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Preface 
 
 

 
In January 2020 the Philosophical Society of Finland organ-
ised its yearly colloquium, which for the second time was 
held in a new format. As the philosophical community in Fin-
land has become linguistically much more diverse than it 
once used to be, the important task of maintaining our na-
tional languages as languages of philosophy must be bal-
anced with the need to include everyone. Therefore, every 
other year the presentations in the society's colloquium can 
now be given also in English, in addition to Finnish and Swe-
dish. As we have seen both in 2018 and in 2020, the new for-
mat not only better reflects our philosophical community as it 
is today, but also attracts contributors from many other coun-
tries to which Finnish philosophers have always had close 
ties. 

FiPhi 2020 was held in Helsinki on 9–10 January – that is, 
about two months before our lives changed in ways we were 
completely unable to anticipate when listening to presenta-
tions in small rooms without wearing face masks, or continu-
ing our discussions in crowded restaurants and bars. Now 
that we are writing the preface to this collection, the vaccina-
tion coverage in Finland is getting near to 80%, and we are 
cautiously returning to face-to-face teaching. However, aca-
demic meetings have most likely changed permanently, as 
we have all been forced to get used to online and hybrid con-
ferences and workshops. Fewer of us will be taking intercon-
tinental flights just to attend a conference, and this must be 
greeted as a positive change, as the kind of conference travel 
that was the norm before the pandemic was not ecologically 
sustainable. However, in mostly local conferences such as 
FiPhi, we do hope to return to a new normal that resembles 
the old one. With some luck Finnish philosophers and some 
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of our international friends will be able to gather in Oulu 
mostly in person for FiPhi 2022. 

During the state of emergency, and before the vaccinations 
started, we opened a call for papers based on talks given at 
FiPhi 2020. This collection is the result of that call. The diver-
sity of the topics it covers – from environmental ethics to phi-
losophy of physics – reflects the diversity of philosophical 
research in Finland. 

Ninni Suni addresses the issue of doxastic responsibility. 
On one hand, we do seem to hold each other as responsible 
for our beliefs (“You shouldn’t believe everything that’s on 
YouTube!”); on the other, beliefs do not seem to be directly 
under our control, and we standardly take being responsible 
to imply being in control. Suni proposes that we can do jus-
tice to our intuitions without adopting any control condition 
on doxastic responsibility. She outlines an “attributionist” 
view on which someone is responsible for a belief when the 
belief reflects what Suni calls their epistemic perspective (a 
set of dispositions to notice, explain, and respond to evi-
dence).  

Ilkka Pättiniemi, Rami Koskinen, and Ilmari Hirvonen re-
view current epistemology of modality. They argue that some 
of the major accounts in this literature would work only if we 
had access to the kind of knowledge that we seem to be una-
ble to produce. As a satisfactory epistemology of modality 
should be applicable by us as the limited beings we are, 
Pättiniemi, Koskinen and Hirvonen find the major accounts 
lacking. They then defend a framework of relative modality 
as a partial remedy to the situation.  

Jaakko Reinikainen examines the problem of semantic ob-
jectivity – the problem of explaining how it is that our lin-
guistic practices are suitably constrained by how the world is 
– as it arises in the context of Robert Brandom’s work (espe-
cially in his Making it Explicit). Having highlighted some rele-
vant tensions in Brandom’s account of semantic objectivity, 
Reinikainen suggests that these tensions may be alleviated by 
articulating the way in which the idea that both facts and atti-
tudes are conceptually structured, more in focus in 
Brandom’s later work, is implicitly operative also in Making it 
Explicit. 
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Heidi Haanila argues that dream research offers valuable 
tools for the study of self. She discusses the distinction be-
tween the experiential and the reflective self, and focuses on 
the ways in which the dream self differs from the waking 
self in terms of both experiential and reflective self. She then 
defends the idea that the differences between the ways in 
which aspects of self are organized in dreaming and in typi-
cal waking self-consciousness enable us to distinguish be-
tween different aspects of self, and to identify some necessary 
features of self.  

Joonas Martikainen examines aphonia, that is, the loss of a 
political voice of one’s own, in the light of Maurice Merleau-
Ponty’s existential phenomenology. He argues that aphonia is 
qualitatively different from both a lack of opportunities for 
democratic participation and a lack of communicative capa-
bilities needed for effective participation, and calls for alter-
native ways to make political participation possible for 
marginalized groups through a “therapeutic” approach to 
political inclusion. 

Agostino Cera focuses on the notion and idea of 
anthropocene, the proposed geological epoch characterised 
by significant human impact on Earth's geology and ecosys-
tems. His aim is to prove that it is a threshold concept that 
capable of shaking the foundation of sciences such as geolo-
gy. He contrasts his arguments about the anthropocene as an 
epistemic hyperobject to Carlos Gray Santana’s recent work 
and argues that geology struggles to fully grasp the idea of 
anthropocene.  

Simo Kyllönen defends a harm-based solution to the Non-
Identity Problem, a much-discussed problem in ethics, which 
concerns making sense of cases where a certain way of acting 
(e.g., an action that results in a future person’s quality of life 
being extremely low) seems wrong, but arguably no one is 
made worse off (because without the action the future person 
would not exist). Kyllönen articulates what the calls the Addi-
tional reasons account of harm, which he argues allows for a 
promising solution to the problem. 

Teemu Tauriainen critically examines truth pluralism. 
While different forms of truth pluralism have been suggested, 
most of them commit to domain reliance, according to which 
different ways of being true are tied to discourse do-
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mains rather than individual sentences. As a result, the truth 
of different types of sentences is accounted for by their do-
main membership. Tauriainen argues that in the standard 
domain reliant pluralist frameworks some sentences end up 
being both true and false, thus conflicting with both standard 
laws of non-contradiction and identity. 

Jan Hauska addresses the metaphysical underpinnings of 
the principle of the composition of forces, which plays a 
prominent role in Newtonian physics. As assigning reality 
to all the forces mentioned by the principle leads to seri-
ous difficulties, various ideas have been put for-
ward about which of the forces exist and how they are 
related. After critically examining a recent suggestion due to 
Olivier Massin, Hauska proposes a construal of the principle 
in terms of powers.  

It is an honor to be able to publish this collection in Acta 
Philosophica Fennica. We are grateful to Eero Kaila, the secre-
tary of the Philosophical Society of Finland, for preparing the 
layout of the volume. We would also like to thank Ilkka Ni-
iniluoto for his long service as the editor of the series, and 
welcome the new editor, Leila Haaparanta. 
 
Inkeri Koskinen & Teemu Toppinen 



 
 

Doxastic Perspective and                              
Responsibility for Belief 

 
NINNI SUNI 

 
 
1 Introduction: The problem of doxastic responsibility 
Our everyday practices reveal a commitment to the idea of 
doxastic responsibility. For instance, we say things like: “You 
shouldn’t believe everything that’s on YouTube!” or, “You 
ought to believe the best scientific evidence about climate 
change.” The idea of a responsible epistemic agent seems to 
be in the background when we say things like: “She gets all 
her news from the yellow press,” or “He’s read multiple stud-
ies on the subject.” These statements refer to epistemic norms, 
which in turn identify credible sources, good epistemic prac-
tices and trustworthy epistemic agents. Given that we are 
social beings that rely on each other for much of the infor-
mation that we acquire, this makes sense. A practice for track-
ing whom to trust is vital. But simply evaluating beliefs as 
true of false is not enough; rather, we are interested in wheth-
er the belief is attributable to the agent, not merely an outcome 
of circumstantial luck. The idea of doxastic responsibility thus 
implies that beliefs are in some sense agentive and that they 
are subject to a prescriptive doxastic ought. 1 

However, responsibility as commonly understood applies 
to actions which seem to require voluntary control, and this 
prompts skeptical arguments against doxastic responsibility. 
The classical formulation of the skeptical position is by Wil-
liam Alston. He argued that deontological concepts such as 

                                                 
1 It is important to emphasize at the outset that this does not mean moral 
responsibility for beliefs, but a distinctively epistemic assessment that 
targets one’s epistemic agency, e.g., an assessment of one’s credibility (cf. 
Kauppinen 2018). 
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duty, obligation, and responsibility apply only when we have 
direct voluntary control, and beliefs, at least in paradigmatic 
cases, are not under direct voluntary control (Alston 1988). 
Alston’s original argument was directed at a specific view in 
epistemology, epistemic deontology, which seeks to give the 
meaning of epistemological concepts such as justification and 
warrant in terms of deontic concepts like duties and obliga-
tions. However, the worry generalizes beyond this specific 
view. Insofar as responsibility requires voluntary control, 
beliefs do not seem to be the kinds of things for which we can 
be responsible. The implication is that a natural reading of 
our everyday language regarding doxastic oughts and re-
sponsibility must be revised, resulting in an error theory of 
such language. 

The pull of Alston’s argument can be illustrated by what 
Chrisman (2008) calls the no rewards principle (NRP): 

NRP: No matter how large the reward, S cannot simply decide 
to believe that p in order to collect that reward.  

Suppose I offered you 100 million euros to believe that Bernie 
Sanders is the President of the United States. The offer is 
tempting, but try as you might, you cannot change your be-
lief simply by deciding to do so. By contrast, were I to offer a 
large reward for doing something you ordinarily would not 
do, say, eating rotten meat, it is up to you to decide to do so 
and collect the reward. Moreover, McHugh (2012) points out 
that the problem is not just with beliefs that you know to be 
false, but also beliefs for which you have no evidence what-
soever. Suppose that you were offered a large reward for be-
lieving that it rained on Aristotle’s 30th birthday. You have no 
reason to believe this, and the reward cannot provide you 
with one, being of the wrong kind. It is impossible to form the 
belief solely for a reward. In other words, the no rewards 
principle seems to show that doxastic involuntarism (DI) is 
true: 
 DI: Doxastic states are not under effective voluntary control. 

The skeptical position can then be summarized in the Anti-
Deontology Argument. It is usually formulated in terms of 
the ought implies can principle (OIC), which has independent 
plausibility. 
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The Anti-Deontology Argument: 

P1 If Doxastic Responsibility (DR) is true, then Doxastic Volun-
tarism (DV) is true 

P2 DI 

P3 DV is false (from P2) 

C DR is false (from P1, P3) 

The argument seems valid, and both P1 and P2 have strong 
intuitive appeal, but there are still many ways to resist it. 
Some deny P2, that is, endorse some form of doxastic volun-
tarism (Ginet 2001, Ryan 2003, Steup 2000, 2008, 2017), while 
others resist the ought-implies-can principle backing P1, ar-
guing that the principle does not always hold (Sinnott-
Armstrong 1984). The most headway can be made, however, 
by unpacking P1, which relies on an implicit premise. The 
missing premise is this: 

P1* Voluntary control is necessary for doxastic responsibility 

This paper assesses the different ways P1* has been resisted 
by relating the solutions to the conditions of responsibility 
operating in the background, sometimes implicit, sometimes 
explicit. I will start with a view which denies the premise by 
arguing that the doxastic ought does not require that the 
agent can follow it, moving then to views which deny only 
the ‘voluntary’ part of the premise, arguing that there is a 
distinctively epistemic kind of control which is necessary to 
doxastic responsibility. I will argue that both of these views 
run into problems which can be averted by adopting a specif-
ic view of responsibility which rejects control as a necessary 
condition for responsibility, and I sketch a way towards such 
a view. The idea is that beliefs are agentive because they re-
veal the doxastic perspective from which they were formed 
and they are therefore attributable to the agent in the respon-
sibility-implying sense. I will conclude by considering a pos-
sible objection. 
 
2 The No-Ought-Implies-Can strategy 
The first strategy of arguing against P1* is to deny that ought 
implies can in epistemic context (Feldman 2001, Kornblith 
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2001, Chrisman 2008). I will call it the No-Ought-Implies-Can 
strategy, or NOIC for short. The main insight within this 
strategy is that in epistemic context ‘ought’ refers to stand-
ards of evaluation. 

The idea can be fleshed out in different ways. Feldman 
(2001) argues that doxastic oughts are akin to role-oughts that 
flow from the roles we play in social life, as teachers, parents, 
friends, and so on. What is important in this context is that 
these oughts do not seem to imply can: an incompetent 
teacher still ought to explain things clearly, but she cannot, 
and a bad parent ought to take better care of his children, 
even if he cannot. Feldman suggests that we should under-
stand doxastic oughts as flowing from our roles as believers 
(Feldman 2001, 675): we ought to form our beliefs according 
to our evidence, rather than wishes or fears, even if we cannot 
help forming wishful beliefs from time to time. 

The problem with Feldman’s proposal is that unlike role-
oughts, epistemic oughts seem to be categorical, like moral 
oughts (Kornblith 2001). Many of the roles we occupy are op-
tional: an incompetent teacher can quit her job in order to 
pursue a career that brings out her talents; some people re-
frain from having children because they believe they would 
not be able to take good care of them. By contrast, Kornblith 
argues, in the epistemic case we are not only making the con-
ditional claim that if someone wants to be a good believer, 
she ought to believe so-and-so; we want to endorse an even 
stronger claim, that every individual ought to believe accord-
ing to the evidence. Take a parallel case in the moral sphere: 
suppose that Kelly is a thief. Does it follow that as a thief she 
ought to steal as much as possible? Of course not. The moral 
obligation not to steal is not conditional on the role she plays, 
nor on the reasons she might have for occupying that role. 
Similarly, epistemic oughts are retained even if some of us 
underperform as an epistemic agent.2 Kornblith argues that 
                                                 
2 Note that Kornblith’s argument seems to suppose that role-oughts are 
conditional on our goals—the norms of being a good teacher apply to me 
because I aim to be a good teacher—and that this is the crucial difference 
between role-oughts and categorical oughts. But this need not be so: role-
oughts do not seem to require goals in order to apply. Suppose that John 
does not care at all whether he is a good teacher or not. We would still say 
that as long as he actually is a teacher, the teacher-role-oughts apply to 
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the only way for Feldman to explain this contrast is to appeal 
to the fact that being a believer is not something we can es-
cape. Unlike being a teacher, we cannot simply step out of 
our roles as epistemic agents. But inescapability is also an 
unsatisfactory explanation of the categoricity of certain obli-
gations. To see why, Kornblith asks us to suppose that Kelly 
is not just a thief, but a kleptomaniac, who cannot escape be-
ing a kleptomaniac. It still does not follow that she has a mor-
al obligation to steal. 

Kornblith’s argument is unsatisfactory as it stands because 
it seems plausible that kleptomania is not the kind of role 
which issues oughts or norms.3 But the argument can be re-
vised to make it more robust. Inescapability has also been 
proposed as an explanation for the categoricity of obligations 
in the context of constitutivism, which seeks to draw substan-
tial moral norms from the constitution of agency. For exam-
ple, Christine Korsgaard argues that being an agent is a 
“necessary identity,” and that it follows from this that we are 
subject to certain substantial demands by virtue of the ines-
capability of our roles as agents (Korsgaard 1996, 100-102). In 
short, the argument is that agency issues substantial norms or 
reasons, and those norms or reasons are categorical because 
the role of an agent is inescapable. It could be argued, then, 
that our inescapable roles as agents include epistemic agency, 
and that this is the source of the categoricity of epistemic ob-
ligations. 

However, aside from the question of whether substantial 
norms can be derived from the thin notion of agency, ines-
capability as a source of categoricity has been refuted. Ines-
capability is the wrong kind of necessity on which to ground 
categorical obligations; what the constitutivist needs is nor-
mative necessity, not essential necessity. This is the crux of 
David Enoch’s famous ‘shmagency’ objection (Enoch 2006, 
187-188). The difference between normative and essential ne-
                                                                                                               
him. For this reason, role-oughts might seem categorical after all—unlike 
Kornblith claims—and just like moral and epistemic oughts are. However, 
this does not help Feldman, for he still needs to account for the plausible 
difference between teacher-oughts and epistemic oughts. In the next move 
in the dialectic, Kornblith supplies the inescapability argument to do just 
this, then goes on to reject it. 
3 Thanks to Teemu Toppinen for pointing this out. 
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cessity is well exemplified by Michael Smith (2015, 194, 198). 
He points out that besides being agents, we are also neces-
sarily human, but the fact of that necessity clearly does not 
establish any analytic connection between our function as 
human beings and reasons for action. To function optimally 
as human beings, we have a reason to stay alive, be healthy, 
and produce offspring, but these reasons are not categorical; 
it is perfectly possible that there are no reasons to have chil-
dren, to aim for health, and even to stay alive. It is conceiva-
ble, even if dismaying, that there are no reasons for human 
beings to exist, regardless of the (putative) fact that our whole 
biology is wired up for sustaining the existence of the human 
genome. So, even if we are necessarily human, no categorical 
obligations follow from this. Mere inescapability does not 
therefore suffice to account for the categorical nature of moral 
oughts, and therefore the categoricity of epistemic oughts is 
not explained by the inescapability of our roles as believers 
either.4 

Kornblith (2001) has an alternative suggestion. He retains 
the idea that some oughts flow from evaluations of what 
counts as good performance, but proposes that instead of 
roles, ideals are the source of epistemic oughts. For ideals to 
be able to guide our actions, they must take human limita-
tions into account—an unreachable ideal loses its action-
guiding power. At the same time, ideals should not be so 
closely connected with capabilities of individuals that we lose 
sight of the fact that sometimes people are incapable of reach-
ing the ideal. According to this view, then, the duty of not 
stealing is a moral ideal, which is not undermined by the ex-
istence of kleptomaniacs, and the duty to believe according to 
evidence is similarly an epistemic ideal which is not under-
mined by the fact that sometimes people engage in wishful 
thinking. Reasonable ideals lie somewhere in the large mid-
                                                 
4 Of course, one may dispute the categoricity of epistemic norms. While 
Kornblith takes it simply as a given, others deny that epistemic norms are 
categorical at all (Heathwood 2009, Cowie 2014, 2016). By contrast, Cuneo 
(2007) and Rowland (2013) argue that epistemic discourse is essentially 
committed to the categoricity of epistemic norms. If epistemic error theory 
is right, then of course much of the present discussion is fundamentally 
misguided, so the arguments and conclusions here should be read as ten-
tative in that respect. 
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dle ground between the superhuman and the all-too-human. 
Kornblith argues that once we recognize this, we see that 
doxastic oughts do not require the level of voluntary control 
that the anti-deontology argument demands. 

But ideals, too, fail to explain doxastic oughts. As stated at 
the beginning of this section, the main insight within the 
strategy is that, in epistemic context, ‘ought’ refers to stand-
ards of evaluation. This is not a sufficient solution to the 
problem, however, because standards of evaluation do not 
presuppose agency. It is common to distinguish between an 
ought that applies to actions and one that applies to states of 
affairs (Humberstone 1971, Harman 1977). Using ought lan-
guage, we can either prescribe actions or evaluate states of 
affairs, where evaluation can target things such as cars and 
apples, without thereby attributing to them responsibility for 
being the way they are. Moreover, we evaluate things like 
weather and natural scenery without attributing to anyone 
responsibility for being the way they are. The problem with 
the simple NOIC view is thus that it equivocates between the 
evaluative and prescriptive readings of ‘ought.’  

Chrisman (2008) has a more sophisticated take on the 
NOIC strategy, one that avoids unobtrusively equivocating 
between evaluative and prescriptive oughts. His solution re-
lies on Sellars’s (1969) distinction between rules of action and 
rules of criticism, or ought-to-do’s and ought-to-be’s. Only 
the former kinds presuppose voluntary control, whereas the 
latter apply to states, how things ought to be. However, 
Chrisman, following Sellars, holds that these two kinds of 
oughts are importantly connected: rules of criticism material-
ly imply rules of action. In other words, statements of the 
form: 

X ought to be in state S. 

materially imply that: 
(Other things being equal and where possible) one should bring 
it about that X is in state S (Chrisman 2008, 360). 

And, according to Chrisman (ibid., 364), doxastic oughts are 
of the form: 
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X ought to be in doxastic attitude A towards proposition p un-
der conditions C. 

Even though the ought here implies agency, it does not imply 
that the subject of the ought is capable of voluntarily follow-
ing the rule in question. Compare with: 

 The beds ought to be made every morning 

which materially implies that: 
(Other things equal and where possible) one should bring it 
about that the beds are made every morning, 

but does not imply that the subject—the bed--is the one re-
sponsible for bringing it about. According to Chrisman, this 
solution manages to respect both doxastic responsibility and 
doxastic involuntarism because it allows believers to be open 
to criticism even if they do not exercise voluntary control in 
believing what they believe. 

As stated above, Chrisman successfully avoids the prob-
lems of equivocation that Feldman and Kornblith are vulner-
able to. Moreover, in trying to maintain the connection 
between rules of criticism and rules of agency, Chrisman ex-
plicitly attempts to retain the prescriptive reading of ‘ought.’ 
The problem with Chrisman’s solution is, however, that it 
loses sight of the relevant agent. Consider:  

(1) Anne ought to write the report.  

If analyzed as:  
(2) One ought to bring it about that Anne writes the report,  

it becomes ambiguous regarding who ought to bring it about. 
In ordinary language the meaning is rather clear: it is Anne 
herself who ought to bring it about that the report is written. 
Of course, there remains a possibility that the statement refers 
to someone else, perhaps Anne’s secretary, whose job is to 
make sure that Anne does everything she ought to do. But 
consider then an everyday-language statement: 

(3) You ought to believe p. 

When formulated as: 
(4) One ought to bring it about that you believe p 
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the proposition makes very little sense. There is no one whose 
job it is to see to your beliefs but yourself. Other people have 
even less control over your beliefs than you do—evil demons 
aside. Chrisman’s solution therefore fails to properly respect 
the prescriptive sense of ‘ought.’5  

Is there any way to avoid the ambiguity? Chrisman (2012) 
hints that the scope of the relevant agents could be restricted 
by context. This would get rid of the ambiguity in (2): unless 
Anne really has a secretary, it is reasonable to interpret the 
statement as referring to Anne herself. However, (4) remains 
as puzzling as ever. The only reasonable scope of agents here 
is whoever is referred to as ‘you’ in a given context. That 
would be equivalent to replacing ‘one’ with ‘you’ in (4), 
thereby getting: 

(5) You ought to bring it about that you believe p. 

This formulation, however, looks alarmingly like doxastic 
voluntarism, since it is very natural to read the phrase “to 
bring it about” as involving voluntary guidance. Remember 
that we wanted a formulation that only materially implies 
agency, without requiring that the subject of the proposition 
is the agent in question. But perhaps there is a way to read it 
otherwise. Here is a suggestion: 

(6) You ought to be in a state such that you bring it about 
that you believe p. 

But this formulation is not helpful either. It means that what 
we are doing is again merely evaluating the agent according 
to some standard, which is not the same thing as prescribing 
an action.  

To see why evaluating agency is not equivalent to prescrib-
ing, it is helpful to consider an example. Imagine an agent, 
call him Derek, who has deuteranopia: his eyes do not per-
ceive the color red. Because of this inability, his color judg-
ments are systematically more or less off, depending on the 
amount of red in the color in question. For instance, he per-
ceives purple and blue as equally blue. We can evaluate most 
of his color judgments individually as faulty: he just does not 
get them right. The fault also seems to derive from his agency 
                                                 
5 Thanks to Joanna Klimczyk for helpful discussion on this point. 
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in the sense that the fault is not due to any outside factor, 
poor lighting conditions, colored lights, or some such thing. 
Instead, the faulty judgments stem from Derek’s own doxas-
tic system. Still, it would seem unfair to hold him accountable 
for the mistakes. 

Now let us consider a contrasting case. Suppose that Derek 
works in a laboratory where his job is to make diagnoses. One 
disease, examplisis, is diagnosed by adding a few drops of an 
indicator liquid to the sample. The sample will then turn 
purple if it is positive, and blue if it is negative. Unfortunate-
ly, due to his deuteranopia, Derek is unable to tell the differ-
ence between blue and purple, rendering him unable to make 
the correct diagnosis. By contrast, his colleague Jerek has no 
physical incapability. He has just never been interested in 
colors and never bothered to learn to distinguish but the most 
basic of them. Think of the proverbial husband who, when 
his wife asks him to buy a can of fuchsia-colored paint, comes 
back with a can of magenta wondering what the difference 
between them is; are they not both sort of pink? Expand this 
example a bit and we get Jerek. Now, both Derek and Jerek 
are, evaluatively speaking, unreliable in their diagnoses of 
examplisis, and their unreliability is grounds for not asking 
their advice when the goal is to get a correct diagnosis. But in 
addition, Jerek seems responsible for his mistake in a sense 
that does not apply to Derek. 

Derek’s mistakes may be attributable to him, but there is 
no way to reason him out of his condition. There is a certain 
range of epistemic reasons that he is not capable of respond-
ing to, even with the help of the second-order reasons he 
might recognize when he realizes that he is unable to do his 
job well. His inability blocks the prescriptive sense of ‘ought.’ 
We cannot expect him to change when presented with rea-
sons to do so. Jerek, on the other hand, has no such excuse. 
There is a sense in which we could reasonably expect him to 
improve his judgments because there seems to be a gap be-
tween his abilities and his actual performance. This gap is 
where the prescriptive ought finds its grip; it is where we 
place responsibility attributions. So, in order to distinguish 
between Derek and Jerek, we need more than just an evalua-
tion of agency. 
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In conclusion, the No-Ought-Implies-Can strategy fails to 
solve the problem of doxastic ought because it fails to capture 
the prescriptive sense of ‘ought.’ The challenge is to find a 
distinctively epistemic agency which does not require volun-
tary control, but which does not collapse into mere evaluation 
either—a type of agency that resides somewhere between 
voluntary control and evaluation of states of affairs. I will 
turn to views that aim at precisely this in the next section. 
 
3 The Process View 
The NOIC strategy shares with doxastic voluntarism an im-
plicit assumption that the ‘can’ in ‘ought implies can’ requires 
voluntary control (Shah 2002, Chuard & Southwood 2009) 
and tries to avert it by giving up the prescriptive ought. Re-
sisting this assumption therefore opens up new theoretical 
space for spelling out conditions for doxastic responsibility.  

A popular move is to model doxastic agency after the more 
familiar practical agency but identify a type of control which 
is distinct from voluntary control and which is exercised in 
cognitive activity such as reasoning or inquiry. According to 
these views, belief itself is a non-agentive, static state, but 
doxastic agency is located in the belief-forming processes or 
in the possibility of consciously reflecting and endorsing the 
belief after it is formed. These processes can be understood as 
a form of control themselves, and the notion of control as 
something distinctively epistemic, such as cognitive control 
(McHugh 2013), evaluative control (Hieronymi 2008, 2009), or 
rational control (O’Brien 2007).6 For example, in McHugh’s 
view, conscious control through inquiry is necessary for dox-
astic responsibility, but often only dispositionally so: the 
agency that we have over automatic beliefs is such that we 
would consciously endorse them when prompted, or we may 
reject them when considering the issue more carefully. An 
agent can therefore be held responsible for the act of reason-
ing or judging, or for being in a position to exercise such rea-
soning, whether or not it was actually exercised (McHugh 
2011, 2013). 

                                                 
6 Something along these lines has also been proposed by Peacocke (1998), 
Shah and Velleman (2005), Soteriou (2005), and Cassam (2010). 
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The process view seems at first a happy compromise that 
acknowledges both the role of reasoning and that beliefs 
themselves are not active. It would allow us to agree with the 
skeptics that beliefs are not subject to voluntary control, that 
beliefs themselves are not an exercise of agency, and that 
many of our beliefs are automatic, something we cannot help 
but have, in the way that sensory beliefs often seem to be. 
This way, the only kinds of norms that apply to beliefs them-
selves are standards of correctness. Yet we could insist that 
there is a genuine, distinct type of doxastic agency which is 
exercised in the act of belief-formation—in consciously delib-
erating, evaluating, reasoning, or judging whether p is the 
case—and that this is the domain of the prescriptive ought 
that Alston wrongly assumed to require voluntary control.  

Unfortunately, the process view comes with implausible 
commitments. The insistence that beliefs are not themselves 
agentive is problematic because it means that the process 
view cannot explain what has come to be called the transpar-
ency of belief. In short, the problem starts from the observation 
that when asked whether I believe p, the most straightfor-
ward way to answer the question is to consider directly 
whether p is the case (Moran 2001, 2012). The puzzle here is 
to explain how a question concerning one’s mental states is 
apparently transparent to a question concerning something 
else entirely. This poses a problem for the process view be-
cause in that view beliefs are just the outputs of one’s deliber-
ative processes, stored somewhere in one’s memory like jars 
on a shelf. Therefore, it seems puzzling that in order to an-
swer the question whether I believe p, the most straightfor-
ward thing to do is to engage in the process of asking 
whether p is the case, rather than just checking the shelves to 
see whether there happens to be a belief that p in there 
somewhere. By contrast, if someone asks you whether you 
have strawberry jam in your cupboard, the most straightfor-
ward thing to do is not to start preparing strawberry jam 
right away, but rather to go and check the shelves. 

Moran argues that the transparency is made intelligible on-
ly if I can reasonably assume that whether I come to believe p 
is somehow determined by my considering the question of 
whether p is true: 
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I would have a right to assume that my reflection on the reasons 
[for P] provided an answer to the question of what my belief 
(…) is, if I could assume that what my belief here is was some-
thing determined by the conclusion of my reflection on those 
reasons. (Moran 2003, 405) 

Thus, in Moran’s view, what explains the transparency is an 
agent’s capacity for making up her mind—her doxastic self-
determination. Doxastic agency must be such that it puts me 
in a position to know, on the basis of drawing the conclusion 
p, that I believe p (Boyle 2011, 8). Boyle argues, furthermore, 
that a related point must apply to the grounds on which my 
conclusion is held: “If I reason ‘P, so Q’, this must normally 
put me in a position, not merely to know that I believe Q, but 
to know something about why I believe Q, namely because I 
believe that P and that P shows that Q” (ibid.). 

Initially it may seem that the process view can easily ac-
commodate this datum, but Boyle argues that this is not the 
case. This is because, as both Moran and Boyle emphasize, 
transparency and self-knowledge hold for beliefs generally, 
but the cognitive control view must see them as holding only 
on those occasions when one consciously deliberates whether 
p, whereas the bulk of our beliefs would not come within the 
sphere of self-knowledge. Boyle considers a response by Shah 
and Velleman which makes precisely this distinction: 

If the question is whether I already believe that P, one can assay the 
relevant state of mind by posing the question whether P and see-
ing what one is spontaneously inclined to answer. In this proce-
dure, the question whether P serves as a stimulus applied to 
oneself for the empirical purpose of eliciting a response. (…) By 
contrast, the question whether I now believe that P is potentially 
transparent to the question whether P in the capacity of just such 
an invitation [to reasoning]. (Shah and Velleman 2005, 506-507) 

Shah and Velleman emphasize that the procedure of eliciting 
a spontaneous answer from oneself must be a brute stimulus 
and requires one to refrain from any reasoning because the 
reasoning might accidentally alter the state of mind one is 
trying to assess. They propose a strict distinction between an 
occurrent act of reasoning, in which doxastic self-governance 
is exercised, and the stored results of previous acts of such 
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reasoning, which are of course the products of doxastic self-
governance but the recollection of which is not agentive. 

Boyle (2011, 10) argues that the distinction is not tenable. 
First, if the only point of asking myself “Do I believe p?” is to 
elicit a spontaneous response, then it seems that it should be 
an open question for me as to whether I believe p, just as it 
would be an open question whether there is strawberry jam 
in the cupboard. But that seems to leave commitment to the 
truth of p out of the picture. If I recall what I believe about p, 
surely I must also recall what I think about the truth concern-
ing p, that is, what I call to mind cannot be only the past as-
sessment of the question, but also the present. 

Second, Boyle argues that when an agent is questioned 
about her existing beliefs, we also expect her to be able to 
provide her grounds for those beliefs, whether or not she has 
consciously deliberated on the issue.  Of course, an agent may 
fail to provide reasons, or her reasons may be inadequate, but 
the point is, no one questions the applicability of such ques-
tions even concerning one’s automatic beliefs. Rather, the 
agent is held criticizable for holding beliefs on inadequate 
grounds, and this criticism is directed at what she presently 
believes, not only at how she formerly reasoned. 

To sum up, the distinction between two different tempo-
ralities is implausible because we tend to interpret the prod-
ucts of an agent’s past assessments as something she 
presently actively believes, something the truth of which she 
is committed to, and for which she sees (some) grounds for 
being committed to. The emphasis that Shah and Velleman 
place on the empirical observation of one’s own responses is 
suspect because it seems that it would leave automatic per-
ceptual beliefs outside doxastic responsibility. Since percep-
tual beliefs are not formed by deliberation, it is unclear how I 
could access the grounds on which the belief is held merely 
by self-observation. McHugh includes perceptual beliefs un-
der doxastic agency via dispositional control. He argues that 
even though perceptual beliefs are in general automatic, we 
are able to exercise dispositional control over them by paus-
ing and reconsidering when given some higher-order evi-
dence (McHugh 2013, 134-135). But this is precisely the type 
of reasoning that Shah and Velleman place in the second cat-
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egory, that of actively reasoning whether I now believe p. The 
original, automatic belief remains opaque. 

The problem stems from the strict distinction between ac-
tive cognitive processes and static doxastic states over which 
the processes govern. The connection between a belief and 
agency must be more intimate than the process view allows. 
While it is plausible that cognitive activities such as reason-
ing, inquiry, and deliberation are important for the responsi-
bility one bears for one’s beliefs, they cannot be mere external 
governing forces. I will argue for a view with such an inti-
mate connection at its heart in the next section. 
 
4 The Doxastic Perspective View 
The process view resists P1* by rejecting volition and arguing 
that there is a distinctively doxastic type of control at work in 
doxastic responsibility. The third way to reject P1* is then to 
reject control as a necessary condition of responsibility alto-
gether and embrace some form of attributionism about dox-
astic responsibility. In this section I will offer a brief sketch of 
one such account, the details of which must be left for future 
work. 

Attributionist views of responsibility hold, roughly, that 
agents are responsible for those actions that can in some way 
be attributed to the agent: actions that somehow reflect who 
she is as a person, her identity as a moral agent, her moral 
character, or her evaluative judgments (e.g., Arpaly 2003, 
Sher 2009, Smith 2005, 2008, 2015). The views differ from each 
other in many respects, but what unites them is their denial 
of voluntary control as a necessary condition of moral re-
sponsibility. The arguments usually start from the observa-
tion that we often tend to hold each other responsible for 
things that are clearly not under voluntary control, things 
such as forgetting, omission, neglect, certain emotional reac-
tions, and crucially, doxastic attitudes (Sher 2009, Smith 
2005).7  
                                                 
7 To clarify, it is not clear whether these authors mean moral responsibility for 
beliefs or a distinctively epistemic assessment. I hold that moral and epistemic 
assessments are distinct, but the basis of responsibility attributions is the same. That 
is, whether we can credit or criticize an agent for her belief depends on whether 
that belief is the upshot of her agency in the same way that whether we can praise of 
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In short, I suggest that beliefs are agentive because they are 
formed within the agent’s doxastic perspective, which is at-
tributable to the agent in a responsibility-implying sense. Un-
like the process view holds, beliefs are intrinsically agentive 
and not merely static products of cognitive processes: they 
reveal the agent’s doxastic perspective. I will unpack this be-
low. 

The first step is to recognize that beliefs are never just sim-
ple reflections of evidence. An agent’s take on available evi-
dence is in part a function of her prior pre-doxastic attitudes 
which manifest in the comparative weight she puts on vari-
ous pieces of evidence. This is a familiar idea presented in 
different ways across various philosophical disciplines, from 
the theory-ladenness of observation to cognitive penetration 
of perception. Recently, Babic (2019) has argued that an 
agent’s attitude towards epistemic risk in part determines 
how she ought, rationally speaking, to update her credences 
in light of new evidence. That is, how an agent ought to up-
date her credences depends in part on such factors as how 
she evaluates the risks involved in different types of mis-
takes. Because such evaluations are not evidential, two agents 
can have the same evidence and still arrive at different beliefs 
without either of them being (subjectively) irrational. This is 
why beliefs are personal in the sense that they reflect the 
agent’s doxastic perspective.  

But what is doxastic perspective? The notion of perspective 
is borrowed from Elisabeth Camp (2017). This is how she de-
scribes it: 

On my view, a perspective is an open-ended disposition to no-
tice, explain, and respond to situations in the world — an ability 
to “go on the same way” in assimilating and responding to 
whatever information and experiences one encounters. As such, 
perspectives differ from propositional attitudes -- in at least two 
related ways. First, a perspective determines no truth-conditions 
of its own […]. Second, having a perspective is a matter of cog-
nitive action rather than cognitive content: it involves actually 
noticing, explaining, and responding to situations in a certain 
way, and not just representing situations as ‘to be interpreted’ in 

                                                                                                               
blame an agent for her behavior depends on whether that behavior is the upshot of 
her agency. 
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that way. In slogan form, perspectives are tools for thought, not 
thoughts in themselves. (Camp 2017, 78-79) 

Camp’s notion of perspective is wider than mine because she 
also wants to include non-cognitive attitudes under its rubric. 
As I am only interested in belief-forming methods, I will nar-
row it down to doxastic perspective:  

Doxastic perspective: A disposition to notice, explain, and re-
spond to evidence in a manner which forms a systematic and 
(more or less) coherent view of the world. A doxastic perspec-
tive does not have truth-conditions; it is a tool for thought rather 
than a thought in itself. 

A doxastic perspective is thus not merely about representing 
evidence as to be interpreted in a certain way, but actually 
noticing, explaining and responding to evidence in a way 
which results in an agent’s personal view of the world. An 
agent’s doxastic perspective is formed by the pre-doxastic, 
non-evidential attitudes that in part determine what she pays 
attention to, how she assigns weight to various pieces of evi-
dence, and how she evaluates the risks involved in different 
kinds of mistakes. 

There are various ways to argue for the attributability of an 
agent’s doxastic perspective depending on the view of 
attributability conditions one endorses. On George Sher’s 
view (2009), doxastic perspective would be part of an agent’s 
psychophysical constitution, and as such grounds for respon-
sibility. On a Frankfurt-inspired real-self view, doxastic per-
spective could perhaps be construed as the set of second-
order evaluations that form an agent’s doxastic real self (cf. 
Frankfurt 1987). On Angela Smith’s (2005) rational relations 
view, doxastic perspective would be agentive because it con-
sists of attitudes that are part of the agent’s web of evaluative 
attitudes. I am going to suggest that doxastic perspective is 
attributable to an agent because it consists of an agent’s goals, 
cares, and values, which are deeply personal. The agent’s 
goals, cares, and values determine how the agent evaluates 
the risks involved in various possible mistakes, which in turn 
affect how she evaluates, for instance, the credibility of a 
source and the relative weight of various pieces of evidence, 
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and ultimately how she combines the available evidence with 
her pre-existing beliefs to form or revise a belief.  

How does the doxastic perspective view handle the prob-
lems that affect the process view? First, because all beliefs are 
formed within an agent’s doxastic perspective, there is no 
distinction between automatic perceptual beliefs and beliefs 
formed by deliberation. Doxastic perspective affects what one 
notices and how one responds to it, so even automatic per-
ceptual beliefs come under its blanket. Similarly, doxastic 
perspective determines in part which pieces of evidence enter 
the deliberation and how they are weighted within the delib-
eration. Second, because there is no strict distinction between 
non-agentive beliefs and the agentive processes which govern 
them, transparency does not pose a problem. Beliefs are not 
static, but dynamic in that they reflect the agent’s continued 
take on the relevant reasons. Thus, when asked whether I be-
lieve p, it makes no difference whether I rely on my memory 
of my previously formed belief, or whether I start assessing 
the truth of p at that moment: the result will in either case 
reflect my doxastic perspective. When asked for reasons for 
believing p, I can access the grounds on which I hold the be-
lief because they are also part of my doxastic perspective.  
 
5 Objection to and clarification of the view 
One possible worry for this kind of view is whether it can 
really account for the prescriptive doxastic ought. It might 
seem that we are after all just evaluating an agent’s beliefs 
against some standard. Where is the agency in all of this? If 
beliefs are simply determined by my doxastic perspective, 
how can I in any sense be responsible for them? 

Answering this objection requires drawing a distinction 
between an agent whose belief is truly compelled—say, by 
paranoid delusions or deuteranopia—and one who is merely 
biased by her perspective. So, let us go back to Derek and 
Jerek. How does the doxastic perspective view explain the 
difference between them?  

Derek’s deuteranopia makes him unable to respond to a 
certain range of reasons, namely, the red pigment in purple. 
His inability is grounds for exemption from the sphere of re-
sponsibility practices concerning color judgments: the mis-
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take does not reflect his pre-doxastic attitudes, his evalua-
tions, or doxastic perspective. Rather, his agency is compro-
mised with respect to color judgments. He is unable to 
respond to the relevant reasons, and thus we cannot expect 
him to change his view. The most we can do is to evaluate his 
beliefs from an objective point of view. This is a broadly 
Strawsonian take on things (Strawson 1962, 9). To evaluate an 
agent from an objective point of view is to refrain from treat-
ing her as a member of the epistemic community, that is, to 
refrain from treating her as a credible source, one whose 
judgments ought to be taken into account or who has authori-
ty concerning some issue. Needless to say, to exclude some-
one from the epistemic community would be a terrible 
injustice if done without a good reason (Fricker 2008), but an 
impairment in judgment would be a right kind of reason. A 
good reason is one that explains why the agent is unable to 
participate in the community (with respect to a specific ques-
tion, or more generally), in other words, why the prescriptive 
ought is not applicable to her. An agent whose mistaken be-
lief is due to a cognitive impairment can be evaluated as a 
poor doxastic agent without implying that she is responsible 
for the mistake because her mistake does not reflect her dox-
astic perspective, that is, her goals, cares, commitments, or 
values. Rather, the mistaken belief only reflects the cognitive 
impairment. 

