate processes.  

 
Examining Frankfurt argument 

Now the question is that whether Frankfurt has been successful in violating 
PAP and other similar principles that make moral responsibility dependent to the 
ability of the agent to do an alternate action? 

To answer this question, regardless of some ambiguities that require another 
time to examine, we saw that according to Frankfurt examples and their main 
claims, agent's free will and moral responsibility are not dependent to the alternate 
possibility and the agent’s ability to avoid de facto action at all. To evaluate this 
claim, consider the examples below. First, we review "accident1": 

"Ahmad starts his car and begins to drive. He does not know that a criminal 
band has broken his car so that if he wants to stop his car or turn or … after 
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setting it in motion, he could not do that. While he is driving unaware of the 
defect, he reaches a pedestrian who is accidentally the one who he hates him and at 
that moment he is passing across the street. Ahmad does not even think for a 
moment to stop, turn, or reduce the speed, he just goes on and hit the pedestrian 
and kills him." 

As we can see in this example, if Ahmed wanted an alternate action, he did not 
actually have such control and opportunity. However, he could decide not to 
collide with the pedestrian by his car. But, in "accident2", this criminal gang not 
only wretches his car but with the help of a dexterous neurosurgeon, they also 
control all Ahmad's brain waves by a chip in the car near Ahmad's head, in order to 
dissuade him when he is making such a decision by which he wants to avoid doing 
that action. Of course, Ahmad himself makes the decision which is desired by the 
gang and collides with the pedestrian because of hatred and grudge. 

In this example, Ahmad has lost the external alternate possibility and also he 
does not have the power to make the required decision to do the alternate action. 
He even cannot decide to prevent this accident. Now, in the last example 
"accident3", Ahmad is driving with the same previous condition, i.e. in a car that 
cannot reduce its speed, cannot stop, and cannot turn because of the technical 
defect made by others and also the actions and reactions of his brain and as a 
result, his decisions and choices are completely under the control of the criminal 
gang. But exactly a few seconds before reaching the place of accident, he becomes 
aware of all these conditions by one of his friends who was related to that gang and 
makes sure that at least in this special condition, he cannot make any decisions 
opposed to the desire of the group and the accident, so he continues to drive 
passively without any thinking or decision and at last he collides with the 
pedestrian. 

As it is clear, in all three cases, contrary to the PAP, the agent cannot avoid his 
action. But do we think the agent does not have any freedom and is free of moral 
responsibility in all those three examples? Our moral intuition says that, contrary to 
the PAP, in the first and second examples, despite that moral agent has had not a 
practical alternate available and he was not able to change the surrounding world, 
he is completely responsible morally and must be blamed. In "accident1", he could 
decide not to collide with the pedestrian but he did not because of his malice and 
wickedness and so in the counterfactual trend, even if the car was not defective, 
still the accident would happen and in other words, the technical defect in the car 
has not made a real and determining effect on agent's action. In "accident2", 
although Ahmad neither can change the direction or speed of the car, nor make a 
decision to do that, he thinks that he has the power of thinking, choosing and 
making decisions and finally he makes the decision to collide with the pedestrian 
by his own will and desire and, therefore, he is responsible for his unpleasant 
action. But comparing the second example and "accident3", we can see the bug of 
Frankfurt algorithm according which the existence of alternate does not play any 
roles in moral responsibility. Although external and annexed alternate (like the first 
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example) and even internal and side alternate (like the second example) are not 
necessary for realizing agents freedom and moral responsibility, but undoubtedly it 
is necessary that the agent thinks that he has available such alternates in a 
counterfactual process and if he wanted he could decide on an alternate action and 
perform it. So, in the third example in which agent does not have any alternates 
and he himself is aware of such a condition, we cannot consider him to be 
responsible for the accident morally. 

So the objection of Almaqased’s commentator (Taftazani) regarding Muslim 
philosophers is based on this irrelevant assumption that the freedom of moral 
agent needs the de facto and external occurrence of the alternate action and the 
mentioned action being in double and triple direction, while the imagination of the 
existence of such an alternate and so a person's deliberate and conscious decision 
to do something will suffice to count it to be volitional. So, in the recent solution 
of Muslim philosophers, even if the truth of Divine foreknowledge is dependent to 
the determination of a special action and the lack of its alternates for the person 
and as a result practically he is not able to avoid his behavior, but as much as he 
thinks he has accessible and open alternates and despite the possibility to choose 
and do it, he chooses the action of de facto trend, this suffices to consider him to 
be free and responsible. So, contrary to Taftazani, determining what belongs to 
Divine foreknowledge and agent's lack of real access to the alternates of his actions 
will not require an individual’s compulsion and necessity.   

Of course, this improved Frankfurt solution will encounter other challenges. In 
fact, human's delusions and imaginations also belong to Divine former and 
infallible knowledge and so only because agent mistakenly thinks he has an 
alternate available is not a criterion to consider his action voluntary, because this 
delusion is also inevitable and necessary in the light of infallibility of Divine 
foreknowledge. Although this predestined defect will limit our approach, we can 
say that at last this delusion which is inconsistent with the reality will put a kind of 
freedom of action and freedom in front of the moral agent, a situation we cannot 
see in the examples lacking such an illusion. In fact, the agent who thinks he may 
not lie at t1, while according to Divine foreknowledge he lies at t1 and also the 
mentioned illusion and the result of it are infallibly known by God, will be different 
from the agent who may not perceive such an opportunity because of the 
inevitable insanity of lying. 

Moreover, about the second defect, we should consider this point that the 
voluntary action merely means freedom annexation and agent's will about the 
former parts leading to the realization of action, not that there is not any other 
sources except for will or freedom. So, completeness of this cause depends on the 
fact that all its voluntary and involuntary components should be present such as 
the later cause of part, i.e. agent's will. But the point is that the former sources of 
this will are involuntary and, as a result, the moral agent can also be attributed to 
those involuntary and defective causes while it is also attributed to the description 
of will, and in other words, in fact, will doesn't have willing and inevitably it is 
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encountered with a will which itself is a result of some completely involuntary 
components. However, as mentioned before, human intuition distinguishes the 
action bases on the agent's conscious will and desire despite all involuntary 
components from the action that is exclusively precedent to a collection of 
voluntary and urgent sources and origins. There is a difference between the person 
who despite a preliminary imagination, sometimes unwillingly and involuntarily, 
has wrongly acknowledged the benefits of lying, and after some deliberation has 
finally decided to tell a lie, with the person who has to lie because of a mental 
illness or by the threat of an external agent. This amount of freedom of action is 
sufficient to call former action voluntary and the latter involuntary. In addition to 
this, in the interwoven network of beliefs, desires and wills, the occurrence or 
permanence of these components are voluntary and conscious affairs, although 
sometimes their sources are unlikely. With the help of former beliefs and desires, a 
man organizes many of the basic values and beliefs and after that, despite the 
opportunity of evaluating and measuring these propositions, by insisting on them, 
he can lead to desires and wills compatible with them.  

 
Conclusion 
As we have seen, we still can defend the approach of Muslim philosophers and 

we can believe that while doing human's voluntary and free actions, what belongs 
to the infallible Divine foreknowledge is a voluntary action in addition to the set of 
its accessories and descriptions including the description of action being voluntary. 
But because of this improvement, we will have to be on the other side of the 
beliefs of these philosophers that think freedom and moral agent's responsibility 
do not have basis on the freedom in choosing and mutual and maximal direct 
action, but sometimes our moral intuition regards the agent as responsible for 
action, with no de facto alternates available. Of course in modifying Frankfurt 
examples, we should consider that, although according to the Frankfurt argument, 
the agent's lack of ability to avoid a special action plays no role in explaining why 
the action was done by that person and whether he is responsible or not, it is 
necessary that the alternate absence needs to be unknown to the agent and still he 
should think that he may possibly avoid doing that action. So moral agent's 
responsibility is dependent to the fact that despite eliminating external alternates 
and unnecessity of internal practical alternates like alternate decision making, the 
man needs to be able to organize an incorrect belief about the ability of direct 
action or avoiding his own action, and this minimal definition of freedom and 
ability which are required by moral responsibility will not be in conflict with 
infallible Divine foreknowledge. 

 
Notes 
1. Although, some philosophers, like Ted Warfield, think that the controversy about 

these two having the same meaning has not been reasonable, potential compatibility 
of operative moral responsibility with causal determination does not require the 
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compatibility of free will with the antecedent causal necessity. see: T. Warfield, 
“Compatibilism and Incompatibilism: Some Arguments,” In the Oxford Handbook 
of Metaphysics, ed. M. Loux and D. Zimmerman, New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2003, p.621. 

2. 1 For futher consideration about agent’s  ability to act in other way and don't making 
moral responsibility on such a possibility see: 
- Daniel C. Dennett, Elbow Room: The Varieties of Free Will, Worth, Wanting, Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1984, pp. 131-152 
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  Résumé   
 Après la deuxième guerre mondiale, le concept de ‘’l’Autrui’’ a été devenu la 
question essentielle dans le domaine philosophique. Ce concept joue un rôle 
important dans les relations interhumaines et dans la société. Dans cet article, on 
traitera ce concept à partir des pensées d’Emmanuel Lévinas et celles de Maurice 
Blanchot afin de distinguer des points divergents et d’obtenir éventuellement des 
points communs. Nous allons voir comment Blanchot se sépare du domaine 
métaphysique au sens lévinasien, tandis que la définition de l’autrui dans le 
vocabulaire de Lévinas se forme dans le champ de la transcendance. La voie de 
cette transcendance se réalise à partir du visage de l’autrui, mais selon Blanchot, 
c’est la langue qui pourrait m’aider à établir un pont entre l’autrui et moi. 
 Cette recherche souhaite, d’une part, présenter la conception philosophique de 
Lévinas dont la philosophie de la transcendance est présentée comme la 
responsabilité éthique envers l’autrui, et d’autre part, montrer comment Blanchot, 
influencé par ses expériences de la deuxième guerre mondiale, prend une position 
quasi pessimiste envers l’autrui, en fait, il voit l’autrui comme un étranger absolu, 
mais il accepte le rôle de la responsabilité face à l’autrui, jusqu’à ce que la présence 
de moi ne le menace pas physiquement et mentalement. 
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Introduction 
 Après la deuxième guerre mondiale, de nouveaux points de vue humanistes 

apparaissent. Ces deux catastrophes universelles, c’est-à-dire les deux guerres 
mondiales, ont laissé des conséquences irréparables, et le monde de la philosophie 
était à la recherche de trouver un nouveau sens pour la vie de l’homme 
contemporain qui est désespéré, échoué et seul. Parmi les théoriciens et les 
philosophes, considérant ceux qui étaient les victimes de cet horrible massacre, 
certains ont lancé des théories considérables sur la situation de l’homme dans ce 
monde troublé. Emmanuel Lévinas est l’un des pionniers dans ce domaine. Il 
présente une nouvelle dimension de l’éthique où il s’agit de l’envisagement à 
l’Autrui. Evidement la question de l’autrui n’est pas un nouveau concept dans le 
domaine philosophique ; depuis la Grèce antique et les philosophes comme Platon 
et Epicure, jusqu’à l’ère contemporaine avec Heidegger et Sartre, l’autrui est une 
question controversée. Influencé par toutes ces pensées et à partir de l’expérience 
de la deuxième guerre mondiale, Lévinas nous introduit une nouvelle attitude 
devant l’autrui. Cette attitude consiste en responsabilité absolue et non réponse 
pour l’autrui. L’oubli de soi et de l’égoïsme face au visage de l’autrui, nous conduit 
vers la transcendance. La pensée de Lévinas est universelle ; les hommes dans le 
monde réel et dans le monde fictif se trouvent face à l’autrui, c’est une situation 
inévitable. 

 A son tour, Maurice Blanchot, sous l’influence des pensées philosophiques de 
son ami, Lévinas, nous présente des aspects différents de l’autrui et de la 
responsabilité. L’approche de Blanchot est en même temps philosophique et 
littéraire. Traumatisé aussi par la deuxième guerre mondiale, il a son propre point 
de vue envers l’autrui ; l’autrui qui tue, l’autrui qui est tué. Plus pessimiste que 
Lévinas mais aussi humaniste que lui, il considère l’autrui en tant qu’un inconnu, 
mais l’autrui qui, en même temps, me commande « Tu ne me tueras pas » ; il s’agit 
d’une distance infinie entre Moi et Autrui et en même temps d’une responsabilité 
envers lui. 

 
1. L’Influence de Lévinas sur Blanchot 

 Ici, nous allons étudier les idées de Lévinas et celles de Blanchot sur la question 
de l’autrui. Nous essayerons de reveler les points communs et les points divergents 
qui se trouvent chez ces deux philosophes contemporains.  

 Dans un entretien réalisé par Alain David intitulé « Derrida avec Lévinas : entre lui 
et moi dans l’affection et la confiance partagée » Jacques Derrida dit  : « Quoi que Lévinas 
et Blanchot aient dit ou laissé paraître de leur accord, de leur alliance, un abîme les 
sépare qui pourrait, si on voulait se livrer à cet exercice, donner lieu à 
d’irréconciliables différends, parfois à des oppositions frontales et explosives» 
(Derrida, 2003, p. 31) ; Derrida y remarque une distance théorique et idéologique 
qui existe entre Lévinas et Blanchot,  mais il y a eu une amitié profonde, un partage 
de thèmes communs et notamment celui de la question de l’autre qui lie Lévinas et 
Blanchot. L’importance de Lévinas pour Blanchot est bien plus large qui est 
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marquée dans un article intitulé « Paix, paix au lointain et au plus proche » où Blanchot 
dit : « Dans ce texte, ne nommant aucun nom de commentateurs, je n’en suis pas 
moins redevable à beaucoup. Et, à un seul, je suis redevable de presque tout et dans 
ma vie et de ma pensée » (Blanchot, 1998, p. 12) : « un seul » est évidemment 
Lévinas.  

Pour introduire la notion de l’il y a 1, Lévinas recourt d’abord à la relation entre 
exister et existant. Nous pouvons dire qu’ « Il y a des références explicites à Lévinas 
qui apparaissent dans les écrits de Blanchot. De fait, en lisant De l’Existence à 
l’Existant, on est frappé par les descriptions de Blanchot et de Lévinas sur la notion 
de L’il y a » (Hansel, 2010, p. 332) adoptée aussi par Blanchot, et qui est apparue 
dans son œuvre. Nous pouvons dire que Blanchot insiste sur le fait de L’il y a dans 
ses diverses pensées.  

 Dans son article intitulé La littérature et le droit à la mort, Blanchot mentionne que 
dans le livre De l’Existence à l’Existant, Emmanuel Lévinas explique sous le nom d’Il 
y a l’état de l’être : « l’être qui au sein de la disparition est déjà présent, qui au fond 
de l’anéantissement retourne encore à l’être, l’être comme fatalité de l’être, le néant 
comme existence : quand il n’y a rien, il y a de l’être » (Blanchot, 1949, p. 320). La 
notion d’ « il y a » désigne le pur fait d’être, le pur événement d’être, « des 
abstractions faites des choses, qui sont, des étants » (Calin, Sebbah, 2005, p. 35). 
Nous pouvons dire qu’il y a est l’essence de l’existence et par conséquence, de 
l’existant. 

  Malgré toute l’influence de Lévinas sur Blanchot, il faut aussi prendre en 
considération des divergences essentielles entre les deux. Dans L’Entretien infini, 
Blanchot prend ses distances de Lévinas chez qui la pensée tient un aspect éthique 
en rapport avec  l’autrui. Ces différences se voient dans le rapport à la 
transcendance, de sorte que cette source de révélation et d’éthique, qui émerge dans 
le visage de l’homme selon Lévinas, se forme chez Blanchot avec une sorte de 
désespoir, parce que l’homme se trouve incapable d’atteindre à la transcendance qui 
est plus élevée que lui. Contre Lévinas, il ne considère pas l’autrui comme un moi 
otage d’autrui, comme un moyen vers la transcendance ou la responsabilité absolue. 
Pour Blanchot, l’autrui est d’abord un homme qui reste étranger pour moi. 

  La distance apparait ensuite dans l’analyse de la mort de l’autrui, pourtant ils 
sont attachés sur ce point. Nous remarquons que l’expérience de la deuxième 
guerre mondiale a une grande influence sur la formation du cadre théorique de 
Lévinas et de Blanchot où la mort est considérée comme un élément essentiel. 
Lévinas définit à plusieurs reprises la mort, la mort que « nous rencontrons » « dans 

le visage d'autrui » (Lévinas, 1993, p. 122), comme « non-réponse » (Ibid., p. 17) ; « 

elle est le sans réponse » (Ibid., p. 20) : cela veut dire que la mort est irrémédiable : 

c’est un procès pendant lequel les mouvements biologiques perdent toute 
dépendance à l'égard de la signification de ce monde. La mort est décomposition 
sans retour. Ailleurs, : « il y a là une fin qui a toujours l’ambiguïté d’un départ sans 
retour, d’un décès, mais aussi d’un scandale (" est-il possible qu'il soit mort ? ") de 
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non réponse et de ma responsabilité » (Ibid., p. 47). Il voit aussi dans la mort, la 
responsabilité ; ma responsabilité devant la mort de l’autrui, je pourrais être 
criminel, meurtrier ou autre ; d’où plusieurs façons peuvent être la cause de la mort 
de l’autrui. 