The doxastic perspective thus does the work in doxastic re-
sponsibility that quality of will does for Strawson’s notion of 
moral responsibility: an agent is responsible for those beliefs 
that reflect the agent’s doxastic perspective. Unlike Strawson, 
though, I hold that exemptions may concern only specific ar-
eas, such as Derek’s color judgments, without having to com-
promise any other areas of doxastic agency (cf. Kauppinen 
2018). Derek may still be a highly reliable source concerning, 
say, mathematics. 

We can use Strawson’s distinction between exemption and 
excuses to further spell out what constitutes an excuse in this 
picture. In Strawson’s view, excuses do not invite us to modi-
fy our attitudes towards the agent, but only to view the mis-
take as one in respect of which reactive attitudes are 
inappropriate, that is, the mistake is not incompatible with 
the agent’s attitude and intentions being just what they ought 
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to be (Strawson 1962, 7-8). In parallel, a doxastic excuse is 
such that the fact of the mistake is not incompatible with the 
agent’s perspective and doxastic agency being just what they 
ought to be. Thus, the mistake does not reflect the agent’s 
doxastic perspective, but, say, missing evidence or a tempo-
rary lapse of attention. 

In sum, the difference between Derek and Jerek is that 
Derek’s deuteranopia constitutes an exemption from doxastic 
responsibility regarding color judgments. Jerek’s mistake, on 
the other hand, reflects his doxastic perspective, the fact that 
he does not find colors interesting and thus fails to notice im-
portant differences between them. It is fair to hold him re-
sponsible for his judgments: we can expect him to improve, 
perhaps with the help of the second-order reasons provided 
by his boss. 
 
Conclusion 
I have discussed three different ways to refute the skeptical 
anti-deontology argument against doxastic responsibility. 
The first is to deny that ought implies can in the doxastic 
sphere. The second is to deny voluntary control in favor of a 
distinctively epistemic form of control. I have argued that 
both of these approaches run into trouble. The third solution 
is to adopt an attributionist approach to responsibility and 
argue that no kind of control is necessary for doxastic respon-
sibility. I sketched the outlines of a possible solution along 
these lines, one that ties doxastic responsibility to an agent’s 
personal doxastic perspective, constituted by her pre-doxastic 
attitudes which determine the relative weight an agent gives 
to various pieces of evidence. I closed by arguing that we can 
then give a broadly Strawsonian analysis of responsibility 
practices which identifies excuses and exemptions. 
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We review some of the major accounts in the current episte-
mology of modality and identify some shared issues that 
plague all of them. In order to provide insight into the nature 
of modal statements in science, philosophy, and beyond, a 
satisfactory epistemology of modality would need to be suit-
ably applicable to practical and theoretical contexts by limited 
beings. However, many epistemologies of modality seem to 
work only when we have access to the kind of knowledge 
that is at least currently beyond our reach. Or, in the extreme 
case, it is argued that even if we knew all the relevant infor-
mation about the respective domain – or even the entire state 
of the world – there would still remain a special class of mod-
al truths that would be left unaccounted for. Neither picture 
bodes well for practical applicability, nor for the philosophi-
cal justification of these epistemologies. This is especially the 
case as we hold that one of the main motivations for modal 
inquiry typically arises in cases of imperfect information and 
limited cognitive resources. We close by providing a partial 
remedy to the situation by suggesting an overall framework 
of relative modality (RM) that can be used to both unify some 
existing modal epistemologies and, at the same time, make 
them more metaphysically modest. 
 
1. Introduction 
In this paper, we review and criticize some popular ap-
proaches to the epistemology of modality. These include es-
sentialism (e.g., Lowe 2012; Hale 2013), conceivability-based 
accounts (e.g., Yablo 1993; Chalmers 2002; 2010), and certain 
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philosophical uses of the framework of possible worlds (e.g., 
Lewis 1986; Nozick 1981, 128–137). Our treatment is by no 
means complete; there are also epistemological accounts of 
modality that fall outside the scope of our discussion, includ-
ing, but not limited to, variations and combinations of the 
aforementioned positions. However, our purpose is to high-
light what we see as a general trend amongst the standard 
philosophical answers to the epistemological challenge of 
modalities. We think that the approaches are far too often 
driven by background assumptions that lack adequate epis-
temic justification. As a result, instead of giving us tools to 
tackle puzzling cases of modalities in science, philosophy or 
ordinary life, these theories rather lead to further philosophi-
cal problems. In a nutshell, they tend to either explain our 
modal access by positing explanantia that are themselves 
epistemically highly problematic or, failing to or not attempt-
ing to explain our modal access, they lead to forms of modal 
skepticism. 

We think this situation is problematic for many reasons, 
chief among them the fact that modalities are an integral part 
of our scientific and everyday reasoning. Ideally, we would 
like to see an epistemological theory of modalities that is at 
once without obvious philosophical problems and can do jus-
tice to our actual epistemic practices. Indeed, the existing ac-
counts of modality seem to be in stark tension with the 
pragmatic rationale behind modal reasoning. Moreover, since 
modal language is often invoked in the context of limited 
knowledge (e.g., Dray 1957, 165; Wimsatt 2007, 130–131), it 
would be good if our epistemological theory could also say 
something about these situations. That is, something other 
than that they are all unjustified. Surely some of these modal 
claims are still epistemically more (or less) warranted than 
others? 

After reviewing the standard answers in the epistemology 
of modality, we close with a short account of our own that 
should provide a partial remedy to the situation. More pre-
cisely, we sketch an overall framework of relative modality 
(RM) that can be used to unify some existing modal episte-
mologies and, at the same time, make them more metaphysi-
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cally modest.1 RM is concerned about what is kept fixed in 
publicly evaluable systems, scenarios, models, theories, and 
other vehicles of inference-making (for a precursor of this 
kind of view, see Quine 1982). The epistemology of modal 
statements thus becomes an internal question of the features 
and boundary conditions imposed by the system in question. 
These system features are then typically justified externally 
through experiments, manipulations, and so on. In certain 
contexts, they may even be simply stipulated. Our picture 
complements a parallel line of argumentation developed re-
cently by Fischer (see Fischer 2016; 2017). However, contrary 
to Fischer’s Theory-Based Epistemology of Modality (TEM), 
our view does not impose strong veridicality conditions or 
elements of accompanying mental models in modal justifica-
tion. RM is also very flexible because its basic principles can 
be applied without much modification to science, philosophy 
and ordinary cases of modal reasoning. 

The structure of the paper is as follows. In the next section, 
we introduce the problem of epistemic modal access. The fol-
lowing three sections then review and criticize the standard 
answers to this challenge. Section 3 focuses on essentialism, 
while Section 4 investigates conceivability-based accounts. In 
Section 5, we discuss some basic features of the framework of 
possible worlds and argue that they are often misapplied to 
give a false sense of epistemic justification for modal claims. 
Building on these criticisms, we then discuss the overall situa-
tion and provide our partial answer by introducing the rela-
tive modality (RM) framework in Section 6. Finally, Section 7 
concludes the paper. 

 
2. Epistemologies of Modality: Gaining Access 
Central among the questions about modal statements are the 
following: (i) are there modal facts or truths?, and (ii) if there 
are, how do we come to know, or gain access, to them? The 
second of these questions will be our primary concern here – 
the epistemology of modality. But we will also say something 
about (i), since if there are no modal facts, the epistemology 
of modality will be rather useless. 
                                                 
1 For a more comprehensive account of the proposed epistemology of 
modality, see Hirvonen, Koskinen and Pättiniemi (forthcoming). 
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In his book Modality (2003), Joseph Melia gives the follow-
ing argument for the indispensability of modal facts. Let us 
assume that we have a theory of the world that contains only 
and all facts about the state of every object, past, present, and 
future (Melia 2003, 1). It might state, say, that the chair at the 
southwest corner of an attic weighs exactly 5.6735 kg, and 
that ten years hence it will be in the basement instead of the 
attic. Both these statements will be true. But does this theory 
contain all truths? Melia does not think so. It would encom-
pass truths about epistemic modalities, but other kinds will 
be left out; namely, truths “that go beyond the merely actual 
and tell us something about how things might be, or must be, 
or would be had things been other than they actually are” 
(Melia 2003, 3). Indeed, the theory will not contain any in-
formative facts about possibilities, necessities, counterfactu-
als, and so on. Here we are led to quite a strong version of 
modal skepticism. Nevertheless, it is worth asking: would 
there even be any need for modalities under Melia’s scenario? 
We are not convinced that there would be. To see this, let us 
take a look at the indispensability of modal statements. 

So, do we really need modal statements for anything? In-
deed, we do. They allow for prediction and control and as-
signment of causes and culpability. What, after all, is 
prediction if not the determination of possible (or necessary, 
if we are lucky!) future states of a system? And control is just 
prediction combined with an intervention aiming at serving 
our goals. As an illustration, we will briefly consider a timely 
example from the science of climate models.  

A climate model is basically a set of equations that charac-
terize the dynamical and thermodynamical processes in the 
atmosphere and the oceans, with a set of initial conditions 
and parameters that characterize the state of the atmosphere 
and the oceans, and of differing ‘drivers’ of climate change, 
such as forcing caused by the increase of carbon dioxide in 
the atmosphere (Neelin 2011, chs. 3 & 7).2 Such models are 
built to facilitate a better understanding of the Earth’s climate 

                                                 
2 Also, many processes, such as cloud formation, will be added as param-
eters due to their complexity. The whole nature of climate models need 
not concern us here, but for those wishing to learn more, Houghton 
(2005), in addition to Neelin’s book (2011), is a good starting point. 
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and of climate change. Climate models allow us to determine 
the causes of, say, past and present warming events and to 
compare the differences in the drivers of such events. This is 
accomplished through a counterfactual analysis; what would 
have had to have been different to cause a different out-
come?3 The models can also be used to predict, or make pro-
jections, of future climate, given differing interventions on 
factors such as greenhouse gas production. Indeed, the most 
interesting output from climate models is not what will hap-
pen if things stay as they are now, but how things can be if we 
change the current situation. That is, (1) what are the possible 
future states of the climate, and (2) how can we bring these 
about? (Meehl et al. 2007; Neelin 2011, ch. 7.) In other words, 
climate models tell us not just how things are, but why they 
are as they are (the causes of climate change) and, further, 
they allow us to predict and, hopefully, to control the climate. 
Therefore, climate models are modal in an interesting and in-
dispensable way.  

The example of climate models illustrates a more general 
pattern across science and in more ordinary matters: modal 
statements are indispensable. Their indispensability comes 
from the fact that we do not have Melia’s grand theory; that 
is, we are not all-knowing. An all-knowing being would have 
no need to know whether something will happen out of ne-
cessity or only contingently: it simply will happen. The same 
holds for counterfactuals, causes, culpability, and so on. The 
theory will tell us what has happened, what is happening, 
and what will happen, even our (futile) attempts to change 
events. A world with such a theory will be a necessitarian 
one.4 Because of this, Melia is wrong in thinking that such a 
theory would leave something out: it would not. However, 
                                                 
3 This is not to say that a counterfactual analysis of the metaphysics of cau-
sation is necessarily correct, but rather that we need it to pick out causes 
in our systems of interest.  
4 Is this saying too much since one cannot reason from actuality to necessi-
ty? The problem that omniscience brings is that if one knows the future 
state of a system, then that state will occur; otherwise, one would not have 
known it. Whether one chooses to call this “necessary” will be a matter of 
taste. Formally it seems to bear all the hallmarks of necessity. A world 
with Melia’s grand theory will be practically indistinguishable from a 
necessitarian one. 
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we have good reasons to think that such a theory is not to be 
had. For us limited beings, modalities are not a thing to be 
excised from a mature science, but rather the very point of 
science. They are that which allows for explanation, under-
standing, control, and prediction. Scientific theories are mod-
al to their core. Now we get to our main question: given that 
modal statements are needed, do we then know any modal 
facts? And even more importantly, how do we gain access to 
them? 

Current epistemologies of modality are often built up from 
metaphysical theories concerning modalities. They try to get 
from what modalities are, in some metaphysical sense, to how 
we come to have knowledge of them. We take this to be quite 
wrong-headed, especially given that we do not have an 
agreed-upon epistemology of metaphysics. Moreover, if we 
cannot know the correct metaphysics, we can hardly use it to 
find out about modalities. So, we take that an epistemology of 
modality has to start epistemology first.  

There have, fortunately, been approaches that respect an 
epistemology first approach. Examples include Bob Fischer’s 
(2016; 2017) Theory-Based Epistemology of Modality (TEM), 
and Sonia Roca-Royes’ (2017) approach that reasons from 
actuality and similarity to possibility, at least in the case of de 
re possibilities. According to these approaches, one way of 
gaining (ampliative) modal knowledge is through what actu-
ally is the case, combined with manipulation and reasoning 
from similarity. A second way is based on what we call rela-
tive modality (RM): for any system, modal claims are evalu-
ated relative to said system. The simplest case will be using 
classical logic. Simply put, if a claim leads to a contradiction, 
it will be impossible (relative to the system); if a claim does 
not lead to a contradiction, it will be possible; if the negation 
of a claim leads to a contradiction, the claim will be neces-
sary. 

If the kind of epistemology characterized above is viable, it 
goes a long way to show that in the context of science and 
everyday matters, a metaphysically based epistemology of 
modality is unnecessary. Further, it seems that many such 
metaphysical theories can be taken to be instances of relative 
modality, where the systems in question are not always well 
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justified. To show this, we will take a look at some contenders 
for an epistemology of modality.  
 
3. Essentialism and Counterfactuals 
The most well-known essentialist accounts of modal 
knowledge come from E.J. Lowe (2012) and Bob Hale (2013). 
According to Lowe, our knowledge of (metaphysical) modali-
ty is based on our ability to grasp the essences of entities. 
These essences can be expressed through real definitions, and 
essence is simply what the entity in question is. “Grasping” 
the essence of something is to understand what that thing’s 
real definition is. (Lowe 2012.) 

Hale’s story of modal knowledge is quite similar to 
Lowe’s. He also starts from the essences of entities and their 
real definitions (Hale 2013, 133n, 254). Some real definitions 
can be known a priori. Such cases include analytic truths, like 
“a cob is a male swan”, and our explicit grasping of some rel-
evant concept like “a natural number” or “a square”. (id., 
255–256.) This a priori way of knowing essences is familiar to 
us already from Lowe’s view. Some essences, however, are 
not accessible to us a priori through mere conceptual reflec-
tion. In these situations, essences are known via empirical 
investigation together with general essentialist principles, 
such as “any object is essentially an object of a certain general 
kind” (id., 259–260, 270). Given our empirical knowledge and 
knowledge of the general principles, we can obtain 
knowledge of facts concerning essences covered by the gen-
eral principles (id., 269). However, in a posteriori cases our 
knowledge of essences might remain incomplete: perhaps we 
have not yet been able to figure out all essential facts of an 
entity but only a subset of them (Vaidya 2018, 235). 

The problem here is that the essentialist move merely 
changes the epistemology of modality to the epistemology of 
essences. This way of passing the buck does not appear to 
present a satisfactory answer to our conundrum, for there 
seems to be less agreement about what properties are essen-
tial compared to what sort of claims are necessary. Lowe 
(2012, 940) even explicitly admits that “philosophers can have 
honest disagreements about questions of essence.” Moreover, 



40   I. Pättiniemi, R. Koskinen & I. Hirvonen 
 
he also states that sometimes we do not fully adequately 
grasp the essences of things that we are thinking (ibid.). 

However, it seems that we can know necessary modal 
truths without knowing their essences. Consider, for instance, 
the ellipse. According to Lowe, even though an ellipse can be 
defined as a type of conic section, such a definition would not 
capture its essential features. Among the reasons that Lowe 
offers for the conclusion is that cones cannot be essential for 
ellipses since ellipses can exist without cones. (Lowe 2012.) 
Irrespective of whether Lowe is right about this, there seems 
to be something wrong with his reasoning. After all, we can 
infer all of an ellipse’s properties from the cone-section defi-
nition, even those that Lowe considers essential. Thus, if 
someone does not know the real definition of an ellipse, she 
can nevertheless deduce the same necessary truths from this 
non-essential definition as from the real one. To take stock, 
knowledge of essences is not required for inferring modal 
knowledge, and there are “honest disagreements” about 
which properties are essential. Thus, we can know necessary 
truths even if we do not know the essences of things. 

Hale’s situation is similar to Lowe’s. Besides the fact that 
we might not need the real definitions of entities to have 
modal knowledge, Hale’s account also requires knowledge of 
general essentialist principles for a posteriori knowledge of 
essences. It appears to be relatively safe to assume that at this 
point, there is no agreement about what those principles 
should be, since there is no agreement among philosophers 
whether essences exist in the first place. And still, we do seem 
to agree about modal claims and have modal knowledge.  

The situation is similar in the case of Williamson’s counter-
factual account of modal knowledge. Williamson’s concep-
tion of the epistemology of modality is founded on our ability 
to evaluate counterfactual conditionals in our imagination 
while keeping some “constitutive facts” fixed (Williamson 
2007, 164, 170). Even though Williamson does not discuss es-
sences but “constitutive facts”, in practice, the constitutive 
facts play the same role as Lowe’s or Hale’s essences. In addi-
tion, Williamson does not give a detailed account of how we 
get to know which facts are constitutive (Roca-Royes 2011; 
Fischer 2016). Still, he does say something about which things 
should be kept fixed when we are talking about nomic mo-
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dalities: what is necessary, possible, and so on, according to 
the laws of nature under specific circumstances (Williamson 
2016).  

In Williamson’s view, nomic modality requires that the 
laws of nature – which are discovered abductively – are kept 
fixed along with “all true claims of identity and distinctness” 
and “true claims of kind membership and non-membership” 
(Williamson 2016, 463). But this, in his mind, would already 
force us to the domain of metaphysical modality. Claims like 
“Hesperus is Phosphorus” and “Hesperus is not a quark” are 
not something that natural laws can tell us (ibid.). Hence, 
Williamson claims, metaphysical modalities are needed to 
make nomic modalities consistent to avoid blatant inconsist-
encies like “Hesperus is not Phosphorus” or, by the same to-
ken, “Hesperus is not Hesperus” (ibid.). 

The problem with Williamson’s approach is that for nomic 
modality, the relevant claims of identity and kinds are either 
already fixed through similar scientific research as the laws of 
nature or it is not clear how the additional claims should be 
fixed. This presents us with two options. On the one hand, 
either nomic or natural modality does not require additional 
metaphysical information besides the ontological commit-
ments that scientists have already made. On the other hand, 
we need a separate epistemology for the metaphysical claims, 
and there does not appear to be agreement about what that 
epistemology should be like. However, it seems evident that 
the first option is right: we have adequate ways of evaluating 
natural modalities based on scientific research. Indeed, Wil-
liamson’s troubles look very similar to those that Lowe and 
Hale have to face. 

 
4. Conceivability as the Modalist’s Guide 
Deriving metaphysical possibility from conceivability has an 
illustrious history. Among the famed defenders of this line of 
thinking is no lesser a figure than David Hume:  

‘Tis an establish’d maxim in metaphysics, that whatever the 
mind clearly conceives includes the idea of possible existence, or 
in other words, that nothing we imagine is absolutely impossi-
ble. We can form the idea of a golden mountain, and from 
thence conclude that such a mountain may actually exist. We 
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can form no idea of a mountain without a valley, and therefore 
regard it as impossible. (Treatise, I, ii, 2) 

However, we will concentrate on newer proponents of the 
“conceivability entails possibility” principle, namely Stephen 
Yablo (1993) and David Chalmers (2002; 2010). Still, the re-
marks made here will also apply to more classic defenders of 
the principle such as Hume and, arguably, Descartes. 

According to Yablo (1993, 29), p is conceivable for a subject 
S if S can imagine a world that S takes to verify p. And, re-
spectively, p is inconceivable to S if S cannot imagine any 
world that S does not take to falsify p. Chalmers’ conception 
of conceivability shares much with Yablo’s account, but he 
makes additional requirements on the capabilities of the sub-
ject S. Or more specifically on the type of conceivability, but it 
turns out that this, in turn, requires much from S, more in-
deed than can be expected from limited cognitive beings. 

Like Yablo, Chalmers divides conceivability into several 
different types, two of which pretty much coincide with 
Yablo’s conceptions and thus are amenable to the same 
treatment. Unfortunately, the rest are rather technical, and 
their full explication would take up more space than the pre-
sent work allows for. What we can say, however, is that the 
remaining types of conceivability call for “ideal rational re-
flection” (Chalmers 2010, 143) and thus for ideal rational re-
flectors; these, in turn, seem to be in a rather short supply. 

In Chalmers’ parlance, positive conceivability means that a 
subject can imagine a situation where p would hold. On the 
other hand, negative conceivability means that a subject does 
not find a contradiction in a situation where p would hold. 
(Chalmers 2010, 144.) Chalmers also makes a distinction be-
tween prima facie and ideal conceivability. Roughly, prima 
facie conceivability is something that limited beings can con-
ceive, whereas ideal conceivability requires ideal rational re-
flection. (Chalmers 2002, 147; 2010, 143.) As an example, 
squaring the circle was, at least, negatively prima facie con-
ceivable because those who tried to achieve it did not see a 
contradiction in the endeavor. But it is not ideally conceivable 
because squaring the circle is impossible with a finite number 
of operations. 

Last but not least, Chalmers separates primary conceivabil-
ity from secondary conceivability (Chalmers 2002, 157; 2010, 
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146). This distinction is based on his version of two-
dimensional semantics. Primary conceivability is connected 
to a proposition’s primary intension and the secondary con-
ceivability to its secondary intension. This is best illustrated 
with an example. Take the question: “Could it have turned 
out that water is not H2O?” If one considers the primary in-
tension of the question, then the answer is yes. One can imag-
ine a scenario where it would have turned out that the 
“watery stuff” in the actual world was something other than 
H2O, say, XYZ. However, from the perspective of the second-
ary intension this is impossible because the term ‘water’ re-
fers to H2O in all counterfactual situations, given that water is 
necessarily H2O. Since we cannot know a priori that water is 
H2O, it is in some sense – the primary sense – conceivable 
that water is not H2O. Still, in another sense, due to Kripkean 
a posteriori necessities, it is inconceivable that water would 
not be H2O. After all, if water is necessarily H2O, then water 
is H2O in all possible worlds. (Chalmers 1996, 57–59; 2002, 
157; 2010, 146; Vaidya 2015; Feng 2017, 21–23.) 

However, here the question arises of why we should use 
either Yablo’s or Chalmers’ approach. Presumably, one 
would not use either method to find out about, say, physical 
or mathematical possibilities. Let us return to squaring the 
circle as a simple example to illustrate this.  

For centuries mathematicians tried to find a method for 
squaring the circle, that is, transforming a circle into a square 
of an equal area through finite steps using only a compass 
and a ruler. Clearly, these mathematicians did not consider 
their task impossible or inconceivable, for if they had, they 
doubtless would have discontinued their efforts.5 But, as it 
turns out, squaring the circle is impossible. (Schubert 1891.) 
This seems to imply that all of those mathematicians who 
tried to accomplish it, and thought they had conceived of it, 
were mistaken. Hence, one can err in taking something to be 

                                                 
5 Descartes famously distinguished conceivability from imaginability 
when he pointed out that imagining the difference between a thousand-
sided and a thousand-and-one-sided polygon would be quite difficult if 
not impossible. Still, as Descartes points out, it clearly is possible to make 
a conceptual distinction between the two, and thus, their difference is 
nevertheless conceivable. (Descartes 1984, 50–51.) 
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conceivable. Note that there are external, intersubjectively 
evaluable criteria for determining whether a circle can actual-
ly be squared. Now, we are left with two options: (1) Claim 
that the mathematicians who tried to square the circle had 
not, in fact, conceived of squaring the circle. They merely 
thought they had. So, then, the problem will be knowing 
when one has indeed conceived of something. If external, 
intersubjective criteria are lacking, this task seems impossible 
to undertake; there will be no intersubjective way of justify-
ing whether one has indeed conceived of something or mere-
ly thinks that one has. (2) Claim that the mathematicians had 
conceived of squaring the circle, but the task just happens to 
be impossible. Then the link from conceivability to possibility 
will be severed. Therefore, the conceivability-to-possibility 
principle is either incorrect or limited in its scope because it 
requires less limited beings than mere humans.6 If the princi-
ple is not reliable in mathematics, why would we take it to be 
reliable in a field where justification is even harder to come 
by, namely metaphysics?  

Furthermore, Peter van Inwagen (1998) has argued that if 
conceivability is a guide to possibility, then we need to con-
ceive all the required steps for really conceiving the thing. His 
examples are transparent iron and purple cows. If someone 
indeed claims that these things are (metaphysically) possible 
because they are conceivable, then they should actually con-

                                                 
6 In an unpublished manuscript, “The Unsoundness of Arguments From 
Conceivability”, Andrew Bailey has presented this very same argument, 
namely, that as cognitively limited creatures, we are unable to determine 
whether something is ideally conceivable or not. Chalmers has responded 
to him by citing instances of clearly prima facie conceivable or inconceiv-
able things that are also ideally conceivable or inconceivable: “Although 
we are non-ideal, we can know that it is not ideally conceivable that 0=1 
and that it is ideally conceivable that someone exists. We know that cer-
tain things about the world (say, that all philosophers are philosophers) 
are knowable a priori and that certain things about the world (say, that 
there is a table in this room) are not so knowable even by an ideal 
reasoner.” (Chalmers 2010, 155.) However, even if we can know that 0=1 
is not ideally conceivable, that does not yet, in itself, give us good reason 
to think that some metaphysical ideas (such as philosophical zombies) are 
ideally conceivable. Perhaps such ideas are more alike with squaring the 
circle: they seem conceivable even if they are not. 
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ceive the things in question on the physical and chemical lev-
els. That is, what things in the DNA of the cow make its color 
possible, or what in the structure of the iron could make it 
transparent. Similarly, what steps are required in squaring 
the circle. If one really considers it conceivable, one should 
conceive all the appropriate steps needed for the squaring. 
But this would entail actually squaring the circle or giving a 
mathematical proof of its possibility. What role would be left 
for conceivability? 

 
5. Possible Worlds 
The last philosophical approach to the epistemology of mo-
dality that we examine concerns the logico-semantic frame-
work of possible worlds. This is not so much a specific 
epistemic theory, but more of an amalgamation of approach-
es and strategies that refer to a common formalism. The most 
classical account of modality in terms of logic is through the 
idea of non-contradictoriness: possible propositions consist 
simply of all those things that can be asserted without con-
tradiction. Necessities, in turn, are such that their denial 
would lead to a contradiction, and so on. However, this clas-
sical logical treatment of modality is ambiguous because it, in 
a crucial way, depends on the domain of investigation and 
how it is being represented. In order to apply classical logic to 
any material modalities, choices have to be made as to how to 
interpret and formalize them, what to include in the domain 
of the logical calculus, and so on. 

In contemporary philosophy, modalities are typically in-
vestigated in specially devised modal logics of which there 
are many axiomatizations. The reigning semantics for these 
formal systems is provided by the framework of possible 
worlds (e.g., Kripke 1959; see also Hintikka 1957). Assessment 
of possibility and necessity is made based on a set of worlds 
(typically sets of propositions) and accessibility relations be-
tween the worlds. So, for example, if Tuomas happens to find 
himself in a situation where it is raining, the proposition that 
it is possible for Tuomas to be in a situation where it is not 
raining is dependent on a few things. Let us say that in our 
scenario, Tuomas is in a world w. Then, for the alternative 
possibility to hold, there needs to be another world, call it w’, 
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in which (i) it is not raining and (ii) it is accessible from w. 
Furthermore, we would also like to know that the identity of 
Tuomas stays the same across these two worlds. 

Possible world semantics provides a powerful tool to tack-
le modal scenarios of various kinds in philosophy and else-
where. Some philosophers also use possible worlds as a 
metaphysical theory, the locus classicus being Lewis’ theory of 
modal realism (Lewis 1986). However, what is noteworthy is 
that all the aforementioned basic facts that are required for 
the complete assessment of modal statements need to be stip-
ulated on a case-by-case basis. Thus, even though it provides 
a richer representational framework for various purposes, 
possible worlds semantics does not really go any further than 
classical predicate logic to explain or ground modalities. All 
the epistemologically crucial steps happen when the particu-
lar stipulations are being made.  

What does this mean in practice? Let us look at an exam-
ple. Typically, possible worlds are evoked to explain why one 
alternative state of affairs is philosophically more plausible 
than others. This is manifested in the way philosophers speak 
about “close” or “nearby” possible worlds. Elaborate argu-
ments are invoked in the context of the analysis of 
knowledge, for example, where various modal conditions are 
applied to determine what kind of changes to our actual cir-
cumstances we should regard as epistemically relevant (e.g., 
Nozick 1981, 172–178; Pritchard 2005, ch. 6). Using the 
framework of possible worlds, philosophers can thus some-
times rule out certain scenarios as far-fetched or irrelevant in 
the context of their argument. The basic idea here is often 
quite intuitive. For example, the scenario in which unicorns 
exist is closer to the actual world than the scenario where 
both unicorns and centaurs exist. This seems to be valid logi-
cal reasoning based on the properties of the conjunction con-
nective. But what if we simply compared worlds in which 
unicorns exist and worlds in which centaurs exist. Which of 
these possible worlds is closer to the actual world? What is 
the metric used here, and how could it be justified?  

The problem is, unfortunately, that it is precisely the ques-
tions of the metric that is often not explicated in philosophical 
arguments that refer to the closeness of possible worlds (e.g., 
Nozick 1981, 172–178; Pritchard 2005, ch. 6). Notice that we 
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are not implying that a sensible metric is not to be had in the-
se kinds of situations, but instead that there are likely to be 
multiple (formally definable) metrics that could be used in 
the context of possible worlds semantics. Here, it is the very 
choice of the particular metric that is doing the heavy lifting, 
not the semantic framework of possible worlds itself. How-
ever, as in the case of sciences more generally, no model or 
representation can justify its utility in isolation from its pur-
pose and application. Thus, possible worlds seem to face sim-
ilar challenges as the two previous routes to modal 
knowledge. 

 
6. Discussion 
We have argued that all of the above theories face epistemo-
logical challenges individually. However, we have not yet 
considered whether they (and further variations based on 
them) can also conflict with each other. This is clearly a prob-
lem since they aim to describe the correct set of modal facts 
and our epistemic access to them. Interestingly, however, 
their possible agreement could also be seen as a problem. For 
then, the question arises concerning what makes any particu-
lar theory of modality special. If a conceivability-based theory 
of modality gives all the same answers as a counterfactual 
one, which of these is doing the grounding of our epistemic 
access? It is also considerations like this that urge us to move 
more towards the justification of these systems as a whole. 

It behooves us now to give a more detailed account of rela-
tive modality (RM). Recall from section 2 that according to 
RM, modal claims are evaluated relative to a system. At its 
simplest, this will be done through classical logic, where 
statements are possible if they do not lead to a contradiction 
with the system, necessary if their negation leads to a contra-
diction, and so on. So, what RM allows for is good reasoning 
about modal claims relative to a given system. What it does 
not give are criteria for the choice of a system.  

At first blush, relative modality would appear to offer a 
friendly ground for metaphysical modality. After all, we can 
evaluate the modal claims of any metaphysical system using 
RM. But here the modal knowledge gained is only knowledge 
about a system. If the goal of metaphysics is to say something 
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about the world, then such knowledge is otiose unless one 
can show that the system is a good match for reality. Of 
course, one can construct a system of rules as one sees fit. It is 
possible to build a system (or theory, model etc.) that does 
not correspond to reality. So a system can be based on, say, 
what kinds of rules individuals find amusing, as is the case 
with games like chess, or on the intuitions of individual 
thinkers.  

Problems arise when one claims that their system describes 
how things are in the real world. How are we to evaluate 
whether such a system is any good as a description? One can 
do this in science by checking whether the predictions of the 
system match our empirical findings. But this only tells us 
about natural or empirical modalities. Insofar as empirical 
testing of certain claims is not possible, how can one check 
whether the system in question tells us anything about the 
real world? Hence, one faces the challenge of how to make 
modal claims non-arbitrary. We claim that one is not justified 
in accepting the claims until this challenge is met. 

There is another problem if metaphysical modality is un-
derstood through relative modality. Which metaphysical 
claims should one fix? According to our relative modality 
account, metaphysical modalities are founded upon fixing 
certain claims – claims like Hesperus is Phosphorus, gold is 
the element with the atomic number 79, cats are animals, 
Elizabeth II is the daughter of George VI, water is H2O, and 
so on. These claims, as themselves, are not yet modal claims. 
Nevertheless, their fixation as a part of a system is what 
makes them necessary. But why should these specific state-
ments be fixed as axioms of our ontological system? Why can 
they not merely correspond to, say, a particular state of play 
in chess, a certain arrangement of pieces on the board? Why 
do they instead have to be analogical to the rules of chess?  

Kripke, for instance, has argued that the special metaphys-
ical status of these statements comes from the fact that their 
parts refer to the same entities or substances in all possible 
worlds. In other words, they are rigid designators. (Kripke 
1980.) Indeed, they refer to the same target in the actual 
world, but to say that they refer to the same target in all pos-
sible worlds is to merely state – from the point of view of rel-
ative modality – that this is something we should keep fixed. 
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It does not tell us why we should do so. Now, Kripke offers 
several thought experiments to prove his point. This is all 
fine, but do not these thought experiments only tell us that 
we intuitively keep certain things fixed or that we keep them 
fixed for other than metaphysical reasons, like physical or 
historical reasons? Thus, the justification for their special 
metaphysical status remains still unclear. 

Now, we are in a position to see that both Lowe’s and 
Hale’s essentialist accounts are based on RM. The basic idea 
behind them is that entities have essentialist properties that 
are kept fixed. Furthermore, from our knowledge of essences, 
we can deduce necessary truths. After all, as Lowe states, 
“any essential truth is ipso facto a metaphysically necessary 
truth” (Lowe 2012, 938 italics in original). So, here, (meta-
physically) necessary truths are derived from the essential 
properties of our target of inquiry. From these necessary 
truths, further modal truths can be deduced. If X does not 
contradict any necessary statement, then X is possible. If X 
does contradict such statements, then it is impossible, and so 
on. But this is precisely the way RM deals with modal infer-
ences, only here the system is fixed to be the essential features 
of the target, or domain, of inquiry. But, as stressed above, 
why choose either of these systems? The interesting episte-
mological question is not “what is possible/necessary given a 
system?” but rather “how to choose a system in which to 
evaluate modal claims?”. Lowe and Hale do not answer this 
latter question. Thus, given that the machinery through 
which modal inferences are made is RM and that it is not 
clear which, if any, claims concerning essences are justified, 
this essentialist route to modal knowledge is questionable at 
best.  

Similar reasoning holds for both Yablo’s and Chalmers’ 
use of the conceivability-to-possibility principle. That is, they 
are both based on relative modality. Again, possibility is rela-
tivized to an individual’s ability either to imagine scenarios 
or infer contradictions. In either case, there is a system, alt-
hough not one explicitly spelled out, in relation to which a 
proposition is considered to be possible. And again, Yablo 
and Chalmers seem to have very little in the way of justifica-
tion for their preferred system. This, again, leaves Yablo’s and 
Chalmers’ approaches questionable.  
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The above was not an argument for the falsity of any or all 
metaphysical modal claims. So, we are not saying that meta-
physicians advancing metaphysical claims are mistaken. We 
have merely argued that, at least thus far, they do not have a 
good justification for such claims. 

As a final note, are we not guilty of moving the interesting 
epistemic questions from the modal claims onto the choice of 
a system? Indeed we are, but this does not have to be a bad 
thing. For, insofar as we can justify our choice of a system, we 
will at the same time gain a way of justifying modal claims. 
So, when is a choice of a system justified? In the case of, say, 
scientific models and theories, they are justified by empirical 
corroboration, consistency with other theories, and so on. In 
other cases, like the rules of chess, such external justification 
is not needed. But subjecting our justification of a system to 
ampliative reasoning will make claims based on RM epistemic, 
at least in some sense. Here lies a risk that we will end up 
having provided an epistemology only for epistemic – and 
thus subjective – modalities. First, imagining, conceiving and 
appeals to intuition are also subjective in nature. So, these 
ways of justifying a system or a claim will be subjective. Se-
cond, justification of scientific, mathematical and logical theo-
ries is done in an intersubjective way. Reasons, results, 
inferences, and so on, have to be presented in a way that is 
accessible to others for the scientific community at large to be 
able to evaluate them. 
 
7. Conclusions 
We have criticized some popular approaches to the problem 
of epistemic access to modal knowledge. These included es-
sentialism, conceivability-based accounts, counterfactual rea-
soning, and the use of possible worlds as an epistemic 
grounding of modal claims. We argued that all of these epis-
temologies seem to work only when we have access to the 
kind of knowledge that considerably surpasses what can be 
expected from our scientific, yet piecemeal and cognitively 
limited, accounts of the world. They then solve this situation 
through strong metaphysical assumptions or succumb to 
modal skepticism. Thus, instead of guiding our modal access, 
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they lead us astray or function as overly officious gatekeep-
ers. This, to us, is untenable. 

We argued that some of these worries could be eased if we 
adopt the framework of relative modality (RM). RM is con-
cerned with what is kept fixed in publicly-evaluable systems 
of modal inquiry. The epistemology of modal statements thus 
becomes an internal question of the features and boundary 
conditions imposed by the system in question. These system 
features are then typically justified externally through exper-
iments, manipulations, theoretical derivations, or they may 
even be stipulated. The primary motivation behind this move 
is not to rule out any particular theory of modalities but ra-
ther to make the epistemology of modality methodologically 
honest. 
 

University of Helsinki 
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Brandom and the Pragmatist Quest for 
Semantic Objectivity 

 
JAAKKO REINIKAINEN 

 
 
1 Introduction 
Ever since their contemporary origins in the writings of C.S. 
Peirce and William James, pragmatist approaches to language 
have had problems (at least according to the critics) with ob-
jectivity. The basic problem of the pragmatist, who eschews 
commitments to substantial metaphysics such as the corre-
spondence theory of truth, is to show how our epistemic, lin-
guistic practices can be suitably constrained by how the world 
actually is in order for the practices to successfully, at least 
some of the time, represent the world, as opposed to merely 
“frictionlessly spinning in the void,” to borrow John McDow-
ell’s famous phrase. The reason why spinning is generally 
considered to be a bad thing is that it leaves the door open for 
foundational skepticism regarding the veracity of our asser-
tions and beliefs, with the close alternatives falling on the 
spectrum of anti-realism, deflationism, and quietism. 

The aim of this paper is to critically examine the concept of 
semantic objectivity inherent in Robert Brandom’s works, 
most importantly (1994/MIE). The reason for focusing on 
Brandom is that his ambitious aim is to combine the pragma-
tist preoccupation with our epistemic, justificational, linguis-
tic practices with a robust enough account of objectivity to 
meet at least some desiderata of traditional realist intuitions. 
His “deontic scorekeeping model” therefore offers a particu-
larly fruitful theoretical crossroads where the more abstract 
ideas above can break lances. 

The main interest of this paper is exegetical, namely to 
clarify the aims, arguments, and problems of the account of 
semantic objectivity that Brandom presents in MIE. Concern-
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ing Brandom’s theoretical aims, I shall argue that there is 
some discrepancy between his formal and informal character-
izations of the criteria by which his account is to be judged as 
adequate. In particular, it is not clear whether Brandom’s idea 
of semantic objectivity as a “structural feature” of the score-
keeping practice suffices to cash out his claim that what de-
termines semantic contents in a practice are the objects that 
claims made in the practice purport to represent. 

After expounding on the discrepancy, I shall propose to 
reconstruct a mostly implicit line of argument in MIE, high-
lighted by the more recent developments of Brandom’s work, 
which I think suffices to smooth it over. The missing piece for 
Brandom’s pragmatist quest for semantic objectivity is concep-
tual realism, or the idea that both subjects and objects can be 
understood as conceptually structured. While conceptual re-
alism only comes into explicit focus in Brandom’s later 
works, I shall show that the essential idea is already operative 
in MIE. 

Lastly, I shall note that although including conceptual real-
ism in the theory is arguably the best way to fix its internal 
discrepancies, the inclusion is problematic insofar as concep-
tual realism as a metaphysical thesis is in no way motivated 
independently in MIE. While I remain neutral in this paper as 
to the independent plausibility of conceptual realism, I will 
argue that it represents an important watershed between MIE 
and Brandom’s later works. 

The paper’s order of presentation starts with an outline of 
Brandom’s pragmatist project in the philosophy of language, 
with a focus on the problem of semantic objectivity and the 
internal discrepancy mentioned above (2). In section 3, I shall 
further specify the discrepancy and what it would take to 
overcome it. Section 4 will argue that the task is best left for 
the conceptual realism that Brandom further develops in his 
later works. Finally, in section 5, I will argue against certain 
alternative ways to secure semantic objectivity and represen-
tational purport in the scorekeeping practice that do not ap-
peal to conceptual realism. 
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2 The Core Architecture 
The most important technical and philosophical contribution 
of MIE is what Brandom calls “the deontic scorekeeping prac-
tice.” There are several ways one might approach the appa-
ratus, and the secondary literature already offers several 
thorough presentations (Wanderer 2008; Loeffler 2017). For 
the purposes of this paper, two of Brandom’s key claims are 
worth noting. The first is that assertions are primarily 
knowledge claims (MIE, 201). The second is that all three tra-
ditional main ingredients of knowledge—justification, propo-
sitional content, and truth—can be understood in terms of the 
deontic scorekeeping practice. 