 Lévinas mentionne la connaissance de la mort à partir de l’expérience de la 
mort de l’autrui : « La ‘’ connaissance ‘’ du menaçant précède toute expérience, 
raisonnée sur la mort d’Autrui, ce qui, en langage naturaliste, se dit comme 
connaissance instinctive de la mort » (Lévinas, 1961, p. 258). La mort de l’autrui 
menace l’image de la vie éternelle de l’homme, mais en même temps cette mort lui 
fait face à la réalité. Les hommes ne peuvent pas interagir avec les mourants parce 
que l’imagination de l’immortalité devient faible avec la proximité de la mort. Cette 
faiblesse peut permettre à leurs peurs puissantes d'être plus visible et plus 
touchable, ce qui peut être intolérable. A son tour, Blanchot affirme cette 
évocation :  

 
« Nous sommes ici, de manière radicale, l’un des problèmes communs 

de notre époque : notre incapacité à aider et à déplorer pour ceux qui ont, 
au moment de la mort, cruellement besoin de sympathie des autres 
hommes, et justement parce que la mort de l’autrui rappelle notre mort » 
(Blanchot, 1969, p. 453). 

 
  Mais cette évocation nous éloigne de l’autrui mourant, parce que la mort fait 

l’autrui encore plus étranger pour moi. Blanchot éclaire son point de vue sur la 
mort de l’autrui comme une obsession : « La mort de l'Autre : une double mort, car 
l'Autre est déjà la mort et pèse sur moi comme l'obsession de la mort » (Blanchot, 
1980, p. 36), car, dans le rapport de moi à l’autrui, autrui est ce que je ne puis 
atteindre, le Séparé, le Très-Haut, ce qui échappe à mon pouvoir, c’est pourquoi 
Blanchot considère l’autre comme un étant loin ou plutôt absent. Mais, dans le 
rapport de l’autrui à moi, tout semble se retourner : le lointain devient le prochain, 
cette proximité devient l'obsession qui pèse sur moi, donc la mort de l’autrui et son 
absence seront comme une obsession. 

 En suivant ici le thème de l’autrui et de la transcendance, nous considérons la 
pensée de Blanchot dans une même approche philosophique que Lévinas, pour 
essayer de comprendre le sens de la différence entre ces deux pensées, malgré 
l’amitié forte qui existe entre ces deux penseurs et les chemins différents qu’ils 
prennent. 

  L’approche de Blanchot est en même temps philosophique et littéraire. 
L’absence d’une pensée structurale est évidente dans les œuvres de Blanchot. C’est-
à-dire l’éthique d’Emmanuel Lévinas a son propre système mais il affirme aussi : « 
Je ne crois pas en effet, disait Lévinas à Philippe Nemo, que toute philosophie 
doive être programmatique » (Lévinas, 1982, p. 85), par le mot ’’programmatique’’, 
Lévinas veut dire que toutes les nouvelles idées philosophiques n’ont pas besoin 
forcement d’un cadre de théorie dogmatique qui est attaché aux systèmes 
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précédents, la pensée philosophique pourrait être formée dans n’importe quelle 
structure. Nous pourrions dire la même chose sur la pensée de Blanchot et ajoutons 
que c’est précisément cette absence de programme qui lui a permis de développer 
ses idées dans les domaines différents à travers l’écriture : « On pourrait ajouter que 
Lévinas est à la recherche du sens et l’autre, Blanchot est à la recherche 
d’expression » (Ibid.). C’est-à-dire la pensée de Lévinas est fondée sur l’axe 
philosophique et l’axe phénoménologique, mais le souci essentiel de Blanchot est la 
langue et la littérature. C’est parce que nous pouvons dire que selon Lévinas, le 
rapport à l’autrui dépend directement à l’éthique qui est la première philosophie 
pour lui, mais pour Blanchot cette relation sera possible à partir de la langue et de la 
communication. 

 Il y a aussi une distance entre ces deux penseurs sur l’idée de la transcendance 
qui est le noyau du rapport à l’autrui pour Lévinas. En premier lieu, la question de 
la transcendance « limite toute compréhension ou communication de sa nature 
propre, une voie qui laisse une seule possibilité : le silence » (Blanchot, 1973, pp. 69-
70) : puisque l’homme ne peut pas avoir une expérience unique par rapport à la 
transcendance, donc il est impuissant de parler de ce sujet. La contribution de 
Blanchot au recueil de 1980, célébrant la pensée de Lévinas, a établi une première 
distinction entre les deux positions ; là où « Blanchot se concentre sur l’impossible » 
(Hansel, 2010, p. 350) c’est-à-dire la transcendance est comme le fait impossible 
pour l’homme, soit dans la solitude, soit dans le rapport avec l’autrui. Mais selon la 
pensée de Lévinas, la transcendance parle à travers le visage d’autrui, nous 
interdisant de le tuer, évoquant en nous la profonde responsabilité de l’homme à 
l’égard de sa vie et sa présence dans le monde. Nous pouvons voir clairement la 
distance entre Blanchot et Lévinas sur le concept d’autrui ; selon la pensée de 
Blanchot, l’autrui est en tant qu’étranger qui restera étranger et inconnu pour 
toujours ; contre Lévinas, il ne considère pas l’autrui comme un moi otage d’autrui, 
pris par l’autrui dans la limite de la responsabilité, perdant tout mon pouvoir, autrui 
est comme un moyen vers la transcendance ou la responsabilité absolue. Pour 
Blanchot, l’autrui est d’abord un Homme qui reste étranger pour moi. 

 Blanchot retrouve chez Lévinas la structure dissymétrique de la relation avec 
l’autrui :  

 
« Mais, par l’enseignement de Lévinas, c’est devant une expérience 

radicale que nous sommes conduits. Autrui, c’est le tout Autre ; l’autre, 
c’est ce qui me dépasse absolument ; la relation avec l’autre qu’est autrui est 
une relation transcendante, ce qui veut dire qu’il y a une distance infinie et, 
en un sens, infranchissable entre moi et l’autre, lequel appartient à l’autre 
rive, n’a pas avec moi de patrie commune et ne peut, en aucune façon, 
prendre rang dans un même concept, un même ensemble, constituer un 

tout ou faire nombre avec l’individu que je suis » (Blanchot, 1969, p. 74). 
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 En effet, Blanchot trouve l’idée de la transcendance par rapport à l’autrui, 
extrêmement radicale et non pratique. L’idée de la relation avec l’autrui pourrait être 
plus concrète que celle de Lévinas. 

 Comme nous avons déjà mentionné, l’autrui est en tant qu’étranger pour 
Blanchot :« L’Étranger vient d’ailleurs, et toujours il est ailleurs qu’où nous sommes, 
n’appartenant pas à notre horizon et ne s’inscrivant sur aucun horizon 
représentable » (Ibid.). Blanchot considère l’autrui comme un homme étranger, qui 
est logiquement plus concret que l’autrui de Lévinas: un étant suprême et plus haut 
que moi. Nous pouvons communiquer avec l’étranger par la langue, pourtant il 
reste un étranger, mais comment pouvons-nous communiquer avec un être plus 
haut que nous ? on pourrait dire que quant à Blanchot, l’idée de la relation avec 
l’autrui chez Lévinas est impossible. 

 
 2. La « Responsabilité » au sens de Lévinas et de Blanchot 

 La notion la plus importante pour Lévinas, c'est l’idée de la responsabilité 
envers l’autrui : « Je suis responsable de la responsabilité de l'autre... Être soi, c'est 
toujours avoir une responsabilité de plus que tous les autres » (Lévinas, 1982, p. 
105). Lévinas voit l’être dans ce monde avec la responsabilité pour les autres, 
n’importe qui, quand et comment, en effet, il n’explique pas précisément il s’agit de 
quel sort de responsabilité devant l’autrui, donc nous pouvons dire que le concept 
de la responsabilité chez lui est un peu vague et générale. Mais pour montrer 
l’importance de cette idée, nous nous référons à une phrase de Dostoïevski, dans le 
roman Les Frères Karamazov: « Chacun est responsable de tout devant tous, et moi 
plus que tous les autres » (Dostoïevski, 1994, p. 310). En fait, Lévinas est sous 
l’influence de la pensée philosophique de cet écrivain russe; la question de la 
construction du moi structure l’évolution de la pensée morale de Dostoïevski: « à 
partir de son roman Le Double, dans lequel l’autre est d’abord pensé comme un 
autre moi-même, avec lequel le moi entre en concurrence frontale, jusqu’à son 
autodestruction » (Lamblé, 2019, p. 1). Dans les deux petits romans La Douce et Le 
Songe d’un homme ridicule, Dostoïevski découvre l’autre comme réellement autre, et la 
relation entre le moi et l’autre pose la question sur l’identité réelle du moi. Ce qui se 
met à exister à moi, c’est la relation à l’autre. Dostoïevski jette ainsi les bases d’une 
éthique fondée sur une transcendance de la relation qu’il va exposer ensuite de 
manière plus complète dans Les Frères Karamazov ; la découverte du visage de l’autre 
et d’Autrui, l’entraine vers la responsabilité infinie de tous et pour tous. Tous ces 
éléments ont formé une partie de la base philosophique de Lévinas. 