The natural place to start is with propositional contents, 
“of the sort that we express by the use of declarative sentenc-
es and ascribe by the use of ‘that’ clauses” (MIE, 5). Brandom 
contrasts two major contemporary strategies of coming to 
grips with such contents, namely by their truth conditions or 
by their inferential roles, and opts squarely for the latter. 
Thus conceptual contents at large, including subsentential 
and unrepeatable token expressions, are to be explained in 
terms of their contribution to inferential relations, which are 
divided into three classes: commitment-preserving, entitlement-
preserving, and material incompatibility relations. 

These semantic relations are in turn offered a pragmatic 
explanation in terms of what it is for an interpreter (a “score-
keeper”) to take or treat herself and other subjects to be doing 
in drawing the aforementioned inferences expressed in asser-
tions, where the appropriate doings are rendered in a norma-
tive, deontic idiom of sanctions. Intertwined in his strategy 
are what Brandom has later distinguished as the doctrines of 
semantic and methodological pragmatism (2011, 58, 61). Briefly, 
the claim of methodological pragmatism is that the theoreti-
cal point or purpose of postulating “meanings” (i.e., proposi-
tional, conceptual contents) is to explain proprieties of use, or 
why is it that certain uses of a word are correct while others 
are incorrect.1 The main claim of semantic pragmatism in turn 
                                                 
1 For Brandom, “proprieties of use” primarily concerns the business of 
drawing material inferences, not applications, e.g., in an ostensive setting. 
Nonetheless, to simplify the terminology, for the purposes of this paper I 
shall use “application,” “use,” and “drawing inferences” as synonyms. 
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is the foundationalist one that what conjoins a token expres-
sion with its meaning is the use which the speaker (and her 
community) makes of the expression.2 

The paradigmatic move within the scorekeeping practice is 
to attribute a commitment to a claim (proposition) p. When 
attributing commitment p to a subject, the scorekeeper treats 
the subject not only as disposed to assert expressions of p, but 
also as obliged to uphold the claim in circumstances where 
p’s truth or the subject’s entitlement to it comes into question. 
Furthermore, along with p itself, the scorekeeper also attrib-
utes to the subject commitment to all the claims that he takes 
to be the material inferential entailments.3 These commitments 
are said to be undertaken by the subject, which is to say the 
subject herself may not acknowledge commitment to the same 
claims or their material entailments as her scorekeeper does. 
So, if the scorekeeper attributes to the subject commitment to 
the claim that “grass is green,” and if the scorekeeper treats 
“grass is green” as materially entailing the claim “grass is 
colored,” she will also treat the subject as committed to the 
claim that “grass is colored” whether the subject herself 
acknowledges commitment to either claim or not.4 

To be committed to a claim is one thing, and to be entitled 
(i.e., justified) to it is another. Two facets of entitlement are 
worth noting here: on the one hand, the default and challenge 
structure, and on the other, the two mechanisms by which one 
may become justified to a commitment. First, one may be-
come entitled (in the eyes of a scorekeeper) to a commitment 
by the intercontent mechanism of showing the committed 
claim as a material inferential consequence of commitments 
one already enjoys entitlement to. Second, one may become 
entitled to a commitment by the way of an interpersonal 
mechanism of deferring to another scorekeeper’s commit-
                                                 
2 Though Brandom does not distinguish between methodological and 
semantic pragmatism in MIE, the claims are independent of each other, 
yet clearly fit well in the same picture. 
3 The concept of material inference that Brandom inherits from Sellars 
means “the kind of inference whose correctness essentially involves the 
conceptual contents of its premises and conclusions” (MIE, 97). 
4 This is a simplified example due to the fact that material inferences are 
non-monotonous, or sensitive to the context of the background claims 
available. 
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ment to a claim as a justification for endorsing it oneself (MIE, 
175). In both cases, the status of being entitled to a commit-
ment is social and normative in nature, i.e., relative to a 
scorekeeper, whose attributions of entitlements themselves 
are similarly open to evaluation by other scorekeepers. 

The default and challenge structure’s primary purpose is 
to stave off the justificatory regress that threatens both of the-
se mechanisms. Since only tautological claims can justify 
themselves, any non-trivial claim must appeal to other claims 
for justificatory support, which then leads to the familiar di-
lemma where either appeal is made to premises that have 
already been used, or the chain of justification becomes infi-
nite, with analogical worries facing the interpersonal mecha-
nism. Brandom’s solution is to admit that although every 
claim is in principle subject to a potential epistemic challenge, 
as a matter of social fact, some claims in the practice are treat-
ed as being such that everyone is by default entitled to make 
them, and that challenging them requires justification in or-
der to be legitimate (MIE, 177). 

The defining idea of MIE is to explain how a community of 
scorekeepers operating on these (simplified) principles can 
come to institute discursive, pragmatic norms sufficient for 
conferring propositional, conceptual, objective semantic con-
tents on their token expressions. My focus here will be on the 
conferral half of the project, and more particularly on the se-
mantically objective status of conceptual contents. Assuming 
that there are discursive norms governing what inferences it 
would be correct and incorrect for the scorekeepers to under-
take and to attribute to each other, what guarantees that these 
norms deserve a specifically semantic interpretation, i.e., that 
it is meaning that these norms confer? In particular, why 
should we think that the norms are in any way related to the 
world of objects which the practice supposedly purports to 
represent, as opposed to being set by a malicious Cartesian 
demon, say? 

A common way to explain how propositional contents 
come to represent the world is by allusion to truth in some 
way, e.g. by the correspondence theory. However, as already 
mentioned, Brandom opts out of a mixed (“two-factor”) ap-
proach to propositional contents, which means he cannot ap-
peal to truth as an explanans anywhere in his project. In fact, 
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he is a deflationist about truth, and sees the primary task as 
explaining what it is that we do in applying the truth locution 
to sentences rather than as giving a substantial semantic ac-
count about the truth predicate itself (MIE, 325-326). 

Another initially promising candidate for explaining se-
mantic objectivity that Brandom rejects is dubbed by him as 
the “I-we” sociality account. According to the I-we account, 
which bears some resemblance to Peirce’s thinking on the end 
of inquiry as pointed out by Vitaly Kiryushchenko (2021), the 
epistemic subject proper is the whole community of rational 
interlocutors understood as a regulative ideal. The ideal 
community sets a kind of epistemic standard on truth in the 
sense that what would be held true by the ideal community 
(or some part of the community in epistemically ideal cir-
cumstances) would coincide with truth, or with what is cor-
rect according to the discursive norms. Brandom however 
famously denies that such a perspective exists: 

What is shared by all discursive perspectives is that there is a 
difference between what is objectively correct in the way of con-
cept application and what is merely taken to be so, not what it 
is—the structure, not the content. (MIE, 600) 

So, whence comes semantic objectivity and the anchoring of 
language in objects if not from truth or from an epistemically 
privileged collective perspective? I believe that here 
Brandom’s answer—the structure, not the content—does not 
quite line up with the more informal phrasings of the criteria 
by which he thinks the project should be judged. But before 
contrasting those criteria, we must briefly clarify what se-
mantic objectivity as a “structural feature” of scorekeeping 
amounts to. 

Above I mentioned that the fundamental move within the 
scorekeeping practice is that of attributing a commitment (to-
gether with its material inferential entailments) to a claim. 
The set of claims which the scorekeeper treats the subject as 
having thus undertaken is contrasted with the set which the 
subject, both according to herself and according to the score-
keeper, acknowledges. So, in effect every scorekeeper keeps 
two sets of “books” on every other subject/scorekeeper: the 
set of commitments that the subject is disposed to assert (i.e., 
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which she acknowledges) and the set that it would be correct 
for her to assert (i.e., which she has undertaken). 

As already mentioned, according to the “official” answer  
of  MIE,  semantic  objectivity  is  a  “structural  feature”  of  
the  scorekeeping  practice.  This means that  the  distinction  
between what is held correct by someone or everyone and 
what  in fact is correct (even according to the scorekeeper 
herself) is  made  from  within  every individual perspective. 
But precisely because every perspective not only makes this 
distinction but is also subject to it, objectivity cannot be de-
fined in terms of any single, epistemically privileged perspec-
tive. 

Brandom supports this somewhat surprising claim by de-
livering objectivity proofs, the purpose of which is to ward 
off two threatening inferences: 

No First-Person Ignorance (p) [p ➝ (I claim that p)] 

No First-Person Error (p) [(I claim that p) ➝ p] 

These inferences are threatening because, if true in the score-
keeping practice, they would make every scorekeeper take 
herself to be omniscient and incorrigible (MIE, 605). Accord-
ing to Brandom’s proofs, which I won’t be reviewing in depth 
here, semantic correctness does not collapse to the scorekeep-
er’s perspective or to what she takes to be correct. In both 
cases, the pivot of the proofs is to show that the antecedents 
and the consequents of the threatening inferences are not in-
compatibility-equivalent, i.e., everything that is incompatible 
with the first is not incompatible with the second, and vice 
versa. The material incompatibility relation is defined in 
terms of commitment and entitlement: two claims are incom-
patible when commitment to one precludes entitlement to the 
other and vice versa (MIE, 160). Here, the distinction between 
being committed and entitled to a claim plays a major role, 
for although both threatening inferences are commitment-
preserving, they are not entitlement-preserving (MIE, 606). 

Brandom admits that passing the objectivity proofs is a 
“fairly weak” merit (MIE, 606). Nonetheless, he also claims 
that it is objectivity enough to meet the requirement for “a 
kind of correctness that answers to how things actually are, 
rather than to how they are taken to be, by anyone (including 
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oneself) or everyone” (MIE, 607). The kernel of Brandom’s 
structural account of semantic objectivity is that it is not the 
semantic theorist’s burden to formulate a set of criteria or a 
method by which we could find the claims that are correctly 
held to be correct within the practice – held correct in an ul-
timate sense, as it were. That matter is left solely to the prac-
tice itself, the “messy retail business of assessing the 
comparative authority of competing evidential and inferential 
claims” (MIE, 601). 

My purpose now is to question whether the structural ac-
count of semantic objectivity and passing of the objectivity 
proofs suffices to fulfill Brandom’s more informal characteri-
zations of the criteria he sets for himself in MIE. To begin 
with, what Brandom thinks is important for semantic objec-
tivity is the source of correctness for evaluating applications of 
conceptual norms, as he clearly states early on: 

The objectivity of conceptual norms requires that any attitude of 
taking, treating, or assessing as correct an application of a con-
cept in forming a belief or making a claim be coherently con-
ceivable as mistaken, because of how things are with the objects the 
belief or claim is about. (MIE, 63, my italics) 

The objectivity of representational content is a feature of the 
practices of assessing the correctness of representations. The sta-
tus of representings as correct or incorrect, successful or unsuc-
cessful, depends on how things are with what is represented, 
rather than on the attitudes of representers. What is distinctive 
of specifically representational correctness is this objectivity—the 
way in which assessments of representational correctness take 
representings to answer to what is represented, rather than to 
how what is represented is taken to be. It is the way in which the 
status being assessed outruns any particular attitude toward it. 
Understanding the objectivity of representational content re-
quires understanding this particular structure of its authority 
and acknowledgement—what it is for those assessing the cor-
rectness of representings to cede authority over them to what is 
represented, to treat their correctness in practice as determined 
by those representeds. (MIE, 78) 

In the next section, I shall argue that passing the objectivity 
proofs is only a necessary and not a sufficient condition to 



Brandom and the Pragmatist Quest for Semantic Objectivity  63 
 

meet the criterion that the source of semantic correctness is 
(at least partially) in the objects which claims made within the 
practice purport to represent. Moreover, in the next section I 
shall argue that MIE already contains the ingredients, if not 
the full argument, for a sufficient condition. 
 
3 Three Levels of Semantic Objectivity 
Above I noted a discrepancy between how Brandom charac-
terizes the criteria of adequacy by which his account for se-
mantic objectivity is to be judged and the objectivity proofs 
he delivers. As I initially pointed out, what Brandom aims for 
is an account where the source of correctness for evaluating 
representings (paradigmatically assertions and inferences, or 
more generally applications of norms) within the scorekeep-
ing practice is at least partially in the objects that the claim-
making practices purport to represent. What the objectivity 
proofs essentially achieve, however, is the merely negative 
point that claims about what is correct (in the sense of being 
true) do not collapse to (are not incompatibility equivalent 
with) claims about who is committed and entitled to what—
not even in the case of the scorekeeper and her whole com-
munity. This is what Brandom wins by showing that the 
threatening inferences No First-Person Ignorance and No First-
Person Error do not hold in the scorekeeping system. The 
problem is that this merely negative claim by itself leaves en-
tirely open what, if anything, does determine which 
representings are correct and which are incorrect; in other 
words, it leaves entirely open the crucial question of the 
source of semantic correctness. 

In order to make this distinction clearer, it is useful to dis-
tinguish between three levels of semantic objectivity that can 
be uncovered in MIE: 

(AI) A norm n is attitude-immanent for community C iff it is not 
possible for everyone in C to be mistaken about the correct ap-
plications of n. 

(AT) A norm n is attitude-transcendent for community C iff it is 
possible for everyone in C to be mistaken about the correct ap-
plications of n. 
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(PO) A norm n is properly objective for community C iff the 
world of objects partially determines the correct applications of 
n.5 

At the lowest tier of objectivity for norms, we find so-called 
attitude-immanent norms, prime examples of which are social 
norms such as greeting gestures and marriage institutions. In 
the case of these non-discursive norms, “it makes no sense to 
suppose that [the community] could be wrong about this sort 
of thing” (MIE, 53). A few specificational remarks should fol-
low the biconditional definition. First of all, the principle is 
bound to incorporate an ineliminable measure of vagueness 
in regard to how finely the norm’s content should be individ-
uated, for it is typically the case that the community members 
do not have robust evaluative intuitions about all possible 
circumstances in which the given norm could be applied. So, 
I take it to be compatible with the (AI) status that a norm’s 
content is not wholly transparent to the community in the 
positive sense that they could not find genuinely novel, as of 
yet unthought-of circumstances of application for the norm, 
although they could not then all be incorrect about how to 
apply it. Second, the collective judgment can be represented 
either by all the mature members separately or by some se-
lect, deferrable group of experts among them. 

The class of norms the objectivity of which (AI) grading 
most readily befits is often called “social norms”; a slightly 
misleading term since all norms have a social character in 
some sense, at least for Brandom. While much more could 
(and should) be said about attitude-immanent social norms, 
e.g., how to distinguish them from mere conventions,6 the 

                                                 
5 As a reviewer pointed out, for Brandom the authority of objects to de-
termine correctness of applications of norms can only ever be partial, not 
complete. The nominal reason for this is explained by his acceptance of 
phenomenalism about norms (see below), though in this instance I cannot 
go into the reasons that drive Brandom to endorse phenomenalism to 
begin with. I agree with the reviewer though that working in the back-
ground here is Kant’s influence and also Sellar’s (1956) criticism of the 
Myth of the Given, which broadly denies the possibility of non-conceptual 
epistemic access to objects. 
6 I refer the reader to Brennan et al. (2013) for a thorough conceptual study 
on social norms. 
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important point here is to contrast them with attitude-
transcendent norms. In contrast to (AI), a norm that is (AT) 
has applications which are not necessarily and sufficiently 
determined as correct by the community’s collective judg-
ment. In particular, Brandom argues that we must under-
stand conceptual norms as distinct from merely social ones 
precisely in that only conceptual norms are rightly called atti-
tude-transcendent (MIE, 53-54). 

The important point to realize now is that passing the ob-
jectivity proofs only amounts to semantic objectivity in the 
(AT) sense. The fact that everyone in a community may intel-
ligibly (take themselves to) be mistaken about the correct ap-
plication of a norm does not entail that it is the world of ob-
jects which determines what the correct applications—if 
any—are. This seminal point has already been appreciated at 
least by Bernd Prien (2010, 454). Importantly, Prien also pro-
poses an interpretation of MIE according to which it does ul-
timately secure semantic objectivity, although as we shall see 
later, I think his argument does not work. 

It may not be so intuitive to think of the difference between 
(AT) and (PO) as a question of levels, which implies a contin-
uum, because they appear to answer different questions. As a 
helpful reviewer put the point to me, whereas (AI) and (AT) 
only concern the criteria for the application of norms, (PO) 
concerns the more fundamental issue of what source deter-
mines the very content of norms; a distinction the reviewer 
proposed to capture in “semantic” and “metasemantic” terms 
respectively. The metasemantic question is about the meta-
physical issue of the source of semantic correctness, of which 
the semantic question about the criteria of application re-
mains neutral. 

There are indeed two distinct senses of “semantic objectivi-
ty” at play here, one concerning the criteria for applicability, 
the other criteria for determination of content. However, my 
purpose in squeezing the two onto one continuum is to clari-
fy Brandom’s claim about the conferral of objective semantic 
contents by discursive norms instituted by the attitudes men-
tioned above. The way I’m inclined to understand his think-
ing here is that the original source in the metasemantic or 
metaphysical issue—what determines the contents of 
norms—is solely with normative attitudes. This is a thesis 
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that he undertakes under the name phenomenalism about norms 
(MIE, 25).7 Once the attitudes have “instituted” norms that 
fulfil the (AI) criteria of applicability, it becomes possible for 
them to fulfil the more demanding (AT) criteria as well. 
However, at this juncture, what is also supposed to change is 
the metasemantic or metaphysical issue concerning the 
source for determining the contents of norms. In effect, the 
source of authority is in a way extended from the attitudes to 
the objects such that the latter come to be “incorporated” in 
the practice, to exercise “mediated” authority of their own 
over the attitudes. This latter thesis goes by the name norma-
tive phenomenalism (MIE, 627). 

The reason why I take it to be justified to situate (AI), (AT), 
and (PO) on a continuum of levels rests with my reading of 
Brandom’s larger project in MIE that seeks to explain the con-
ferral of semantically objective contents by discursive norms 
implicit in practices. The shift from institution to conferral is 
supposed to be a continuous process, which I take means that 
the criteria by which the shift itself is judged as successful 
should be the same as what are used to evaluate institution 
and conferral separately, even if the shift contains an implicit, 
important distinction. There is indeed a kind of a “jump” 
from (AT) to (PO), but one that purports to reflect the qualita-
tive shift which Brandom pursues under the conferral thesis. 
What changes during the conferral is the metasemantic or 
metaphysical source of content, the discursive authority that 
is no longer solely with the attitudes but becomes shared with 
or passed on to the objects. While Brandom appears to think 
that passing the objectivity proofs suffices to cover the shift 
from (AT) to (PO), I side with Prien in that something else is 
required to turn the merely negative claim about the applica-
bility of norms to the positive claim about the determination 
of content. To repeat, the reason why (AT) norms arguably do 
not suffice for representational purport is that, as was seen 
above, a norm being (AT) does not foreclose the possibility 

                                                 
7 I won’t seek to give a strict definition for phenomenalism here, for I be-
lieve its spirit in Brandom’s works is primarily programmatic and thus 
strategically malleable according to the context. However, it is also true 
that the fact exposes Brandom’s key claims to hindering polysemy, as 
noted, e.g., by Jeremy Wanderer (2008, 74, fn.). 
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that its content is indeterminate (i.e., determined by nothing) 
or then it is determined by a Cartesian demon. Were that the 
case, it becomes hard to argue that the norm purported to 
represent anything, much less the world, which is why the 
claim to (PO) status for conceptual norms is crucial for 
Brandom to achieve. 
 
4 The Pragmatist Route to Semantic Objectivity of 
Contents Goes Via Conceptual Realism 
Above I argued that Brandom’s official account of semantic 
objectivity, which rests on the objectivity proofs, does not suf-
fice to meet the informal yet clear criteria that he sets for him-
self elsewhere in MIE. What remains unclear with regard to 
the semi-metaphorical conferral claim is how norms that are 
(AT) by their objectivity level may explain the rise of seman-
tic contents robust enough to meet the (PO) standard. In this 
section, I shall argue that the missing piece is already inher-
ent in MIE, although Brandom started developing the details 
of the answer only in his later works. 

As I already explained, the shape of the problem of seman-
tic objectivity for Brandom is to explain how the objects of the 
world can come to be incorporated in or mediated by our dis-
cursive attitudes in the sense that the original authority of the 
attitudes is in a way extended to the worldly objects. The 
sense in which the world is “incorporated” into practices 
should be initially differentiated from the way in which 
sounds and marks merely convey intentionality. This text 
conveys the intentionality of my assertions to you, but in no 
way do the pixels (or the ink of the printer) exercise authority 
over the correctness of what I say, which is only to point out 
the familiar idea of the sign’s arbitrariness. Brandom’s idea of 
“lumpy practices” seeks to capture a more robust sense in 
which the world partakes in discursive practices, somewhat 
like bats and balls “partake” in baseball, where their purely 
material aspects, while in a sense contingent, are not as arbi-
trary as those of the signs we use in making assertions (MIE, 
632). 

How this works in practice can be appreciated by the (in 
Brandomian circles) hackneyed example of the litmus paper 
test. Consider the following causal chain of events: 



68   Jaakko Reinikainen 
 

1. The subject has a discursive attitude describable as a dis-
position to draw the inference “If some substance tastes 
sour, it will turn litmus paper red.” 

2. The subject has a perceptual experience of a substance that 
tastes sour. 

3. The subject has a consequent perceptual experience of the 
substance turning litmus paper blue. 

4. The subject loses her attitude-disposition to infer “If some 
substance tastes sour, it will turn litmus paper red.” 

In this example, we can see the causal entanglement of prac-
tices and the world. On the side of the practices, we have 
events (or states) (1.) and (4.), and on the side of the world, 
we have events (2.) and (3.). (Alternatively we could replace, 
in this instance, the term “practices” with that of “abilities,” 
for although in MIE Brandom’s official stance is that the rele-
vant dispositions can only emerge in the context of 
intersubjective practices, elsewhere he is less committal about 
this point.) Of course, the whole chain of events is part of the 
same world, i.e., the distinction between discursive practic-
es/abilities and the world is drawn from within the world 
when viewed in purely causal terms. A similar story on the 
side of action could be told where the subject’s attitudes are 
the cause of changes in the world rather than themselves 
causally changed by how the world is (Brandom 2008a, 178; 
MIE, 332-333). 

The chain of events (1.)-(4.) above gives us a rudimentary 
grasp of how the world causally constricts the practic-
es/abilities paradigmatically by affecting our dispositions to 
draw inferences.8 Of course, not all such causal effects should 
be counted as having anything to do with how the facts of the 

                                                 
8 The relevant practices or abilities are algorithmic in kind, the core of 
which Brandom identifies as a four-step feedback loop of action and per-
ception. In Between Saying and Doing (esp. Ch. 1-2) he develops a new type 
of regimented logical vocabulary to discuss how such relatively simple 
systems, which arguably can be taken to exhibit primitive forms of a prac-
tical, know-how type of intentionality, can give rise to the theoretical, 
know-that type of intentionality. I cannot here discuss the details of the 
project. 
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world justify moves in discursive practices.9 How is it then 
that the world normatively constrains our practices/abilities? 
The key idea here is Brandom’s commitment to conceptual 
realism, encapsulated by the notion inherited from Frege that 
facts just are true claims (i.e., what is claimed and not the 
claiming of it) (MIE, 327). Seen from the subject’s own per-
spective, the claim to which she acknowledges commitment 
at (1.) turns out to be false in the transition from (2.) to (3.), 
i.e., in the face of the perceived fact that there is a sour-tasting 
substance that turns litmus paper blue instead of red. Here, 
the crucial difference between a claim merely taken as true 
and a claim that is true is made from within the practic-
es/abilities as opposed to within the world: it is the differ-
ence between the subject attributing commitments (either to 
others or to her past self) and undertaking them herself (in 
the present). Since the subject-relative normative status of a 
claim as a fact depends on whether it is only attributed or also 
undertaken, and since the attitudes are already something 
involved in the causal realm of facts, the mechanism by 
which facts come to exercise authority over attitudes is given 
by the scorekeeping apparatus considered as causally inte-
grated with the world in complex ways. 

The key claim of conceptual realism is that both  facts and 
attitudes are conceptually structured according  to  two dif-
ferent readings of the generic material incompatibility  rela-
tion. On the side of the world, the concept of the object can be 
understood as “repelling” incompatible properties under an 
alethic sense of necessity. On the side of the practices, subjects 
can be understood as “repelling” incompatible commitments 
under a deontic sense of necessity. In Brandom’s words: 

It is impossible for one and the same object to have incompatible 
properties at the same time. But it is merely impermissible for one 
and the same subject to have incompatible commitments at the 
same time. (2008a, 191) 

                                                 
9 Brandom (2001, 107) is strongly critical of reliabilist theories of justifica-
tion that take causal, probabilistically reliable processes as at least in some 
cases sufficient to justify beliefs and assertions. I cannot enter this debate 
here, but the important point is that for Brandom, purely causal relations 
are not sufficient to account for the justification of beliefs or assertions: the 
normative element is also required. 
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We can now better appreciate in what sense the world be-
comes “incorporated” in or “mediated” by discursive practic-
es, following the litmus paper example above. Brandom’s 
idea is that the succession of events (1.)-(4.) can be under-
stood from two different modal perspectives, depending on 
whether it is described objectively as what does happen or 
subjectively as what ought to or may happen. The world and 
the practices are ontologically speaking two halves of the 
same event or process, structured in the generic modal sense 
of a material incompatibility relation, which Brandom takes 
to be the key conceptual notion. 

However, at this point it seems that it would be equally 
correct to say that the practices are incorporated in or mediat-
ed by the world rather than the other way around. To make 
an already impressive amalgamation of theses more compli-
cated, Brandom also pursues an explanatory order he attrib-
utes to Hegel, according to which the objective side of alethic 
modal incompatibility relations must be understood and ex-
plained in terms of the subjective side of deontic modal in-
compatibility processes (2002, Ch.6). 

It is noteworthy that the term “conceptual realism” ap-
pears nowhere in MIE, and thus it is appropriate to wonder 
whether the idea really is relevant for the issue of semantic 
objectivity as opposed to a late-coming, separate topic. The 
impression is reinforced by the fact that MIE’s primary 
pragmatist strategy centers its explanatory force on the score-
keeping practice, which assumedly is supposed to be inde-
pendent of ontological issues concerning the constitution of 
the world. Furthermore, there is an active reason for 
Brandom to avoid undertaking any unnecessary ontological 
commitments as a consequence of his semantic theorizing, 
namely his fundamental opposition to the truth conditional 
strategy and the correspondence theory of truth that goes 
with it. Brandom accuses the correspondence theorist of con-
fusing acts of claiming that something is true with the content 
of what is thereby said in the sense that what is true – i.e., the 
facts—is supposed to explain what it is for a claim to be true, 
i.e., its content understood as truth conditions (MIE, 330). 

That being said, when Brandom echoes Frege in claiming 
that “Facts just are true claims,” a careful reading shows that 
he is not by that token merely making the deflationist nega-



Brandom and the Pragmatist Quest for Semantic Objectivity  71 
 

tive claim that truth is not a semantically explanatory relation 
between language and world. Instead, towards the end of 
MIE he proposes an alternative way to construe that relation: 

Concepts conceived as inferential roles of expressions do not 
serve as epistemological intermediaries, standing between us 
and what is conceptualized by them. This is not because there is 
no causal order consisting of particulars, interaction with which 
supplies the material for thought. It is rather because all of these el-
ements are themselves conceived as thoroughly conceptual, not as con-
trasting with the conceptual. (MIE, 622, my italics) 

The conception of concepts as inferentially articulated permits a 
picture of thought and of the world that thought is about as 
equally, and in the favored cases identically, conceptually articu-
lated. (Ibid.) 

Condensed here is the main thesis of what Brandom later on 
has dubbed conceptual realism, or the idea that the world as 
such is conceptually structured. There is no ontological catego-
ry distinction between predicates and properties: instead 
there is identity. The nature of the identity is modal, split be-
tween the alethic and deontic sides (2019, 54). How exactly the 
sides are supposed to be combined is of course a massive 
question, one that Brandom does not tackle in MIE and which 
thus falls outside the scope of this paper. 

But if Brandom does indeed espouse conceptual realism 
already in MIE as the key to the conferral thesis that is to 
patch over the jump from (AT) to (PO) objectivity, why does 
he not explicitly say so? One reason I can think of is that at 
the time he did not have a well-thought-out idea of how to 
connect conceptual realism as an independent metaphysical 
stance with the scorekeeping practice, or to give an encom-
passing enough of account of it. Yet the idea that the world 
and discursive practices are causally integrated with each 
other is clearly stated and important for securing the condi-
tion, which Brandom sees as central, that the world serves as 
a dual constraint (normative and causal) on practices, even if 
the point is never brought into detailed discussion (MIE, 331, 
332, fn.). 
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5 Why Conceptual Realism Is Essential for Proper 
Objectivity 
To conclude this paper, I shall argue against certain alterna-
tive ways to understand Brandom’s claim that the scorekeep-
ing practice is able to confer objective semantic contents on 
token expressions. 

Andrea Clausen (2004) for one argues that conceptual real-
ism is non-essential and in fact a distraction from Brandom’s 
aim of accounting for objective contents in terms of discursive 
practices. The basic reason why she considers conceptual re-
alism redundant is that she thinks Brandom’s scorekeeping 
account alone can afford an explanation of how token expres-
sions can come to exhibit representational purport. The prob-
lem, however, is that she does not adequately distinguish 
between attitude-transcendence and what I have called prop-
er objectivity, namely between the negative claim that every-
one could be incorrect in (some) of their assertions and 
inferences and the positive claim that it is the world that de-
termines the semantic incorrectness of assertions and infer-
ences. Again, the fundamental reason why attitude-
transcendence does not amount to proper objectivity is that, 
even if every subject in practice necessarily presumes a differ-
ence between what is taken to be correct and what is correct, 
and that there is only one correct set of assertions and infer-
ences everyone should acknowledge, it does not follow that it 
is the world of objects which determines the identity of the set, 
or even that there is such a set. Here’s a telling excerpt of this 
non-sequitur: 

What we claim to be correct can always turn out to be incorrect. 
Put alternatively, this means that we rub ourselves against a re-
sistant reality. Second, what is correct is supposed to be inde-
pendent of what anybody or all take to be correct. Put 
alternatively, this means that we refer to one and the same 
world. (Clausen 2004, 217) 

In fact, the reason our claims can always turn out to be incor-
rect, as far as the scorekeeping practice is concerned, may be 
that the contents are actually indeterminate or then deter-
mined by a Cartesian demon. And even if everyone agrees 
that what is correct is independent of what everyone takes to 
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be correct, it remains possible that there is no reference to one 
and the same world. 

Ronald Loeffler (2017) sees the problem between deriving 
(PO) from (AT) without further argument more clearly. Re-
turning to the litmus paper parable, what Brandom wants to 
say is that by treating two of her commitments as materially 
incompatible with each other, the subject takes her commit-
ments to be purporting to represent a singular object, namely 
the natural kind acid, for objects are (in part) defined as those 
entities which repel incompatible properties in the alethic 
modal sense. Loeffler raises the question, however, of why 
we should interpret the subject as purporting to represent an 
object by taking two of her commitments to be incompatible, 
for on the face of it we might equally well interpret her taking 
the incompatibility to amount to nothing more than a prohi-
bition against endorsing two given assertion types (Loeffler 
2017, 147). In other words, how does the intra-practice matter 
of which assertions are taken to be incompatible translate into 
the extra-practice matter of representational purport? 

Loeffler’s answer on behalf of Brandom is that, although 
from our point of view as external theorists the subject of the 
acid parable is not yet definitely purporting to represent any-
thing beyond her practices or abilities, from the subject’s own 
perspective it appears that the acid itself serves as the exter-
nal standard of her commitments, which hence purport to 
represent how things really stand with acidic substances 
(2017, 148).10 

The distinction between the native subject’s own perspec-
tive and that of the external theorist’s cannot, however, offer 
a sufficient reason to claim that the scorekeeping practice in-
cludes norms with representational purport or (PO) objectivi-
ty grading. The reason is, again, that each of the predicates 
                                                 
10 Note that saying this is compatible with Brandom’s insistence that alt-
hough the subject is from her own point of view purporting to represent 
objects, the purport may be completely implicit in her practices or abilities 
in that she may not be able to explicitly assert that her commitments rep-
resent something external (Loeffler 2017, 149). The distinction between an 
implicit ability to do something that is independent of the explicit ability 
to say what one is doing is as important to Brandom’s pragmatist account 
of intentionality, though it is also largely orthogonal to the issues I’m ad-
dressing here. 
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“takes to purport to represent an object” and “purports to 
represent an object,” or alternatively “takes to be correct” and 
“is correct,” and the predicates have distinct extensions, and 
claiming one does not entail the other. In particular, since 
Brandom’s final major statement in MIE is that we are in fact 
engaged in the scorekeeping practice ourselves (the move he 
calls “the collapse of perspectives”), any difference to the ex-
tent which so starkly distinguishes between the native score-
keeper and her external interpreter cannot hope to be 
adequate as an account of actual representational purport, if 
by “actual” we mean whatever it is that we do in purporting 
to represent objects. Applying Loeffler’s response to our own 
case, even if it is true that it (necessarily) appears to us that we 
are responsive to objects of the world when encountering in-
compatible commitments, it does not follow that we really are 
purporting to represent such objects.11 

To end this section, I wish to reject one further argument 
which seeks to establish representational purport in the 
scorekeeping practice without resorting to conceptual realism 
as an independent metaphysical theory. Bernd Prien (2010) 
argues that what is needed to ensure proper objectivity is a 
special norm called the “principle of rational rectification” 
(PRR). The principle of rational rectification, which Brandom 
introduces in Between Saying and Doing, states that subjects 
are obliged to rectify the incompatible commitments they 
have committed themselves to. Indeed, as we already saw in 
this section, the principle in part defines the concept of the 
discursive subject for Brandom (2008a, 193). Prien claims that 

[p]ractices that include such a norm of rational rectification war-
rant an interpretation according to which the conceptual norms 
and thus the deontic statuses of the speakers are not determined 
by the deontic attitudes present in a community, but rather by 
the way the world is. Whenever a speaker runs into incompati-
ble commitments because of the way the world is (for example, 
because there are sour-tasting liquids that do not turn litmus 
paper red), she is obliged to modify some of the inferential rela-
tions she acknowledges. In order to make sense of this obliga-
tion, we have to assume that it is the world that determines 

                                                 
11 Loeffler also sees conceptual realism as an important part of Brandom’s 
later attempts to account for semantic objectivity (2017, 178-179). 
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what follows from what, and not the individual subjects, the ex-
perts, or the community as a whole. For even inferential rela-
tions accepted by the community as a whole have to be modi-
modified if this is the best way to remove an incompatibility. 
(2010, 455) 

Prien claims that the PRR is a sufficient condition to warrant 
the properly objective status to conceptual contents in the 
discursive practices, for it is the only way to make sense of 
this obligation. It is difficult to see how that follows however, 
for it is perfectly intelligible that everyone in the practice is 
obligated to rectify their incompatible commitments and that 
the world does not determine what commitments really are 
incompatible. Furthermore, it is not clear how precisely the 
world is supposed to oblige subjects to rectify their incompat-
ible commitments other than in the metaphorical, causal 
sense of obligation (Brandom 2008b). 

A similar point applies to another special norm also men-
tioned by Prien, which we might call the intersubjective prin-
ciple of rational rectification as opposed to the intrasubjective 
PRR. The intersubjective PRR, first proposed by Loeffler 
(2005), states that different subjects A and B are obligated to 
rectify their commitments that are incompatible with some 
commitments of the other. For one, the intersubjective PRR 
seems to complicate Brandom’s claim that we can define sub-
jects as units of accountability qua subjects to intrasubjective 
PRR. If PRR is extended from intra- to intersubjective incom-
patibility relations, are we to conclude that two distinct sub-
jects can form a singular unit of discursive accountability? 

More acutely though, it remains unclear how PRR in either 
its intra- or intersubjective versions is supposed to entail that 
subjects really are responsible to the world in what concerns 
the correctness of their commitments. For the issue of in virtue 
of what commitments really are incompatible is orthogonal to 
whether and in what sense subjects are obligated to rectify 
their incompatible commitments. Even if it is the world that 
somehow non-metaphorically obliges the subjects to rectify 
their incompatible commitments, something which Brandom 
explicitly denies (2008b), it is a different matter to establish 
whether the world also determines (and does not merely ap-
pear to determine) which commitments are incompatible. So 
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PRR alone does not entail that the scorekeeping practice that 
includes it also includes norms with representational purport. 
 
Conclusions 
To summarize, the crucial problem for Brandom’s pragmatist 
project in MIE is to explain how the norms instituted by atti-
tudes can confer propositional contents robust enough to be 
about worldly objects. In order to achieve this, he argues that 
the practice incorporates or mediates objects, somewhat like 
games “incorporate” physical objects into their rules. Howev-
er, a prerequisite for the incorporation is that Brandom must 
undertake ontological commitments regarding the nature of 
the objects as such, namely that they too are conceptually 
structured. The essential idea of conceptual realism already 
operative in MIE is that the subject/object divide can be ex-
plained in terms of the modal divide between alethic and de-
ontic halves. This, I have argued, is Brandom’s best strategy 
in MIE for explaining why the scorekeeping practice should 
be interpreted as including genuinely representational prop-
erties. 

The cost of embracing conceptual realism, however, is that 
it ultimately means expanding the base explananda with 
which Brandom operates in MIE. The official strategy of the 
book is to explain how norms instituted by attitudes may 
confer propositional contents that are objective and represen-
tational in the sense that they normatively answer to the 
world of objects. The main explanatory primitive on the sub-
jective side is the concept normative attitude. However, there 
are no corresponding primitives available on the objective 
side to argue for the truth of conceptual realism. It is as if in 
the course of the book Brandom is driven to embrace concep-
tual realism because of his starting point with normative atti-
tudes, which alone cannot secure an objective enough relation 
to the world to establish representational purport. In an inter-
esting narrative twist, this result is not too different from 
what Brandom considers to be a central mistake of early ana-
lytic philosophy: 

Some previous varieties of logical atomism had distinguished 
themselves by their insistence that the only way any expression, 
sentential or not, could have content or contribute to the content 
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of an expression of which it is a part is by standing for or repre-
senting something. Thus, not only did these views grasp the net-
tle of commitment to negative and conditional facts, they also 
were committed to “not” and “if… then…” standing for some 
element in a complex state of affairs. The undertakers of such 
commitments are admirable more for their conceptual heroism 
than for their good sense. (MIE, 76) 

The lesson here is that we should be mindful about the possi-
ble ontological implications our theorizing on language and 
meaning leaves us with, for otherwise we risk putting the cart 
before the horse. Brandom’s appeal to conceptual realism 
without sufficient argumentative support risks doing that, 
although as I have shown he has taken measures to rectify the 
matter later on. The final word on the matter belongs to fur-
ther study, however. 
 

University of Tampere  
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The Dream Self and the Waking Self 
 

HEIDI HAANILA 
 

 
 
The self is the main character in one’s life and an important 
theme in the philosophy of mind. The concept of self is multi-
faceted and notoriously ambiguous, and philosophers debate 
about the definition of self.1 In this paper, I approach self-
hood by examining dreaming and ask, how the study of 
dreaming can contribute to the definition of self. Or in other 
words, what can the dream self reveal about the waking self? 
Dreaming is an altered state of consciousness, which often 
involves extensive alterations in self-consciousness, and as 
such it provides an attractive way to the research of self. I 
start the paper by viewing the concepts of selfhood in terms 
of a pattern theory of self and drawing the most general dis-
tinction within the self, that is the distinction between the ex-
periential and reflective self. Then, I consider dreaming and 
the methodology of using altered states of consciousness in 
the study of self. After which, I examine the character of the 
dream self and how it differs from the waking self in terms of 
both experiential and reflective self. The idea is that the study 
of dreaming can function as an instrument to distinguish dif-
ferent aspects of self from each other, and to bring out the 
connections between them and the necessary features of self. 
While I mainly focus on defining the most fundamental as-
pect of the experiential self, I also briefly consider the oppor-
tunities to study the reflective self through dreaming. 
 
 

                                                 
1 For an overview see e.g. Gallagher (ed.) 2011 or Siderits et al. (eds.) 2011, 
the last mentioned involves also comparisons between eastern and west-
ern notions of self. 
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1. Concepts of self 
Self is of the utmost importance in one’s life. Self is the subject 
of experience, thinker of thoughts, and agent of action. As 
such ‘self’ or ‘selfhood’ is an umbrella term that comprises 
numerous features of self and self-consciousness. 2 In order to 
bring together and combine different theories of self, Shaun 
Gallagher has developed a pattern theory of self (Gallagher 
2013; Gallagher & Daly 2018, see also Newen 2018). Accord-
ing to the pattern theory, an individual self is constituted of a 
complex pattern of characteristic features or certain aspects of 
self. Gallagher argues that the pattern theory is a useful way 
to organize the multidisciplinary discussion of what consti-
tutes a self. This is because within the pattern theory, various 
interpretations of self can be seen as compatible or commen-
surable rather than being in opposition. Gallagher (2013, Gal-
lagher & Daly 2018) presents a tentative list of significant 
features that contribute to the constitution of self. These as-
pects can be seen as variables that take different values and 
weightings in the dynamic constitution of self. Gallagher em-
phasizes that an individual self may lack a particular charac-
teristic feature and still be considered a self. Gallagher’s 
(2013, 3-4) list includes the following aspects: 

(1) Minimal embodied aspects: core biological aspects, which allow 
the system to distinguish between itself and what is not itself. 