 Le concept de la responsabilité d’Autrui chez Blanchot revient à la pensée de 
Lévinas dans son système philosophique. Blanchot rappelle l’origine de l’idée de la 
responsabilité de l’autrui chez Lévinas dans un article qu’il lui consacre pour un 
recueil d’hommage, en 1980: 

 
« Comment philosopher, comment écrire dans le souvenir d’Auschwitz, 

de ceux qui nous ont dit, parfois en des notes enterrées près des 
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crématoires: sachez ce qui s‘est passé, n’oubliez pas et en même temps 
jamais vous ne saurez. C’est cette pensée qui traverse, porte, toute la 
philosophie de Lévinas et qu’il nous propose sans le dire, au-delà et avant 
toute obligation » (Blanchot, 1980, pp. 82-84). 

 

 Il faut rappeler que l’idée de la responsabilité devant l’autrui s’est développée de 
plus en plus après la deuxième guerre mondiale et ses conséquences horribles; 
Lévinas et Blanchot, traumatisés aussi par cet événement historique, essayaient de 
tirer des expériences qui comportent des envisagements avec l’autrui, en tant 
qu’ennemi ou en tant qu’ami, des concepts humaniste et éthique pour que les 
catastrophes comme cette guerre ne répètent plus. Sûrement, l’un de ces concepts 
est la responsabilité devant l’autrui.  

 La responsabilité fixe un cadre pour l’homme, des obligations et des 
interdictions, ou, selon le langage de Lévinas, elle appartient à la subjectivité 
humaine qui se définit comme la responsabilité pour l’autrui, alors il s’agit d’un tout 
autre domaine de la responsabilité qui appartient à « l’autrement qu’être » (la 
responsabilité qui nous conduit vers la transcendance, vers au-delà de nous). 
Blanchot utilise ce terme, c’est-à-dire la responsabilité, dans son ouvrage intitulé 
L’Ecriture du désastre, pour exprimer sa perspective : «Le désir de mourir libère du 
devoir de vivre, c’est-à-dire a cet effet qu’on vit sans obligation (mais non sans 
responsabilité, la responsabilité étant au-delà de la vie) » (Blanchot, 1980, p. 22), 
nous pouvons dire que la responsabilité a un rôle supérieur dans son système de 
pensée ; la responsabilité est au-delà de la vie et de la mort, elle est toujours avec 
l’homme . Et sous l’influence de Lévinas mais encore avec une distance, il ajoute:  

 
« Responsable: cela qualifie, en général, prosaïquement et 

bourgeoisement, un homme mûr, lucide et conscient, qui agit avec mesure, 
tient compte de tous les éléments de la situation, calcule et décide, l’homme 
d’action et de réussite. Mais voici que la responsabilité, responsabilité de moi 
pour autrui, pour tous, sans réciprocité, se déplace, n’appartient plus à la 
conscience, n’est pas la mise en œuvre d’une réflexion agissante, n’est même 
pas un devoir qui s’imposerait du dehors et du dedans » (Ibid., p. 45). 

 
 Blanchot marque ce qui différencie les ouvrages Totalité et Infini et Autrement 

qu’être. Il distingue le rapport de moi à Autrui et le rapport d’Autrui à moi. Le rapport 
de Moi à Autrui est celui développé dans Totalité et Infini: « Dans le rapport de moi à 
Autrui, Autrui est ce que je ne puis atteindre, le Séparé, le Très-Haut, ce qui 
échappe à mon pouvoir et ainsi le sans-pouvoir, l’étranger et le démuni » (Hansel, 
2010, p. 345).  Mais il faut noter que dans le rapport d’Autrui à moi, la réciprocité 
n’a aucun rôle, c’est-à-dire, selon l’éthique de Lévinas, comme le fondement de sa 
philosophie, l’autrui n’est pas responsable devant Moi.  

 La responsabilité joue, comme nous voyons dans les premiers textes de 
Lévinas, un rôle important, où elle s’entend pourtant comme la responsabilité pour 
soi et non encore comme une responsabilité pour l’autrui. En effet, en suivant les 
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idées de Lévinas, nous rendons compte que l’idée d’une responsabilité qui précède 
toute liberté du sujet, joue déjà dans le procès même de son individualisation où se 
traduit le « virement de la liberté en responsabilité » : cela veut dire qu’il y a un 
mouvement qui commence de Moi et de mon égoïsme qui va envers l’autrui. La 
responsabilité pour soi nous montre tout le sérieux et toute la gravité du sujet. Mais 
la gravité du soi-même augmente une responsabilité plus exigeante encore. Nous 
voulons dire qu’à partir de la responsabilité pour l’autrui, son être se révèle comme 
un souffrir par l’autre ; par exemple je voudrais souffrir au lieu de l’autrui, je prends 
ses peines pour moi-même. La vraie responsabilité est une responsabilité pour 
autrui, ce qui veut dire qu’il ne s’agit pas de répondre devant autrui des actes que 
nous commettons, mais de répondre devant l’autre des fautes et des souffrances de 
l’autre. Le Moi est responsable des fautes de l’autrui. La responsabilité est 
vulnérabilité. C’est pourquoi Lévinas indique dans Humanisme de l’autre homme que « 
dès la sensibilité, le sujet est pour l’autre » (Lévinas, 1987, p. 105); une phrase qui 
nous relève l’importance de l’autrui et sa supériorité au-dessus de tous les aspects de 
notre vie. Mais cette idée de l’autrui semble extrêmement abstraite; nous voulons 
dire que toutes ces actions que Lévinas détermine devant l’autrui ne seraient pas 
pratiques dans notre époque, donc la pensée de Lévinas, dans ce domaine, pourrait 
être mise en question. A son tour, Blanchot n’accepte pas toute l’idée de Lévinas 
sur la responsabilité; il désigne des limites pour cette relation. En fait, il la présente 
plus concrète à partir du langage. Malgré leur amitié profonde, Blanchot reste l’un 
des critiques importants de la pensée de Lévinas. 

 Il faut voir un point remarquable chez Blanchot sur la relation à l’autrui ; l’un 
des problèmes à la fois les plus évidents et les plus essentiels que pose la pensée de 
Lévinas et qui n’est pas caché chez Blanchot : si l’autrui, selon la définition de 
Lévinas, peut me priver de tout mon pouvoir, donc il est un être égoïste et 
dominateur qui veut imposer sa puissance sur moi en tant qu’être passif et qui me 
considère au niveau inférieur à lui-même : « lorsqu’autrui m’écrase jusqu’à 
l’aliénation radicale, est-ce à autrui que j’ai encore affaire, n’est-ce pas plutôt au « je 
» du maître, à l’absolu de la puissance égoïste, au dominateur qui prédomine et qui 

manie la force jusqu’à la persécution inquisitoriale ? » (Blanchot, 1980, pp. 37-38). 
L’autrui pourrait être considéré comme un maître de moi. Une relation qui ne 
pourrait pas être humaniste et équilibre. 

 Un autre point d’écart qu’on peut mentionner entre ces deux philosophes est le 
suivant : selon Lévinas le rapport à l’autrui se définit où l’autrui est celui qui 
m’accable, m’encombre, où je réponds de ses crimes, où il me persécute, mais 
Blanchot rejette cette définition ; il s’éloigne de la responsabilité au sens de 
Lévinas : « De telle sorte que, selon cette vue [d’une responsabilité allant jusqu’à la 
substitution], le rapport d’Autrui à moi tendrait à apparaître comme 
sadomasochiste » (Ibid., p. 37). En effet, Blanchot trouve dans cette relation, 
quelque chose anormale ; un rapport qui ne peut pas être logique et naturel entre les 
hommes. 
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3. Le « visage » au sens de Lévinas et de Blanchot 
En effet, l’Infini et /ou le visage de l’autrui a une relation étroite avec la 

philosophie grecque où « l’être s’égale à l’apparaître », c’est-à-dire que le visage de 
l’autrui nous apparaît comme une présence, comme une existence de l’autrui, ainsi, 
nous pouvons conclure qu’à partir de l’apparence de l’autrui, on arrive à son 
existence, et l’existence de l’autrui est le point de départ vers la transcendance. C’est 
le point de rupture de Lévinas avec la phénoménologie husserlienne, parce que 
celle-ci n’a aucun rapport avec l’éthique que nous la considérons comme une 
première philosophie chez Lévinas. 