                                                 
2 It can be noted at the outset that the concept of ‘experiential self’ used in 
this paper (Section 1.1.) entails the idea that self and consciousness are 
intertwined. This idea is denied in theories which claim that there can be 
experience without self. For instance, according to Pylkkö (1998), 
aconceptual and asubjectivist experience is fundamental and self is a con-
struction. Or generally, the so called no-self-theories, which are advocated 
in many Eastern philosophies, argue that the self is illusory (see e.g. 
Albahari 2006; Metzinger 2009, for discussions about no-self theories, see 
Siderits et al. 2011). Some of the dispute between the theories highlighting 
the experiential self and no-self can be considered terminological; they 
simply mean different things with the notion ‘self’ (see e.g. Zahavi 2011; 
2014, Ch. 4). Thus, it can be noted that an endorsement of a no-self view 
would not undermine the general idea of differentiating between the lay-
ers of self that is conducted in this paper, but it would entail specifying 
concepts for some features of the ‘experiential self’ without reference to 
‘self’. See also fn. 5. 



The Dream Self and the Waking Self  81 
 

This is an extremely basic aspect of all kinds of animal behavior, 
and include the aspects that define the egocentric body-centered 
spatial frame of reference. 

(2)   Minimal experiential aspects: to the extent that the bodily sys-
tem can be conscious, it will pre-reflectively experience the 
self/non-self distinction in the various sensory-motor modalities 
available to it. Such aspects contribute to an experiential and 
embodied sense of ownership (the “mineness” of one’s experi-
ence), and a sense of agency for one’s actions (Gallagher 2000). 

(3) Affective aspects: reflect a particular mix of affective factors 
that range from very basic and mostly covert or tacit bodily af-
fects to what may be for her a typical emotional pattern or 
mood.  

(4) Intersubjective aspects: humans have the innate capacity for at-
tuning to intersubjective existence, and after language learning, 
this intersubjective aspect is internalized and takes the form of a 
dialogical process that helps to constitute the self. 

(5) Psychological/cognitive aspects: traditional theories of the self 
focus on various psychological and cognitive aspects. These 
range from explicit self-consciousness to conceptual under-
standing of self as self, to personality traits of which one may 
not be self-conscious at all. In addition, there are strong argu-
ments for psychological continuity and the importance of 
memory in the literature on personal identity (e.g. Shoemaker 
2011). One can also include representational aspects here, mean-
ing, approximately, one’s ability to represent oneself as oneself. 

(6)   Narrative aspects: the basic idea is that selves are inherently 
narrative entities and that our self-interpretations have a narra-
tive structure (Schechtman 2011). For some theorists, narratives 
are constitutive of selves.  

(7)  Extended aspects: self may include physical pieces of proper-
ty, such as clothes, homes, and various things that we own. We 
identify ourselves with the items we own, and perhaps with the 
technologies we use, the institutions we work in, or the nation 
states that we inhabit.  
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(8)   Situated aspects: include, for instance, the kind of family 
structure and environment where we grew up, and cultural and 
normative practices that define our way of living. 

Different theories of self emphasize different aspects, and the 
pattern theory provides a framework in which the complexity 
of self can be endorsed. However, the pattern theory as such 
does not explain how the aspects are connected or what kinds 
of relations prevail between them. Crucially, it does not take 
a stand on whether some aspect or combination of aspects is 
necessary for self. Thus, the pattern theory does not provide 
answers to the quest of self, but the character of self still re-
quires elaboration and clarification. 

An advantage of the pattern theory is that it assists in dis-
tinguishing between various features of the self and in seeing 
how the connections between these features contribute to self. 
Since the list of aspects is rather long, I condense the features 
down to a distinction between the experiential and reflective 
self. This generic distinction is generally accepted and often 
made, although it is conceptualized differently in different 
theories.3 For the purpose of this paper, the experiential self 
consists of embodied, experiential and affective aspects, and 
the reflective self consists of the psychological-cognitive and 
narrative aspects.4 I elaborate these notions briefly below, and 
                                                 
3 The distinctions has been drawn in terms of, for instance, intransitive 
and transitive self-consciousness (Kriegel 2004), minimal and narrative 
self (Gallagher 2000), nonconceptual and conceptual self-consciousness 
(Bermudez 2001), and pre-reflective and reflective self-consciousness 
(Zahavi 2005). 
4 That is, I exclude intersubjective, extended and situational aspects from 
the scope of this paper. These aspects are interesting for the distinction of 
two forms of self, since they seem to be incorporated in both experiential 
and reflective self and thus, might be used in investigations of the inter-
connections of the two forms. However, they are beyond the scope of this 
paper. 
In addition, it can be noted that in more recent version of the pattern theo-
ry (Gallagher & Daly 2018), Gallagher has also added behavioral, reflec-
tive and normative aspects. Of these aspects, the two last mentioned can 
easily be included in the reflective self. However, neither of these aspects 
are necessary to discuss in order to present the idea of this paper and, for 
simplicity and brevity, the original (2013) version of the pattern theory is 
applied here. 
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then proceed to the argumentative part of the paper. In that 
part, I propose that the examination of the dream self is use-
ful in revealing different layers of the self and can be used to 
elicit the necessary aspects of self. 
 
1.1. The experiential self  
The experiential self refers to the most fundamental form of 
selfhood, which is the basis for the cognitively more demand-
ing and complex reflective self (Bermudez 2001; Gallagher 
2000; Kriegel 2004; Zahavi 2011, 2014).5 This concept of self 
emphasizes that self is always present in experience. In this 
elementary sense ‘self’ is connected to the subjectivity of expe-
rience. Even when one is not thinking about or focusing on 
herself at all, there is a subtle awareness of herself in that 
mental state: she is aware of herself as the owner or subject of 
the experience, and this holds true for all of her experiences. 
In other words, the experiential self does not refer to self as 
an object or content of consciousness, to a what of experience. 
Instead, it refers to the how of experience that is to the first-
personal presence of experience. It refers to the fact that the 
experiences I am living through are given differently to me 
than to anybody else. Thus, the experiential self is an integral 
part of our consciousness and can be identified with the 
ubiquitous first-personal character of experience.  

In terms of the pattern theory, the experiential self seems 
to include the experiential aspects by definition. In addition, 
many theories highlight that our basic sense of self is essen-
tially embodied and affective (see e.g. Bermudez 2001; 
Colombetti & Thompson 2008; Gallagher & Zahavi 2008; 
Varela et al. 1991). All the experiential, embodied, and affec-

                                                 
5 The term ’experiential self’ has been used by Zahavi (2011; 2014) synon-
ymously with the terms ‘pre-reflective self-consciousness’ and ’for-me-
ness’. Zahavi has developed a sophisticated phenomenological theory of 
self, and the characterization of experiential self in this paper follows 
Zahavi’s ideas, which underline experiential self as the most fundamental 
form of selfhood and a constitutive feature of consciousness. However, I 
elaborate the notion of experiential self in terms of pattern theory which 
Zahavi himself does not. It also can be noted that the ideas presented in 
this paper are not depended on or restricted only to Zahavi’s conception 
of self, but can be applied to others notions of self too, see fn. 3. 
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tive aspects of self are present in experience already without 
being objects of reflection. Many times self-consciousness is 
described as a first-person perspective (1PP in brief), and this 
description involves a spatiotemporal perspective that speci-
fies a viewpoint on the environment (Metzinger 2013; Windt 
2015). However, as Zahavi (2005; 2011; 2014) underlines, the 
essence of the notion of 1PP is that the perspective is personal; 
it is subjectively experienced. 

These considerations show that although the experiential 
self is the most elementary form of selfhood, it involves sev-
eral aspects of self that intertwine together in experiences. 
The richness of embodied 1PP can be noticed in a simple ex-
ample of experiencing perceptions of the environment during 
walk. When I am walking on a sea shore, I can see the cliffs, 
waves and forest. All these things have a certain location in 
relation to my body. I can also hear the waves on the shore 
and the singing of birds in the forest. Further, by means of 
proprioception, I can sense my movements and the positions 
of my body that maintain its balance when walking; I need to 
adjust my steps to the perceived shape of the rocky shore. I 
can feel the excitement of being in a new place and joy when I 
manage to see a rare bird. Overall, the experiential self in-
volves embodied, experiential and affective aspects, and is 
present in experience without any explicit thinking of self. 

 
1.2. The reflective self 
In order to do justice to human selfhood, the notion of the 
experiential self needs to be supplemented with the notion of 
the reflective self, which is higher in the cognitive hierarchy 
(Bermudez 2001; Gallagher & Zahavi 2008; Kriegel 2004; 
Zahavi 2005, 2014)6. The reflective self is capable of language 
use and introspection; it deliberates actions, and is shaped by 
its values, beliefs, commitments, goals, and decisions. This 
form of selfhood involves reflective self-consciousness that is 
                                                 
6 The term ‘reflective self’ is derived from Zahavi's notion of ‘reflective 
self-consciousness’ that is used in contrast to the ‘experiential self’ or ‘pre-
reflective self-consciousness’. In addition, the notion ‘reflective self’ aims 
to take a neutral stance towards theories that highlight narrativity, alt-
hough the notion embraces the narrative aspects as a significant feature of 
self. 
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the capacity to take oneself as the object of one’s reasoning 
and to think of oneself as oneself. Reflective self-
consciousness is essentially linked to our general conceptual 
capacities and reasoning skills. Thus, it involves at least the 
psychological-cognitive aspects of self. By means of reflective 
self-consciousness, one can focus her attention on herself, and 
evaluate and direct her action. Reflective self-consciousness is 
a necessary condition for moral self-responsibility, normative 
evaluation and self-critical deliberation and for that reason 
many theories of self find it essential (Moran 2001; Korsgaard 
2009; Schechtman 2011). In addition, philosophers have been 
interested in the unique features of self-knowledge and self-
conscious thoughts, which refer to the subject by the use of 
first-person pronoun ‘I’ and have specific epistemic and mo-
tivational features (Gertler 2011; Perry 1979; Shoemaker 
1968). 

Further, the reflective self has the capacity to formulate 
narratives and thus, involves narrative aspects of self (e.g. 
Gallagher 2000; Gallagher & Zahavi 2008; Schechtman 2011). 
This highlights the wide time-perspective of the reflective 
self; it is not limited to the immediate experience but extends 
from past to future. With these reflective and narrative capac-
ities, one can engage in a meaningful life as a part of a com-
munity. For instance, I exercise my reflective-narrative 
dimensions of selfhood when I ponder about what I should 
do on the weekend. Should I visit an old friend in another 
town, or finish a work project that is significant for my future 
career, or take time for myself and renew my energy? Alto-
gether, the reflective self is connected to certain ways of 
thinking and acting that are frequently considered character-
istically human; to be a person with memories and future 
plans, and a deliberating moral agent. 

 
2. Dreaming as a research tool in the study of self 
A number of the recent approaches to the philosophy of mind 
endorse a multidisciplinary methodology and strive to be 
empirically informed (e.g. Gallagher 2013; Mandik 2007; 
Metzinger 2013; Thompson 2015; Windt 2015). In terms of 
self, these multidisciplinary approaches entail forming a the-
ory of self that is conceptually coherent and empirically plau-
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sible at the same time. In order to formulate such a theory, it 
is important to test the concepts of self against at least some 
(atypical) empirical examples of self-experiences, since these 
‘test’ cases enable a more detailed evaluation of the concepts. 
A theory of self should be fine-grained enough to grasp self 
in all of its varieties: if a theory does not accomplish this, it 
should be developed further in order to provide an exhaus-
tive account of the whole phenomenon. Thus, a theory of self 
that fails to embrace all forms of selfhood is weak: the con-
cept of selfhood cannot be accurate enough if it cannot be ap-
plied to cases that deviate from the exemplar. Instead, a 
theory or conception of self that can also account for rare cas-
es has more strength: its explanatory power is widened and 
the reasons to endorse it obtain support. Thus, empirical con-
straints are relevant for philosophers of mind. On the other 
hand, the conceptual analysis and theoretical knowledge 
from philosophy can contribute to the development of empir-
ical theories and paradigms.  

One promising methodological invention in the research 
on the self is to study it through different altered states of 
consciousness. The idea is to provide an analysis that uses an 
altered state of consciousness (ASC in brief) as a contrast condi-
tion that can elicit the features of normal self-consciousness. 
In other words, ASCs can be seen as a methodological tool 
that assists in sorting out the aspects and functions of self-
consciousness. An ASC can be defined as “a temporary 
change in the overall pattern of subjective experience” (Far-
thing 1992, 205), and the strategy of examining ASCs seems 
highly relevant for detecting the layers of self-consciousness 
and the dynamics of the aspects of self.7 The contrasts be-
tween altered and normal experience can reveal the tacit fea-
tures of self that we do not normally pay attention to: only 
when these features change or are absent, is it possible to un-
derstand what they originally were. Thus, a profile of an ASC 
                                                 
7 For a definition of an ASC see e.g. Revonsuo et al. 2009. ASCs have been 
useful in the examination of self; the wide range of these ASCs include: (i) 
meditative practices (Thompson 2015), (ii) experiences under psychedelic 
drugs (Carhart-Harris et al. 2012), (iii) induced illusions (Blanke & 
Metzinger 2009) and (iv) pathological conditions such as schizophrenia 
(Sass & Parnas 2003) and Depersonalisation Disorder (Ciaunica et al. 
2021). 
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may disclose the intricacy of self-consciousness better than 
the normal experience. 

An ASC that is interesting for the study of self is dreaming. 
Philosophers have argued that dreams can be used as an in-
strument that leads to a deeper understanding of conscious-
ness, self-consciousness, and subjectivity (e.g. Metzinger 
2013, Thompson 2015; Windt 2015). This paper follows this 
argumentation line and proposes that the study of dreaming 
can assist in dissociating different aspects or layers of self-
consciousness and thus, make decisive contributions to the 
philosophical project of defining the concepts by which the 
richness of self-consciousness can be grasped.8 The following 
analysis focuses on self-consciousness since it concerns the 
consciousness of self in dream experiences. In addition, self-
consciousness provides a good general starting point for the 
study of self; in order to answer metaphysical questions con-
cerning the nature of self, we need to know what the self is 
assumed to be, and in order to establish this, we should in-
vestigate self-experiences in self-consciousness (see e.g. 
Strawson 2000). 

Generally, dreaming refers to subjective experiences during 
sleep.9 Dreaming is a fully “inner” or “offline”10 experience in 

                                                 
8 In addition, this philosophical project to conceptually describe the layers 
of human self-consciousness is significant for multidisciplinary fields 
since it can give proper explananda for empirical research programs and 
assist in developing empirical theories (see e.g. Metzinger 2013; Windt 
2015). 
9 In more detail, dreaming has been defined in terms of simulation 
(Revonsuo 2005; 2006), hallucination (Windt 2010; 2015), and imagination 
(Thompson 2015). The claim that dreams really are conscious experiences 
is also indicated in experiments with lucid dreamers (see e.g. LaBerge et 
al. 1981; Windt 2015; Revonsuo 2015). However, it can be noted that em-
pirical information on dreaming and research on dreaming is still incom-
plete (see e.g. Windt 2015). 
10 The conceptual distinction between online and offline is used in the 
discussions of embodied cognition. ‘Online’ refers to experience that in-
volves actual coupling with the environment. Instead, ‘offline’ experienc-
es are self-generated and independent of concurrent stimulation of the 
senses and thus, “disconnected” from the environment. In addition to 
dreaming, offline sensory experiences occur during mental imagery, 
mind-wandering and hallucinations (Fazekas et al. 2021). 
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the sense that it occurs without a sensory or motor encounter 
with the environment but is generated by brain-activity while 
the body is at rest. Considering dream experiences is relevant 
for the study of selfhood since dream experiences involve 
alterations in the organization of a pattern of self and thus, 
different aspects of self can be more easily prominent in 
dreams than in waking consciousness. Further, some kind of 
dream self is present in the great majority of dreams (see e.g. 
Revonsuo 2005; Thompson 2015; Windt 2015). Roughly, a 
‘dream self’ is the protagonist of the dream with whom the 
dreamer identifies herself. The core feature of dreaming is the 
immersive experience of being a self in the world, which also 
denotes the waking state.11 Many times the dream self resem-
bles the waking self, for instance, has the same kind of body 
and memories, although not necessarily. Despite the resem-
blances, typically the dream self differs from the waking self 
at least in its (meta)cognitive skills; the central characteristics 
of the dream self is a lack of the full mental capabilities of the 
waking self. 

Because dream self and waking self differ from each other, 
one needs to be cautious about drawing a too straightforward 
relation between the dream and waking self or too simple 
conclusions about the complexity of selfhood. The methodo-
logical idea here is not to consider the dream self as a conclu-
sion to philosophical questions on the nature or constitution 
of the self. Instead, the idea is that a careful analysis of the 
features of the dream self can provide premises for the argu-
ments about the nature of self and relationships within the 
aspects of self (i.e. this is an application of the general meth-
odology of neurophilosophy, see e.g. Mandik 2007).  
 
3. The experiential self in dreams 
Although the dream self can be strange, it remains as the sub-
ject of the dream experience and dreams are subjective expe-
riences. Thus, at least the experiential self is present in 
dreams. In point of fact, dream research seems to be especial-
                                                 
11 But diminishes in the hypnagogic state between wake and dreaming, 
see e.g. Thompson 2015; Windt 2015. In addition, it is interesting that 
there are dreams that involve a double representation of self (e.g. 
Occhionero et al. 2005; Revonsuo 2005; Thompson 2015; Windt 2015). 
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ly relevant for the examination of the experiential self. In typ-
ical waking consciousness, minimal self-consciousness is a 
tacit feature that involves several aspects of self and is inter-
twined with the contents of experience, which makes it diffi-
cult to grasp. However, in dreams the experiential self can 
take less complex forms which may disclose its components 
more easily. 

The study of dreaming is especially useful in solving a 
specific question about the necessary features of self. It is im-
portant to define the necessary, most minimal and fundamen-
tal forms of self since it is the starting point for a conceptually 
systematic account of selfhood (as e.g. Metzinger 2013; Windt 
2010, 2015; Zahavi 2014 argue). Below I approach the problem 
of defining the minimum required for self-consciousness in 
terms of the pattern theory of self, and ask whether some of 
the aspects of self are necessary. I examine the dream self and 
elaborate on how the aspects of self can be omitted from it, 
proceeding from the cognitively higher layers of reflective 
self to the cognitively lower layers of experiential self. A lack 
of an aspect or feature of self reveals that the feature in ques-
tion is unnecessary for self-consciousness. The aspect that can 
be found even in the cut off forms of self-consciousness has a 
special status in the pattern of self, since it is the most funda-
mental form of self-consciousness that is also the basis for 
other forms of selfhood. 

First of all, a characteristic feature of the dream self is an 
unstable and disintegrated self-reflection. The dream self typ-
ically suffers from a lack of rationality and deliberation, and 
acts in incoherent and potentially morally dubious way. In-
stead of being an effective metacognitive subject of experi-
ence, the dream self has difficulties in conceptualizing and 
experiencing herself as a thinking, attending or deciding sub-
ject (i.e. the dream self has only weak cognitive, attentional 
and volitional 1PP, Windt & Metzinger 2007; Windt 2015). 
Further, the dream self has deficiencies of both short- and 
long-term memory and rather is amnestic; it does not have 
full access to the waking self’s memories and instead can con-
fabulate narratives. However, the dream self is not bothered 
by the discrepancies in its surroundings and own actions. 
This can be illustrated by a dream report of Evan Thompson 
(Thompson 2015, 136): 
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I’m on the subway in Toronto. The train is above street level, 
and I see Paris streets below me through the window. I’m with a 
former girlfriend from many years ago. I’m anxious waiting for 
the stop, where I know I have to get off. Then the stop is past 
and she’s out in the street. I’m more anxious and look for my 
suitcases. One is missing. Maybe she took it, but the train’s 
moved on and she’s gone. I wake up feeling anxious and think-
ing I need to find my suitcase. 

The report involves a number of discontinuities, all of which 
the dream self fails to pay attention to. For instance, the 
dream self is at the same time in a subway and above street 
level, and in two cities. The dream self is traveling with a 
friend, whom the waking self has not seen in years. The 
dream self is waiting for the next stop, but then it is already 
past. The dream self remembers some important suitcases, 
although had not thought about them before. 

Thus, it is clear that in dreams one has a sense of self but 
lacks the typical waking reflective self-consciousness. Many 
times the dream self is unable to think critically and exercise 
self-deliberation. In addition, the self-narrative of the dream 
self is often discontinuous and fragmentary. This indicates 
that psychological-cognitive and narrative aspects can be se-
verely diminished in dream experience and thus, they are not 
necessary for self-experience. The self can be experiential 
without being reflective. 

Further, the experiential self assumes altered forms in 
dreams. Thus, the dream self provides an opportunity to 
elaborate on the structures of experiential self, which involves 
the experiential, embodied and affective aspects. The dream 
self can involve alterations in all these aspects. The experien-
tial aspect of the waking self many times involves the sense of 
agency that is “The sense that I am the one who is causing or 
generating an action” (Gallagher 2000, 15). This sense of 
agency can be missing in dreams in which the dream self re-
mains as a mere passive observer without active participation 
in the dream events. This kind of dream experience shows 
that the sense of agency is not a necessary feature of self.12 
                                                 
12 This possibility is recognized in the pattern theory (Gallagher 2013). In 
point of fact, it was one reason to initially draw the distinction between 
the two features of the minimal self (or the experiential aspect), i.e. a sense 
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However, maybe a more interesting feature of the dream self 
is that it does not lose the experiential aspect of self altogeth-
er. The experiential aspect is present as the subjectivity of 
consciousness or as a first-person perspective; even if the per-
spective is unstable and the self-experience altered, the dream 
self does have a perspective and undergo experience. In other 
words, the experiential aspect includes both the sense of 
agency and sense of subjectivity (that is also called ‘sense of 
ownership’, Gallagher 2000). Although a sense of agency can 
be lacking in the experience, the subjectivity does not disap-
pear even in highly altered dream experiences. 

With regard to the affective aspect of self, dream research 
indicates that the dream self cannot be considered a fully af-
fective subject that commands a variety of emotions in the 
same way as the waking self (e.g. Thompson 2015; Windt & 
Metzinger 2007). Very often the dream self does undergo af-
fects, and dreams can involve especially strong emotional 
experiences.13 For instance, nightmares are characterized by 
such intense feelings that the dreaming self is woken up by 
them. However, the variety of affects experienced by a dream 
self is typically much simpler than the affects experienced by 
the waking self. For instance, a dream can be dominated by a 
single feeling, such as anxiety as in the dream report above 
(e.g. Thompson 2015; Windt & Metzinger 2007). In addition, 
some dreams can lack affectivity altogether and instead are 
characterized by a neutral observation of a dream scene. 
Since affectivity can be lacking in a dream experience, this 
indicates that the affective aspects are not necessary for self-
consciousness. 

In a similar way, the embodied aspects of self can diminish 
in dreams. Dreaming has been described to be phenomenally 
embodied only in a weak sense (Windt 2015, 339). This weak 
embodiment is predominantly associated with movement 
sensations of individual body parts. In addition, the dream 
                                                                                                               
of agency and a sense of ownership. According to Gallagher’s (2000) orig-
inal idea, the sense of ownership can remain even in ASCs that lack the 
sense of agency. 
13 The great majority of dreams involve affects in self-rated questionaries, 
however, the number of affects is presented as being smaller when the 
affectivity in dream reports are rated by external raters. For dream affects, 
see Sikka 2020. 
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self has disturbances in multisensory integration, for instance 
a body part may be seen but not felt or vice versa. Moreover, 
the dream self only rarely has sensory experiences of pain, 
temperature, smell, or taste. However, the most striking ex-
ample of deficiencies of embodied aspect is the dream experi-
ence in which the dream self does not have a body at all.  

Metzinger (2013) and Windt (2010; 2015) have used the 
phenomenon of bodiless dreams as an example of a minimal 
phenomenal selfhood (MPS in brief). MPS refers to the sim-
plest form of selfhood and as such the strictly necessary fea-
tures of self and consciousness. According to Metzinger 
(2013), bodiless dreams are the best global contrast condition 
for isolating MPS.14 Bodiless dreams are a rare, but well-
known phenomenon in which a dreamer identifies with an 
extensionless point in perceptual space. Metzinger explains 
that in these cases the dream self has an “abstract self-
representation”, which does not contain any perceptual or 
spatially extended features of bodily content. This experience 
of bodiless subjectivity involves a stable sense of selfhood 
and an “asomatic 1PP”, although the body representation is 
absolutely minimal. According to Metzinger (2013) and 
Windt (2010; 2015), bodiless dreams can reveal MPS, which 
they define as a “transparent self-location in a spatiotemporal 
frame of reference” (Metzinger 2013, 7). Since this self-
location, or 1PP, only includes a point in space and a point in 
time, it also encompasses a highly atypical dream experience. 

However, the notion of an experiential self implies that 
minimal selfhood should not be only defined in terms of 
spatio-temporal location or geometrical perspective. A robot 
equipped with a camera might also be said to have a geomet-
rical perspective and locate itself in a functional sense, alt-
hough it does not experience anything. Instead, the crucial 
feature of being a self is that 1PP is experienced subjectively; 
it has a subjective character that can be associated with the 
experiential aspects of self. Whereas, in terms of the pattern 

                                                 
14 According to Metzinger (2013), in addition to dreams, there are two 
other experiences of bodiless subjectivity: out-of-body experiences (OBEs 
in brief) and meditation. However, Metzinger notices that both asomatic 
OBEs and “pure consciousness” experiences in meditators are rare phe-
nomena and thus, more difficult ways to investigate MPS. See also fn. 7. 
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theory of the self, the geometrical perspective of the subject 
might be considered as an embodied aspect. Thus, the dream 
self can lack embodied aspects of self to the extent of lacking 
a representation of a body. In other words, these are not nec-
essary for self-consciousness, since there can be self-
experience without consciousness of a body at all.  

Overall, these lessons from dream research make a signifi-
cant contribution to the (pattern) theory of self by dissociat-
ing different layers of self-consciousness, and revealing the 
most fundamental aspect of self. The above examination of 
the dream self showed that self-experience can lack psycho-
logical-cognitive, narrative, affective and embodied aspects of 
self, and the sense of agency. However, the shared feature 
across dream experience is the presence of the experiential 
aspect. This indicates that the experiential aspect of self is the 
most fundamental level of self-consciousness: it can occur in 
the absence of other features of self-consciousness but not the 
vice versa. The experiential aspect is present in all dreams 
regardless of the combination of the other aspects. That is, the 
experiential aspect is necessary in a way that other aspects are 
not. 

 
3.1. Theoretical implications of the necessity of the 
experiential aspect 
The necessary status of the experiential aspect strengthens the 
idea that the experiential self is the most fundamental form of 
selfhood, and that it minimally involves only a subjective 
first-person perspective. This undermines theories of self that 
deny the fundamental character of the experiential aspects or 
claim that some other feature(s) of self is equally necessary. 
These theories include at least those theories that consider 
self as strictly narrative or reflective, claim that a representa-
tion of the body is necessary for self-consciousness, or make a 
too strong claim about the self’s sensory-motor coupling with 
the environment. The shortcomings of these kinds of theories 
are briefly elaborated on below. 

First, the manifestations of the dream self question the the-
ories of self which claim that narratives are a constitutive ne-
cessity for being a self. For instance, according to 
Schechtman's (2011) Narrative Self-Constitution View (NSCV 
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in brief), we constitute ourselves by understanding our lives 
in narrative form. The narrative structure of selfhood does 
not require explicit narratives, but the idea is that we experi-
ence and interpret our present experience as a part of contin-
uous narrative that gives meanings to events and experiences. 
The NSCV (Schechtman 2011, 405) places two constraints on 
self-constituting narratives: 1) the articulation constraint “in-
volves the capacity to articulate one’s narrative locally where 
appropriate”, and the 2) reality constraint, which “demands 
that our narratives fit with the basic conception of reality 
shared by those in our community” (it probably cannot e.g. 
involve being able to get from Helsinki to Tokyo in one mi-
nute). Although a dream self many times participates in 
events that can be described with narratives and dream re-
ports can have narrative structure, the above-mentioned two 
constraints are too strong. The possible narrative that a dream 
self would articulate would contradict the logic of the waking 
self’s narrative and also the reality of the dream world does 
not meet the reality constraint in the waking world. This does 
not entirely refute the theories that emphasize cognitive-
psychological and narrative aspects of self, but highlights the 
point that these aspects are not the most fundamental form of 
selfhood, and that the concept of a reflective self should be 
complemented by the concept of the experiential self (see e.g. 
Zahavi 2014). However, the experience of a dream self does 
refute the theories which claim that self-consciousness is nec-
essarily reflective and does not recognize the significance of 
the experiential self (e.g. Carruthers 1996). The dream self can 
have vivid experiences without coherent self-reflection and 
does not even seem to question the lack of a continuous nar-
rative. 

Second, the theories that consider body-representation as 
constitutive of self-consciousness can be criticized in the light 
of dream experience. For instance, Blanke and Metzinger 
(2009) presented a theory of MPS in terms of three central 
defining features: 1) a globalized form of identification with 
the body as a whole, 2) spatiotemporal self-location, and 3) a 
1PP (in the weak sense of a purely geometrical feature of per-
ception, targeted in empirical studies investigating 
visuospatial perspective-taking). However, as Windt (2010, 
and Metzinger 2013 agrees) argues, bodiless dreams show 



The Dream Self and the Waking Self  95 
 

that this minimal form of self-experience or MPS does not 
require “a passive, multisensory and globalized experience of 
‘owning’ a body” as Blanke & Metzinger (2009) present. In 
addition, Windt (2010; 2015) argues that the distinction be-
tween a sense of spatiotemporal self-location and a spatio-
temporal 1PP is unnecessary; the subjective sense of presence 
involves only the sense of immersion or location in a spatio-
temporal frame of reference. Thus, dream research is useful 
in elaborating the notion of minimal selfhood and abandon-
ing too complex formulations.  

Third, the dream self discounts theories of strong sen-
sorimotor enactivism which claim that interaction with the 
environment is necessary for self-consciousness. According to 
sensorimotor enactivism, experiences are constituted by sen-
sory and motor couplings with the environment.15 In the 
strong version of sensorimotor enactivism, this interaction is 
claimed to be a necessary feature of consciousness, and this 
kind of general theory of consciousness can be criticized by 
using the dream argument (Revonsuo 2015; Loorits 2017). 
The dream argument points out that dream experiences are 
as rich and complex as the waking experience (or sufficiently 
similar to waking experience), and fully internally constitut-
ed. The implication of this is that necessary constitutive con-
ditions for experiential states can be constituted only 
internally and thus do not require a relationship with the en-
vironment. The proponents of strong sensorimotor 
enactivism can answer this argument by denying that veridi-
cal and dream experiences share the same phenomenological 
status: It is irrelevant how dreams are constituted since they 
                                                 
15 Enactivism (originating from Varela et al. 1991, for different version of 
enactivism, see e.g. Ward et al. 2017) is a relatively novel approach in the 
philosophy of mind and cognitive sciences, which proposes that cognition 
is a form of embodied action, and that “the human mind is embodied in 
our entire organism and embedded in the world, and hence is not reduci-
ble to structures inside the head” (Colombetti & Thompson 2008). 
Enactivism emphasizes that consciousness is central to the understanding 
of a cognitive system, and the concept of experiential self is significantly 
linked to consciousness. Thus, the enactivist theory of the nature of the 
conscious cognitive system can roughly be considered as a theory of self. 
For an enactivist view of self that also utilizes dream research, see 
Thompson 2015. 
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are not real experiences. For instance, Noë (2009, 179-180) 
uses this strategy and argues that: “[D]ream seeing is not re-
ally seeing at all. […] [W]e ought to think of perceiving as an 
activity of exploring the environment.” However, this answer 
is rather unsuccessful since the claim that dream experiences 
are not real experiences is highly unintuitive and contradicts 
the dream research presented above. Thus, the dream argu-
ment shows that an online active interaction with the envi-
ronment is not necessary for self-consciousness.16 

 
4. The reflective self in dreams 
As the above characterizations have shown, the dream self 
typically has a defective self-reflection and –narrative 
(Revonsuo 2005; Thompson 2015; Windt 2015; Windt & 
Metzinger 2007). Often the dream self does not succeed in 
critical thinking, makes mistakes in reasoning and acts irra-
tionally. Even if the dream self would resemble the waking 
self, it suffers from difficulties in directing attention, thinking 
and decision making. Thus, at first sight, it seems that the 
study of dreaming cannot be as relevant for the examination 
of the reflective self as it was for understanding the experien-
tial self and its necessary features. By contrast, the deficien-
cies in the reasoning of the dream self make one question as 
to whether it could it be considered equal with the waking 
reflective self at all (this seems to be the idea e.g. in Descartes’ 
dream arguments which function as skeptical arguments, see. 
e.g. Windt 2015).  

However, there is an interesting exceptional case of dream-
ing – lucid dreaming – which highlights the reflective capaci-
ties of self. In a lucid dream, a dreamer knows that she is 

                                                 
16 Instead, weak versions of sensorimotor enactivism can offer more effi-
cient strategies to answer the dream argument. The weak versions do not 
require an active online relationship with the environment in order to 
explain experiences, but propose that knowledge of the sensorimotor 
interaction (i.e. sensorimotor contingencies) is enough for constituting 
experiences (Telakivi 2020). In terms of self, it might be argued that the 
deficiencies in self-consciousness of the dream self actually support the 
enactivist idea that rich self-experiences involve interaction with the envi-
ronment. However, an elaboration of the enactivist conception of self is 
not within the scope of this paper. 
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dreaming (Metzinger 2009; Noreika et al. 2010; Thompson 
2015). A stronger definition of lucid dreaming (or definition 
of full lucidity) also highlights the following features.17 1) 
Cognitive insight and overall mental clarity that is at least as 
high as during normal waking states. 2) Agency is fully real-
ized, involving the control of attention and behavior in the 
dream events; the dream self can do whatever she wants to – 
walk through walls, fly, or engage in conversations with 
dream figures. 3) The autobiographical memory is intact, in-
volving full access to past waking life as well as in previous 
dreams. 4) The dream self’s all five senses function as well as 
in a waking state. 5) Lucid dreaming involves more positive 
emotions and emotional control than non-lucid dreaming. 
Altogether, the experienced quality of cognition and agency 
is especially high in lucid dreaming; the dreamer has sharp 
self-reflection and perceives the environment even more in-
tensively than when awake. Here is a famous example of a 
lucid dream report that does not contain all features of the 
strong definition of a lucid dream but presents the cognitive 
insight and quality of lucid dream experience (Fox, 1962, 32; 
quoted in Thompson 2015, 152): 

[...] Then the solution flashed upon me: though this glorious 
summer morning seemed as real as real could be, I was dream-
ing! With the realization of this fact, the quality of the dream 
changed in a manner very difficult to convey to one who has not 
had the experience. Instantly, the vividness of life increased a 
hundred-fold. Never had the sea and sky and trees shone with 
such glamorous beauty; even the commonplace houses seemed 
alive and mystically beautiful. Never had I felt so absolutely 
well, so clear-brained, so inexpressibly free! The sensation was 
exquisite beyond words; but it lasted only a few minutes and I 
awoke.  

Lucid dreaming is especially interesting as a means of unfold-
ing the layers of self, since it involves a profound change in 
self-experience. As Thompson (2015, 140) points out, lucid 

                                                 
17 The list here is combined from Metzinger 2009; Noreika et al. 2010; 
Thompson 2015; Voss et al. 2013; Windt 2015; Windt & Metzinger 2007. 
For the levels of lucidity, see e.g. Noreika et al. 2010; Thompson 2015; 
Windt 2015. 
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dreaming involves two modes of self-experience. In a 
nonlucid dream, a dreamer identifies with the dream self and 
can think, for instance, that “I am flying”. By contrast, in a 
lucid dream, the sense of self shifts when the dreamer recog-
nizes that “I am dreaming” and the dream self is only an ava-
tar of the dreaming self. That is, lucid dreaming involves two 
kinds of self-awareness; one is aware of one’s self both as the 
dream self (“I as dreamed”) and the dreaming self (“I as 
dreamer”). Lucid dreaming therefore involves clear and dis-
tinct introspection, the insight of the illusory character of the 
dream self, and the realization of different modes of self-
consciousness. These insights are conjoined with an ability to 
control the contents of the dream and guide the dream self, 
and offer an interesting perspective on the self. 

Thus, lucid dreaming provides an opportunity to also ap-
proach the reflective self and enable further analysis of the 
functions and structure of self. For instance, it would be in-
teresting to study the transition from nonlucid dreaming to 
lucid dreaming more closely.18 As the above descriptions in-
dicate, the characteristics of the sense of self in these two 
types of dreaming are opposite in many ways. While non-
lucid dreaming involves only a highly unstable 1PP and con-
fused thinking, lucid dreaming is related to a stable first-
person perspective and cognitive insights. In terms of the pat-
tern theory of self, nonlucid dreaming seems to involve a ra-
ther disintegrated and partial pattern, whereas lucid dreams 
seem to display an integrated pattern in which the aspects are 
linked together. Thus, tracking the proceeding from a 
nonlucid to lucid dream could reveal how the layers of self 
unite or the aspects of self become connected. That is, it is 
possible that dream research can offer finding about the inte-
gration of the aspects of self, not only about their dissociation. 
The transition from nonlucid to lucid dreaming is also of 
multidisciplinary interest; experiments that trace the changes 
in neural activation in the transition could assist in under-
standing the underpinnings of waking self. On the other 
hand, the precise conceptualization of different features of 

                                                 
18 Another useful strategy to employ lucid dreaming in the study of self is 
to compare self-consciousness in lucid dreaming and other ASCs, see e.g. 
Noreika et al 2010; Thompson 2015; Windt 2015. 
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self is of utmost importance in the analysis and interpretation 
of the experiments and thus, co-operation between philoso-
phers and scientist is encouraged and can be mutually benefi-
cial. 

An applicable but more complex future research object 
could involve the well-being of self. Lucid dreaming is char-
acterized not only by cognitive insight but also by positive 
emotions, and well-being-oriented studies could benefit from 
an examination of the pattern of self in lucid dreaming. Based 
on the comparison between self-consciousness in nonlucid 
and lucid dreaming, it seems that the less integrated nonlucid 
dreaming involves fewer positive feelings, or at least the feel-
ings experienced are less controlled. In contrast, the integrat-
ed and insightful lucid dreaming involves more positive 
feelings (Noreika et al. 2010; Voss et al. 2013; Windt 2015). 
Thus, it seems that a balance and integration within the as-
pects of self can lead to positive emotions (although lucid 
dreaming can also involve experiences of dissociation, see e.g. 
Voss et al. 2013). A better understanding of this integration 
and the interconnections of the aspects of self could also be 
used in interventions targeting increased positive affects or 
well-being of the waking self. However, more studies are 
needed in order to take full advantage of the phenomenon of 
lucid dreaming in the study of self. 

 
5. Summary 
Selfhood is a multifaceted phenomenon and in need of elabo-
ration. Dream research offers a useful tool for the study of 
self since the aspects of self are organized differently in 
dreaming than in typical waking self-consciousness. This 
opens a novel vantage point from which to observe the struc-
tures of self. In this paper, I examined the dream self in terms 
of the general conceptual distinction between experiential 
and reflective self, both of which involve several more de-
tailed aspects of self. The main focus of the paper was on the 
experiential self and its manifestations in dreams. It tran-
spired that a dream experience can basically lack all aspects 
of self except the experiential aspect, and this was used as an 
argument for the necessary status of the experiential aspect in 
the pattern theory of self. That is to say, the empirical evi-
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dence from dream research strengthens the concept of the 
subjective first-person perspective as the minimal or funda-
mental feature of selfhood. This significance of the experien-
tial aspect undermines theories of self which claim some 
contingent features of self to be necessary. These features in-
volve coherent self-reflection and -narrative, representation of 
a body, and online interaction with the environment. Con-
cerning the reflective self, the quality of the rationality and 
reflection of a dream self varies. Typically, the dream self is 
characterized by deficiencies in thinking. However, lucid 
dreaming is an interesting exceptional case of self-reflection, 
characterized by a stable and integrated first-person perspec-
tive and specific cognitive clarity and control. Because of the 
high quality of self-reflection and integration of aspects of 
self, it could be useful to target lucid dreaming in more detail 
in future investigations of self. Overall, dreaming provides an 
interesting instrument with which to study the self. Although 
the dream self is not exactly the same as the waking self, it 
provides a means to learn more about the dimensions of 
self.19  
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Without a Voice of One’s Own: Aphonia as 
an Obstacle to Political Freedom 

 
JOONAS S. MARTIKAINEN 

 
 
Introduction 
What does it mean to have a public “voice of one’s own”, ei-
ther as an individual or as a group? What does it mean to lose 
that voice? We live in a time of a sharpening social divide 
between those with opportunities to participate in political 
life, and those who feel left behind by politics altogether, re-
maining passive. It seems that alongside increasing social and 
economic inequality, there is a growing divide between those 
who actively participate in the political life of the society 
around them, and those who perceive their ability to influ-
ence politics as non-existent.  

In this article I make use of Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s exis-
tential phenomenology to conceptualize and present a dis-
closing critique of a phenomenon which I have decided to call 
aphonia, or the loss of one’s own public voice. This conception 
of aphonia offers a correction to theories of democracy which 
tacitly assume a citizen who is unproblematically willing and 
able to voice their opinion on matters concerning them. I in-
vestigate how public speech can be understood as an expres-
sive modality of the lived body, which can be lost due to 
experiences of suffering economic and social marginalization. 
I claim that this makes it hard for already dominated groups 
to make their frustrations and concerns known in public. En-
tire social groups therefore can, through no fault of their own, 
become silenced. 

I first discuss Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s existential phe-
nomenology as a tool for disclosing critique. I then present 
some examples from sociological literature, which describe 
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how economically marginalized and politically apathetic per-
sons and groups can perceive their political marginalization 
as frustrating and constraining, while feeling unable to speak 
out in public about their marginalization. These examples 
present a phenomenon which appears widespread in West-
ern democracies while remaining largely unconceptualized 
by mainstream political philosophy. I conceptualize such 
aphonia as a result of the internalization of experiences of so-
cial marginalization into what Merleau-Ponty calls the “op-
erative intentionality” of the lived body. Merleau-Ponty’s 
phenomenology helps me to show how this process also has a 
perceptual effect. As one slowly and unknowingly acquires 
the habit of remaining silent in public and withdrawing from 
public participation due to, for example, feelings of frustra-
tion, powerlessness, and shame, one may quite literally have 
the words with which to protest one’s condition taken out of 
one’s mouth. Aphonia, then, does not mean losing the human 
capacity of speech, but losing the ability to see oneself as a 
credible and able public speaker who is allowed to have a 
voice of one’s own. I finish with a call for grass-roots initia-
tives for engendering political participation among those suf-
fering from aphonia. 

 
Phenomenology as a Method for Disclosing Critique 
My chosen method situates this article alongside a recent 
wave of interest in “political phenomenology”: a philosophi-
cal approach which draws from twentieth-century phenome-
nology. This approach is exemplified by the recent broad 
collection of articles edited by Thomas Bedorf and Steffen 
Hermann (2020a). Political phenomenology does not present 
a unified movement with either a well-defined methodologi-
cal toolkit or a shared normative stance. It is instead an at-
tempt to rethink fundamental themes of contemporary 
political philosophy through engagement with the tradition 
of phenomenology. Political phenomenology uses phenome-
nological description and diagnoses of particular experiences, 
as well as diagnoses of contemporary political phenomena, to 
investigate the commonplace abstractions of mainstream po-
litical philosophy. In this article I use existential phenome-
nology as a tool for what Nikolas Kompridis (2005) calls 
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“disclosing critique”; a way of revealing possibilities that 
have been left unnoticed in current social arrangements, and 
also a way to give voice to experiences of suffering that have 
heretofore been left unexamined. 

Contemporary political philosophy and theory has ap-
proached political marginalization and apathy in various 
ways. Traditionally theories of participatory democracy have 
described political marginalization as a lack of social goods, 
for example, the opportunities and resources for effective po-
litical participation. Such a lack is a matter to be addressed by 
a more just distribution of resources to ensure equality of op-
portunities and the formulation of more inclusive democratic 
procedures. James Bohman (1997) has objected to this view, 
noting that what is at issue is not only the poverty of oppor-
tunities and resources, but also the lack of recognition as an 
equal and the inability to acquire the cognitive and commu-
nicative capabilities required for effective participation in 
public, or what he calls “equality of effective freedom”. An-
other strand of political theory describes the phenomenon as 
political exclusion, or the exclusion from democratic partici-
pation in public deliberative processes on decisions that con-
cern one’s own interests (Allen 2005; Benhabib 2004; Young 
2000). 

What has been left unnoticed by all of these approaches is 
something that theories of participatory democracy tend take 
for granted: the motivation of citizens to become politically 
engaged even when they are formally included within de-
mocratic processes; and the possibilities, resources, and 
communicative and cognitive capabilities to participate in 
public deliberation. After all, who would not want to partici-
pate in the making of decisions that affect one’s own interests 
when presented with the opportunity to do so? When politi-
cal philosophy tacitly assumes a motivated and capable sub-
ject, withdrawing one’s democratic participation becomes 
understood as the result of a knowingly made choice. When 
someone does not participate in political processes by, for 
example, making their concerns known in public delibera-
tion, or even by casting their vote when given the chance, it is 
easy to describe them as having knowingly and wilfully 
delegated one’s share of political power over to others. 
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Approaching the matter as a form of lacking resources or 
capabilities, or as a form of being left outside the political 
community, or as the result of a willingly made choice to not 
participate, does not describe an important facet of political 
passivity. The picture of political agency behind much of con-
temporary democratic theory does not consider the effect of 
social marginalization on one’s ability to perceive oneself as a 
capable and credible political agent. Possessing political 
agency not only means having the communicative capabili-
ties required for effective participation, but also involves a 
subjective, affective component: feeling included, feeling like 
an able and credible political agent who is allowed to partici-
pate in the public life of one’s community. Losing this feeling 
is a form of marginalization that can be approached as being 
separate from poverty as the lack of resources and opportuni-
ties, or the lack of cognitive and communicative capabilities 
required for effective political participation. 

What, then, is exactly meant by aphonia, and how is exis-
tential phenomenology to be used to approach the issue? My 
usage of the term follows Nikolas Kompridis (2008, 301–3), 
who uses it to describe the loss of a sense of having a “voice 
of one’s own” in public. Kompridis, however, does not de-
velop the term much further in the article, leaving me room 
to perform a disclosing critique that, through a phenomenol-
ogical approach, aims to give voice to a heretofore unacknow-
ledged injustice.  

Something of the nature of aphonia, losing the ability to ex-
press oneself, can be apprehended from a clinical example 
from Maurice Merleau-Ponty. In his Phenomenology of Percep-
tion, Merleau-Ponty (2012, 164 ff.) describes how a teenager, 
due to a tense family situation, suddenly starts suffering from 
muteness or aphonia. The inability to speak is clearly con-
nected to the emotionally loaded conflict between family 
members, and as the situation is resolved, the aphonia disap-
pears as well.  

What catches Merleau-Ponty’s attention is the way that the 
aphonia takes over the person in a fashion that is independent 
of their conscious will. The person suffering from aphonia 
does not, even on a deeper unconscious level, “choose” to 
remain silent. Aphonia is not a case of a voluntary limitation 
of one’s freedom, since “To have lost one’s voice is not to 
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keep quiet: one only keeps quiet when one can speak,” (Mer-
leau-Ponty 2012, 164). What has taken place is an impover-
ishment of a form of intentional experience that is “prior to 
both knowledge and ignorance, and prior to voluntary asser-
tion and negation.” (Merleau-Ponty 2012, 165) What has 
taken place is the disappearance of an expressive modality of 
one’s being, a disappearance of the possibility to speak from 
experience: 

The will presupposes a field of possible among which I choose: 
here is Pierre, I can choose to speak to him or not. If, however, I 
lose my power of speech, then Pierre no longer exists for me as a 
desired or rejected interlocutor. The entire field of possibilities 
collapses, and I even cut myself off from the mode of communi-
cation and signification that is silence. (Merleau-Ponty 2012, 165) 

I claim that such a “collapse of the field of possibilities” can, 
to a less radical degree, also happen to one’s ability to speak 
out in public. Kompridis (2008, 300–2) describes the way suf-
fering social hardships can also lead to political aphonia as 
suffering not just from the lack of words to put one’s suffer-
ing in, but a “voice of one’s own”, the very ability to even 
attempt to articulate one’s suffering politically in the first 
place. What is missing in such situations is something often 
tacitly taken for granted by philosophy of democracy: the 
ability to speak and express oneself authentically in public, 
and with it, the desire and motivation to engage with politics. 
I propose that in cases of aphonia, what has disappeared is a 
sense of being able to perceive speaking and acting politically 
as a meaningful possibility in one’s intentional experience. I 
will next present some empirical examples of ways that in-
ternalization of negative social experiences can have an effect 
on the ability of an individual or a group to openly express 
themselves in public. 
 
Examples from Sociological Literature 
The usual approach of theories of justice, based on the scien-
tific appraisal of social phenomena and comparing them to a 
rationally derived set of “objectively” valid philosophical 
norms, is badly suited for identifying the kinds of injustices 
that only signal themselves as absences of something.  I be-
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lieve that a phenomenon like aphonia is best approached by 
beginning from an investigation of particular examples that 
present different facets of an experienced injustice. Through a 
phenomenological diagnosis of such examples, a picture 
emerges: in this case an inability to speak in a voice of one’s 
own in public. This is qualitatively different from an objec-
tively measurable lack of participational resources and op-
portunities, or cognitive and communicative capabilities 
required for effective deliberative participation (cf. Bohman 
1997). 

I begin from a description by Finnish sociologist Eeva Lu-
htakallio and journalist Maria Mustranta of the frustration 
felt by the residents of a disadvantaged neighbourhood in 
Helsinki: 

During her years of fieldwork Eeva became more and more 
bothered by the observation that among the residents of the area 
the primary feeling associated with belonging to a society was 
frustration. Getting to know the residents made quickly clear 
that people were not – of course not – stupid or inactive, far 
from it. But many seemed to lack an understanding of what 
could be done about frustrating things, and the faith in the ca-
pacity of one’s own actions to change things.1  

Luhtakallio and Mustranta then proceed to relate a descrip-
tion of a social milieu whose inhabitants, despite their aware-
ness of their situation, and definitely despite not being 
“stupid and inactive”, remain unmotivated to become politi-
cally engaged and to challenge their political exclusion. This 
is due to lacking both the understanding of how to change 
things, and the faith, or confidence, in their ability to enact 
that change. This loss of confidence in oneself is described by 
Luhtakallio and Mustranta as the internalized result of a 
stream of negative social experiences, often in the hands of 
                                                 
1 “Vuosien kenttätöiden aikana Eevaa alkoi yhä enemmän vaivata havain-
to siitä, että alueen asukkaiden päällimmäisin yhteiskuntaan kuulumiseen 
liittyvä tunne tuntui olevan turhautuminen. Asukkaisiin tutustuminen 
teki nopeasti selväksi sen, että ihmiset eivät – tietenkään – olleet tyhmiä 
tai toimettomia, kaukana siitä. Mutta monilta tuntui puuttuvan käsitys 
siitä, mitä turhauttaville asioille voisi tehdä, ja usko siihen, että omalla 
tekemisellä voi olla vaikutusta.” (Luhtakallio and Mustranta 2017, 14)  
All translations from Finnish are by the author. 
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ostensibly well-meaning actors and social institutions who 
are supposed to be helping them. Especially illustrative is 
their description of how the residents described their experi-
ence of public education, the social institution that was sup-
posed to be helping them towards social advancement: 

School memories are not the same for everyone. Here they ap-
peared to become a seamless part of that humiliating inheritance 
of being branded stupid and incapable that many carried with 
them as their main experience of the whole of society.2 

Luhtakallio and Mustranta (2017, 55) describe how, for many 
of the residents, their entire experience of society is a stream 
of experiences of humiliation and being made to feel inferior 
by public actors and institutions, often beginning already 
from school. Such experiences have left many of the residents 
intensely suspicious of anything “official” and mistrustful of 
the same political and social institutions that are supposed to 
be helping them. Feelings of frustration, hostility, and mis-
trust appear to colour the perception of the residents when it 
comes to society as a whole. (Luhtakallio and Mustranta 2017, 
56–7) This sense of being left outside society is even noted to 
have a perceptual effect: 

While the networked activist is browsing through the contact in-
formation of ten different council members on their cell phone 
to push their agenda forward, there is elsewhere a group that 
does not protest or participate in associations, nor set up trendy 
street festivals. Their city looks completely different – it is not a 
playground of imagination where everyone can bring their own 
contribution, nor are the decision makers reachable by phone or 
a Facebook message, but could just as well reside in another re-
ality. They see their possibilities to influence society, or even to 
belong to it, as non-existent.3 

                                                 
2 ”Koulumuistot eivät kuitenkaan ole kaikille samanlaisia. Täällä ne tun-
tuivat liittyvän saumattomaksi osaksi sitä nöyryyttävää tyhmäksi ja ky-
vyttömäksi leimaamisen perintöä, jota moni kantoi mukanaan 
päällimmäisenä kokemuksenaan koko yhteiskunnasta.” (Luhtakallio and 
Mustranta 2017, 55) 
3 ”Mutta samaan aikaan kun verkostoitunut aktivisti selaa kymmenen 
kunnanvaltuutetun yhteystietoja kännykästään viedäkseen asiaansa 
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This perceptual effect, the inability to see society as some-
thing one can influence, or even belong to, is something 
which appears to be intimately connected to the ability to ex-
press oneself in public, an idea I will return to below.  

It is important to note that democratic politics thrive on a 
certain amount of distrust. Mark E. Warren notes that it is by 
distrusting those in power that we also come to democrati-
cally hold them to account (Warren 1999a, 320). However, 
democracy cannot function without a kind of “generalized 
trust” which reflects “the capacities of individuals and 
groups to act for common ends as well as to represent their 
interests to the state”, without which corrupt governments 
can take hold of society (Warren 1999b, 12). This kind of gen-
eralized trust can also be understood as giving to experience 
a certain “background sense” of security that allows a citizen 
to make use of their abilities to reach outside oneself in en-
gagement with their social world. Such action is facilitated 
when one is reasonably secure in the knowledge that they 
won’t be received with ridicule, indifference, or hostility. The 
loss of such a trust can be experienced as debilitating, as de-
scribed by Luhtakallio and Mustranta: 

When you discuss politics, participation, and influencing with 
the local residents, the conversations convey a sense of disap-
pointment and distrust. Society should be the guarantor of help 
in face of life's ordeals, but this promise has been repeatedly 
broken. No-one has noticed their distress, or it has not been re-
sponded to. The comments also echo with the bitterness brought 
about by false promises: 

                                                                                                               
eteenpäin, on toisaalla joukko, joka ei osoita mieltään tai osallistu juuri 
yhdistystoimintaan sen enempää kuin järjestä trendikkäitä katufestareita-
kaan. Heidän kaupunkinsa on aivan eri näköinen – se ei ole mielikuvituk-
sen temmellyskenttä, johon jokainen voi tuoda oman panoksensa, eikä 
sitä koskeva päätöksenteko ole puhelinnumeron tai Facebook-viestin 
päässä vaan pikemminkin aivan toisessa todellisuudessa. He näkevät 
mahdollisuutensa vaikuttaa yhteiskuntaan, jopa ylipäätään kuulumisensa 
siihen, olemattomina.” (Luhtakallio and Mustranta 2017, 118) 
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“Everyone can make something out of themselves.” “If given the 
chance.” “But they always pull the rug from under your feet.”4 

A loss of such a trust from one’s perception is, in many ways, 
analogous to the loss of what Anthony Giddens (1992, 37–8) 
describes as “ontological security”. It is the basis for a stable 
sense of positive self-identity and social continuity and a 
sense of belonging to a social fabric. It illuminates one’s fun-
damental background characteristic of aphonia: the damaging 
of the background affective disposition of trust in one’s peers 
and social institutions which forms the bedrock of a sense of 
having political agency. This loss of trust in others of the so-
cial world is mirrored in loss of trust in one’s own ability to 
effectively function inside that world in concert with simi-
larly situated others. This also has a deleterious effect on be-
ing able to perceive oneself as a credible and able agent, a 
person with a voice of their own. Such a loss of a sense of se-
curity changes one’s perception of the social world and the 
possibilities within it. 

Luhtakallio and Mustranta’s description of the lives of 
residents of the unnamed Helsinki neighbourhood testify to a 
similar kind of reality as Simon Charlesworth’s 2000 phe-
nomenological study on his old hometown of Rotherham in 
South Yorkshire and its working-class inhabitants, a world 
from which he himself hails. He uses the tools of existential 
phenomenology to describe a social milieu suffering from 
extreme economic hardship, characterized by some of the 
worst levels of poverty in the Western world. Loss of indus-
try since the 1980s has led to the loss of a credible future hori-
zon for social advancement of its working-class residents. To 
compound their hopelessness, they are also largely failed by 
the inability of public institutions, such as education and job 
programs, to provide meaningful ways forward. What espe-

                                                 
4 ”Kun alueen asukkaiden kanssa puhuu politiikasta, osallistumisesta ja 
vaikuttamisesta, keskusteluista välittyy pettymys ja epäluottamus. Yh-
teiskunnan pitäisi olla takuu avusta silloin, kun elämä koettelee, mutta 
tämä lupaus on toistuvasti rikottu. Kukaan ei ole huomannut hätää, tai 
siihen ei ole vastattu. Kommenteissa kaikuu myös falskien lupausten he-
rättämä katkeruus:  
”Kaikista on johonkin.” ”Jos annetaan mahdollisuus.” ”Mutta kun aina vedetään 
matto jalkojen alta.”  (Luhtakallio and Mustranta 2017, 26–7) 
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cially interests Charlesworth is the destructive effect that liv-
ing in such conditions has on the ability of the residents to 
authentically express their discomfort and political domina-
tion. Working-class Rotherham is described as a world that 
actively curtails and frustrates the “generative competences 
for language use and expressive behaviours” of its residents, 
a phenomenon not adequately captured by the statistical 
tools often employed by sociologists (Charlesworth 2000, 3).  

Charlesworth describes how his research work was made 
harder by the fact that even people with whom he was inti-
mate did not feel comfortable being formally interviewed.  
Charlesworth expresses his frustration at the way how people 
who he knew “to be articulate, thoughtful, insightful and 
powerfully evocative in their speech, exhibited tendencies of 
shy restraint as soon as one formalizes the situation, even 
simply through the introduction of a tape recorder.” 
(Charlesworth 2000, 137) People who were just moments ear-
lier presenting insightful analyses of their situation became 
silent with the insertion of the recorder into the equation. Ac-
cording to Charlesworth, there is something in the lived ex-
perience of the subjects of his study which leads them to 
suffering from a form of damage done to the very capability 
to authentically express oneself in public, as if one were 
afraid of the expressive medium itself (Charlesworth 2000, 
283). This is combined with a sense of not being a part of the 
processes of the society around them. It is as if they are left 
only with the role of spectators, not agents in their own right: 

The world has become occurrent to them, something they ex-
perience ‘from the outside’, that is, from a position of non-
involvement. Possibilities no longer solicit them. They experi-
ence a radical discontinuity, an unsettledness emanating from 
the grounds of the body’s projection into the future which cre-
ates a sense of the loss of meaning of their lives and yet which 
makes the meaninglessness of the world in which they live more 
explicit. (Charlesworth 2000, 79) 

Such descriptions reveal another important aspect of the 
phenomenon. It is not that Charlesworth’s interviewees did 
not possess the linguistic skills to describe their situation, nor 
have they suddenly chosen to remain silent at the introduc-
tion of the tape recorder. Instead, they suddenly find them-
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selves unable to speak in a situation perceived as “official”, 
resembling the residents described by Luhtakallio and Mus-
tranta. They do not feel “socially instituted to have opinions”, 
and as the official language doesn't feel like theirs to use, they 
often fall back to the “ultimate euphemization of silence”, a 
feeling so strong it takes hold of them against their own will. 
(Charlesworth 2000, 135–7) Charlesworth is worried that the 
entire social world he is speaking of is being enveloped by 
silence, as those living in it lose the ability to give voice to 
their situation (Charlesworth 2000, 3). 

This silence that is endured, in a sense, even against one’s 
will, encapsulates what I mean by not having a political voice 
of one’s own. Such aphonia must be approached as something 
negative, something which reveals itself only as an absence: 
public silence not as choosing to stay silent, but rather as the 
absence in the field of experience of the very possibility of 
speaking out. It has its roots not in lacking (narrowly defined) 
cognitive and communicative capabilities, but in the way 
human beings inhabit their environments and interact with 
them on a pre-cognitive level of embodied awareness that is 
primordial to conscious awareness. It is also at this pre-
cognitive level of bodily existence that our expressive capaci-
ties, use of language included, take root as certain types of 
habits, which are intimately connected to our bodily existence 
and the way our bodies perceive their environments as per-
ceptual fields already flush with a sense of meaning and pos-
sibility or their absence. I believe that the best method for 
approaching this pre-cognitive level of intentional experience 
is Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of the perceiving and 
expressive body. 
 
Speech as an Expressive Modality of the Body 
I believe that the above examples provided by both Luhtakal-
lio and Mustranta and Charlesworth testify to different as-
pects of a phenomenon of losing one’s own political voice, an 
injustice which contemporary theories of democracy have not 
yet adequately conceptualized. This is due to an insufficient 
analysis of the experiential conditions of being able to speak 
in public in the first place. While critical conceptions of exclu-
sion and injustice go a long way towards helping us under-
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stand the problem, they are unable to consider the subjective 
side of the equation: the feeling of being unable to appear and 
speak competently in public.  

What is at issue is a deeply seated experience of oneself as 
not capable of speaking in public situations, the feeling of 
lacking the “proper” words, even if in private one was, like 
Charlesworth’s interlocutors, an intelligent and eloquent ana-
lyst of one’s situation. To understand this phenomenon, I use 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology to approach public 
speech as one modality of a more general embodied expres-
sivity. Merleau-Ponty’s concepts of operative intentionality, 
body-subject and the lived body allow us to understand how 
human beings continuously relate to their social environment 
on a pre-cognitive, pre-discursive embodied level of percep-
tual intentionality.  

This approach is indebted to the work of Edmund Husserl, 
and his conception of intentionality, the way that conscious 
experience is always consciousness about something, upon 
which Merleau-Ponty builds. With “operative intentionality,” 
Merleau-Ponty describes a form of intentionality that is pri-
mordial to conscious reflective intentionality; the knowledge 
that, for example, I am aware that I am currently experienc-
ing something (Merleau-Ponty 2012, lxxxii). Operative inten-
tionality is a pre-cognitive, embodied form of intentionality 
that offers conscious experience the perceptual field which it 
encounters as objectivity. This field is already experienced as 
meaningful, that is, a field of not only visual phenomena, but 
also an affective field. This means that we perceive the world 
as already presenting a field which pulls us towards certain 
possibilities while repelling us from others. As such, the 
world already presents us with solicitations for action. 

Central to Merleau-Ponty’s project in the Phenomenology of 
Perception (2012) is the conception of the human being as a 
body-subject: the intertwining of a subjective, reflexive con-
sciousness and the objective being of the body as a physical 
object which is encountered as such by other human beings. 
This intertwining is mediated by the “lived body”, something 
which, in a sense, “comes before” our conscious sense of self 
as a perceiving being. Our experience is always rooted in an 
“anonymous” level of bodily experience that exhibits an 
agency of its own that is somewhat alien to us, as it is the re-
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pository of unconscious habits and meanings, acquired dur-
ing one’s lifetime. It is the lived end-product of an extensive 
social conditioning through the process of living a singular, 
particular life in a particular place and time. The resulting 
“habitual body” includes not only mostly unconscious habits 
of comporting one’s body and expressing oneself, but also a 
certain style of perceptual organisation, and even creation, of 
space around oneself in a perceptual field that the body-
subject encounters as objectivity. As Monika Langer describes 
it, “The ‘habitual body’ already projects a habitual setting 
around itself, thereby giving a general structure to the sub-
ject’s situation.” (Langer 1989, 31.) In this way the “sedimen-
tation”, or incorporation of past experiences, meanings and 
knowledge into one’s lived body, results in a personal style of 
being, acquired over time, combining cognition, perception 
and the motor intentionality of the body itself (Merleau-Ponty 
2012, 113). The body-subject projects meaningful space 
around itself through interrogating its surroundings in an 
organic manner, giving it a sense of meaningfulness. This al-
lows the world to present in perceptual experience a field of 
meaningful possibilities for action that the body-subject can 
act towards. 

The lived body, then, is primordial to one’s reflective in-
tentionality and awareness or consciousness, presenting a 
somewhat autonomous and anonymous level of being. It is a 
product of sedimentation of meanings and social practices 
into somewhat stable habits of acting and seeing, forming the 
ground of all our agentic capacities. The spontaneity inherent 
to human freedom must be understood as the movement in 
which a body-subject improvises on meanings already sedi-
mented within itself according to a developed personal style 
to answer solicitations present in its perceptual field. This 
expressive movement of the body outside itself mixes the 
cognitive, the perceptual and the motor intentionality of the 
lived body, and also includes our capacity for language – the 
primary medium of politics. 

The lived body spontaneously relates to its social envi-
ronment, improvising on the shared meanings it finds within 
it and thereby answers the solicitations presented by the field 
with which it is engaged. Expressivity includes ways of in-
habiting a place, of bodily comportment and action through 
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which we appear to others both as human beings and as 
physical objects that are perceived and valued by others. This 
is a relationship that can become damaged or even destroyed 
when the experiential conditions for acquiring these expres-
sive capacities are curtailed or lacking in the situation one 
inhabits in a given society. 

The ability to express oneself, to project oneself freely into 
the world, can be understood as a product of sedimentation 
of positive social experiences. In successful social interactions, 
a kind of a positive feedback loop takes place. As one is given 
positive feedback for one’s overtures towards the world, a 
positive sense of “being able” begins to take root in experi-
ence. However, a similar feedback loop can also feed on nega-
tive experiences, curtailing one’s ability to freely express 
oneself. The bleak social realities in which many marginal-
ized groups find themselves often actively frustrate the ac-
quisition of expressive capacities and the ability to relate to 
ones’ social environment. These social realities, therefore, can 
even constrain the cognitive capabilities of those inhabiting 
them to make sense of their experiences and to express them 
in public. 

We are always part and parcel of the historical situation 
we find ourselves always already thrown into and consti-
tuted by; this does not foreclose our freedom to act out of our 
own will, but instead gives us the field of meaningful possi-
bilities we can act towards. Our ontological intertwining with 
our situation means that political agency is not merely a mat-
ter of exercising one’s autonomous will, but instead an unsta-
ble process that is shot through with the ambiguity inherent 
to our embodied being. It is due to our lived body projecting 
meaning around itself in this process of intertwining that our 
situations appear to us as soliciting us to act upon them. It is 
in the pre-reflective perceptual relationship of the lived body 
to its social environment that the body-subject encounters a 
world and communicates with it. It is also there that we can 
start to understand the root of aphonia as an obstacle to exer-
cising one’s political freedoms as a citizen of a democratic 
community. 
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Aphonia as an Obstacle to Freedom 
We can now turn towards aphonia as a political phenomenon. 
Aphonia is not an objective state of affairs that could be 
judged to be a violation of a pre-political, philosophically 
reached norm given by an “ideal” theory of justice, such as 
that of John Rawls (1999).  Examples of such injustices would 
be material poverty or exclusion from equal democratic par-
ticipation. Nor is it a purely internal matter of subjective atti-
tude. The experienced incapability to speak out in public and 
to make a difference is the incorporated result of inhabiting a 
certain place in society, a certain historical situation. As seen 
in the above examples provided by Luhtakallio & Mustranta 
and Charlesworth, aphonia is associated with inhabiting a cer-
tain kind of social world which offers little possibilities for 
learning how political engagement “works” and provides 
little hope that one’s actions could actually change something 
for the better. What mainstream philosophical approaches 
lack is precisely the focus on how such conditions become 
incorporated through sedimentation and can form an obstacle 
to feeling like one is a capable and credible witness of one’s 
own suffering.   

It is now possible to see how aphonia is a phenomenon in-
timately connected to the expressive capacities of the lived 
body, and therefore also connected to the affective back-
ground of perception. A person “without a voice of their 
own” is not necessarily objectively lacking in resources or the 
communicative capabilities required for effective democratic 
participation, even if the lack of such capabilities contributes 
to their aphonia. Instead, they might be unable to perceive in 
their environment a field that would welcome their participa-
tion, or give a sense of opportunities for speaking out. Quite 
the contrary, the world might appear as indifferent to their 
concerns or even actively hostile to their presence. 

Aphonia might be a result of multiple empirical causes: 
these include being a member of a social group whose mem-
bers are not recognized as social equals; objectively lacking 
the linguistic capabilities which would allow them to present 
themselves as credible political speakers, or even due to sim-
ply feeling like “persons like them” are “not political”. I leave 
aside the empirical matter of exact causation, as what this 
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article attempts to describe is the political quality of aphonia, 
the way it constitutes an injustice. Aphonia is an injustice be-
cause it constitutes an obstacle to exercising one’s share of 
political freedom. According to Merleau-Ponty, freedom is 
meaningless unless considered against its context, the situa-
tion in which the body-subject finds itself. Freedom is experi-
enced as meaningful when there is a situation one can 
perceive as calling for action, that presents some possibilities 
or “cycles of behaviour” one can take up which would be left 
unrealized without acting upon them (Merleau-Ponty 2012, 
462). Freedom can be understood as a successful interaction 
between a body-subject and a field, a kind of fit Merleau-
Ponty describes as a “gearing into” a situation which “calls 
forth privileged modes of resolution and that it, by itself, 
lacks the power to procure any of them.” (Merleau-Ponty 
2012, 467) Freedom, then, always means “taking up” the so-
licitations presented by an existing situation through becom-
ing engaged and involved with it, and perhaps even 
attempting to change it. 

Nick Crossley (1996, 151) provides an interesting approach 
to freedom by describing how citizenship can be understood 
as an intersubjectively constituted role that one must inhabit 
in a meaningful sense to experience political participation as 
a meaningful possibility: 

In order to perform their role, citizens must have a shared sense 
of that role, a sense of citizenship. And they must have the 
know-how required to perform that role competently. ‘Citizen-
ship’ must be meaningful to them as a group. It must be a con-
stitutive feature of their shared interworld and an identity 
which each assumes therein. It must be embedded in the texture 
of taken-for-granted assumptions which comprise the meaning 
horizon of our everyday life; that is, in the (intersubjectively 
constituted) lifeworld (Roche 1987; Schutz 1964).  

Crossley describes a way to approach citizenship as a role 
that one inhabits to a degree that it becomes invisible: citizen-
ship becomes a part of the horizon of experience against 
which things and phenomena of the social world can appear 
as meaningful objects of political engagement. The social 
world comes to present a meaningful field one can become 
engaged in. This could be compared to the way Hannah Ar-
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endt describes the public world as something which only ex-
ists in interactions between men, a “web” that action and 
speech knit over the material world of artefacts (Arendt 1998, 
182–3). This way of relating to the social world as a political 
matter can be approached as a facet of the expressivity of the 
lived body, something that a person can also lose due to little 
fault of their own.  

As an example, Miranda Fricker describes how a negative 
social stereotype about a social group, for example, “the 
members of this group are not politically active”, can become 
internalized by the members of said group to a degree that 
they withdraw their political participation – as if through a 
learned habit:  

…we can imagine an informally disenfranchised group, whose 
tendency not to vote arises from the fact that their collectively 
imagined social identity is such that they are not the sort of 
people who go in for political thinking and discussion. ‘People 
like us aren't political’; and so they do not vote. (Fricker 2007, 
16) 

Fricker notes that the converse can also be the case: members 
of a group whose shared identity includes an image of the 
self as an active and capable political agent are more likely, 
for instance, to go out and vote (ibid.). Fricker’s example of an 
internalized negative self-image describes something of the 
phenomenon at hand: that of an internalized sense of oneself 
as incapable to act, to speak out in public. This sense can be-
come an obstacle to freedom, as one loses a sense of oneself as 
a political agent, and of political engagement as a field which 
presents meaningful possibilities for action. 

Production of citizenship as a meaningful role is connected 
to a welcoming and egalitarian civic culture. It is not simply a 
discursive affair, but a product of embodied mimesis, of learn-
ing “body-to-body” how to appear in public as a citizen 
among equals. Charlesworth describes how the subjects of his 
study have, as a class, fallen outside such civic culture: 

Such conditions of scarcity amidst affluence, of severe vulner-
ability amidst images of security, of dislocation without move-
ment, have led to the creation of a class in which many have 
come to appear ‘odd’, abject, because they have been unable to 
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participate in spaces in which they could learn, mimetically, 
body-to-body, the manners and styles of deportment of the ac-
complished adult, attuned to the respectable world of a civilized 
realm in which there exists, practically and dispositionally, a 
civic culture oriented to public civility. (Charlesworth 2000, 159.) 

One learns such civic culture through the practices of being a 
citizen and in time these become incorporated into the hori-
zon of operative intentional experience. This is sedimentation 
at work: one incorporates a civil form of being and perceiving 
into one’s living body, allowing the world to appear as a field 
of possibilities for speaking and acting. In speech, the body-
subject re-activates those sedimented meanings and practices. 
When one lacks possibilities for learning how to be in civil 
society, the very public realm itself begins to appear as a dis-
tant place one does not inhabit, a separate world from one’s 
own. To compound the problem, those who do not know 
“how to be” in public often stand out as abject, stigmatized 
beings, running the danger of becoming objects of shunning 
or ridicule by others. 

The cultural specificity and social power relations present 
in conversational norms which guide public discussion are an 
important facet of political exclusion (Young 2000, 55 ff.). 
However, we should also pay attention to how economic 
poverty and social marginalization can become sedimented 
into the habitual body as the limiting of the body’s very ca-
pacity to express itself more or less confidently in public. 
What to a middle-class educated eye appears as self-evident, 
the fact of human beings equally possessing speech, is re-
vealed by a phenomenological analysis to be a socially consti-
tuted and contingent state of affairs.  

Pierre Bourdieu notes that politically dominated groups 
can silently reject the “official” world and language of politics 
while remaining dispossessed of the means of presenting 
one’s own alternative to them (Bourdieu 1991, 51–2). Effective 
political agency is contingent on being able to perceive poli-
tics as a field of meaningful possibilities towards which one 
may act. If one becomes unable to perceive the world around 
them as containing meaningful possibilities, or possibilities to 
engage in social practices which could create such possibili-
ties, then one is left without a horizon in which effecting 
change is perceived as possible.  
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Aphonia, then, is something more than a lack of objectively 
measurable resources or capabilities. As Merleau-Ponty 
writes: 

If there were no cycles of behaviour, no open situations that call 
for a certain completion and that can act as a foundation, either 
for a decision that confirms them or for one that transforms 
them, then freedom would never take place. […] If freedom is to 
have a field to work with, if it must be able to assert itself as free-
dom, then something must separate freedom from its ends, 
freedom must have a field; that is, it must have some privileged 
possibilities or realities that must tend to be preserved in being. 
(Merleau-Ponty 2012, 462) 

If one inhabits a situation lacking in such “possibilities or re-
alities”, then it is this very lack that may become sedimented 
into one’s lived body. This curtails the ability to perceive pos-
sibilities where someone better situated might be able to see 
them and act upon them. One might become subjectively jus-
tified in thinking that speaking has become meaningless even 
when there is no objective confirmation to justify such a feel-
ing. After all, why speak when there is nobody who would 
listen? This means it would be meaningless to ask a person 
suffering from aphonia for confirmation to the contrary. What 
matters is precisely that they are unable to perceive any pos-
sibility for effecting meaningful change while having lost 
confidence in their own ability to voice their frustration and 
suffering in public. 

 
Combating Aphonia through Therapeutic_______ 
Encouragement and Engagement 
As described in the examples above, the tendency among 
marginalized persons to withdraw from civil public life to 
suffer in silence is often combined with a suspicion towards, 
and even fear of, anything “official”. In such a situation, even 
well-meaning measures towards political inclusion through, 
for example, participation in democratic processes which are 
directed from above, are apt to backfire. When one already 
perceives “official” situations as off-putting due to, for exam-
ple, the shame one feels when forced to appear and speak in 
public in the presence of “one’s betters”, even well-meaning 
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demands for inclusive democratic participation can have the 
unwanted result of driving away the very people that one is 
trying to draw into political engagement. I do not claim to 
present ready solutions to ameliorate such situations. How-
ever, I will end this essay by presenting the story of a possible 
approach which begins from grass-roots engagement with 
politically marginalized persons. 

Luhtakallio and Mustranta (2017) tell their story in the con-
text of a community project which attempts to draw the po-
litically marginalized residents of a disadvantaged Helsinki 
neighbourhood into political engagement. After many fail-
ures in getting through to the residents of the neighbourhood, 
usually stemming from their own preconceived notions of 
what political engagement “should” look like, Luhtakallio 
and Mustranta finally themselves realize that what is needed 
is a change of perspective and approach. Instead of dragging 
the residents into protests and badgering them to participate 
in direct political action, something which none of them had 
ever seen any meaning in, Luhtakallio and Mustranta began 
attending to the affective needs of the residents. They tried to 
make the residents feel welcome and appreciated through 
simple and relatively inexpensive things like offering meals 
and drinks, making sure that single mothers have the possi-
bility to attend the meetings through providing childcare, 
and even paying for a taxi trip to the theatre, a rare luxury for 
the residents.  

An important facet of the issue was that many of the resi-
dents had never felt wanted and appreciated in public situa-
tions, something which an educated middle-class outsider 
has a hard time understanding. After this sense of being un-
welcome and ignored was attended to, things started moving 
forward. Ultimately the project leaders and the residents col-
laborated in a community theatre project in which an entire 
political play about marginalized immigrant residents of the 
neighbourhood was written by the residents themselves, with 
assistance from theatre professionals. Most of the residents 
had never conceived of themselves as capable of such a feat, 
yet with resources and encouragement, they enthusiastically 
completed the project and held their play at the local com-
munity centre.  
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After the play, the project disbanded, with seemingly little 
results: some participants continued their new hobby as ama-
teur thespians, but for most, life assumed its usual course. 
However, this is only a failure on the standards of seasoned 
political activists, with their own preconceived notions of 
what constitutes a success. For the participants, the project 
was an important experience of finally having their say in a 
world that is largely indifferent, even hostile, to their con-
cerns, an experience which might bear fruit later in unex-
pected ways. Perhaps one of their children may decide to join 
a political party or start a social media drive for some cause. 
Perhaps they teach someone else that engagement is possible 
and does matter. There are no certain outcomes, only the 
opening of new possibilities. 

I have decided to describe Luhtakallio and Mustranta’s 
grass roots approach as “therapeutic”, because, instead of 
worrying about systemic and society-encompassing objec-
tively verifiable forms of political injustice, it attends to the 
subjective experiences and emotions of marginalized persons 
and attempts to acknowledge and address them first. The 
results achieved by such an approach are, perhaps, somewhat 
beneath the grand systemic ambitions of critical theories of 
democracy. This does not mean that they would not still have 
an important effect among persons and groups suffering 
from aphonia. Helping individual persons and groups to find 
their own voice as citizens after an entire lifetime of being 
made to feel inferior and incapable might also be an efficient 
way to combat aphonia in a way that is felt as effective by 
those who have heretofore been unable to authentically ex-
press themselves on their own terms. 

 
Concluding Remarks 
We can now see how the conception of aphonia I have pre-
sented describes a situation which is qualitatively different 
from not having the opportunity to speak, whether due to 
being excluded from a political community or due to lacking 
the necessary material resources and cognitive and commu-
nicative capabilities to do so. Aphonia describes the disap-
pearance of the possibility of speaking out in public from the 
field of possibilities present in experience. It is a phenomenon 
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that, as I have shown above, can be disclosed by a phenome-
nological approach to critique which begins from an under-
standing of speech as rooted in the broader expressive capaci-
capacities of the lived body. Merleau-Ponty’s conception of 
operative intentionality as a dialectic between the lived body 
and its environment is uniquely suited to understanding how 
language and speech form but one expressive modality of the 
lived body, and as such, are always dependent on the con-
tinuous process of the intertwining of the lived body with its 
environment and the meanings found therein. 

The expressivity of the lived body is a dimension of ex-
perience which is often not adequately recognized by democ-
ratic theory. Instead of thinking public speech in terms of 
capabilities, as skills or abilities which allow one to “func-
tion” effectively in society (Bohman 1997, 325), we should be 
thinking about speech, and the more general category of ex-
pressivity, from a phenomenological perspective which pre-
sents expressivity as a body-subject’s way of responding to 
the solicitations present in its perceived field of possibilities.  

The kinds of structurally enforced silences, curtailings of 
expressive capacities and experiences of aphonia suffered by 
marginalized groups the world over are such burning injus-
tices because those suffering from them are denied the possi-
bility of appearing as capable political agents amongst their 
peers. Instead, the lack of confidence to express themselves in 
public prevents the political voicing of their concerns and 
furthers their political marginalization. Aphonia is thus not 
another type of objective inequality that could be approached 
as a question of unjust distribution of social goods, be they 
resources, recognition, or adequate capabilities. It is a ques-
tion of losing a practical sense of certain possibilities that, in a 
functioning democracy, should in principle be present in the 
field of experience of every citizen. 

In an egalitarian society, every citizen should have the 
equal possibility of learning to feel the role of citizenship as 
something which belongs to them, conferring them a voice of 
their own. Since aphonia can be presented as the result of a 
sedimentation of experienced political domination into rela-
tively stable habits of perception, comportment, and use of 
language, it also describes how the least powerful can end up 
being the least capable of expressing themselves in public. As 
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one is stripped of their sources of positive self-identity as an 
equal member of a political community, one can lose one’s 
own voice, the capability to express oneself authentically on 
one’s own terms, to make one’s frustrations and sufferings 
known in public. 

I have in this article presented a disclosing critique of the 
phenomenon of aphonia as the loss of a political “voice of 
one’s own” and shown how it can be approached through 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s existential phenomenology as the 
sedimentation of negative social experiences into the lived 
body of an individual due to them inhabiting a social situa-
tion involving economic and social marginalization. Such ex-
periences can become internalized and incorporated into the 
operative intentionality of a body-subject to a degree it be-
comes almost impossible for them to perceive themselves as 
capable and credible citizens, and the world around them as a 
field of possibilities for political engagement which welcomes 
them as equals. This can damage the expressive capacities of 
the lived body to a degree that it becomes impossible to ex-
press one’s frustrations and sufferings authentically in public: 
to have a voice of one’s own.  
 

University of Helsinki  
 
References 
 
Allen, D. (2005), “Invisible Citizens: Political Exclusion and Domination in 

Arendt and Ellison”, in Political Exclusion and Domination, S. Macedo 
and M. S. Williams (eds.), New York, New York University Press, pp. 
29–76. 