  Selon Lévinas, l’oubli de soi et de l’égoïsme face au visage de l’autrui, nous 
conduit vers la transcendance. C’est évident pour nous que toute l'œuvre 
d'Emmanuel Lévinas est un commentaire de la priorité de l’autrui avec son visage 
nu, sans défense. Selon Emmanuel Lévinas, le visage de l’autre fait appel à ma 
sollicitude, à mes sentiments pénétrés d’une moralité immanente. Cette moralité 
n’est pas constituée seulement comme un système instable qui est en rapport avec 
les valeurs autour de la famille et de l’environnement social. Dans son ouvrage 
intitulé De Dieu qui vient à l’idée, il insiste que « le fait éthique ne doit rien aux 
valeurs » (Lévinas, 1982, p. 225) ; les valeurs sont les normes affirmées par la 
société qu’on doit respecter, tandis que l’éthique se sont les principes personnels 
qui déterminent l’attitude de chaque homme devant l’autrui. 

 Ce qu’on voit de l’autrui c’est son visage, rien d’autre. Son visage qui appelle, 
sur lequel se fixe notre regard attentif. Le visage est visible. Mais dans le visible, le 
visage a un statut particulier: il est en même temps expressif. Il ne se laisse pas 
enfermer dans une forme plastique. Il déborde ses expressions. Selon Lévinas, il 
révèle le signe vers l’invisible (qui pourrait être les pensées les plus cachées ou en 
général, l’intériorité) de la personne qui est devant moi. Il n’est ni une image pure ni 
un concept sans figure. Il apparaît au-dessus du corps. Le visage de l’Autrui 
interpelle le Moi et met en question l’égoïsme du Moi. Pour Lévinas: c’est le non-
visible, comme trace de l’invisible, qui exige la responsabilité. Autrui nous apparaît 
comme une autre vérité que celle des objets. La relation à l’Autrui ne se situe pas 
sur le plan de la réciprocité; je ne dois rien attendre de lui ou lui demander de faire 
une faveur, car selon la pensée de Lévinas, l’autrui est tout à la fois « plus haut que 
moi et plus pauvre que moi »2. Autrui me met en question, dérange le Moi sollicité 
par son appel, comme un signe, ou plutôt comme une trace de la Transcendance. 
Pour Emmanuel Lévinas, l’autre renvoie au Tout Autre. Il m’indique une Absence, 
une trace de Dieu. Dans l’approche d’Emmanuel Lévinas l’autre me révèle ce qui 
demeure en moi. 

 La pensée de Lévinas est universelle; les hommes dans le monde réel et dans le 
monde fictif se trouvent face à l’autrui, c’est une situation inévitable. Blanchot nous 
rappelle que « Lévinas donne précisément le nom de « visage » à cette (épiphanie)3 
d’autrui » (Blanchot, 1969, p. 77). Dans Totalité et Infini (1961), Lévinas souligne que 
le visage s’accomplissant dans la vision, et cette vision signifie un nouveau regard 
vers le monde, vers l’autrui. Il est la présence même, dans le visage où il s’offre à 
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moi à découvrir, dans le regard, dans la nudité du visage. Lorsqu’autrui se révèle à 
moi comme ce qui est absolument en dehors et au-dessus de moi, non parce qu’il 
serait le plus puissant, mais parce qu’il prend mon pouvoir, c’est le visage qui 
m’entraîne. Mais Blanchot est contre cette idée : le visage de l’autrui m’inquiète, il 
ne se donne pas dans la lumière mais je peux l’interpréter comme ce que je veux :  

 
« Le visage, mais, je le reconnais, le nom fait difficulté, est au contraire 

cette présence que je ne puis dominer du regard, qui toujours déborde et la 
représentation que je puis m’en faire et toute forme, toute image, toute vue, 
toute idée où je pourrais l’affirmer, l’arrêter ou seulement la laisser être 
présente » (Ibid.). 

 
 On pourrait dire que selon le dit de Blanchot, le visage de l’autrui n’assume pas 

la transcendance. La découverte du visage ne peut pas aboutir à pénétrer dans le 
monde intérieur de l’autrui. Le visage de l’autrui est comme un mur infranchissable, 
ce qui exprime seulement la présence d’une autre personne qui m’interdit de le tuer. 
C’est le point commun entre Blanchot et Lévinas; l’aspect éthique dans la relation 
avec l’autrui : le visage de l’autrui comme un signe de l’interdiction de le tuer. 

 Lévinas nous donne sa propre définition du visage. En fait, une section entière 
de Totalité et Infini, celle de « Visage et Sensibilité » commence avec ces phrases: « Le 
visage n’est-il pas donné à la vision? En quoi l’épiphanie comme visage, marque-t-
elle un rapport différent de celui qui caractérise toute notre expérience sensible? » 
(Lévinas, 1961, pp. 161-167), Lévinas souligne que « je » n’a plus pouvoir devant le 
visage. Et c’est cela, le visage que devant lui l’impossibilité de tuer est évidente: 

 
« C’est pourquoi, si la métaphysique est la relation transcendante avec 

autrui, comme cette transcendance est d’abord d’ordre moral – mesurée 
par une impossibilité qui est une interdiction –, il faut donc dire que la 
philosophie première, ce n’est pas l’ontologie, le souci, la question ou 
l’appel de l’Être, mais l’éthique, l’obligation envers autrui » (Blanchot, 
1969, p. 104).  

 
 Simplement, le visage nous ouvre de nouvelles visions qui établissent des 

rapports différents et éthiques aux autres dans notre expérience sociale et qui vont 
aboutir à la transcendance. 

 Les éléments importants pour Blanchot pour une responsabilité générale dans 
la société, en tant qu’intellectuel actif dans les champs politique et sociologique, 
sont contestation, impersonnalité, fragmentaire. Ces dernières sont les conditions 
de la littérature blanchotienne:  

 
« La littérature représente un pouvoir d’une sorte particulière qui ne 

relève pas de la possibilité [...]: l’art est contestation infinie, contestation 
d’elle-même et contestation des autres formes de pouvoir — et cela non 
pas dans la simple anarchie, mais dans la libre recherche du pouvoir 
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original que l’art et la littérature représentent (pouvoir sans pouvoir)4 » 
(Blanchot, 1961, p. 58). 

 
 Cela veut dire que la vraie responsabilité est cachée dans l’engagement de 

l’écrivain ou de l’intellectuel pour la société, un engagement qui pourrait être 
spontanéité.  

 En vérité, l’écriture, pour Blanchot, porte en elle une responsabilité infinie, car 
elle est « appelée à défaire le discours dans lequel, si malheureux que nous croyons 
être, nous restons, nous qui en disposons, confortablement installés. Ecrire, sous ce 
point de vue, est la violence la plus grande, car elle transgresse la Loi, toute loi et sa 
propre loi » (Opelz, 2007, p. 230). Le pouvoir de la littérature est plus fort que le 
discours. 

 
 Conclusion 
 Blanchot a toujours recueilli les notions principales dans l’itinéraire 

philosophique de Lévinas: l’il y a comme « une proposition fascinante », l’autre 
homme en tant que « conception capitale », l’autrement qu’être sous la forme du 
désastre. Réception qui, le plus souvent, a été pour Blanchot une adoption, aussi 
bien dans la même direction de son propre itinéraire de critique littéraire que dans 
ses dimensions éthiques car la philosophie est « la vie même ». 

 Evidement ce que nous avons remarqué dans cet écrit ne prétend pas être idéal. 
De nombreuses convergences entre Blanchot et Lévinas ont été omises, mais, 
surtout, une dimension essentielle est absente: la relation de Blanchot au judaïsme. 

 Dans cet article, nous avons analysé et comparé le concept de l’« autrui » dans 
les relations interhumaines du point de vue de Lévinas et Blanchot. Nous avons 
présenté les aspects différents de l’autrui comme la responsabilité et le visage et 
nous avons vu qu’il y avait de points communs entre Lévinas et Maurice Blanchot 
sur le principe de l’importance de la responsabilité devant l’autrui, mais chacun 
défend aussi son idée différente de l’autre. Nous avons aussi trouvé ce point d’écart 
entre ces deux penseurs sur la question de la transcendance quand ils parlent de 
l’autrui. En bref, Blanchot voit l’autrui comme un autrui étranger qui m’impose la 
responsabilité éthique et dure et pour Lévinas, l’autrui et son visage nous ouvrent 
une nouvelle perspective vers l’autrement qu’être ou aller au-delà de notre existence 
et de notre égoïsme. 
 