Arendt, H. (1998), The Human Condition, 2nd ed., Chicago, University of 
Chicago Press, original edition, 1958. 

Benhabib, S. (2004), The Rights of Others. Aliens, Residents and Citizens, 
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press. 

Bohman, J. (1997), “Deliberative Democracy and Effective Social Freedom: 
Capabilities, Resources, and Opportunities”, in Deliberative Democracy. 
Essays on Reason and Politics, J. Bohman and W. Rehg (eds.), Cam-
bridge, MA, MIT Press, pp. 321–348. 

Bourdieu, P. (1991), Language and Symbolic Power, translated by G. Ray-
mond and M. Adamson, Cambridge, Polity Press. 



128   Joonas S. Martikainen 
 
Charlesworth, S. J. (2000), A Phenomenology of Working-Class Experience, 

Cambridge, Cambridge University Press. 
Crossley, N. (1996), Intersubjectivity: The Fabric of Social Becoming, London, 

SAGE Publishing. 
Fricker, M. (2007), Epistemic Injustice. Power & the Ethics of Knowing, Ox-

ford, Oxford University Press. 
Giddens, A. (1992), Modernity and Self-Identity. Self and Society in the Late 

Modern Age, Cambridge, Polity. 
Kompridis, N. (2005), “Disclosing Possibility: The Past and Future of Crit-

ical Theory”, International Journal of Philosophical Studies 13 (3): pp. 325–
351. 

Kompridis, N. (2008), “Struggling over the Meaning of Recognition”, in 
Adding Insult to Injury. Nancy Fraser Debates Her Critics, K. Olson (ed.), 
London, Verso, pp. 295–309. 

Langer, M. M. (1989), Merleau-Ponty's Phenomenology of Perception. A Guide 
and Commentary, London, Macmillan. 

Luhtakallio, E., and M. Mustranta (2017), Demokratia suomalaisessa lähiössä, 
Helsinki, Into Kustannus. 

Merleau-Ponty, M. (2012), Phenomenology of Perception, translated by D. A. 
Landes, London, Routledge. Original edition, 1945. 

Rawls, J. (1999), A Theory of Justice. Revised Edition, Cambridge, MA, Har-
vard University Press. Original edition, 1971. 

Warren, M. E. (1999a), “Democratic theory and trust”, in Democracy and 
Trust, M. E. Warren (ed.), Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, pp. 
310-345. 

Warren, M. E. (1999b), “Introduction.” In Democracy and Trust, M. E. War-
ren (ed.), Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, pp. 1-21. 

Young, I. M. (2000), Inclusion and Democracy, Oxford, Oxford University 
Press. 

  
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

The Stratigraphic Fallacy or                          
the Anthropocene as an Epistemic Question  

 
AGOSTINO CERA 

 
 
Introduction 
This paper provides an epistemic investigation of the 
Anthropocene idea.1 It highlights the intrinsic epistemic ambi-
guity/peculiarity of this idea, which emerges halfway be-
tween ideology and geology and subverts the traditional 
distinction between the “two cultures” (natural and human 
sciences), going beyond the difference between physis (na-
ture) and techne (culture) itself.  

To prove that the Anthropocene is a “threshold concept” 
capable of shaking the very foundation of the sciences and 
forms of knowledge that study it (in particular geology), I 
will deal with Carlos Gray Santana’s critical discussion of this 
aspirant geological epoch. More precisely, I will focus on the 
Stratigraphic Fallacy at the base of his “Stratigraphic Miso-
Anthropocene”. In conclusion, I will put forward an ad hoc 
definition of the Anthropocene inspired by Timothy Morton’s 
work: the Anthropocene is an epistemic hyperobject with a (geo-) 
historical barycenter.  

 
1. Birth of an Epoch 
As is well-known, Dutch chemist Paul Jozef Crutzen – 1995 
Nobel Prize winner for his 1970s work on anthropogenic 
damage to the ozone layer – used the word “Anthropocene” in 
the year 2000 to represent the geological break between our 
current age and the Holocene: the second epoch (following the 
                                                 
1 Translated from Italian by Jack Spittle. The author would like to thank 
the reviewers of this paper, whose comments and suggestions have been 
extremely helpful. 
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Pleistocene) of the Quaternary or Neozoic period. Inspired by 
an intuition of Charles Lyell, the term “Holocene” (Holocéne) 
was coined in 1850 by French paleontologist and entomolo-
gist Paul Gervais and formalized – apparently – at the Second 
International Geological Congress (IGC) in Bologna in 1881. The 
Holocene began 11,650 years ago with the end of the last gla-
cial period. It is characterized by a significant increase in av-
erage temperature and sea level, both of which subsequently 
stabilized approximately 8,000 years ago.2 

Some months after Crutzen’s unofficial announcement 
during an International Geosphere-Biosphere Programme (IGBP) 
conference in Cuernavaca, Mexico, the official one came: a 
very brief article – a kind of anthropocenic manifesto – entitled 
The “Anthropocene”. Published in the Newsletter of the IGBP, it 
was signed by Crutzen and Eugene Filmore Stoermer,3 an 
American biologist who had already used the word 
“Anthropocene” informally in the 1980s. The article featured 
a list of the parameters that objectively show an escalation in 
the anthropic variable (human agency) over the last three 
centuries: increase in human population, urbanization, ex-
ploitation of fossil fuels, the so-called “sixth mass extinction”, 
climate change and the concentration of greenhouse gases. 
According to Crutzen, the exponential increase of CO2 in the 
atmosphere – of obvious anthropogenic origin – is conclusive 
proof of this new geological epoch.4  

The anthropocenic idea can be summed up as follows: 
“human activities have become so pervasive and profound 
that they rival the great forces of Nature and are pushing the 
Earth into planetary terra incognita. The Earth is rapidly mov-
ing into a less biologically diverse, less forested, much warm-
er, and probably wetter and stormier state.” (Steffen and 
Crutzen et al. 2011a, 614.) 
                                                 
2 See Zalasiewicz et al. 2008, 4–5. 
3 See Crutzen and Stoermer 2000. The International Geosphere-Biosphere 
Programme (IGBP) is an international program created in 1987 and based 
in Sweden. With its establishment, “Earth system science gained the insti-
tutional capacity it would need to build a robust interdisciplinary com-
munity of scientists dedicated to advancing Earth system science” (Ellis 
2018, chap. 2.7). 
4 For a summary of these parameters see Steffen and Crutzen et al. 2011b, 
851–852. 
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Beyond helping us imagine the concrete future of our 
planet, this vivid image of a terra incognita (unknown land) is 
also valid from a conceptual point of view. Despite the enthu-
siasm of the so-called “Anthropocenologists” – described by 
Christophe Bonneuil and Jean-Baptiste Fressoz as the “phal-
anx of renowned scholars who made the bold gesture of nam-
ing our epoch” (Bonneuil and Fressoz 2016, chap. 3.0) – it 
quickly became clear that the Anthropocene was not so much 
an epoch as a “discourse”, that is “in the strong sense of or-
ganizing the perception of a world picture (past, present, and 
future) through a set of ideas and prescriptions” (Crist 2016, 
24).  

It could even be considered an ideology, a Weltanschauung 
or a “paradigm dressed as epoch” (Baskin 2015).5 As 
Bonneuil and Fressoz correctly affirm, l’Evénement 
Anthropocène as “geohistorical event” establishes a new grand 
récit in which the human being ensures its full power within 
“a hegemonic system for representing the world as a totality 
to be governed.” (Bonneuil and Fressoz 2016, chap. 3.0).  

This is why they suggest calling the new epoch 
Capitalocene or Oliganthropocene, rather than 
Anthropocene. 

One thing is sure: the Anthropocene idea emerges as an 
epistemically unstable dispositif due to its intrinsic tendency to 
exceed its original epistemic boundaries of the natural scienc-
es. What I am going to argue may sound quite similar to en-
vironmental humanities scholar Timothy Clark’s definition of 
the Anthropocene as a “Threshold Concept” (Clark 2015). 
Where we differ is that, in my view, its instability/ambiguity 
does not concern a single topic (i.e., ecological crisis), but the 
epistemic dimension as such. More precisely, I think the 
                                                 
5 When considering the Anthropocene, my Gramscian use of the term 
“ideology” is well summarized by these lines from Manfred Steger: “Ide-
ology can be defined as a system of widely shared ideas, patterned beliefs, 
guiding norms and values, and lofty ideals accepted as ‘fact’ or ‘truth’ by 
significant groups in society. Codified by social elites, ideologies offer 
individuals a more or less coherent picture of the world not only as it is 
but also as it should be. In doing so, they organize the tremendous com-
plexity of human experience into fairly simple and understandable imag-
es that, in turn, provide people with a normative orientation in time and 
space and in means and ends.” (Steger 2009, 6). 
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Anthropocene emerges as a kind of hyperobject (following 
Timothy Morton’s definition). Or better, an epistemic 
hyperobject, as it puts the traditional distinction between “the 
two cultures” – following Charles Snow’s definition – in radi-
cal and perhaps irreversible crisis. As a result of this epistem-
ic ambiguity/peculiarity, while the scientific community is 
still hesitant to support the legitimacy of the aspirant geologi-
cal epoch, the word “Anthropocene” has become a trend top-
ic within the cultural debate (the opposite epistemic side). 
Beyond all the books, papers, conferences, workshops, web-
sites, movies… on the subject, there are now even monothe-
matic journals (The Anthropocene Review and Anthropocene), 
Atlas (Gemenne and Rankovic 2019) and an Encyclopedia of the 
Anthropocene (DellaSala and Goldstein 2017). 

According to Ben Dibley, cultural studies scholar and au-
thor of Seven Theses on the Anthropocene, the Anthropocene 
must be considered an “ambivalent formulation”, that is an 
epoch and discourse at the same time (thesis I). On the one 
hand, it presents a new epoch and a new geological agent 
“which would make any distinction between nature and soci-
ety untenable”, giving birth, as a result, to “hybrid 
naturecultures” (Dibley 2012, 144). On the other it “retains 
nostalgia for that very distinction”, specifically a “nostalgia for 
the human” (Dibley 2012, 142 – thesis IV). The idea that hu-
man agency has become a “geological/geophysical force” or 
“geological power” – i.e., the main force within the Earth Sys-
tem – clearly transcends such a distinction. When characteriz-
ing the Anthropocene chronologically, for instance, one does 
not use natural time – as has always been the case for geolog-
ical epochs – but historical time. In other words, we are faced 
with a historical time used as a geological chronology. As Dibley 
states: “The Anthropocene is the crease of time, […] the advent of 
the human as a geological agent demands ways of thinking 
these temporalities [i.e., the deep time of geology and a rather 
shorter history of capital] together.” (Dibley 2012, 140 – thesis 
II.) 

A much more critical take on this matter comes from the 
sociologist and ecological activist Eileen Crist, whose ap-
proach is an example of Bad Anthropocene, a position opposite 
to the Good or Great Anthropocene expressed by the 
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Ecomodernists/Ecopragmatists.6 She thinks the 
Anthropocene performs a space-time colonization, as “in the 
Anthropocene discourse we witness […] history’s conquest 
not only of geographical space but now of geological time as 
well.” (Crist 2016, 17.) 

One thing these different interpretations seem to agree on 
is that we are dealing with an indissoluble natural-cultural 
temporality,7 and there are many proposals that seek to 
epistemically normalize this anomaly. For instance, the post-
colonial historian Dipesh Chakrabarty speaks of “deep histo-
ry” or “negative universal history” (see Chakrabarty 2009) 
while the philosopher Clive Hamilton speaks of “geohistory”. 
In Hamilton’s view, “We are shifting from humanist history 
as the story written by free humans to geohistory, a story 
penned by geohistorians, attempting to tell the story of 
powerful beings soon to be overwhelmed by more powerful 
forces.” (Hamilton 2017, chap. 4.4.) 

Another peculiarity of the Anthropocene is that it repre-
sents the first predictive geological epoch. Not only does it ge-
ologically rename the recent past and current epoch, it seeks 
to characterize or even mortgage future ages (centuries and 
even millennia). Some scientists (geologists) are embarrassed 
by this situation, and use it to justify their skepticism of the 
anthropocenic hypothesis, in particular their aversion to what 
the geologist and paleontologist Jan Zalasiewicz has been 
attempting with the Anthropocene Working Group (AWG) since 
2009. We will deal with this skepticism directly later, when 

                                                 
6 “Good Anthropocene” refers to the most optimistic interpretation of the 
Anthropocene according to which any environmental challenge related to 
the new epoch (starting with climate change) can be overcome by means 
of a technological solution. The leading figures of this technolatric 
optimism are the so-called Ecomodernists or Ecopragmatists, a group of 
scholars linked to The Breakthrough Institute, a think tank located in San 
Diego (https://thebreakthrough.org/). Their agenda is outlined in the 
Ecomodernist Manifesto (see Asafou-Adjaye et al. 2015). 
7 Since 1977, the standard method for defining and dating geological 
epochs is that of “golden spikes” (scientific name: Global Boundaries Strato-
type Section and Point – GSSP). These are “distinctive biostratigraphic 
signs” used as markers to identify the stratigraphic limits necessary for 
dividing geologic time (see Ellis 2018, chap. 3.4). 
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discussing Santana’s Stratigraphic Miso-Anthropocene.8 With 
respect to this predictive tendency, Crutzen’s anthropocenic 
manifesto had already argued that “without major catastro-
phes like an enormous volcanic eruption, an unexpected epi-
demic, a large-scale nuclear war, an asteroid impact, a new 
ice age, or continued plundering of Earth’s resources by par-
tially still primitive technology […] mankind will remain a 
major geological force for many millennia, maybe millions of 
years, to come.” (Crutzen and Stoermer 2000, 18.) 

It follows that the Anthropocene is the first geological epoch 
to be theorized ex ante. 

 
2. Beyond the Two Cultures: Epistemology of the 
Anthropocene 

A Hermeneutic Taxonomy of the Anthropocene 

Bad Anthropocene = Eileen Crist, Timothy Clark 

Beautiful or Great Anthropocene = the Ecomodernists, Christian 
Schwägerl, Bruno Latour  

Critical Anthropocene = Jeremy Baskin 

Eco-anthropocene (or Ecological Anthropocene) = Andreas 
Malm, Alf Hornborg, Ian Angus, Timothy Clark 

Geological Anthropocene (or Standard Anthropocene) = Paul 
Crutzen 

Good Anthropocene = Erle Ellis, Andrew Revkin 

Hard Anthropocene = Clive Hamilton 

Historical Anthropocene = Dipesh Chakrabarty 

Moral Anthropocene = Lisa Sideris, Eileen Crist 

                                                 
8 In 2009 Zalasiewicz founded the Anthropocene Working Group (AWG), 
which he still presides over. Established by the Subcommission on Qua-
ternary Stratigraphy (SQS) of the International Commission on Stratigra-
phy (ICS) – itself a constituent of the International Union of Geological 
Sciences (IUGS) – the AWG is a leader in the attempt to geologically legit-
imize this aspirant new epoch. Zalasiewicz recently edited a book that is a 
summa of scientific knowledge on the Anthropocene (see Zalasiewicz and 
Waters 2019). 
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Political Anthropocene = Chistophe Bonneuil and Jean-Baptiste 
Fressoz, Jason W. Moore  

Romantic Anthropocene (or Soft Anthropocene) = Jedediah 
Purdy 

Stratigraphic Philo-Anthropocene = Jan Zalasiewicz 

Stratigraphic Miso-Anthropocene = Carlos Gray Santana 

As is well-known, many different starting dates have been 
proposed for the Anthropocene. What this diagram shows is 
that, beyond a chronological taxonomy of the various inter-
pretations, it is possible to build a hermeneutic taxonomy of 
them. In addition to “when did the Anthropocene begin?” we 
can ask “what does the Anthropocene mean?” While certain-
ly a useful tool at first glance (another means for deciphering 
the new paradigm), this additional taxonomy actually raises a 
radical objection, because the very existence of the 
anthropocenic hypothesis puts the condition of possibility of 
such a classification up for discussion. This condition of pos-
sibility equates to the classical distinction between the two 
cultures: hard sciences and humanities. It is this distinction 
which allows us to establish whether the Anthropocene is a 
geological or a historical phenomenon/epoch and thus a top-
ic for the hard sciences or the humanities.  

As mentioned above, the epistemically crucial point here 
lies precisely in the fact that the Anthropocene idea is prov-
ing more and more to be a hybrid: an object (hyperobject) 
whose very existence requires the setting aside of such a dis-
tinction. Even in its most basic and neutral interpretation (i.e. 
as a potential geological epoch) the Anthropocene’s conditio 
per quam is the overcoming not only of the difference between 
two forms of knowledge (the two cultures), but of the differ-
ence between the categories of nature (physis) and culture 
(techne) themselves. It moves towards an osmosis of them (or 
an Aufhebung, if you prefer). This overcoming/osmosis 
should be considered a kind of transcendental of the 
anthropocenic hypothesis: the Anthropocene’s basic feature 
or what I call the anthropocenic Urphänomen according to the 
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Goethean meaning of the word.9 In this very particular case, 
“beyond the two cultures” means “beyond Nature and Cul-
ture”,10 that is the epistemic side immediately involves the 
categorial/ontological side. This is the epistemic instability I 
am trying to highlight, an instability which establishes the 
primacy of the hermeneutical dimension as a result. To sum 
up, given that the Anthropocene can legitimately be consid-
ered both a geological and/or historical phenomenon, its on-
tological status depends on its hermeneutical status. The 
answer to “what is the Anthropocene?” depends on how we 
classify it, on how we choose to interpret it.  

 
Scholars support different perspectives on this instability. 

Three are the most important. 
1. Underestimation or even negation of the instability. In 

this case scholars negate the newness of the Anthropocene as 
such, to the point of contesting the utility of an ad hoc defini-
tion. Among scientists, this position is put forth by 
palaeoclimatologist William F. Ruddiman’s Early Anthropo-
genic Hypothesis (or Palaeo-anthropocene) (Ruddiman 2003) and 
reiterated in a recent article by Carlos Gray Santana that I will 
address shortly. It is worth noting that within geological sci-
ence there is another approach that, despite adopting a simi-
lar geological/stratigraphic focus as Santana’s Stratigraphic 
Miso-Anthropocene, actually claims the official recognition of 
the new geological epoch rather than rejecting it.11 This Strat-
igraphic Philo-Anthropocene is led by the aforementioned Jan 
Zalasiewicz: the most active supporter of the Anthropocene’s 
geological legitimacy for the better part of ten years now.  

2. Recognition of the Anthropocene’s peculiarity while 
seeking to offer a normalizing interpretation of it. These 
                                                 
9 Goethe calls some phenomena “Urphänomen” (archetypal phenomena) 
because “nothing higher manifests itself in the world; such phenomena, 
on the other hand, make it possible for us to descend, just as we ascended, 
by going step by step from the archetypal phenomena to the most mun-
dane occurrence in our daily experience.” (Goethe 1983, 195.) 
10 Obviously, I refer here to Philippe Descola’s well known 2005 book (see 
Descola 2013). An inspiring discussion of Descola’s approach to the 
Anthropocene can be found in Hamilton 2017, chap. 3.4.  
11 With the term “Stratigraphic Miso-Anthropocene” I use the prefix “mi-
so-”, from the Greek “miseo” (to hate). 
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scholars pertain more or less to the Good, Great or even Beauti-
ful Anthropocene and include the geographer Erle C. Ellis, the 
journalist Andrew Revkin and, generally speaking, the 
Ecomodernists. In their eyes, the Anthropocene as both geo-
logical and historical aspirant epoch does represent a new-
ness, but one no different than any other historical or 
geological discontinuity. In other words, we are not facing a 
genuine “epistemological rupture” (Bachelard), a “paradigm 
shift” (Kuhn) or even a radical rupture. The Anthropocene 
may be new, but it is not an authentic “uniqueness” (Hamil-
ton and Grinevald). It is important to emphasize that this 
normalizing approach is wound up with and functional to an 
optimistic vision of anthropocenic challenges, the ecological 
one first and foremost. Whether the objective is to return to 
“business as usual” by tweaking holocenic parameters (such 
as environmental scientist Johan Rockström does with the so-
called planetary boundaries12) or to welcome true epochal 
change (according to the Ecomodernists), these “normalizers” 
firmly believe that the human being (i.e., as homo faber, or bet-
ter, homo oeconomicus-technologicus), thanks to its agency (i.e., 
to the constant growth of the anthropic/technological factor 
within the natural context), will be capable of fulfilling the 
role that destiny has assigned to it: Steward or Manager of 
the Earth System. At the heart of this unwavering optimism, 
this techno-philia that turns out to be techno-latry, lies the im-
perative “Love your Monsters”: the moral of Mary Shelley’s 
Frankenstein (the modern Prometheus) according to Bruno 
Latour’s re-reading. Latour argues, “our sin is not that we 
created technologies but that we failed to love and care for 

                                                 
12 Rockström, the executive director of the Stockholm Resilience Centre, lists 
nine parameters (i.e. “climate change; ocean acidification; stratospheric 
ozone; biogeochemical nitrogen (N) cycle and phosphorus (P) cycle; 
global freshwater use; land system change; the rate at which biological 
diversity is lost; chemical pollution; atmospheric aerosol loading”) which 
establish the actual distance between the current epoch and the Holocene. 
They “define, as it were, the boundaries of the ‘planetary playing field’ for 
humanity if we want to be sure of avoiding major human-induced envi-
ronmental change on a global scale” (Rockström et al. 2009). On the topic 
see also Rockström and Gaffney 2021.  
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them. It is as if we decided that we are unable to follow 
through with the education of our children.” (Latour 2011.)13 

The key feature of this ideology is trust in geoengineering 
and its radical solutions, though with “techno-latry” it would 
probably be better to talk of faith.14 In the eyes of these schol-
ars, geoengineering represents the ideal tool for achieving 
planetary management, that is for “decoupling human devel-
opment from environmental impacts” and thus allowing “for 
a good, or even great, Anthropocene” (Asafou-Adjaye et al. 
2015, 7).  

3. The Anthropocene is something peculiar, but for strictly 
epistemic reasons. Adherents to this perspective, which in-
clude the aforementioned Dipesh Chakrabarty and Clive 
Hamilton, are more worried than others about the problems 
currently posed by the Anthropocene, problems that will on-
ly grow as time passes. Chakrabarty holds that the 
Anthropocene forces us to rethink certain traditional catego-
ries of historical thought, namely to go beyond the distinction 
between human history and natural history. According to 
Chakrabarty, we need a “new universal history of humans 
that flashes up in the moment of the danger that is climate 
change”. But it cannot be a Hegelian universal, i.e. a universal 
which subsumes particularities. Instead, our current situation 
“calls for a global approach to politics without the myth of a 
global identity […] We may provisionally call it a ‘negative 
universal history’.” (Chakrabarty 2009, 220.) 

The Anthropocene is therefore an event capable of produc-
ing a veritable crisis in the foundation of history as 
knowledge. That is why I’ve called his approach Historical 
Anthropocene. Hamilton, on the other hand, author of one of 
the most philosophically solid investigations on the subject, 
highlights the Anthropocene’s “uniqueness”, namely its status 
as a radical “rupture” with “no precursors”.15 In his view, this 
rupture became possible only after the birth of a new epis-
temic paradigm: Earth System Science (ESS), and anyone who 
deals with the anthropocenic question from outside this par-

                                                 
13 On Latour and the Anthropocene see Latour 2017, in particular 111–145. 
14 On geoengineering in the Anthropocene see Baskin 2019. 
15 On Anthropocene’s uniqueness see Hamilton and Grinevald 2015; 
Hamilton 2016. 



Anthropocene as an Epistemic Question   139 
 

adigm literally does not know what he/she is talking about. 
Because of its radicalness, I call Hamilton’s proposal Hard 
Anthropocene, which at times leans towards an Esoteric 
Anthropocene: an almost “initiatic” approach where only a 
select few have access to true knowledge of the phenomenon. 
They are the Earth System scientists: the priests of the 
anthropocenic cult.  
 
3. The Stratigraphic Fallacy 
Now I would like to clarify my own position about the 
Anthropocene’s epistemic peculiarity.  I will do so by discuss-
ing what I consider to be an epistemically emblematic inter-
pretation of it. I refer to the geological interpretation 
presented in Carlos Gray Santana’s recent article Waiting for 
the Anthropocene, 2019 winner of the prestigious “Karl Popper 
Prize” established by The British Journal for the Philosophy of 
Science. Santana opts for what I have called Stratigraphic Miso-
Anthropocene. By this term I mean an approach that rejects the 
anthropocenic hypothesis on the basis of purely stratigraphic 
evidences. Adopting a philosophy of science perspective, 
Santana argues that “formal recognition of the Anthropocene 
should be indefinitely deferred” (Santana 2019, 1073), namely 
it “should remain informal” (Santana 2019, 1075). 

In so doing, he rejects the AWG’s 2016 recommendation to 
formally recognize the Anthropocene. In my view, Santana’s 
perspective can be considered the natural pendant of 
Zalasiewicz’s one. Both firmly believe that the 
Anthropocene’s legitimacy as an aspirant new epoch depends 
entirely on its scientific evidence, which in turn equates to its 
geological, or better stratigraphic, evidence. Yet they arrive at 
opposite conclusions: Zalasiewicz’s Stratigraphic Philo-
Anthropocene claims the stratigraphic legitimacy of the new 
epoch, while Santana’s Stratigraphic Miso-Anthropocene 
supports its illegitimacy. 

Santana’s thesis is based on two arguments. The first is a 
“synchronic perspective” which sees “the possible existence 
of the Anthropocene as a question about our current relation-
ship to our planet” (Santana 2019, 1076), namely a potential 
justification on the basis of its political utility. He argues that 
“we have little evidence that ratifying the Anthropocene will 
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have the political effect its proponents suggest” (Santana 
2019, 1077).  

The second argument, a “future geologist’s perspective”, is 
a predictive justification of the Anthropocene. On this point 
he says that “we should hold off on formal approval of the 
Anthropocene because extant geological changes don’t reach 
the thresholds necessary to define a new epoch” (Santana 
2019, 1077), that is one different from the Holocene.  

I will briefly discuss these two arguments in order to em-
phasize what I consider to be the aporia of Santana’s ap-
proach: his Stratigraphic Fallacy. Santana constructs his 
argument with competence and clarity by way of the follow-
ing thought experiment. Given that the proposed epoch is 
currently in progress (or, better, only just beginning), we can-
not use the normal stratigraphic methodology. We must thus 
“consider the question ‘from the viewpoint of a geologist 
viewing sequences [of rock] thousands or millions of years in 
the future’. Would that future geologist see justification for 
driving a golden spike into a rock layer that was formed 
around the twentieth century?” (Santana 2019, 1076.) 

Despite his skepticism – which stems from the fact that this 
experiment forces geology, a historical science, to become a 
science of prediction – Santana accepts the challenge. After ex-
amining the most commonly proposed markers of the 
Anthropocene (climate change, human and non-human fossil 
record, direct anthropogenic deposits, chemical markers, hy-
drology), he presents three reasons for which “we are not yet 
justified in claiming that current human geological activity 
will rise to epochal significance from the future geologist’s 
perspective” (Santana 2019, 1078).  

These are: 1) “many of our geological impacts can be miti-
gated by future human behavior. To the future geologist, this 
may make them relatively insignificant, brief anomalies”; 2) 
“Some anthropogenic activities are best conceived as contin-
uations of processes that originated in the Holocene […] 
Thus, those markers go back into the Holocene”; 3) “Many 
clear examples of human impact will be seen by the future 
geologist as local catastrophes rather than geologic events of 
global reach and long-term impact.” (Santana 2019, 1078.) 

The first of these reasons is the most important, and from it 
the stratigraphic fallacy clearly emerges. In my view, Santana 
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shows a basic misunderstanding of the Anthropocene’s onto-
logical characterization, one that Crutzen never fell for. As 
early as his anthropocenic manifesto in 2000, in fact, Crutzen 
saw the Anthropocene as a situation in which “humans and 
our societies have become a global geophysical force”, in 
which “human activities have become so pervasive and pro-
found that they rival the great forces of Nature and are push-
ing the Earth into planetary terra incognita.” (Steffen and 
Crutzen et al. 2007, 614.) 

This means that the Anthropocene’s uniqueness (i.e. its pe-
culiarity as an aspirant geological epoch) doesn’t depend on 
the fact that the human being irreversibly alters the homeo-
stasis of the Earth System with its technological agency, but 
that it produces an irreversible stratigraphic discontinuity. In 
other words, even from an epistemic-scientific perspective 
the crucial element has nothing to do with the emergence of a 
clearly recognizable “anthropogenic golden spike”, so to 
speak, but with the order of magnitude that the anthropic vari-
able reaches for the first time. For the first time human agen-
cy has become a technological omni-power.16 And that is exactly 
the point. As technological omni-power, our agency becomes 
a decisive condition of possibility for the destiny of the Earth, 
even from a geological perspective. The human being may or 
may not produce such a stratigraphic discontinuity (the 

                                                 
16 There is not enough space here to explain this term, which is part of my 
much longer work aimed at establishing a Philosophy of Technology in the 
Nominative Case (TECNOM). On this topic see Cera 2017 and 2020. So let it 
suffice that by “technological omni-power” I mean the absolutization of 
our technological agency, namely the conviction that we are now able to 
make anything we want to make, which is a kind of omnipotence. In my 
view the main outcome of this absolutization is the definitive metamor-
phosis of potentiality (the Greek dynamis) into power (the German Macht). 
More clearly, it equates to the idea that the only possible way of act-
ing/doing is the technological one. On this basis, I consider technological 
omni-power to be the entelechy of modern anthropocentrism: the culmi-
nation of the world’s disenchantment (according to Max Weber), the de-
finitive proof that technology represents the current “subject of history” 
(according to Günther Anders). As Peter Haff says, insofar as technology 
has become de facto “a geological phenomenon”, we are living in a 
“technosphere” (see Haff 2014). A similar approach can be found in Yuk 
Hui’s idea of “cosmotechnics” (see Hui and Lemmens 2021). 
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aforementioned anthropogenic golden spike), but both situa-
tions would be the result of its action, including non-action: 
its eventual choice, that is, to limit itself, to not use all of its 
omni-power, to avoid a full challenging of the ecosystem. 
From both human history and natural history, the human 
being has for the first time become a “geologic agent” (Wil-
kinson),17 “geological/geophysical force” (Crutzen and Stef-
fen) or “geological power” (Hamilton). It is able to “rival the 
great forces of Nature”, namely it is in the order of magni-
tude of those forces. And this is true regardless of whether 
we give rise to a Good or Bad Anthropocene.  

Geology – or at least Santana’s idea of geology – does not 
seem capable of realizing this. It presumes to simply continue 
on as usual, limiting itself to the verification of what has hap-
pened by looking exclusively at the effects, not the causes or 
intentions. Yet even from a scientific point of view the level of 
effects proves to be an insufficient dimension within the cur-
rent, brand-new epochal framework. Faced with the 
Anthropocene hyperobject, science can no longer ignore the 
intentional dimension. Given that technological development 
makes us increasingly “capable of doing what we want”, of 
realizing our goals and desiderata (or, better, given that our 
technological omni-power forces us into this position), it is 
precisely on the level of intentions that the human being’s 
quantum leap in its relationship with nature (world, envi-
ronment, ecosystem, Earth System…) should be measured 
and evaluated. Incidentally, the idea of Earth System,18 with 
its new paradigm of Earth System Science (ESS), represents a 
good example of science’s effort to acknowledge this radically 
new situation and scientifically respond to it. 

It is worth repeating that the truth of the matter, even from 
a strictly geological standpoint, is not that the possible eco-
                                                 
17 See Wilkinson 2005. 
18 According to Crutzen and Steffen, the Earth System is “the suite of in-
teracting physical, chemical and biological global-scale cycles and energy 
fluxes that provide the life-support system for life at the surface of the 
planet […] the Earth System includes humans, our societies, and our ac-
tivities; thus, humans are not an outside force perturbing an otherwise 
natural system but rather an integral and interacting part of the Earth 
System itself.” (Steffen and Crutzen et al. 2007, 615.) 
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logical damages or geological-stratigraphic alterations are 
anthropogenic, but that the eventual solutions will almost 
certainly be anthropogenic too. The destiny of nature is now 
literally in our hands. From here on out, human agency as 
technological omni-power will increasingly be both the prob-
lem and the possible solution, the illness and the cure. Here 
the “pharmacological” status of contemporary technology – 
according to a Stieglerian interpretation of it – emerges, fur-
ther confirmation that it equates to an integral epochal phenom-
enon. Like it or not, the human being will increasingly play 
the role of arbiter (i.e., steward, manager) of the destiny of the 
natural environment to which it belongs.  

The most emblematic example of this is once again that of 
geoengineering solutions as corrections to the ecological im-
balances. These proposals show that any future restoration of 
a “natural” or “normal” evolution of the Earth System will 
come from a technological-artificial intervention, an increase 
in anthropic meddling within the natural environment. 
Geoengineering – “the most Promethean form of environ-
mental governance” Ellis (2018, chap. 8.5) – appears as the 
perfect tool for achieving planetary management, the form 
taken by technology when it presumes to play the part of na-
ture as well. Potential problems, it is held, can only be solved 
by an increase in human agency in regards to nature. The 
general principle can be summarized as such: against tech-
nology (i.e. its excesses), more technology is needed. As a re-
sult, geoengineering is not only “techno-fix” (Ellis 2018, chap. 
8.5). It is Techno-care.19 The driving force of these approaches 
is no longer a simple “love your monsters” (according to 
Latour), but “worship your monsters”, a fetishizing and idola-
try of them. It is the metamorphosis of technology into an 
idolum, namely something which requires faith and promises 
salvation. Geongineering solutions are de facto declarations of 
this kind of faith. Techno-care’s basic assumption is techno-latry.  

The same argument can be used in the case of non-action. 
Even if the human being decides not to make a geologically 
decisive mark on the course of the Earth System by limiting 

                                                 
19 An additional emblematic example in this sense can be found in so-
called rewilding or conservation biology, which puts a technological re-
naturalization of nature into practice. 
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its own agency/challenging, this “neutral” result would for 
the first time depend entirely on its own choice. This “non 
effect” would still be a product of its action, its assumption of 
responsibility. Traditional geology, on the other hand, doesn’t 
seem capable of taking the effective value of this possible ab-
stention into account, namely the real consequences of the 
human being’s eventual choice not to exercise its technologi-
cal omni-power. 

In some distant future, it could very well be that geology, 
looking only at stratigraphic evidence, would not claim the 
advent of an Anthropocene because we had gotten things 
under control in the meantime, reversing the destructive ten-
dency of our impact on the Earth System. This is the 
ecomodernists’ hope: to manage the planet by means of 
“knowledge and technology, applied with wisdom” (Asafou-
Adjaye et al. 2015, 6). Yet from a conceptual, epistemic point 
of view, such a situation would not be, as Santana argues, an 
objection against the Anthropocene’s existence. It would on 
the contrary be a crucial confirmation of it, because – it bears 
repeating – that (re-)normalized, (re-)naturalized stratigraph-
ic situation would depend exclusively on our decision and 
thus our responsibility. Whether the soil – i.e., the flesh of the 
Earth System’s body – continues to tell the same (old) story of 
the Holocene or a radically new one will be largely an an-
thropogenic outcome. This shows that stratigraphic evidences 
need a historical-anthropological etiology to be correctly un-
derstood and interpreted, a hermeneutic. Here lies the para-
digmatic novelty of the situation that Santana – who insists 
precisely upon geology’s character as “historical science” – 
proves unable to recognize. If Earth’s destiny will be increas-
ingly in our hands, even from a geological point of view, and 
if geology is incapable of recognizing this using its traditional 
methods, then the question becomes: does this say something 
about the Anthropocene or about geology? Isn’t this totally 
unprecedented scenario an indication that geology should 
put its own foundation as a science up for discussion? Con-
fining itself to the negation of the anthropocenic hypothesis, 
hiding in its own epistemic coat-of-arms while claiming a 
priori the efficacy of its traditional methods and approaches – 
isn’t this too simple a response to a question of such magni-
tude? 
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I am not a geologist, and nor am I a philosopher of science, 
but I think I can state that to confine oneself to stratigraphic 
evidences when confronting such a complex phenomenon is 
no longer sufficient. The epistemic ambiguity of the anthropocenic 
idea gives birth to an epistemic crisis in geology, and ignoring the 
signs of this potential crisis is not the best way to address the 
challenge. Precisely in order to continue being a historical 
science, to avoid becoming an “antiquarian science” (in the 
Nietzschean sense of the word),20 geology should probably 
learn to read and recount, scientifically, a different story.21 
 
3.1 The future geologist or “The Man without a Past”  
The second element of Santana’s stratigraphic fallacy is the 
anthropological Naivität which clearly emerges from his por-
trait of “the future geologist”: the protagonist of his mental 
experiment.  

My objection is the following. Is Santana’s future geologist 
a credible example of a human being?  I mean, is it plausible 
to imagine a future scientist confining him or herself to an 
exclusive – not to mention stubborn – observation of strati-
                                                 
20 Here I refer to Nietzsche’s Second Untimely Meditation, that is its 
distinction between “monumental”, “antiquarian” and “critical” 
approaches to history. In particular, one “who likes to persist in the 
familiar and the revered of old, tends the past as an antiquarian historian” 
(Nietzsche 1997, 72). 
21 A reviewer of this paper deemed my idea of an epistemic crisis in 
geology caused by the Anthropocene to be excessive, and suggested I 
consider a very recent article by Jan Zalasiewicz (see Zalasiewicz et al. 
2021) as a proof that geology is able to take points of view from other 
disciplines into account. I must thank the reviewer, for the article is 
indeed of great value, especially the last section where it deals with 
Potential Acceptance and Utility of the Chronostratigraphic (Geological) 
Anthropocene Beyond Geology. However, I have to remark that my point 
does not refer to a “simple” lack of interdisciplinarity, (i.e. to geology’s 
capability to listen to other disciplines), but rather to geology’s capability 
to open itself up (i.e. qua geology) to the new idea of history emerging 
from the Anthropocene (Hamilton’s geohistory, for instance). 
Zalansiewicz’s paper undoubtedly represents an encouraging first step in 
the right direction, but it cannot be considered the solution for the 
epistemic crisis I am trying to point out. 
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graphic evidence? Is it plausible to imagine that he/she 
would not know nor want to know anything about the non-
stratigraphic causes of those stratigraphic evidences? About 
the fact that, from a certain point of history on, the geological 
and stratigraphic evolution of our planet is determined at 
least in part if not predominately by human choices, decisions 
and actions (abstentions included)? To paraphrase Feuerbach, 
we should remember that “even as a geologist, I am a man in 
togetherness with men” (Feuerbach 2012, 244). A geologist is 
an intrinsically historical entity, a zoon historikon (historical 
animal) to paraphrase Aristotle. This being said, it is difficult 
to imagine Santana’s future scientist as an unhistorical being, 
an animal which, “fettered to the moment” (Nietzsche 2007, 
60),22 does not know nor wants to know anything about the 
general context in which a given geological-stratigraphic evi-
dence has developed. 

If geology is a historical science, then the geologist can be 
nothing but a historical scientist. Yet Santana’s portrait of the 
future geologist closely resembles the protagonist of Aki 
Kaurismaki’s The Man without a Past. As a result, Santana 
seems to be a victim of that anthropological misunderstanding 
which tries to reduce the human being to a rational agent, to 
convince us that we are – or worse, should become – rational 
agents: mere certifiers of (presumed) evidences, worshippers 
of facts in the form of data. I would even call it an anthropolog-
ical perversion. The rational agent is only capable of acting and 
thinking in a rational manner, with “rational” understood 
(and lessened) as a synonym of “rationalized” that is utilitari-
an, computational, executive... By definition, the rational 
agent is a “calculator” in all meanings of the word. It is “a ma-
chine in potentia”. This parody of the human phenomenon 
cannot be considered an authentic “agent”, or better, it is an 
agent only insofar as agency refers to the execution of pro-
grams and procedures and not to “action”.23 The rational 
                                                 
22 According to Nietzsche “the animal lives unhistorically”. 
23 I refer here to Hannah Arendt’s interpretation of “action” as the 
defining feature of a vita activa. One could say that, according to Arendt, 
the difference between human being and animal laborans depends on the 
idea of “action”. That is, the human being is different from the animal 
laborans as long as it is able to authentically act. (See Arendt 1958, 175–
247.) 
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agent is nothing but a performer, an executor. More precisely, 
the ideal executor: someone whose only interest is the ascer-
tainment/certification of facts and execution of programs; 
someone whose thirst for knowledge is quenched by the mere 
acknowledgment of reality as it is. Historical sensibility 
would sound foreign to such a human type, as would its most 
direct consequence: the hermeneutic attitude, the uniquely 
human capability (and even necessity) to interpret and com-
prehend phenomena. That is to say, not only to acknowledge 
or certify them, but to give them meaning and sense.  

This amputated form of human being (i.e. as rational agent 
or “man without a past”) is the only way a future geologist 
could limit himself/herself to certify that, stratigraphically, 
nothing changed from the Holocene on. The only way he/she 
could make such an assertion ignoring that, from both human 
and natural history, humankind (anthropos) had found itself 
for the first time in the position to produce such an outcome, 
to assume such a responsibility. If the future geologist were 
to take these facts into account, he/she would be forced to 
claim that the geological-stratigraphic phenomenon at hand 
is definitely an anthropogenic – and therefore potentially 
anthropocenic – phenomenon. 

Only two catastrophic, post-apocalyptic scenarios could 
validate Santana’s historical and hermeneutical reluctance as 
expressed by his future geologist’s blindness toward phe-
nomena. Let’s imagine a future geologist who knows nothing 
about his/her ancestors and their history because a cata-
strophic event had annihilated all traces of them, cutting the 
string of history. Such an event could either be of natural or 
anthropogenic origin: a nuclear or ecological holocaust. But 
an anthropogenic catastrophe would almost certainly leave 
some stratigraphic evidence, thus proving a geological dis-
continuity and confirming the Anthropocene de facto (though 
this particular future geologist would not be capable of rec-
ognizing it as such). As a consequence, only a catastrophic 
event of natural origin, one so strong as to wipe out all trace 
of humanity, could represent a sufficient precondition for the 
validation of Santana’s thought experiment and its rejection 
of the anthropocenic hypothesis. Interestingly, this eventuali-
ty was already envisaged by Crutzen and Stoermer in their 
anthropocenic manifesto: “Without major catastrophes like an 



148   Agostino Cera 
 
enormous volcanic eruption, an unexpected epidemic, a 
large-scale nuclear war, an asteroid impact, a new ice age, or 
continued plundering of Earth’s resources by partially still 
primitive technology […] mankind will remain a major geological 
force for many millennia, maybe millions of years, to come.” 
(Crutzen 2000, 18 – my italics.) 

In conclusion, what unintentionally but clearly emerges 
from the stratigraphic fallacy of Santana’s argument is that, 
sic stantibus rebus, the Anthropocene is already a reali-
ty/evidence de facto, even from a geological and stratigraphic 
point of view. Paradoxically, the real problem lies in geolo-
gy’s capacity to take this very particular reality/evidence into 
account, in its ability to adapt to a historical and epistemic 
paradigm in rapid and deep evolution.  

 
Conclusion: An Epistemic Hyperobject? 
At the basis of Santana’s Stratigraphic Miso-Anthropocene – his 
rejection of the anthropocenic hypothesis – I have found a 
Stratigraphic Fallacy which demonstrates the difficulty geolo-
gy has as a “historical science” in adequately exploring the 
anthropocenic phenomenon, and specifically in fully recog-
nizing its newness. 

This difficulty is further proof that the Anthropocene, with 
all its epistemic peculiarity, needs an ad hoc definition. This 
integral epochal phenomenon not only places itself beyond 
the “two cultures”, but beyond Nature and Culture them-
selves: as a result, it needs to be approached in a brand-new 
way. That is why, to conclude this paper, I would like to sug-
gest a possible epistemic definition of the Anthropocene. I 
will do so by using Timothy Morton’s idea of hyperobject.  

As is well known, Morton speaks of hyperobjects in order 
to rethink the ecological crisis and establish an incisive ontol-
ogy of the present, which in his case is inspired by the so-
called Oriented Object Ontology (OOO). In his view we are 
currently surrounded by phenomena that transcend the hu-
man dimension, such as the ecological crisis and the 
Anthropocene itself. These phenomena require an anthropo-
decentered perspective to be comprehended. In other words, 
Morton agrees with Hamilton’s aforementioned argument in 
favor of geohistory: “we are no longer able to think history as 
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exclusively human, for the very reason that we are in the 
Anthropocene.” (Morton 2013, 5.) Morton defines 
hyperobjects as “objects that are so massively distributed in 
time and space as to transcend spatiotemporal specificity” 
(Morton 2010, 130–135).  

The basic features of hyperobjects are: viscosity (they 
“‘stick’ to beings that are involved with them”); nonlocality 
(“any ‘local manifestation’ of a hyperobject is not directly the 
hyperobject”); temporal undulation (“they involve profoundly 
different temporalities than the human-scale ones we are 
used to”); phasing (hyperobjects occupy a high-dimensional 
phase space that makes them invisible to humans for 
stretches of time); and interobjectivity (they can be “detected in 
a space that consists in interrelationships between aesthetic 
properties of objects”) (Morton 2013, 1).  

As an epistemic entity – that is as an object of knowledge 
and discourse, and not only as an aspirant geological epoch – 
the Anthropocene seems to possess all these features. It is 
certainly “viscous”, as any field of knowledge in the vicinity 
is inevitably attracted, with each proposing its own interpre-
tation of the Anthropocene. It is certainly “nonlocal”, as it is 
clearly everywhere and nowhere. It is certainly temporally un-
dulated and phased, as it continuously alters its space-time 
framework according to the different thematic and discipli-
nary fields. Finally, as an epistemic hyperobject, the Anthro-
pocene is not only inter-objectual but inter- and trans-
disciplinary, as its epistemic peculiarity/ambiguity places it 
ipso facto beyond the two cultures. My hope is that this “be-
yond” becomes an authentic “with”, namely not only inter- 
or trans-disciplinarity but co-disciplinarity: a real encounter, 
not the relationship of power between the two cultures which 
is currently at stake, with the minority status of humanities 
(and philosophy in primis) in regards to the hard sciences.  

Like every hyperobject, the Anthropocene is “necessarily 
uncanny”, meaning it produces “a feeling of strange familiar-
ity and familiar strangeness.” (Morton 2013, 55). Yet as an 
epistemic hyperobject it reveals its uniqueness, establishing 
itself as an integral epochal phenomenon: one of those disconti-
nuities/singularities that “make history”. This epistemic hy-
perobject presents a constitutive historical barycenter with the 
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adjective “historical” referring to a geohistory which brings 
together natural history and human history.  

Given my assumption that overcoming the distinction be-
tween nature (physis) and culture (techne) represents the an-
thropocenic Urphänomen, namely the very condition of 
possibility for the Anthropocene as new epoch (not only geo-
logical), we define the Anthropocene as an epistemic hyperob-
ject with a (geo-)historical barycenter.  
 

University of Ferrara  
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The Non-Identity Problem and Its Harm-
Based Solutions1 

 
SIMO KYLLÖNEN 

 
 
1. Introduction 
We know that many of our actions have a great effect on how 
well- or badly-off some future people are. For instance, by 
deciding to continue using fossil fuels as we do today, we 
may pollute the climate and make the life of very many fu-
ture people miserable. Yet, according to Derek Parfit’s infa-
mous Non-Identity Problem (NIP)2, our decision does not 
harm those badly-off future people of the polluted climate, if 
that same decision is also a necessary condition of the very 
existence of those future people.  

The NIP is a problem that results from a set of common-
sense assumptions which most people find intuitively plausi-
ble but which yield unacceptable conclusions in identity-
affecting future-related cases, such as a choice related to fu-
ture climate pollution. According to these assumptions, we 
hold, for instance, that an action (or inaction) harms a person 
only if it makes that person worse off in some respect than the 
person would have been had the action not been performed. 
Yet choices like the one of increasing pollution do not make 
the future people who will suffer the polluted climate worse 
                                                 
1 I want to thank the two anonymous reviewers for their careful and con-
structive reviews. The article also benefited from input from participants 
of the FiPhi 2020 Conference and the Philosophy Research Seminar of 
Tampere University. This work was supported by the Strategic Research 
Council at the Academy of Finland (grant numbers 312671/326662). 
2 The problem seems to have been discovered by several authors in the 
late 1970s (e.g., Schwartz 1978) but it was Parfit’s treatment of the prob-
lem in Reasons and Persons that popularised the name Non-identity prob-
lem. See also Boonin (2014). 
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off, because had we acted otherwise, that is, stopped pollu-
tion, these future people would never have even existed.3 
This is so, because the decision to use fossil fuels over renew-
ables will eventually have an impact on whom people meet 
during their lives, with whom they will have children, when 
they will have children, how many children if any, etc. In the 
long run, we can quite safely assume that these small differ-
ences in individual parental choices will result in a whole set 
of different people existing than would have been the case 
had we selected the swift change to renewable energy and 
prevented climate pollution. 

The implausible conclusion of the NIP – that we do not 
harm future people by polluting the climate – rests on the fact 
that, although our pollution is likely to make future people 
very much badly off, it does not make them worse off.4 In this 
paper, I investigate solutions to the NIP which do not deny 
this, but which argue for an alternative understanding of 
harm. I suggest that the so-called harm-based accounts are 
unaffected by the NIP, because according to them the identi-
                                                 
3 Claiming that we have made the future people of polluted climate worse 
off by our actions would imply that we were able to compare the state of 
these people to their non-existence, and then conclude that these people 
would have been better off if they had not existed at all. Given that the 
future world of polluted climate is not so terrible that it would make the 
life of the people of that world dubiously worth living, such a claim 
would be highly implausible.  
4 There are also other assumptions related to the NIP: many people may 
also find it plausible that one can wrong a person only if one harms the 
person. In that case, the implausible conclusion of the NIP would be that 
we do not wrong future people by polluting the climate. Boonin’s (2014) 
treatment includes these assumptions about the relation between harm 
and wronging, and he critically evaluates solutions to the NIP that deny 
that there is a necessary relation between them. These solutions aim to 
show that even if future people are not harmed in non-identity cases, they 
are wronged in some other way, e.g., by violating their rights. In this pa-
per I focus purely on the conclusion at the level of harm, which I assume 
to be already implausible enough. That an act harms gives us pro tanto 
compelling reason against the act. If it can be established that, contra the 
NIP, harm occurs in non-identity cases that supports also our judgment 
that polluting the climate is (morally) wrong if harm is also wronging. 
Whether harming someone is the only feature that determines whether 
we also wrong the harmed one is left open here.  
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fication of harm does not require us to be able to compare the 
state of an individual to her better-off state in a situation that 
would have obtained in the absence of the harmful action.  

However, harm-based accounts have been criticised as be-
ing both over- and under-inclusive. On the one hand, harm-
based accounts judge some acts as objectionably harmful 
even if they are clearly not so. On the other hand, their scope 
seems to be too narrow, since they cannot account for some 
intuitively plausible cases of harm.  

Together these objections weaken the solution that harm-
based accounts claim to offer against the NIP. According to 
Boonin (2014), a successful solution needs not only to offer a 
way to avoid the implausible conclusion of the NIP by reject-
ing some of its seemingly plausible assumptions – such as the 
harm-based accounts’ rejection of the comparative worse off 
notion of harm. In the successful solution, the proposed rejec-
tion of an assumption that generates the NIP must be suffi-
ciently (i) independent from our aim to avoid the implausible 
conclusion, (ii) robust to be able to offer a solution to any 
weakened version of the rejected assumption that would still 
generate the NIP’s implausible conclusion, and (iii) modest, 
that is, not yielding conclusions that are even more implausi-
ble than the conclusion of the NIP.  Boonin’s general objection 
against harm-based accounts as a solution to the NIP is based 
on their inability to fulfil these requirements. They do not 
offer a sufficiently independent account of harm that would 
be able to block the appeal to any weakened version of the 
comparative notion (still able to generate the NIP). And in the 
cases that they seem to do so, they yield conclusions that are 
even more implausible than the one resulting from the NIP.5 
                                                 
5 Such would be the case if the defender of the harm-based account ac-
cepts that harm makes also the act morally wrong and then argues that 
the case of Surgery discussed below shows that the patient is harmed even 
though she is made better off overall in the comparative sense. This 
would yield the notion that the surgeon is also wronging the patient, 
which Boonin takes to be even more implausible than the one that results 
from the NIP. But here a defender of the harm-based solutions might re-
spond that even if the fact that an act harms someone provides a reason 
against it, the reason is only pro tanto and can be overridden by some 
other reason, and it is the balance of the overall “conclusive” reasons that 
makes the acts right or wrong (see e.g., Scanlon 2007). 
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In this paper, I defend a specific harm-based account 
against these objections and argue that a suitably qualified 
disjunctive understanding of harming, called the Additional 
reasons view, offers a plausible and sufficiently robust way to 
account for harm both in ordinary as well as in non-identity 
cases. This defense is organised as follows. First, I present the 
Non-Identity Problem and how it has been suggested that 
harm-based accounts of harming offer a solution to the NIP. 
In the third section, different interpretations of the non-
comparative version of the harm-based approach are dis-
cussed and evaluated against various same individual and 
non-identity cases. The section ends by suggesting a disjunc-
tive understanding of the non-comparative account, and the 
fourth section evaluates different ways to interpret that un-
derstanding. In the following section, I defend the Additional 
reasons interpretation of the disjunctive against Boonin’s ob-
jections. Finally, I evaluate whether the claimed incompatibil-
ity of the Additional reasons view with Derek Parfit’s No-
Difference View is a serious objection against harm-based 
accounts. I conclude that if someone finds the incompatibility 
implausible, it is less so than the conclusion of the NIP. 
 
2. The Non-Identity Problem and different notions of 
harming 
The NIP is based on an understanding of harm that we often 
find intuitively plausible. According to this understanding, 
what could be called the counterfactually comparative notion of 
harming: 

HARMING I:  An action (or inaction), A, harms an individual, S, 
if and only if, had A not occurred, S would have been better off 
in some respect.6 

The implausible conclusion of the NIP may become clearer if 
we shift the choice from the indirect collective level of climate 
policy to the decisions of individual mothers concerning their 

                                                 
6 I adopt the useful formulations in the paper mostly from Gardner (2015, 
2017, 2019) but focus only on actions or (inactions) while her more general 
formulations also allow that events can harm and actions (inactions) harm 
by causing events that harm.   
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children to be. Consider the following example provided by 
Parfit (1986): 

Two women. While Carla is pregnant, she learns that, unless she 
takes some treatment, there is a risk that her child may have a 
certain severe and irreversible disability. She decides not to take 
this treatment. As a result, her child, Carl, is seriously disabled. 

While Paula is trying to become pregnant, she learns that, if she 
conceives a child now, there is a risk that they may have the 
same severe and irreversible disability. If she waits two months 
before conceiving the child, there would be no such risk. She de-
cides not to wait. As a result, her child, Paul, is seriously dis-
abled. 

It seems clear to us that Carla harms Carl by not taking the 
treatment and HARMING I explains why this is so: Carla 
makes Carl worse off than he would have been had she de-
cided to take the treatment. But most people would like to 
say the same about Paula’s choice: as a result of her decision, 
Paul likewise suffers a similar severe disability. But this intui-
tion cannot be explained by referring to HARMING I due to 
the NIP. Had Paula waited two months, Paul would not have 
existed, and thus he is not made worse off in accordance with 
HARMING I. 

Thus, in order to explain our intuitions that Carla and 
Paula harm their children equally, and that they equally had 
a harm-based reason against their decision, we need an alter-
native to HARMING I. Parfit’s original solution to the NIP 
was to appeal to a principle Q that allows us to compare the 
state of Paul to the counterfactual state of another future child 
of Paula’s that would have existed had she waited two 
months (Parfit 1984, 360). As a notion of harming, Parfit’s 
principle could be formulated as follows: 

HARMING II: An action (or inaction), A, that brings an individ-
ual S into existence, harms S, if and only if A causes S to be worse 
off than another individual who would have existed had A not oc-
curred. 

Parfit’s principle Q has faced a lot of critical attention (e.g., 
Hanser 1990; Woodward 1986, 1987; Woollard 2012). It has 
been noted, for instance, how this principle would imply that 
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we could harm a person whom we have brought into exis-
tence whenever we could have brought into existence another 
person who could have been better off than the person whose 
existence we actually brought about. Accordingly, parents 
would be harming their perfectly healthy and well-off child, 
had it been possible to them to have a child who would have 
had an even higher level of wellbeing. On the other hand, 
consider the following example (Parfit 1986, 861; see also 
Woodward 1986, 816): 

Parents. Petra and Paul are considering having a child but they 
know that there is a risk that any child of theirs would have a 
severe and irreversible disability. Though they know this, they 
decide to have a child. As a result their child, Peter, is born with 
the disability.  

According to HARMING II, there is nothing objectionable 
with Petra’s and Paul’s choice as long as the disability, 
though serious, is not such that it makes Peter’s life dubiously 
worth living (cf. Parfit 1983).  

Yet, both of these conclusions implied by HARMING II 
seem to go against what many people would think in these 
situations (cf. Woodward 1986). Moreover, the comparative 
notion of HARMING II does not seem to capture the features 
that might explain our reactions.7 One such feature seems to 
be connected to the undesirability and badness of the state of 
the children that results from parents’ decision. In consider-
ing whether parents have acted in a harmful way when they 
decided to have the child they actually have, the crucial thing 
appears to be how badly off they could have foreseen their 
forthcoming child was likely to be, and not the possibility of 
                                                 
7 Parfit has later admitted that in such cases there might be reasons for 
objecting to the mother’s choice other than those provided by the princi-
ple Q (Parfit 1984, 358; 1986, 860). However, he also claims that principle 
Q is still needed to capture the difference we make when comparing Pet-
ra’s choice to the choice of a mother who could have a child without a 
disability if she only waited some months (cf. Paula in the Two Women 
example) (Parfit 1987, 816).  In his last, posthumously published, paper 
Parfit (2017) propose a new way to ground principle Q by a “wider theo-
ry” which he believed to be found in the principle that combines effects at 
the collective level to all and at the individual level to each.       
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having another better-off child. If the child is likely to be seri-
ously badly off, as in the case of Parents, this clearly offers a 
reason – sometimes even the conclusive one – not to have the 
child (cf. Woodward 1986, 816). 

The harm-based accounts of harming point directly to this 
feature of harm as a resulting bad state. According to these 
accounts:  

HARMING III:  An action (or inaction), A, harms an individual, 
S, if and only if A causes a state of affairs that is a harm for S. 

HARMING III is a general form of harm-based accounts. The 
central contrast between the counterfactually comparative 
HARMING I and HARMING III is that, according to the lat-
ter, actions can harm even if the harmed person would not 
have been made worse off than she would have been had the 
action not occurred. The harm-based accounts are thus unaf-
fected by the NIP, because according to them the identifica-
tion of harm does not require us to compare the state of the 
harmed person to her better-off state in a situation that would 
have obtained in the absence of the harmful action. Instead, 
HARMING III requires that we be able to identify the effects 
of the action that constitute a harmful state for the affected 
person in a relevant sense, regardless of whether that person 
would have been better off in the absence of the action.   

In this sense, harm-based accounts are “effect-relative” 
rather than “action-relative”, as Molly Gardner (2015, 2017, 
2019) describes. Actions or events are harmful by virtue of 
their effects on the individuals – in terms of the resulting 
states of affairs for them – rather than by virtue of the differ-
ence that the actions make. Being “effect-relative” in this way 
allows HARMING III to provide us with reasons to say that 
parents who have decided to have a child who is well-off, but 
who is not necessarily the best-off child they could have had, 
have not harmed their child. No bad state of affairs for their 
well-off child results from their decision although they could 
possibly have had a child who was even better off. Petra and 
Paul, in contrast, harm Peter (at least in one sense), because as 
a result of their decision a bad state of affairs, a severe and 
irreversible disability, obtains that is a harm for Peter.  
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Yet various harm-based accounts differ in how they define 
a harm.8 The purely non-comparative accounts define harm as 
a bad state of affairs for the affected individual: 

Non-comparative HARMING III: An action (or inaction), A, 
harms an individual, S, if and only if A causes a state of affairs 
that is a harm for S. 

HARM (non-comparative):  A state of affairs, T, is a harm for an 
individual, S, if and only if T is a bad state of affairs for S. 

Accounts within the non-comparative camp then differ 
from each other in how they define a bad state of affairs. 
Elizabeth Harman (2004, 2009) offers a list of bad states. 
                                                 
8 In addition to the non-comparative accounts discussed in the paper, 
Gardner (2015, 2017, 2019) has suggested a so-called existential account 
that offers a harm-based alternative to the non-comparative understand-
ing. According to this account, an action (or inaction) harms someone if it 
causes a state of affairs that detracts her from the well-being she would 
have had if she existed and the state of affairs did not obtain. Gardner’s 
existential account would yield results like the Additional reasons view 
defended in this paper (including the rejection of the No-Difference 
View), but without any reference to comparative notion. Moreover, the 
account needs no predefined understanding of what counts as a bad state 
of affairs for an individual. A potential weakness of the existential account 
is that it needs to reject several metaphysical claims about causation and 
counterfactuals that many find highly plausible (see Gardner 2019). Those 
claims hold, for instance, that counterfactual dependency is a sufficient 
condition for causation. But if counterfactual dependency is accepted as a 
sufficient condition, then, according to the existential account, Paula 
would not only harm Paul in Two Women by causing him a severe disabil-
ity; she would also cause all the harms suffered by Paul over his entire 
life. Furthermore, in order to explain why, e.g., in Physician, the patient is 
not harmed, the existential account needs to accept that some “backtrack-
ing” counterfactuals are true: if the patient existed and state of affairs in 
which she has dim vision did not obtain, then the physician would not 
have operated and the patient would have been worse off in some respect. 
In the Additional reasons view, potentially only the first claim about the 
counterfactual dependency needs to be weakened: without doing so, par-
ents’ act of conceiving their child would seem to count a sufficient coun-
terfactual cause of their children’s death, which would not have happened 
without the act of conception (see Boonin 2014, 253–254). The limitations 
of this paper do not allow me any deeper discussion about these claims, 
neither of which evaluate the existential account properly.  
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Those include “pain, early death, bodily damage, and defor-
mation” (2004) as well as “mental and physical discomfort, 
disease, or disability” (2009). On Seana Shiffrin’s view, “harm 
involves conditions that generate a significant chasm or con-
flict between one’s will and one’s experience, one’s life more 
broadly understood, or one’s circumstances” (Shiffrin 1999, 
123). Lucas Meyer (2003, 2008) and Eduardo Rivera-Lopez 
(2009) defend a threshold-view, according to which there is a 
morally relevant threshold, and an action (or inaction) harms 
someone only if the agent thereby causes the individual to be 
in a sub-threshold state. 

In what follows, I will evaluate the purely non-
comparative accounts of the harm-based approach and the 
objections raised against them. I conclude the section by sug-
gesting a disjunctive interpretation that is able to respond to 
the objections. 
 
3. Non-comparative harming and the need for a 
disjunctive notion 
There are several objections that have been raised against the 
non-comparative accounts of HARMING III. The first type of 
objection claims that the non-comparative accounts are too 
inclusive, that is, the accounts judge acts as objectionably 
harmful that seem clearly not to be so. Consider, for instance, 
the following case presented by Harman (2004, 91): 

Surgery. A surgeon cuts a hole in my abdomen in order to re-
move my swollen appendix. Cutting open my abdomen causes 
me pain (as I recover); but if the operation had not been per-
formed, I would have suffered worse pain and died very soon. 

According to the objection, a defender of the non-
comparative notion of HARMING III is forced to admit that 
whatever the surgeon would do will count as harmful even if 
she has improved my condition as much as she can. This 
clearly seems to go against the view that many find intui-
tively appealing here: the surgeon does not harm me, at least 
in the sense that the harm would count as a compelling rea-
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son against the surgery.9 One way for a non-comparative ac-
count to respond to such cases is to accept the outcome that 
the surgeon is indeed harming me – by causing the bodily 
damage resulting from the incision in my abdomen and the 
post-operative pain as I recover – but then regard the harms 
that she causes as permissible. Shiffrin (1999) and Harman 
(2009), for instance, accept that harms that are caused in order 
to prevent even greater harm are permissible. Central to this 
justification is that it is limited only to cases in which the act 
is performed as a necessary means to prevent a greater harm, 
but not in which the act confers “purely” greater benefits on 
the one harmed. Thus, in Surgery the surgeon causes a per-
missible harm to her patient, while performing an equally 
serious and painful surgery would not qualify as a permissi-
ble harm “even if necessary to endow [her patient] with valu-
able, physical benefits, such as supernormal memory, a useful 
store of encyclopedic knowledge, twenty IQ points worth of 
extra intellectual ability, or the ability to consume immoder-
ate amounts of alcohol or fat without side effects” (Shiffrin 
1999, 127). 

This solution would still retain the non-comparative ac-
counts’ strength against non-identity cases, since the justifica-
tion based on permissible harm would not be available to 
Paula (or to Petra and Paul in Parents), since Paul (and Peter) 
would not have suffered any greater harm had their parents 
acted differently, since in that case they would not even have 
existed. Moreover, allowing an appeal to the permissible 
harm only in cases of harm prevention works against those 
views that would try to justify Paula’s (or Petra’s and Paul’s) 
decision with the great benefits that it brings to Paul (or Pe-
ter), namely all the benefits they would enjoy during their 
life, which is still worth of living despite the severe disabil-
ity.10 

                                                 
9 If harming is necessarily connected to wronging, the judgment that the 
surgeon would wrong me would appear even more implausible (see more 
Boonin 2014, 85). 
10 For an extensive discussion of the permissible harm and whether the 
defender of Non-comparative HARMING III can appeal to it in her solu-
tion to the NIP, see Boonin (2014, 74–92).  
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The non-comparative account might still remain over-
inclusive, however. Consider the following case, adopted 
from Gardner (2015): 

Physician. A physician faces a situation in which she can im-
prove the patient’s blindness, but only to a level that still leaves 
the patient’s vision dim. 

If the resulting state of affairs, dim vision, is a bad state for 
the patient, then, according to the non-comparative HARM-
ING III, the physician’s operation should count as harmful, 
even if it improves the patient’s condition. This would be the 
case in Harman’s non-comparative account and in threshold 
views which hold that harmful states are those “that are 
worse in some way than the normal healthy state for a mem-
ber of one’s species” (Harman 2009, 139).11 Perhaps again a 
defender of a non-comparative account could bite the bullet 
and count the operation as a permissible harm as it prevents 
the patient’s future blindness. That appears to stretch the 
concept of harming too far, however.  

Instead, to avoid the outcome, the non-comparative ac-
count can further qualify or limit the scope of what is re-
garded as a harm. Following Shiffrin (1999), a harm could be 
qualified as a state that is in conflict with the individual’s 
will. Or, since this solution would potentially lead to the con-
clusion that non-human animals cannot be harmed unless 
they have a will, harmful states could rather be understood as 
states that are seriously below the normal healthy level, allow-
ing dim vision not to be counted as a harm.  

However, these qualifications make the non-comparative 
accounts vulnerable to the objection of under-inclusiveness, 
since they would then exclude too many acts that most peo-
ple consider harmful but the qualified non-comparative ac-
counts would not. Consider the following cases: 

Clumsy physician. A physician operates on a patient’s slightly 
short-sighted eyes and causes the patient to have dim vision. 

Robbery 1. Adam breaks into the garage of Wayne’s mansion and 
steals Wayne’s new convertible while Wayne is at his penthouse 
in the city. (Meyer 2003, 153) 

                                                 
11 For a further argument against Harman’s view, see Gardner (2015). 
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If dim vision is not counted as a bad state of affairs for the 
patient, then the clumsy physician’s operation does not harm 
the patient. Similarly, Adam’s theft is not likely to cause 
Wayne to fall seriously below any plausible level of a normal 
healthy state, and thus the qualified non-comparative account 
alone does not provide us with a reason to object to Adam’s 
act as a harm to Wayne.  

A straightforward way to avoid these complications and 
counterintuitive results would be to supplement the non-
comparative notion of HARMING III with the counterfactual 
comparative notion of HARMING I. According to such a 
“disjunctive” notion of harming:12 

HARMING IV: An action (or inaction), A, harms an individual, 
S, if and only if either 

- had A not occurred, S would have been better off in some re-
spect (comparative); or 

- A causes a state of affairs that is a harm for S (non-
comparative). 

The advantage of the disjunctive notion of harming is that it 
allows the defender of the harm-based account to directly 
appeal to the comparative notion in the relevant cases above. 
By appealing to the comparative notion, she can explain why 
the physician harms the patient in Clumsy Physician and 
Adam harms Wayne in Robbery 1. In order to explain why the 
overall harm-based reasons are not against the operations in 
Surgery and in Physician, she can further explicate the defini-
tion of non-comparative harm in the following way: 

HARM IV (non-comparative):  A state of affairs, T, is a harm for 
an individual, S, if and only if 

- T is a bad state of affairs for S13; and 

                                                 
12 For the disjunctive notion, see also Meyer (2003, 2008). 
13 I leave it open here how exactly the bad state of affairs should be de-
fined. Generally, I contend that a relevant bad state of affairs for an indi-
vidual S is in some respect worse than the state of affairs in which S ought 
to be. This understanding of the bad state of affairs allows us to include 
the bad states mentioned by Harman (pain, early death, bodily damage, 
deformation, mental and physical discomfort, disease, or disability) as 
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- T is not only an improvement on the bad state of affairs in 
which S were before A occurred. 

- The more T is an improvement on the bad state of affairs in 
which S were, had A not occurred, the less HARM IV is a 
reason against A. 

This definition of the non-comparative harm allows the de-
fender of HARMING IV to judge, first, that Surgery causes 
harm because it causes a bad state of affairs for me: the bodily 
damage resulting from the incision in my abdomen and the 
post-operative pain as I recover. But then she can conclude 
that these non-comparative harms provide no overall harm-
based reasons against the surgery because I am not made 
worse off (but in fact am made better off overall) in a com-
parative sense and the resulting bad states (the hole and the 
post-recovery pain) are in fact a great improvement on the 
bad state of affairs I would have experienced had I not been 
operated on (worse pain and death). The non-comparative 
notion thus provides only a very weak harm-based argument 
against the surgery. Moreover, in Physician, HARM IV would 
allow the defender of HARMING IV to plausibly hold that 
the operation causes no harm at all to the patient, because she 
is not made worse off and the resulting bad state (dim vision) 
is in fact an improvement on her earlier bad state (blindness).  

These explications seem to be plausible even beyond these 
cases. It seems odd to count a bad state, even a serious one, a 
harm if it only improves the earlier bad state of the person. 
But certainly, a bad state that is not only an improvement on 
an earlier, even worse state can count as a harm. Consider 
that we would assume that I am in extreme pains before the 
Surgery and thus the hole and the post-operational pain 
would be an improvement on my earlier bad state. Even in 
that case, the defender of HARM IV could claim that at least 
the hole in abdomen constitutes a separate bad state that is 
not only an improvement on my extreme pains before the 
surgery. Section 5 provides further discussion on this matter.  

                                                                                                               
relevant and serious bad states. Also, dim vision in Clumsy Physician 
could be understood as a bad state for the patient, although much less 
serious than blindness. 
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Finally, the disjunctive HARMING IV and HARM IV offer 
a harm-based account that we could rely on in non-identity 
cases, in which the comparative notion does not apply at all. 
In Two Women and in Parents, the non-comparative HARM IV 
would judge Paul’s and Peter’s serious disability as bad states 
of affairs for both of them and not an improvement on any 
bad state of affairs they would have experienced had their 
parents not conceived them.14 
 
4. How should we understand the disjunctive 
harming? 
The disjunctive notion raises difficult questions of interpreta-
tion of its own, however. One particular area of questions 
concerns the relation of the two notions of harming – non-
comparative and comparative – in the disjunction. One may ask, 
for instance, whether either of the notions has priority over 
the other, that is, does either one always apply primarily? 
Does the priority of either one also mean that the primary 
notion always provides a stronger objection against an action 
than the other? Or, if both notions of the disjunction can ap-
ply simultaneously to some act, does this mean that this pro-
vides stronger reasons to object to this act? 

A possible way to answer the first question would be to 
prioritise the non-comparative notion: the non-comparative 
notion should be appealed to whenever it applies, and the 
comparative notion only when conditions for the non-
comparative notion are not satisfied (e.g., in situations like 
Robbery 1). This would be in line with the central idea of the 
non-comparative accounts: to harm someone is to cause a 
morally bad state for that person, and this provides always a 
strong reason against the act (e.g. Harman 2009).  

A concern with this solution is that by prioritising the non-
comparative notion, even in cases when conditions for the 
comparative notion are satisfied, we would lose much of our 
normative capacity to explain the variations in the strength of 
the reasons against harming (see Gardner 2017). Consider the 
following modification of the Clumsy physician: 
                                                 
14 I contend here that non-existence is not a bad state of affairs for anyone. 
Death, becoming non-existent, can be a bad state for the person who has 
been existent up to the point of her death.  
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Clumsy physician 2. A physician operates on the eyes of two pa-
tients. The first one is slightly short-sighted and the second one 
already had badly dim vision. After the operation both patients 
are blind.  

Since the operation causes a bad state of affairs (blindness) to 
both patients, they are both equally seriously harmed by the 
non-comparative notion. But the non-comparative notion 
would not recognise that the operation makes the first patient 
much worse off than the second. Yet such considerations 
about the degree of harm, understood as a difference in the 
harmed person’s wellbeing, play a central role in our moral 
and legal understanding of harm, restitution and compensa-
tion. 

Thus, reflecting the central place that the comparative no-
tion has in our moral and legal thinking about harming (Par-
fit 1984, Woollard 2012), one option could be that, instead of 
giving priority to the non-comparative notion of harming, we 
should prioritise the comparative one. According to this un-
derstanding of the disjunctive HARMING IV, we would ap-
peal to the comparative notion whenever it applies, that is, in 
cases such as Clumsy Physician and Robbery 1, and limit the 
appeal to the non-comparative notion only to non-identity 
and other exceptional cases, such as preemption (discussed 
below), in which victims are not made worse off relative to 
their state had the act not occurred at all, but our intuitive 
judgements hold that the victims have been harmed. 

The significance of the comparative notion has been em-
phasised by Fiona Woollard (2012), who argues that though 
we can have reasons based on both comparative and non-
comparative notions of harming, the reasons provided by the 
comparative one are stronger. Woollard bases her argument 
on our intuitions in certain preemption cases where an act that 
harms someone non-comparatively but not in the compara-
tive sense is necessary to benefit a third person. Consider the 
following example she gives (Woollard 2012, 685; see also 
Parfit 1984, 71): 

Saving Sarah. Barney is about to shoot and kill Wayne. Adam has 
no way of preventing this. Sarah is about to die. Adam can save 
her but doing so would have the side-effect that he kills Wayne. 
Adam saves Sarah’s life and kills Wayne.  



168   Simo Kyllönen 
 
According to Parfit, who considers a similar case, the fact that 
Adam’s killing of Wayne does not make Wayne worse-off 
and greatly benefits Sarah, justifies Adam’s behaviour as 
what he morally ought to do (Parfit 1984, 71). Woollard ac-
cepts this, though she admits that our intuitions in this case 
might change if the benefits to Sarah would be much smaller. 
If, for instance, by killing Wayne Adam could only save Sarah 
“from a scraped knee or a painful bruise”, Woollard suggests 
that many of us would not permit the killing of Wayne even 
if he is not made worse off by that act. However, she argues 
that we are inclined to make a difference between the com-
parative and non-comparative harming in these cases. We 
tend to permit harming someone in a non-comparative way 
as a side-effect of benefitting some other person, whereas 
harming someone in a comparative sense would not be simi-
larly permitted. This suggests, according to Woollard, that 
our reasons based on non-comparative notion of harming are 
weaker than the reasons provided by the comparative notion. 

If Woollard is right, then the comparative notion would 
not only be prioritised whenever it applies but also that the 
reasons based on the comparative notion would be stronger. 
This understanding of the disjunctive HARMING IV would 
have the advantage of explaining the variations in the 
strength of the reasons we have in cases like Clumsy physician 
2 and Saving Sarah. Still, granting priority to the comparative 
notion in this way seems to have some counterintuitive con-
sequences, which those who doubt the centrality of the com-
parative notion have pointed out. Consider, for instance, 
James Woodward’s (1986) example of Viktor Frankl. In 
Woodward’s example, Viktor Frankl’s imprisonment in a 
Nazi concentration camp leads to a major enrichment of 
Frankl’s later life, thus benefitting him overall. Therefore, ac-
cording to the comparative notion of harming, Frankl is not 
harmed, which, being counterintuitive, indicates that the 
need to appeal to a non-comparative notion is larger and not 
limited to exceptional cases such as those named above (i.e. 
non-identity and pre-emption).  

But Woodward also makes a further note about the cases 
like this: even if the necessary condition for the comparative 
notion were satisfied in this example, the harm-causing fea-
tures that the comparative notion points to might not be the 
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right one. Let us, for instance, accept what Boonin (2014, 79) 
calls the “Short-term” version of the comparative notion.15 
According to this version, an act harms when it makes some-
one at least at some point in time worse off than she would have 
been at that point had the act not occurred (even if the act 
makes her better off overall than she would have been had 
the act not occurred). Thus, the Short-term version can rightly 
account for Viktor’s treatment in the camp as a harm. Still, the 
defender of the harm-based account can hold that the Short-
term version of the comparative notion would not pick out 
the right features and the seriousness of the harm. It is not 
only that Frankl is made worse off than he would have been 
had he not been in the camp, it is the awful bad state of affairs 
caused by the imprisonment and the horrible treatment in the 
concentration camp (e.g. Harman 2004). To pick out the seri-
ousness of the kind of harm inflicted on Frankl as an awful 
bad state, we would also need the non-comparative notion of 
harming to apply.  

This suggests, pace Woollard’s argument, that the strength 
of the reasons against harming is not straightforwardly re-
lated to whether an action causes comparative harm. Gardner 
(2017) also offers a further reason against Woollard’s argu-
ment. According to Gardner, the reasons against killing 
Wayne in Saving Sarah are not weaker because the action 
harms Wayne “only” in a non-comparative way. Instead, the 
reasons are weaker due to the action’s additional feature of 
causing redundant harm, that is, harm that the victim would 
have been suffered anyway, had the action not been per-
formed.16 For Gardner, the reasons against redundant harm-
                                                 
15 Boonin argues that because the “Short-term” version of the comparative 
HARMING I is able to explain harming in examples like Viktor, such cases 
do not work against the comparative notion and thus fail to provide a 
satisfactory ground for the non-comparative accounts to solve the NIP by 
rejecting the comparative notion. 
16 To support her argument, Gardner (2017) offers a pair of cases, in the 
first of which the action qualifies both as non-comparative harming and 
redundant harming and in the second of which the action harms only 
non-comparatively: 

- “Inducing Paralysis: It is Leland’s 5th birthday, but unfortunately, 
a piece of debris, A, is flying through the air towards Leland’s 
midsection. If Bernard does nothing, A will hit Leland and para-
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ing are generally weaker than the reasons against non-
redundantly harming and thus Saving Sarah offers no general 
argument for the claim that the non-comparative notion pro-
vides weaker reasons against harming than the comparative 
notion. 

Often the fact that an action makes someone not only 
worse off but also pushes them into a serious enough bad 
state seems to add to the reasons that we have against the 
action. Consider the following:  

Robbery 2. Adam can either steal from wealthy Wayne or from 
poor Barney. Both acts would make either Wayne or Barney 
worse off by the same amount but stealing from Barney would 
cause him to be unable to afford enough food. Wealthy Wayne 
can easily afford food even after the theft.  

All other things being equal, it seems to be in accordance 
with our intuitions that Adam has more reasons against steal-
ing from Barney than from Wayne. Yet giving priority to the 
comparative notion and allowing the non-comparative notion 
to apply only when the comparative one does not and could 
not pick up this kind of difference in the strength of the objec-
tions against these two thefts. 

                                                                                                               
lyze him from the waist down. Bernard’s only other option is to 
push Leland into the path of another piece of debris, B, which 
would cause Leland a qualitatively identical injury; however, 
pushing Leland into the path of B would prevent Sarah from hav-
ing a broken arm. Bernard pushes Leland into the path of B. 

 
- Selecting for Paralysis. Enid is choosing which embryo to implant 

into her uterus. Embryo B will become an individual named 
Sheldon. B has a mutation that will cause Sheldon to become in-
stantly and permanently paralyzed from the waist down on his 
5th birthday. However, implanting embryo B will prevent Sarah 
from having a broken arm. Enid implants B.” 

 
For Gardner the pair cases show that causing redundant harm makes 
Bernard’s non-comparative harming morally less bad than Enid’s non-
comparative harming. Thus the case shows that redundant harming is a 
separate and additional feature of an action that also explains our intui-
tions in Saving Sarah. 
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Such cases seem to support the understanding of the dis-
junctive notion in a way that allows both notions to apply 
whenever the conditions for them are satisfied. Furthermore, 
in order to explain the difference in the strengths of objec-
tions we hold between stealing from either Barney or Wayne, 
we could allow that the conditions for both comparative and 
non-comparative notions of harming being satisfied would 
add to the strength of the objection we have against that act. 
According to this, what could be called the Additional reasons 
interpretation of the disjunctive notion, our intuition that 
stealing from Barney is more objectionable than from Wayne 
would be explained by the fact that only the comparative no-
tion applies and provides us with reason against stealing in 
the case of stealing from Wayne, while in the case of stealing 
from Barney the conditions for both notions of harming are 
satisfied and they both give us reasons (that are additional to 
each other) to object to stealing from Barney. 

In Saving Sarah, the Additional reasons understanding of the 
disjunctive HARMING IV is able to recognise the difference 
in the strength of reasons against killing Wayne without 
committing to Woollard’s view that the comparative notion 
of harming always gives stronger reasons than the non-
comparative one. According to the Additional reasons under-
standing, in Saving Sarah only the non-comparative notion 
applies, which makes the objection against Adam’s action 
weaker than it would have been if Wayne had not been killed 
anyway. Moreover, that the killing causes redundant harm 
could be added as a weakening feature to the Additional rea-
sons view: the weakness of the reason against killing in Saving 
Sarah in relation to other non-comparative serious harming 
would be explained by the redundant harming. The weaker 
objection is reflected in our intuition to accept Wayne’s pre-
emptive killing as a side-effect of saving Sarah. Yet, our incli-
nation not to accept such killing as a side-effect of a less sig-
nificant benefit reflects the reasons that the non-comparative 
notion gives us. Causing a seriously bad state of affairs for 
Wayne (even though that makes him not worse off) can only 
be justified by strong reasons, for instance, to avoid some 
other person, Sarah, from suffering an equally serious state. 
Were the justifying reasons lesser, e.g., that the act would 
“only” prevent the other person from being worse off but not 
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from a seriously bad state of affairs, they would not justify 
the non-comparative harm to Wayne. 