Notes 
1. Il y a, c’est le fait d’exister qui s’impose. Il n’y a personne ni rien qui prenne cet 

existant sur lui. C’est un impersonnel comme « il pleut », ou « il fait chaud ». 
2. Citation extraite d'une conférence donnée par Alfredo Gomez Muller. 
3. Du grec épiphanéia: « apparition » ; d’épiphanie : « paraître ou briller sur ». La 

Solennité de l’Epiphanie célèbre la manifestation de Jésus comme Messie. 
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4. « Pouvoir sans pouvoir » : cela veut dire que la littérature n’a pas une force 
physique, mais culturellement, elle peut influencer sur la pensée collective dans une 
société. 
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Introduction 
Language and discourse are processes that influence society, literature and 

philosophy since language and its dimensions of dynamism enable humans to 
establish themselves as gendered subjects. In fact, the influence as such is 
conspicuous in society and plays the role of an agent or motive. Through employing 
a conventionalized association between the signifier and signified, individuals in 
human societies maintain and preserve solidarity in a unified system. Any instance of 
language use not only embodies but also reveals signs and phenomena that have 
already been enacted and experienced by individuals. Correspondingly, ‘language’ 
externalized in the form of socio-historically situated event or act is interconnected 
with ideology, rituals, identity, ideas and values and is as such closely associated with 
organization of society.  

Speech is a system that plays a crucial role in post-modern and post-structuralist 
interpretations representing real-time speech processing in the operational cycle. It is 
the speech that is recorded in the collective memory and works its way deep into the 
cultural construction in the society. As Austin (1976) puts it, speech is the 
actualization or a partial actualization of an act. Butler as a post-structuralist was 
heavily influenced by meaning deconstructionists like Derrida and her dual subject 
(gender vs. sex) as clearly demonstrated in the title of her thesis entitled ‘Subjects of 
Desire, Hegelian Reflections in Twentieth-Century’ might have been developed due to such 
an influence (see Butler, Sabot, and Young, 2012). 

On the other hand, Butler draws upon the Austinian notion of speech acts 
introducing ‘performativity’ so as to revolutionize ‘sex’ as a biological entity. Of course, 
speech for her is a medium through which the nature of sex-related identity is 
designated and formulated. Additionally, Butler explicitly states that norms and 
conventions that account for sexual reality are in a way incorporated in the language, 
its rules, and patterns. From this point of view, performativity functions as repeated, 
quotational acts through which discourse manifests itself. Performativity of language, 
therefore, is actualized upon objects and the performative action is a symbolic act 
and its actualization follows from social situations and distinctions as prerequisites. 
The elements and structures of language are therefore symbolic and performative 
representations and undergo changes in the light of social changes. Situations and 
contexts for performativity in a society can serve to define sexual and linguistic 
identity where speech acts are the mechanisms for social representations. 

Among many conceptualizations of language, that of Judith Butler seems to be 
quite unique in addressing the issues of gendered act and the way language (as 
discourse) contributes to shaping feminine and masculine identities. From Butler’s 
perspective, language not only serves to impart a gendered quality to speech and 
literature, but also can be formulated from this new perspective. Therefore, one 
cannot disregard a feminized perspective shared by post-structuralists such as Butler, 
Kristeva, and Irigaray. In fact, the way Butler sees the language is through the lens of 
gender. 
The concept of gender problematized 
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‘Male’ and ‘female’ (or occasionally ‘male’ vs. ‘female’) as omnipresent, universal 
linguistic labels appear to be distinct, if not to say significant, enough regarding the 
way humans see themselves and others in the world. Earlier views and 
conceptualizations of gender were essentialist in nature, i.e. feminine vs. masculine 
identities were deemed to have an evolutionary, biological basis which are stable, 
determined, and not subject to any change (Butler, 2000). A turning point in 
conceptualization of these labels was the distinction made between ‘gender’ and ‘sex’ 
thanks to scholars like Robert Stoller (Stroller, 1968). This very ground-breaking 
dichotomous distinction which was meant to de-emphasize the essentialist 
conceptualization appears to have brought along more perplexity than precision since 
the relationship between the two terms sounds far from straightforward. The 
dominant view is that “[w]e grow up with the idea that a person’s gender is 
determined by their sex . . .. and we develop the idea that sex and gender are binary” 
(Ton, 2018, p.6). ‘Sex’ is associated with the biological characteristics and gender 
involves “how much feminine and masculine behavior an individual displays” (ibid, 
p.6). 

The picture is, however, not that clear and convenient polar distinction that seems 
to conveniently settle the debate is challenged by scholars such as Butler. According 
to Butler “If sex and gender are radically different, then it does not follow that to be 
a given sex  is to become a given gender; in other words, ‘women’ need not be the 
cultural construction of the female body, and ‘man’ need not interpret male bodies” 
(Butler, 1999, p.142). In rather radical terms, Butler believes that gender is 
performative, that is it is a matter of doing rather than being. More specifically, the 
realness of gender lies in its performing, and it is a set of gendered acts that determine 
our masculine or feminine identities. She proceeds to state that “it seems fair to say 
that certain kinds of acts are usually interpreted as expressive of a gender core or 
identity, and that these acts either conform to an expected gender identity or contest 
that expectation in way” (Butler, 1988, p. 527).  

Such a perspective bears strong feminist implications whereby the concept of 
body as a natural, biological entity is rejected. In other words, nature as the basis for 
a naturalistic explanation for gender reality lacks adequacy.  

 
Feminist theory has often been critical of naturalistic 
explanations of sex and sexuality that assume that the meaning 
of women's social existence can be derived from some fact of 
their physiology. In distinguishing sex from gender, feminist 
theorists have disputed causal explanations that assume that sex 
dictates or necessitates certain social meanings for women’s 
experience (Butler, 1988, p. 520).  

This line of thinking is shared by philosophers with strong and highlighted 
phenomenological subscriptions within which distinction is made between human 
body as a bio-physiological entity on the one hand and the meaning ascribed to human 
body. Philosophers such as Merlau-Ponty, see human body as a subjectivity that is 
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historically significant rather than a species’ sexual entity. It can, thus, be argued that 
feminism and phenomenology look beyond mere biology for theorizing the human 
body which my otherwise be subjected to essentialist, stereotypical and reductionist 
accounts of gender. 

 
Gender and identity 

Influenced by Foucault, Freud and Derrida, Butler has sought to re-define 
individual identity. She suggests that language plays a crucial role in shaping the 
individuals’ identity. Linguistic patterns, surrounded by social structures, introduce 
changes into our gender roles or make individuals re-construct them. On the other 
hand, language cannot be constrained by either of the genders; rather it is shaped by 
their interaction. Butler believes that gender is in fact never constant as it acts variably 
(Butler, 1990) since it is constructed by socio-cultural elements. Additionally, gender 
performativity can have different realizations where language plays a key role because 
‘language patterns’ are in fact ‘social patterns’, and comprise sociocultural norms. One 
can, therefore, say that social structures and norms are repeated within some kind of 
tragicomic, hypochondriac ritual (Vidal, 2006). 

Butler (1999) suggests that the idea of a gender identity is socially made, politically 
charged and informed by a socio-historical context of a male-dominated society and 
other social laws. Gender is the cultural embodiment of a sexed body and is shaped 
and constructed through social mechanisms as well as through internalized discourse 
and tend to perpetuate it (ibid, p.57). She further argues that gender identity is an 
“agentic process of achievement” Butler, 1999, p. 50) that we produce because of 
constraints from society. Repeated gender performativity is what “enables a subject” 
to be the normative ‘male’ or ‘female’ (Butler, 1993, p. 95).  

According to Butler, gender norms, behaviors, dress, and demeanor reciting 
instances is considered necessary if a person is to “count and persist as a credible 
gendered subject” in society (Lloyd, 2007, p. 64). Thus, we are compelled to act out 
our expected gender identities in order to become signified in society. This 
conceptualization of identity differs from the traditional explanations of identity 
formation in that it embodies both agency and structure in accounting for 
discursively constructed performativity. For Butler, the traditional concept of identity 
to is too rigid, and too stable; on the contrary, the contextual performance is fluid, 
and thus subject to change. For Butler, “performativity is that discursive practice that 
enacts or produces that which it names," thus taking cues from culture that one in 
turn reiterates and maintains via the process of interpellation (Butler, 1993, p. 13).  

Butler (1999) states that the masculine signifying economy, which describes 
women as opposite of men, or the other sex, which is body-oriented and subordinate, 
whereas males are the marked sex, the mind-oriented, existential subject within the 
societal context. This masculine signifying economy is no doubt internalized by both 
men and women, which limits the opportunities for full expression of one’s self, as 
women and men are compartmentalized and divided within a binary division of 
power relations. Butler (1999) argues that through coercive power and force, 
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“intelligible genders” (ibid, p. 24) or subjects, are created. By intelligible, Butler (ibid) 
is referring to the socially acceptable gender roles that individuals come to perform, 
that fit nicely into the binary gender categories of masculine and feminine, and 
heterosexual. Therefore, only those with “intelligible genders” (ibid, p.23) or those 
which maintain the heterosexual, male dominant relations among sex, gender and 
sexuality are recognized and rewarded in society. In fact, the intelligible feature of 
gender grows out of the social recognition. Intelligible genders stand for and 
institutionalize relations of coherence and continuity among sex, gender, sexual 
practice, and desire. To put it differently, social practices discourage and prohibit any 
absence of continuity and coherence among the three concepts.  

The internalization of the intelligible subject undoubtedly can have an impact on 
marginalized young women, as they do not resemble the norm, or signified subject 
in society. Beyond gender, the concept of intelligibility can be applied to other social 
categories such as race, class and disability, as subjectivity is given only to those who 
fit into and reiterate the dominant norm Butler (ibid) argues that as we internalize 
our socially acceptable, intelligible genders, we come to perform our genders with 
the practice of “repeated stylization of the body” within the “highly rigid, regulatory 
frame,” (p. 43) that is the masculine signifying economy. For female youth, these 
repeated performative acts may include passive personality traits, repressed speech, 
feminine clothing, and hairstyle and focus on the body in the creation of the overall 
‘image’ that is feminine. 

 
Gendered subject within speech 

Following Butler, we are constantly involved in practicing and reiterating the force 
of language by performing linguistic acts. For instance, when we refer to people as 
‘men’ or ‘women’, such a reference is developed within speech and has outward 
representations in society (Butler, 1997). Additionally, speech production of the 
subject can be equated with the performativity delineated by Butler. Within these 
very contexts of actions that embody repetition and social habits, the subject can 
assume roles. From this perspective, performativity turns into absolute power (ibid, 
p. 49). From the birth, linguistic patterns demonstrate their performance and power. 
Just like the labels ‘girl’ or ‘boy’ that determines gender, the individuals’ gender 
identity can emerge in the society. Therefore, the individual subjects his/her identity 
and gender to performativity not only through language but also through recurring 
linguistic patterns. This is because gender norms are already repeated idealistic 
patterns that normalize our behaviors and shape our discourse.  

Very much like subject that possesses an integrated pattern in physical and 
linguistic norms, language also influences our gender. In other words, society 
imposes its norms on us thereby determining our gender. Butler sought to find an 
answer to the question ‘What makes a subject and gender out of us?’ In her view, self is a 
function of Foucauldian power beyond which subject is determined (Butler, 1997). 
To put it differently, this power precedes subject and incorporates social norms, 
situations, and orientations. In fact, for Butler, all the conditions that actualize speech 
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or ‘action’ are essential; however, unlike Austin who believed that the power structure 
of discourse is conventional, Butler associated it with social and ritual norms. On the 
other hand, discourse is viewed as a corporal act where a type of speech 
complemented by corporal enunciation” (Butler, 1997, p. 32).  

According to Butler through repeating gendered roles we come to perform our 
identities based on the social pressure or normative discourse that governs society. 
This can contribute to a better understanding of how gender is socially constructed 
through linguistic practice, symbolic interaction and socialization all of which are 
governed by normative frameworks that support rigid gender scripts and social 
categories. Performativity, according to Butler is the repetition of acts in time, which 
are controlled by the dominant discourse on ‘who is normal’. In turn, the individual 
that perpetuates the normalcy in complying with the regulating social discourse. 

Over time and on a larger scale, Butler believes, the regulatory nature of dominant 
discourse and its impact on the psyche can get in the way of social justice and equality, 
and “can compartmentalize, stereotype and harm individuals”. Therefore, Butler’s 
theories and concepts from Gender Trouble (1990, 1999) and Bodies That Matter (1993) 
comprise a vast array of implications for theory and practice in humanities. In fact, 
her views are of post-structural nature that draw on the socio-historical roots of 
gender socialization, and how this can impact the personal lives of young women. 
Her post-feminist perspective also addresses the intersectional nature of women and 
critiques the vague and often homogenous perspective of modern feminism in 
relation to sexual orientation.  

Under the influence of Foucault’s ‘regulatory power,’ she delineates gender, identity 
and performativity conceptualizations and how the power of language, symbolism 
and the force of the status quo, contribute to behavioral and social formation, while 
also determining and establishment of social position through many instances of 
performing. Butler’s view of identity departs drastically from traditional notions of 
agentic identity development and achievement. She tends to view the concept of 
identity as the performance of a repetitive set of acts that women and men come to 
express “in agentic but constrained terms” (Lloyd, 2007, p. 56).  

 
Repression  

Butler believes that socialization within the masculine signifying economy can 
have negative effects on the unconscious psyche suggesting that the normalization 
of heterosexuality is so insidious that it has become an accepted part of Butler’s 
concept of normative violence can be useful in understanding how we come to 
continually establish and maintain our cultural and gendered patterns of behavior. As 
Hough puts it,  

 
For marginalized female youth, it is theorized that adapting 

to a stigmatized context and interacting in an environment that 
does not support one’s internal sense of self can undoubtedly 
cause turmoil in one’s life. Attempting to cope with the demands 
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of adolescence and the negotiation of a sense of being 
“different,” may prove to have detrimental effects on one’s 
psychosocial functioning, as they are forced to either repress, 
adapt, or falsify themselves in order to fit in and survive. 
Furthermore, pressures to adapt to rigid gender scripts that 
uphold beauty ideals and hetero-normative relations as 
presented in the mass media may add to the difficulties in 
solidifying one’s identity. (2010, p.23) 

Since gender labeling as gendered labels are normative and are assigned through 
dominant discourse (in the family, media, etc.), Butler seems to support the conviction 
that those repeated performativity concerns the socially appropriate and acceptable 
outward representations of identity or roles. Such performances over time are shaped 
by the social structure and other opportunities for self-expressions and desire are 
repressed. Interestingly enough, in this way, the social structure with its dominant 
discourse limits the possible gender representations through normative, repeated 
performativity which in turn dictates sexual desire. In other words, one of Butler’s 
contributions is how socially accepted gender influences the biological function of 
sex which is closely associated with desire, though of course in a repressed manner.  

In fact, the feminine view and attitude can change social and emotional issues. The 
way a mother sees the child differs from that of a mother since each attitude involves 
its own identity-oriented social perspective and context, but this very context can 
overshadow social gender or even change it profoundly. At any rate, there are not any 
fixed genders (Butler, 1990). As mentioned earlier, Butler draws upon speech acts as 
performativity so that the nature of sex can undergo changes from a purely biological 
concept to a socially constructed entity. The speech that grows out of the interaction 
between ego and society are the mediating elements in Butler’s terms that determine 
and account for the nature and reality of sex. Butler believes that humans are not born 
with an inherent masculine or feminine identities, rather it is through their personal 
memories, and their status in history and discourse that they actualize a 
conceptualization of ‘man’ or ‘woman’. In fact, sexual distinctions that have biological 
origins like feminine and masculine roles are founded upon social structures. On the 
other hand, the sexual beings (i.e., man or woman) originate from a structure that 
Butler labels ‘performative’ since sexual norms are not descriptive or prescriptive 
(Searl, 1998). Along these lines, Butler employing performativity (discursive 
construction of the world around you through discourse) dissociates sex from its 
biological origin to demonstrate the interconnected relationship between sex and 
gender. In this way, gender is not based on biological sex, but conversely it is sex that 
is socially represented by how gender is discursively and performatively made.  
 
Subjectivity and Abjectivity: Bodies that Matter  

Butler proposes that subjects are signified provided that they comply with viable, 
intelligible social grouping. The white-skinned, male, heterosexual, vigorous subject 
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acts as the reference point against which all other social subjects must be compared. 
They are considered exemplar through dominant discourse, and thus granted the 
rights and privileges of subjectivity. Therefore, those who do not fit into such social 
categories due to their gender, sexual orientation, or racial and ethnic backgrounds, 
are seen as odd-one-outs and “abjected” (Butler, 1993, p.3) as non-fitting subjects 
that are denied recognition as normal. The term abjection is defined as “excluding 
what is unclean, repulsive or improper” in order to signify and recognize the proper 
subject (Lloyd, 2007). To be considered ‘abjected’ is to be ripped off “subject status” 
(Butler, 1993, p.3) and be labeled abnormal or aberrant. Butler (1999) delineates that 
“the “abject” designates that which has been expelled from the body, discharged as 
excrement, literally rendered “Other.” This appears as an expulsion of alien elements, 
but the alien is effectively established through this expulsion” (p. 5). Therefore, those 
who fail to comply with the discursively standardized labels of ‘male’ or ‘female’ are 
assigned to the category of abject beings that are unwanted, alien and non-
conforming. One can more specifically argue that from this perspective binary labels 
imposed by the society alienate different individuals, turns them into miserable 
entities lacking thinking and feeling capacity. 

This concept of Butler’s is in line with social practice values revealing the political 
and oppressive nature of discourse and the way individual subjects can undergo back-
grounding and foregrounding in society.  

Butler’s argument that there is no identity outside cannot make sense 
independently of language cuts across the traditional distinction between surface and 
depth, the Cartesian dualism between body and soul. In the third chapter of Gender 
Trouble she draws upon Foucault’s book Discipline and Punish, in which he challenges 
‘the doctrine of internalization,’ the theory that subjects are formed by internalizing 
disciplinary structures. Foucault replaces this with ‘the model of inscription’, p. as 
Butler puts it, this is the idea that “[the] law is not literally internalized, but 
incorporated, with the consequence that bodies are produced which signify that law 
on and through the body” (ibid, p. 134–5). Because there is no inner gender, therefore 
law can never be internalized.  

Her theories are clarified in Bodies that Matter where Butler emphasizes the 
Derridean and Austinian underpinnings of performativity that are as yet only implicit 
in Gender Trouble.“If the inner truth of gender is a fabrication and if a true gender 
is a fantasy instituted and inscribed on the surface of bodies, then it seems that 
genders can be neither true nor false, but are only produced as the truth effects of a 
discourse of primary and stable identity,” Butler writes in the third chapter of Gender 
Trouble (Butler, 1999, p. 136). In that case, it must be possible to “act” that gender in 
ways which will draw attention to the constructedness of heterosexual identities that 
may have a vested interest in presenting themselves as “essential” and “natural,” so 
that it would be true to say that all gender is a form of parody, but that some gender 
performances are more parodic than others. Indeed, by highlighting the disjunction 
between the body of the performer and the gender that is being performed, parodic 
performances such as drag effectively reveal the imitative nature of all gender 
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identities. “In imitating gender, drag implicitly reveals the imitative structure of 
gender itself—as well as its contingency,” Butler claims; “part of the pleasure, the 
giddiness of the performance is in the recognition of a radical contingency in the 
relation between sex and gender” (Butler, 1999, p. 137-138).  

 
In the light of post-modernism and post-structuralism 

The terms post-modernism and post-structuralism have been used synonymously 
both indicating a mostly American development that address a crisis in western 
thought that have had many reverberations in art, society and culture. Developments 
in modernism and structuralism are largely indebted to F. Saussure for the 
identification of formal structures and objective images and signs. Such formalism 
could come up with a fixed, ideological and static definition (signification) of the 
phenomena referring to the physical appearance of the phenomena. As Saussure 
believes, language is form and not substance; however, thanks to Derrida, Foucault, 
Lacan, Althusser views of language went beyond Saussurian borderlines introduced 
a ground-breaking step towards aesthetic pluralism, and phenomenology of humans 
and ontology. Homogenous discourse turned to heterogeneous one to the extent that 
even scholars like Jean-François Lyotard were prompted to present their 
understandings of humans and the world as post-modern doubts within meta-
narratives, the entities that were more or less accounted for in straightforward 
structuralist terms. When looked at from a post-modern perspective, a fixed, 
rationalist thought typical of modernism sound already collapsed. On the other hand, 
the relationship between subject and the objective world is characterized by 
ambiguity, imparting a new quality to the discoursal identities typical of language-
centered modernity. Foucault who aligned with Frankfurt School believed in 
emancipator role of discourse that was tightly interconnected with the attempt on 
the part of the subject (the author) to self-create. In his view, society divorced from 
power relations would cease to exist because social life is nothing more than simply 
influencing the people’s acts, and therefore power is inherent to any social relation. 
Drawing upon new patterns of thought, and the dramatic changes that modernist 
views have undergone, Foucault builds upon the course of intellectual history and 
compels individuals to discard the iconic identities so that the surrounding socio-
cultural systems can be transformed. Butler is, indeed, one among many scholars with 
powerful inspirations from Foucault’s formulations of post-modern identities that 
challenges binary identities. Following Gannon and Davis, 

Binary modes of thought limit and constrain thinking in 
ways that are oppositional and hierarchical. These binary 
categories—such as man/woman and good/evil—are 
implicated in dividing and constraining the world in ways that 
may be violent in their effects. So too, the category feminist, if 
understood in binary terms, implies the existence of an imagined 
and oppositional category that contains those items, people, or 
ideas that are “not-feminist” or even “antifeminist” (mobilizing 
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the divisive logic of “if you are not with us you are against us”). 
Detecting these binary or oppositional and hierarchical modes 
of thinking, where categories emerge to structure thought on 
axes of this/not-this and good/bad, is of particular interest to 
researchers working within deconstructive frameworks. The 
binaries are implicated in relations of power and in maintaining 
the status quo. Despite the apparent orderliness of binary 
thought, categories tend to slip around and to glue themselves 
onto other binaries, conflating one with another. For example, 
feminist may be conflated with “woman” (and, conversely, not-
feminist with “man”). (2006, p.73) 

 
Conclusion 

Discursive processes account for strong enough influences in social, literary and 
philosophical terms. Gender is, indeed, a significant angle from which such discursive 
operations are realized. Though the distinction between gender and sex (or gender 
vs. sex) provided a convenient framework for dichotomizing essentialist as well as 
socialized aspects of feminine vs. masculine subjects, the ambiguity surrounding the 
notion of gender has never been satisfactorily resolved. Accompanying the word 
gender as a social label for human subjects is a variety theorizations and accounts 
that can be identified within feminist or epistemological lines of thinking. Butler, who 
sides with general feminist views dismisses nature as a basis for defining gendered 
identities.  In fact, she sees gender as a discursively made label that is imposed by 
society on account of repeated doings of gender. She coins the terms ‘performativity’ 
by which she means the acts that the subjects perform in order to comply with 
repeatedly-occurring normalizing discourse of the society. In this way, the male and 
female individuals may undergo repression of their desire. Such a desire may manifest 
itself in tendency to choose the clothes of the opposite gender. In her view, the 
discrepancy between the desired body that performs, and the gender that is 
performed suggests that the latter is not innate; rather it is shaped by repetitive 
performativity in compliance with the discursive practices of the society.  

Butler’s approach fits in the big picture that informs postmodernism as a 
paradigm in humanities and arts. However, the same criticisms that are leveled at 
postmodernism can pertain to Butlers’ theorization of gender and performativity. 
First, it is generally believed that such views hardly empower or incite any action that 
can improve women’s situation. Another line of criticism is that such views that can 
be identified in feminist thought are apolitical, that is they lack any clear blueprint for 
a comprehensive change in the social structure. Morality is yet another drawback 
where deconstructionist nature of such views not only fails to promise any moral 
basis, but also call all moral foundations into question. 

Still others believe that Butler’s perspective as a feminist, deconstructionist 
theorization suffers from relevance as the problems raised are not the immediate 
needs of most women in non-western women. Finally, it is generally suggested that 
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these theoretical frameworks tend to give prominence to discourse at the cost of 
body and materiality. That sex, gender, and desire are erased and face conceptual 
impasse since they fail to account for many phenomena like desire and risk falling 
into essentialism. To break away from the inadequacies, Butler and her fellow 
feminists must accommodate sexed bodies in the discursive construction of the body.  
 

Reference 

 Austin, J. L. (1976). How to do Things with Words, James O. Urmson, Marina Sbisà (eds), 
Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2th Ed.  

 Butler, J. (1990). Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, New York: 
Routledge.  

 Butler, J. (1993) Bodies that Matter: On the discursive limits of “Sex”, London, New York: 
Routledge. 

 Butler, J. (1997a). Excitable speech. New York: Routledge. 

 Butler, J. (1997b). The psychic life of power. Theories in subjectivity, Stanford University Press: 
Stanford. 

 Butler, J (1999) Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, London, New York: 
Routledge. 

 Butler, J (2000) ‘Politics, power and ethics, p. a discussion between Judith Butler and 
William Conolly’ Theory & Event 4(2), http, p.//muse.jhu.edu/journals/theoryand 
event/toc/index.html (accessed on 15th January 2006). 

 Butler, J. (1999). Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. New York:  
Routledge. 

 Butler, J., Sabot, P., and Young, D. (2012). Subjects of desire: Hegelian reflections in twentieth-
century France. New York: Columbia University Press. 

 Gannon, S. & Davies, B. (2006). Post-modern, post-structural and critical theories. In 
S. N. Hess-Biber (Ed.), Handbook of feminist research (pp. 71-106). New York: Sage 
Publications. 

 Lloyd, M. (2007). Judith Butler: From Norms to Politics. Cambridge:  Polity. 

 Mikkola, Mari. 2017. Feminist Perspectives on Sex and Gender, The Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2017 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.). 

 Ramazanoglu, C. (with Holland, J.). (2002). Feminist methodology: Challenges and choices. 
London: Sage. 

 Stoller, Robert (1968), Sex and gender: On the development of masculinity and femininity. 
London, Hogarth Press. 

 Searl, J. (1998). La construction de la réalité, Paris: Gallimard.  

 Vidal, J. (2006). Judith Butler en France: Trouble dans la réception , Revue Mouvements, 
Nº 47-48, mi-juin.  

 
 

http://muse.jhu.edu/journals/theoryand%20event/toc/index.html
http://muse.jhu.edu/journals/theoryand%20event/toc/index.html