The Additional reasons reading of the disjunctive notion 
seems to have some plausibility in the cases above. It allows 
us to retain the comparative notion that we often apply when 
we justify the reasons (and the strength of these reasons) we 
have against acts that make others worse off than they would 
have been without those acts. But as the cases of Viktor Frankl 
and Robbery 2 show, we often also need to appeal to the non-
comparative notion to fully account for the right kind of seri-
ousness of the harm-based reasons, and the Additional reasons 
understanding allows us to do this. But is it able to provide a 
plausible account of harming that would offer a solution to 
the NIP? In the following section, I consider the Additional 
reasons view against the objections that David Boonin (2014) 
has raised against the harm-based views. 

 
5. Additional reasons understanding and the NIP 
Boonin (2014) offers a rigorous argument against the harm-
based solutions to the NIP. His central claim is that harm-
based solutions do not fulfil the independence and robustness 
requirements, since in order to do so they would need to pro-
vide an independent and plausibly robust reason to reject the 
comparative HARMING I – and any weakened version of it, 
such as the “Short-term” version discussed above – in each of 
the cases above, and thus block the move to the NIP’s im-
plausible conclusion that results from the comparative ac-
count. In Boonin’s view, they are unable to do this. In cases 
such as Surgery and Physician, the comparative HARMING I 
provides the most intuitively plausible explanation for why 
these cases involve no harming in the first place: the patient is 
not made worse off than she would have been had the opera-
tion not taken place. In cases like Viktor, where the original 
HARMING I seems to have problems in explaining the intui-
tively obvious harm inflicted on the victim, there is a version 
of the comparative account (like the “Short-term” version) 
that can both explain why the act is harmful and still generate 
the NIP.  

Since the disjunctive HARMING IV and its Additional rea-
sons understanding allows us to appeal to the comparative 
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notion in the cases above, it does not face the same challenge 
of full rejection of the comparative HARMING I and any of 
its weakened versions. Instead, the Additional reasons view 
needs to show that, even if the comparative notion applies, 
the relevant bad state in those cases provides an additional 
and independent harm-based reason to which we can then ap-
peal in the non-identity cases. I have argued above that even 
if Boonin were right, and the “Short-term” version of the 
comparative HARMING I would apply in cases like Viktor, 
there would still be an additional reason based on the non-
comparative harm as a bad state for Frankl. It is only by ap-
pealing to those reasons that we can account for the overall 
reasons we have against Frankl’s treatment in the Nazi’s con-
centration camp. In Robbery 2 I also contend that we find it 
intuitively plausible that Barney’s bad state adds an inde-
pendent reason that makes a difference between those two 
thefts. But let us test these intuitions against another example: 

3 Surgeries. A surgeon operates on 3 patients. In each operation, 
the surgeon cuts a hole in the patient’s abdomen in order to re-
move their swollen appendix. Due to painkillers, the appendix 
caused only moderate pain to the patients before the surgery, 
but if the operation had not been performed, all the patients 
would have suffered extreme pain and died very soon after.  

In Operation 1 cutting open the patient’s abdomen causes her 
bodily damage resulting from the incision but no post-operative 
pain (as the patient recovers). 

In Operation 2 the patient suffers the bodily damage resulting 
from the incision in her abdomen and moderate post-operative 
headache as the patient recovers. 

In Operation 3 the patient suffers the bodily damage resulting 
from the incision in her abdomen and a deformation in the pa-
tient’s nerve system that causes a reoccurring painful post-
operative headache for the rest of her life. 

Each of these operations cause the patients to be in a harmful 
bad state of experiencing the bodily damage resulting from 
the incision in their abdomen. But, according to Boonin 
(2014), the harm caused by the hole in patients’ abdomen is 
unable to establish a solution to the NIP for two reasons. 
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First, the short-term harm resulting from the hole can be ac-
counted for by the “Short-term” version of the comparative 
HARMING I that also leads to the NIP. Second, the harm re-
sulting from the hole is structurally very different from the 
non-identity cases in which the act causes the victim to be in 
the bad state for the long term and not only in the short term. 
Only the more long-term post-operative pain makes the sur-
geries analogous to the non-identity cases. 

So, to offer a solution to the NIP, the Additional reasons 
view needs to show that there is an additional and independ-
ent reason based on the post-operational pain of the patients 
even if they are not made worse off. 3 Surgeries aims to do 
that. It is clear that there is a difference in the strength of the 
harm-based reasons between the operations even if they all 
save the patient’s life and thus make them overall better off. 
Operation 1 is the least harmful since there is no post-
operative pain at all. Operation 2 and Operation 3 involve post-
operative pain but the pain caused by Operation 3 is much 
more severe (reoccurring painful headache caused by a per-
manent deformation) and more long term (rest of the pa-
tient’s life) than the post-operational pain in Operation 2 
(moderate headache during patient’s recovery). Still, neither 
post-operational pain makes the patient worse off by any ver-
sion of the comparative HARMING I and thus the compara-
tive account alone is unable to account for the difference in 
the harm-based reasons we have in 3 Surgeries. In each of the 
Operations, the comparative account recognises only the harm 
that results from the hole in the patient’s abdomen, while the 
Additional reasons view and the HARM IV definition of non-
comparative harm is able to account for the differences in the 
post-operational bad states resulting from the operations. Ac-
cording to HARM IV, Operations 2 and 3 cause bad post-
operative states that do not improve on the patient’s earlier 
bad state before the operation (moderate pain).17 The result-
                                                 
17 If we assume that the patients are in extreme pain before the surgery, 
then the Additional reasons view could hold that while the post-operational 
pain even in Operation 3 may be an improvement on the bad state the 
patient was in before the surgery, the deformation of the nerve system 
would also be an independent bad state that is a harm, and not only an 
improvement on the earlier bad state of the patient (like dim vision is for 
a totally blind person in Physician).    
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ing post-operational bad states in Operations 2 and 3 are there-
fore harms even though their strength as reasons is weakened 
by that fact that they are improvements on the bad state of af-
fairs in which the patients would be, had they not been oper-
ated on (worse pain and death). But since the bad post-
operational state resulting from Operation 3 is more serious 
and less of an improvement than the resulting bad state in 
Operation 2, the reasons against the surgery are still stronger 
in Operation 3 even if they may plausibly be overridden by 
the fact that the surgery makes the patient better off overall in 
the comparative sense, and the resulting bad state, while se-
rious, is still a great improvement on the bad state of affairs 
the patient would have suffered had she not been operated 
on (extreme pain and death). 

Therefore, the Additional reasons view has the strength to be 
able to account for the harm-based reasons we have in cases 
like 3 Surgeries. Such examples also add the plausibility that 
the non-comparative notion provides an independent reason 
against harming: a reason that we can appeal to in non-
identity cases. Thus, the Additional reasons view seems to offer 
a harm-based account that would be able to block the move 
to the NIP.  

However, the view appears to go against Parfit’s No-
Difference View. In the following section I will evaluate how 
implausible this commitment is and whether it makes the 
Additional reasons view vulnerable to the objection that it 
would not fulfil Boonin’s modesty requirement. According to 
the modesty requirement, the solution to the NIP should not 
yield conclusions that are even more implausible than the 
conclusion of the NIP.   
 
6. Harm-based solutions and the No-difference view 
The No-Difference View holds that an action being identity-
affecting should not affect the strength of the reasons we have 
against the act. In other words, the reasons to object to an ac-
tion that makes a person badly off but not worse off in an 
overall comparative sense should be as strong as the reasons 
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to object to an action that makes a person badly off in the 
same way but also worse off overall.18 

Thus, according to the No-difference view, there should be 
equally strong objections against Carla’s and Paula’s decision 
in Two women. They both harm their child and the fact that 
Carl is made worse off, while Paul is not, should not make a 
difference. However, the Additional Reasons view would make 
a difference. According to the Additional Reasons understand-
ing, we would have both comparative and non-comparative 
based reasons against Carla’s decision while only non-
comparative based reasons against Paula’s decision. 

In this section I consider how serious objection this incom-
patibility with the No-Difference View is for the Additional 
reasons view. Consider first the following case, which is a 
slightly modified version of Two women: 

Two Women 2. Carla has a normal one-year old boy, Carl. She 
learns that, unless she provides Carl with some treatment, there 
is a risk that Carl may develop a certain severe and irreversible 
disability. She decides not to take this treatment. As a result, 
Carl is handicapped with the disability.  

While Paula is trying to become pregnant, she learns that, if she 
conceives a child now, there is a risk that they may develop the 
same severe disability. If she waits two months before conceiv-
ing the child, there would be no such risk. She decides not to 
wait. As a result, her child, Paul, is born with the disability.19 

Again, as in the original example of Two Women, Carla is 
harming her child both in a comparative as well as in a non-
comparative way. However, asking people to compare her 
decision to that of Paula now might easily obtain answers 
that are not in line with the No-Difference View. Carla’s deci-
sion, which is harmful to her healthy child, seems much 
worse than Paula’s. This asymmetry that many people would 
                                                 
18 There is also another stronger reading of the No-difference view, which 
requires that we should have the same reasons for objecting to both actions 
(Parfit 1986; Woodward 1987). The non-comparative notions of harming 
(HARMING III) would be compatible with this reading, while disjunctive 
notions that allow that we may have (different) reasons based on compar-
ative or non-comparative notions would be incompatible. 
19 The modification follows Woodward (1987, 812).  
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now allow between their judgements about the decisions of 
these two mothers suggests that our intuitive reactions in 
these cases are more ambiguous and controversial than those 
who hold them as providing indubitable support for the No-
Difference View would like to think them to be.  

Justin Weinberg (2013) offers further reasons in support for 
the asymmetry in our judgements between same individual 
and non-identity cases. When introducing the No-difference 
view in Reasons and Persons, Parfit presents the example of 
The Medical Programmes, which has the same structure as Two 
Women, only at the collective level. The first programme will 
offer a million pregnant mothers, “Carlas”, a treatment that 
will prevent their children from developing a severe disabil-
ity once they are born. The second programme will prevent 
the same number of children from being born with that same 
disability by warning a million mothers, “Paulas”, to post-
pone conception for at least two months. Parfit then asks, 
which programme we should cancel if we have money only 
for one programme. 

When facing The Medical Programmes so described, we 
might well be tempted to judge the outcomes of both pro-
grammes as “morally equivalent”, as Parfit wishes (Parfit 
1984, 369). Still, this judgement can easily be a result of repre-
senting the situation as a choice between two outcomes rather 
than acts or choices that have an identifiable agent and a vic-
tim. Given this description of the examples, it invites us to 
make the judgement on the level of the alternative outcomes, 
which include large numbers of people. However, as 
Weinberg points out, it is an oft-mentioned fact about our 
moral psychology that we tend to pay less attention to “bad 
effects brought to our attention when such effects happen to 
very large numbers of people and pay more attention when 
such effects happen to small numbers of people we can iden-
tify” (Weinberg 2013, 29). If this is true, then our intuitions 
related to such a choice would be more reliable in the Two 
Women or Two women 2 cases that are structurally similar to 
The Medical Programmes but represent the choice in a way that 
attracts our moral attention and consideration more strongly. 

Therefore, evaluating the outcomes of The Medical Pro-
grammes as morally equivalent need not imply that we would 
also judge that both of the acts we are comparing are equally 
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objectionable, or that those who make the choices in these 
cases should have equally strong reasons for their choice. In 
other words, even if our intuitions, when faced with exam-
ples like The Medical Programmes, were in line with Parfit’s 
No-Difference View, this would not automatically mean that 
we would also judge that Carla and Paula have equally 
strong reasons against their choices. Our intuitions might 
only reflect how we evaluate the situation when comparing 
the moral value of the outcomes including large numbers of 
people. 

If these observations are correct, they would weaken the 
claim that being against the No-Difference View makes harm-
based accounts seriously implausible.20 We should also note 
that allowing a difference in the strength against same indi-
vidual and non-identity harming would not lead to dramatic 
changes in our practical judgements about what we ought to 
do in many non-identity cases. In the Additional Reasons view, 
it is plausible to hold that non-comparative HARM IV always 
provides us with strong reason against the act that causes the 
defined bad state of affairs for the victims (and is not an im-
provement in the state they would have been in had the act 
not occurred). While the fact that an act would also make 
someone worse off as required by the comparative sense 
would add to the reasons against the harmful act, the addi-
tion in the overall strength of the reasons might be much less 
than what the non-comparative reason already provides.  

Thus, for instance, in addressing the problem of anthropo-
genic climate change, the reasons based on any plausible 
harm-based account would require very much stronger ac-
tions from us than we are performing at the moment (see e.g., 
Kyllönen 2018; Cripps 2013). The fact that the comparative 
notion does not apply does not make these requirements sig-
nificantly weaker, according to the Additional reasons view. 
Therefore, I contend that the incompatibility with the No-
Difference View does not make the Additional reasons view 

                                                 
20 Gardner (2017) offers further examples against the No-Difference View 
and argues that sometimes it actually “may be a good thing for an account 
of harming to allow for the possibility that the reason against non-
comparative harming is weaker than the reason against comparative 
harming.” (80; emphasis in the original) 
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vulnerable to the objection that it would not fulfil Boonin’s 
modesty requirement. That our reasons against harming in 
non-identity cases are to some degree weaker is, after all, a 
much less implausible result than accepting the NIP, which 
denies that we have any harm-reasons against polluting the 
climate that are related to the future people who will suffer 
the most severe consequences of the pollution.  
 
7. Concluding remarks 
In this paper I have investigated the arguments in favour of a 
harm-based solution to the Non-Identity Problem. I have fo-
cused my attention on a particular disjunctive understanding 
of harming, the so-called Additional reasons view, that allows 
us to appeal to both comparative and non-comparative no-
tions of harming. I have argued that it offers a plausible ex-
planation of the intuitions we have in several cases of 
harming and thus it has independent plausibility even out-
side the NIP. Since the Additional reasons view aims only to 
add non-comparative harm-based reasons to the comparative 
ones, I have also suggested that the view finds it easier to sat-
isfy Boonin’s robustness requirement than harm-based ac-
counts that aim at full rejection of the comparative account. 
Finally, I have argued that the fact that the Additional reasons 
view is incompatible with Parfit’s No-Difference View does 
not cause the view to have seriously implausible conclusions. 
On the contrary: a seriously bad state that is not an improve-
ment for the victim always provides a strong reason against 
the act that causes the bad state and the fact that it would also 
make the victim worse off in a comparative sense only adds 
to this strong reason.  
 

University of Helsinki  
 
References 
Boonin, D. (2014), The Non-Identity Problem and the Ethics of Future People, 

Oxford, Oxford University Press. 
Cripps, E. (2013), Climate Change and the Moral Agent. Individual Duties in 

an Interdependent World, Oxford, Oxford University Press. 



180   Simo Kyllönen 
 
Hanser, M. (1990), “Harming future people”, Philosophy & Public Affairs 

19, pp. 47–70. 
Harman, E. (2004), “Can we harm and benefit in creating”, Philosophical 

Perspectives 18, pp. 89–113. 
Harman, E. (2009), “Harming as causing harm”, in Roberts, M. and 

Wasserman, D. (eds.), Harming Future Persons: Ethics, Genetics and the 
Nonidentity Problem, Springer. 

Heyd, D. (1992), Genethics. Moral Issues in the Creation of People, Berkeley, 
University of California Press. 

Gardner, M. (2015), “A Harm-Based Solution to the Non-Identity Prob-
lem”, Ergo 2, pp. 427–44. 

Gardner, M. (2017), “On the Strength of the Reason Against Harming”, 
Journal of Moral Philosophy 14, pp. 73–87. 

Gardner, M. (2019), “David Boonin on the Non-Identity Argument: Reject-
ing the Second Premise”, LEAP 7, pp. 29–47. 

Kyllönen, S. (2018), “Climate change, no-harm principle, and moral re-
sponsibility of individual emitters”, Journal of Applied Philosophy 35(4), 
pp. 737–758. doi: 10.1111/japp.12253 

Meyer, L. (2003), “Past and Future. The Case for Threshold Notion of 
Harm” in Meyer, L., Paulson, S.L. and Pogge, T. (eds.) Rights, Culture 
and the Law. Themes from the Legal and Political Philosophy of Joseph Raz, 
Oxford, Oxford University Press. 

Meyer, L. (2008), “Intergenerational Justice” in Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy, available at <http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/justice-
intergenerational/> 

Meyer, L., Roser, D. (2009), “Enough for the Future” in Gosseries, A., 
Meyer, L. (eds.), Intergenerational Justice, Oxford, Oxford University 
Press.  

Parfit, D. (1983), “Energy Policy and the Further Future: The Identity 
Problem” in MacLean D. and Brown P. (eds.) Energy and the Future, To-
towa, N.J., Rowman & Allanheld. 

Parfit, D. (1984), Reasons and Persons, Oxford, Clarendon Press. 
Parfit, D. (1986), “Comments”, Ethics Vol. 96, No. 4, pp. 832-872. 
Parfit, D. (2017), “Future People, the Non-Identity Problem, and Person-

Affecting Principles”, Philosophy & Public Affairs 45(2), pp. 118–157. 
Rivera-Lopez, E. (2009), “Individual procreative responsibility and the 

non-identity problem”, Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 90, pp. 336–363. 
Scanlon, T.M. (2007), “Wrongness and Reasons: A Re-Examination”, Ox-

ford Studies in Metaethics Vol. 2, pp. 5–20.  
Shiffrin, S. (1999), “Wrongful life, procreative responsibility, and the sig-

nificance of harm”, Legal Theory 5(2), pp 117 – 148.  



The Non-Identity Problem and Its Harm-Based Solutions  181 
 

Schwartz, T., (1978), “Obligations to Posterity”, in Sikora, R. and Barry, B. 
(eds.) Obligations to Future Generations, Philadelphia, Temple Univer-
sity Press. 

Weinberg, J. (2013), “Non-Identity Matters, Sometimes”, Utilitas 26(1), pp. 
1–11. 

Woodward, J. (1986), “The Non-Identity Problem”, Ethics Vol. 96, No. 4, 
pp. 804-831. 

Woodward, J. (1987), “Reply to Parfit” Ethics, Vol. 97, No. 4, pp. 800-816. 
Woollard, F. (2012), “Have We Solved the Non-Identity Problem”, Ethical 

Theory and Moral Practice 15, pp. 677–690. 
 
 
 





 
 

No Safe Haven for Truth Pluralists 
 

TEEMU TAURIANEN 
 

 
 
1. Introduction 
Truth pluralism has become a much-discussed position in 
contemporary truth-theoretic debates (Pedersen & Wright 
2013; Wyatt 2013; Wyatt & Lynch 2016; Wyatt, Pedersen & 
Kellen 2018; Edwards 2018a, 2018b).1 The general thesis of 
truth pluralism is that there are many ways for truthbearers 
to be true.2 According to the standard explanation, sentences 
get to be true in different ways based on their domain mem-
bership. For example, sentences addressing ethical matters, or 
composed of ethical concepts, belong to the domain of ethics, 
which is governed by an adequate truth-grounding property 
such as coherence. Other sentences are about extensional states 
of affairs, thus belonging to the domain of physics, which is 
governed by an appropriate truth-grounding property such 
as correspondence. By accommodating both, coherence and 
correspondence criteria, truth pluralists aim to offer a defini-
tion of truth that scales over the full range of natural truth-apt 
discourses, thus offering a viable alternative to traditional 
monist and deflationary theories (Pedersen, Wyatt & Kellen 
2018, 4).3 

                                                 
1 The term “truth pluralism” was introduced by Crispin Wright (1992) in 
Truth and Objectivity. One of its original goals was to arrive at a definition 
of truth that would allow both realist and anti-realist intuitions to be satis-
fied. 
2 For practical reasons, I commit to treating sentence tokens as 
truthbearers. 
3 Note that one can be a pluralist in the context of a single truth property 
such as correspondence (Sher 2005). Further, one can form a definition 
that commits to multiple deflated truth properties (Beall 2013). Finally, 
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Discourse domains have a crucial explanatory role in cur-
rent pluralist frameworks.4 As noted, pluralists of all persua-
sions tie truth-grounding properties, such as coherence and 
correspondence, to domains rather than to individual sen-
tences. Consequently, the truth of different types of sentences 
is accounted for by their domain membership. In an optimal 
scenario, each truth-apt sentence belongs to a single unam-
biguously individuated domain governed by exactly one 
truth-grounding property. From this follows that, by know-
ing the domain membership of a sentence, one is able to ac-
count for its truth by inferring the property that grounds 
truth for the relevant domain. Without domains, explaining 
why a particular sentence is true in one way rather than an-
other becomes difficult if not impossible (Wyatt 2013, 231-
232). Even worse, without domains, some sentences end up 
being both true and false in pluralist frameworks, thus con-
flicting with the standard law of non-contradiction (Edwards 
2018b, 85–86). As a result of such issues, domains are held as 
a safe haven that supposedly guard pluralists of all sorts from 
various issues with definitional ambiguity and indetermina-
cy. 

In this paper, I argue that, like domain-free models, cur-
rent domain-reliant pluralist frameworks generate similar 
issues with ambiguity and indeterminacy. This follows from 
the current pluralist neglect of addressing the issues that in-
herent natural language ambiguity generates in their frame-
works. As I demonstrate later, because some truth-relevant 
components of sentences allow for different yet equally valid 
readings, these components end up assigning sentences to 
multiple domains with different truth-grounding properties, 
with the consequence of having one of these properties and 
lacking another. As a result, domain-reliant pluralist frame-
                                                                                                               
one can form a hybrid definition that allows for both inflated and deflated 
truth properties. In general, pluralists can utilize different monist theories, 
various inflated and deflated truth properties, and the logico-expressive 
definitions of the truth predicate, which are crucial components of defla-
tionary theories. 
4 As Wyatt (2013, 228) notes, discourse is a more permissive category than 
a discussion. One can have a discussion about both equality of income 
and preservation of natural resources and still be under the same domain 
of ethical discourse. 
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works end up conflicting with both the standard laws of non-
contradiction and identity. Against this backdrop, I argue 
that pluralists should re-consider their current aim of offering 
a complete, unambiguous, and determinate definition of 
truth for natural discourse. Finally, based on the findings, I 
explore some solutions to the issues noted and discuss the 
prospects of pluralist theories. 
 
2. Truth Pluralism 
Various forms of the general truth pluralist thesis have been 
endorsed in the literature (Edwards 2018a, 129; Kim & Peder-
sen 2018, 124). In general, these forms divide into strong (SP) 
and moderate (MP) categories: 

SP: there are many ways of being true, none of which is had by 
all true sentences 

MP: there are many ways of being true, some of which are had 
by all true sentences 

The central difference between strong and moderate forms is 
that the former commit to radical disunity regarding truth, 
while the latter include both unifying and disunifying fea-
tures. According to strong pluralism, truth is many but not 
one. There are independent ways of being true (T1, …, Tn), 
with no connection in between. According to moderate plu-
ralism, truth is both one and many. Different sentences get to 
be true in different ways, but they are all true in some unify-
ing sense. According to the truth pluralist literature, strong 
forms are not widely supported (Kim & Pedersen 2018, 108; 
Pedersen & Lynch 2018, 561) because moderate forms have 
ready answers to some of the objections faced by the strong 
forms. For example, strong pluralism has difficulty account-
ing for the normativity of truth, defining validity, and explain-
ing generalizations via the truth predicate. Think about the 
normative aspect of truth as that which is prima facie correct to 
believe.5 This is a unifying feature of all truths. Further, valid-
ity or logical consequence is standardly defined as the 
                                                 
5 A further note concerns the value of truth. If strong pluralists hold that 
truth is valuable, they ought to explain whether different ways of being 
true entail variance in the value of truth. 
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preservation of truth over inference. The problem is that in-
ference can be mixed, meaning that the premises can be true 
in different ways, assuming the basic pluralist premise that 
there are many ways of being true. The question, therefore, is 
what type of truth (T1, …, Tn) is preserved over mixed infer-
ence? Lastly, concerning generalizations via the truth predi-
cate, statements such as “everything that the Pope said is (or 
was) true” present themselves as ambiguous in strongly plu-
ralist frameworks. In which of the possible ways (T1, …, Tn) 
is everything that the Pope said true? Because of such issues, 
I restrict the discussion in this paper to moderately pluralist 
theories, though much of what will be said here also concerns 
strongly pluralist frameworks, especially insofar as they 
commit to using discourse domains as an explanatory re-
source. 

As noted, the general thesis of moderate pluralism is that 
truth is both one and many. According to the standard expla-
nation, truth displays unity on global, general, or language 
levels and disunity on local, domain, or sentence levels. Ac-
cording to the standard explanation, there is a general or elite 
way of being true. This is achieved through the possession of 
a general truth property F, which is denoted by the predicate 
“is true.”6 However, abiding by the general pluralist thesis of 
truth variability, discursively distinct types of sentences as-
sume this property in different ways by possessing the rele-
vant truth-grounding property of their domain. In other 
words, all true sentences are true in a general or unifying 
way, but the grounds of truth are many; depending on the 
domain, sentences possess the general truth property in dif-
ferent ways. This explanatory framework rests on two central 
commitments: a platitude-based strategy for defining the gen-
eral truth property F and domain reliance, which accounts for 
the variability of the grounds of truth. 

Starting with the first commitment, the general truth prop-
erty F is commonly defined through a platitude-based strate-
gy. According to this strategy, the general truth property 
inherits its nature from the concept of truth, which can be 
accessed through certain platitudes, intuitions, or folk beliefs 

                                                 
6 Abiding by the law of symmetry, falsity is defined as the lack of said 
property. 



No Safe Haven for Truth Pluralists   187 
 

about a notion. For example, Lynch (2009, 8–13, 2013, 24) 
commits to the following widely cited platitudes, translated 
in a way that makes reference to sentences: 

Objectivity: a sentence is true iff things are as the sentence says. 

Norm of Belief: it is prima facie correct to believe a sentence iff the 
sentence is true. 

End of Inquiry: other things being equal, true sentences are a 
worthy goal of inquiry. 

A chosen set of platitudes are then used as a collective defini-
tion for the general truth property.7 For example, Edwards 
notes that “[t]ruth is given as the property that is exhaustive-
ly described by the truth platitudes” (2018a, 126, 153). Simply 
put, moderate pluralists hold that the general truth property 
F is best characterized through specific platitudes about the 
concept of truth. How exactly one accounts for the metaphys-
ical connection among the concept of truth, the platitudes 
about truth, the general truth property, and the truth-
grounding properties will be largely overlooked in this arti-
cle.8 I will simply assume that some satisfactory explanation 

                                                 
7 Note that the chosen set of platitudes need not be treated as an exhaus-
tive definition of the concept of truth. 
8 When claiming that different types of sentences get to be true in different 
ways because they belong to distinct domains, the “because” relation be-
tween the concept of truth and the truth-grounding properties can be 
accounted for in many ways, some candidates being grounding, manifesta-
tion, instantiation, entailment, determination, and conceptual necessity (see 
Edwards 2018a, 122–141). For practical reasons, I commit to using ground-
ing as the appropriate relation between the general truth-property F and 
truth-rendering properties. If one wants to remain neutral regarding a 
specific relation, then the term “truth-rendering” property is available. 
Thus, in my view, the truth of sentences belonging to different domains is 
grounded in a plurality of truth-grounding properties. However, most of 
what will be said here is independent of this question. Further, as the 
general truth property is a second-order property, the possession of which 
is determined by the ability of a sentence to possess the first-order truth-
grounding property that is relevant to the domain it belongs to, truth-
grounding properties can be called quasi-truth properties. As Pedersen 
notes, truth-grounding properties are “that in virtue of which proposi-
tions are true within specific domains, and so, locally behave very much 
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to this is available. The point of focus for the remainder of 
this paper is the second key commitment of pluralist frame-
works to domain reliance, which plays a crucial explanatory 
role in accounting for the variability that truth displays across 
different regions of discourse. 
 
3. Discourse Domains 
According to domain reliance, truth-grounding properties 
such as coherence and correspondence vary by regions of 
discourse or discourse domains: 

Despite their different views on how to best articulate truth plu-
ralism, strong and moderate pluralists share significant com-
mitments. One such commitment is the commitment to domains. 
Domains are a crucial component of the theoretical framework 
of pluralism, as reflected by the fact that the core pluralist thesis 
is that the nature of truth varies across domains. (Pedersen, Wyatt 
& Kellen 2018, 6–8).  

Further, Edwards (2018b, 85–86) makes an even stronger 
claim, arguing that domains ought to be treated as an insepa-
rable feature of pluralist frameworks: “As a result, I think 
that [all] pluralists should take the notion of a domain seri-
ously as a central aspect of the view” (see also Edwards 2011, 
28, 41). Thus, there is no doubt that domains play a crucial 
explanatory role in current pluralist frameworks. 

In general, discourse domains are taken as classes of sen-
tences that are individuated by some semantic or ontological 
factor. As Kim and Pedersen (2018, 112) note, sentences be-
long to different domains because “they concern different 
subject matters or are about different kinds of states of af-
fairs.” According to a semantics-based strategy, sentences 
count as members of domains based on their subject matter or 
aboutness. For example, sentences that address ethical matters, 
or are composed of ethical concepts, belong to the domain of 
ethics and those addressing religious matters to the domain 
of religion. Ontology-based strategies distinguish between 
different types of entities referred to by the truth-relevant 

                                                                                                               
like truth. They are quasi-truth properties because they only exhibit this 
behavior locally and, so, are distinct from truth” (2020, 356). 
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components of sentences (Edwards 2018a, 77–81, 2018b, 89-
92). For example, sentences instantiating terms that designate 
extensional objects, or predicates that attribute representa-
tional properties, belong to a domain of realist speech, and 
those designating abstract objects or attributing non-
representational properties belong to an anti-realist domain. 
In both cases, the goal is to individuate domains in a way that 
leads to them being unambiguous classes of sentences. Based 
on the desire to achieve this result, pluralists aim to account 
for the truth of different types of sentences based on their 
domain membership. As Edwards (2011, 31) writes: “Accord-
ing to the alethic pluralist, there will be a robust property in 
virtue of which the propositions expressed by sentences in a 
particular domain of discourse will be true, but this property 
will change depending on the domain we are considering.” 
Similarly, Lynch (2009, 77) notes that: “Propositions about 
different subjects can be made true by distinct properties each 
of which plays the truth-role [for the relevant domain].”9 Fi-
nally, based on this somewhat heavy metaphysical frame-
work consisting of both the platitude-based strategy of 
defining the general truth property and the domain reliance 
that accounts for truth-variability, domain-reliant moderate 
pluralists argue that they can offer an unambiguous and de-
terminate definition of truth, including for the grounds of 
truth, which scales from the concept of truth to the full range 
of truth-apt discourse in the context of natural languages. 

However, according to the literature, domain reliance in-
troduces its own array of definitional issues: “[t]he notion of a 
domain has been both a key and controversial aspect of plu-
ralist theories” (Edwards 2018b, 103; Wyatt 2013). Some of 
these issues deal with the metaphysically challenging task of 
individuating domains. For others, ambiguity is generated by 
discourse bearing mixed content from various domains. 
Based on these challenges, some have expressed skeptical 
remarks about the very possibility of achieving a satisfactory 

                                                 
9 It is worth emphasizing that domains rather than individual sentences 
play the adequate truth-bearing role in domain-reliant pluralist frame-
works. What is relevant for sentence-level truth-grounding is their do-
main membership. 
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pluralist account (David 2013, 49).10 In what follows, I explore 
certain issues with current domain-reliant pluralist models 
caused by inherent natural language ambiguity. 

 
4. Issues with Defining Domains 
Surprisingly, not much work has been done in exploring the 
nature of discourse domains in the standard pluralist frame-
works: “Despite the central role that domains play within the 
standard pluralist framework not much systematic work has 
been done on their nature” (Kim & Pedersen 2018, 111). Di-
rect studies can be found from Edwards (2018a, 77–82; 2018b, 
86–100) and Wyatt (2013, 225–236). In general, the now prom-
inent domain-reliant pluralists bear the burden of defining 
discourse domains in addition to offering a definition of truth 
that utilizes the notion. However, as noted in the literature, 
defining domains is a cumbersome and complex task (Lynch 
2018, 66–67; see Blackburn 2013, 265; Quine 1960, 131). More 
specifically, domain-reliant pluralists are pressured to offer 
an answer to at least the following questions, some more 
truth-theoretically relevant than others: What are the neces-
sary and sufficient characteristics of each domain, and how 
are they distinguished from one another unambiguously? 
How is the domain membership of sentences accounted for? 
How is the domain membership of sentences bearing con-
tent—potentially counting as members of multiple do-
mains—accounted for? How are truth-grounding properties 
tied to the relevant domains?11 Can a single domain have 
more than one truth-grounding property?12 How can truth-

                                                 
10 Despite this, and perhaps surprisingly, the literature exploring alterna-
tive approaches such as domain-free models is sparse. 
11 Why is P1 and not P2 the truth-grounding property of D1? Further, it 
can be argued that the truth of some sentences, such as “water is H20,” is 
based on multiple properties because it includes terms that refer to both 
mind-dependent and -independent entities. Thus, whether or not it is 
indeed true is dependent on both correspondence with actual states of 
affairs and coherence with the system of true beliefs that gives meaning to 
its terms. 
12 Wyatt (2013, 234) argues for an alternative approach where sentences 
belong to multiple domains: “truth pluralists should not presuppose that 
every atomic proposition belongs to one and only one domain.” Lynch 
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apt sentences be separated from non-truth-apt sentences in 
the context of domains?13 Can some sentences, such as neces-
sary truths, be members of multiple domains, or does each 
domain include its own subset of necessary truths?14 While 
the resolution of some of these issues is underway, no simple 
answers are forthcoming.15 

Perhaps the most researched issue concerning domains is a 
set of problems labeled mixed discourse (Bar-On & Simmons 
2018, 38). The general idea of mixed discourse is simple. Take 
two sentences, “snow is white” and “snow is beautiful,” from 
the distinct domains of speech regarding extensional and aes-
thetical properties, individuated by the extensional predicate 
“is white” and the aesthetical predicate “is beautiful.” As-
suming that both sentences are true and that the truth of 
speech about extensional entities is grounded in correspond-
ence, and that of aesthetics in coherence, one can form simple 
mixes of sentences, compounds, and inferences where both 
extensional and aesthetical speech are present. The predicate-
emphasizing approach to domain membership allegedly 
solves the problem of mixed atomics, but the issues with 
mixed compounds and inferences remain persistent.16 For 
example, it is not clear whether the truth-grounding property 
                                                                                                               
(2013, 33-34) presents a similar case where “there is no need for the plural-
ist to sort propositions into strict domains.” Does this generate ambiguity? 
According to Wyatt (2013), no, for we can still hold that sentences that 
belong to multiple domains have only one truth-grounding property. One 
can find a reply to Wyatt’s argument in Edwards (2018b, 95), who disa-
grees with both Wyatt’s and Lynch’s approaches. 
13 For example, take two sentences from the domain of ethics: “killing 
innocent people is wrong” and “eating meat is wrong.” While the former 
is obviously true, things are not so simple for the latter, since, for exam-
ple, we now have artificial meat. 
14 Pluralists have largely overlooked the question of how one can account 
for the domain membership of necessary truths. This subject ought to be 
explored independently. 
15 Solutions to some of these issues are actively sought in the literature 
(see Wyatt 2013, 230; Edwards 2018a, 77, 2018b, 85; Lynch 2018, 66). 
16 Lynch (2009, 80) notes that the idea of mixed atomics is self-refuting: 
“belonging to a particular domain is a feature an atomic proposition at 
least, has in virtue of being the sort of proposition it is. Propositions are 
the kind of propositions they are essentially; therefore, belonging to a 
particular domain is an essential fact about an atomic proposition.” 
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of “snow is white and snow is beautiful” is either corre-
spondence coherence or both.17  

Mixed discourse provides a suitable case study for illus-
trating the threat that natural language ambiguity poses for 
domain-reliant pluralist frameworks. As pluralists seek to 
offer a definition of truth for natural discourse, and this dis-
course manifests content mixing in various ways, solutions 
for clarifying matters will be required if one relies on the no-
tions of domains and domain membership to help achieve an 
unambiguous and determinate definition of truth. While do-
main-reliant pluralists have proposed various solutions to the 
problems involved with content mixing in the context of 
truth-apt sentences, they have generally neglected a separate 
yet related issue that follows from the inherently ambiguous 
nature of certain truth-relevant terms, namely natural lan-
guage predicates. More specifically, because some of these 
predicates encompass inherent ambiguity, as is the case, for 
example, of homonyms, this ambiguity risks carrying over to 
the pluralist frameworks. To emphasize, insofar as pluralists 
seek to offer an unambiguous and determinate definition of 
truth for natural discourse, the inherent ambiguity of some 
natural language terms should be adequately addressed. 
Thus far, pluralists have failed to satisfy this requirement, for 
they have largely circumvented this issue. 

In what follows, I use Edwards’ (2018a, 78–79) predicate-
emphasizing approach to domain membership as a case 
study to illustrate a strategy that goes beyond the issue of 
mixed atomics.18 Thereafter, I show how this approach leads 
to the above-noted problems with ambiguity and indetermi-
nacy, ultimately conflicting with the standard laws of non-
contradiction and identity. According to Edwards, one solu-
tion to the problem of mixed atomics is to account for the 
domain membership of sentences by predicate kinds. When 
                                                 
17 One proposed solution to this issue can be found in Edwards (2018b, 
100). 
18 A more general problem emerging from the discussion of this paper, 
and from the discussions had by various pluralists, is that if one aims for a 
theory of truth, and not only a theory of truth for atomic sentences, then the 
different ways in which all types of truth-apt sentences can be assigned to 
domains should be accounted for. Thus far, the literature focuses heavily 
on atomic sentences specifically. 



No Safe Haven for Truth Pluralists   193 
 

dealing with atomic sentences of the form “a is F” (snow is 
white), where “a” (snow) is a singular term that designates a 
range of objects, and “is F” (is white) is a predicate that at-
tributes a property onto the objects that the sentences are 
about, it is always the predicate that determines the domain 
of sentences: 

I will suggest that it is the predicate that determines the domain 
[of atomic sentences]. We can distinguish between two things: 
what a sentence is about, and what is said about the thing the 
sentence is about. A sentence is about its object […] But what 
makes these things sentences is that there is more: there is some-
thing that is said about the things that the sentences are about. 
[…] It is this aspect—the attribution of a property to an object—
that makes these kinds of sentences sentences in that they are 
bearers of content. So, it is not what a sentence is about that we 
should be considering [when assigning them into domains,] it is 
rather what is said about the thing the sentence is about.       
(Edwards 2018a, 78–79; see 2018b, 97)19 

Thus, according to Edwards, while atomic sentences are al-
ways about their objects, the question of truth emerges only 
after something is said about these objects or a property is 
attributed to them. In this sense, it is the attribution of a 
property to an object that renders these sentences truth-apt, 
and because of this, the predicate ought to be treated as the 
domain-determining factor. From this, one can argue for the 
ideal situation where each predicate kind is tied to a specific 
domain of sentences. Thus, by instantiating a predicate kind, 
truth-apt sentences belong to distinct domains to which the 
adequate truth-grounding properties are tied. In general, the 
method of choosing either the singular term or the predicate 
kind as the domain-determining factor of sentences offers an 
answer to the following questions: 

i. How are sentences and domains individuated? 

ii. What are the necessary and sufficient criteria for accepting 
and rejecting sentences into domains? 

                                                 
19 Edwards (2018a, 79) continues, claiming that “the singular term is not 
relevant to domain individuation.” 
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However, choosing either the singular term or predicate kind 
as the domain-determining factor leaves the following ques-
tion unanswered: 

I. How can the domain membership of sentences that instan-
tiate ambiguous singular terms or predicates be accounted 
for? 

In what follows, I argue that, because of the inherently am-
biguous nature of some natural language predicates, the do-
main membership of some sentences ends up being 
ambiguous and indeterminate in the standard domain-reliant 
pluralist frameworks.20 The core of my argument is that, be-
cause of the inherently ambiguous nature of some predicates, 
some sentences end up counting as members of multiple do-
mains with different truth-grounding properties, thus gener-
ating confusion regarding the grounds of their truth. More 
specifically, if there is no clarity on whether a sentence S1 be-
longs to the domain of D1 or D2 or both, with distinct truth-
grounding properties P1 (D1) and P2 (D2), then there can be 
no determinate answer as to the property in which the truth 
of S1 is grounded. As I later demonstrate, subsequent prob-
lems emerge. 
 
5. Issues with Ambiguity and Indeterminacy in 
Domain-reliant Frameworks 
Domain-reliant truth pluralist frameworks rely on strategies 
of domain-individuation and account for the domain mem-
bership of sentences. As demonstrated earlier, a prominent 
strategy relies on predicate kinds. Each predicate kind assigns 
sentences to a specific domain governed by a distinct truth-
grounding property. Here, the term “predicate kind” can be 
understood in two ways. First, predicate kinds can be indi-
viduated on semantic grounds, such as subject matter or 
aboutness. The predicate “is right” denotes a distinctively 
normative property, rendering sentences about things that 
are right or wrong, etc., thus assigning them to a specific do-
                                                 
20 For practical reasons, I restrict the discussion to those approaches that commit 
to the predicate-emphasizing approach to domain membership, but the arguments 
provided should carry over to other approaches, such as those that commit to the 
relevance of singular terms for domain membership. 
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main, a viable candidate being that of ethics. Other predicates 
denote extensional properties, rendering sentences that in-
stantiate them about things that have representational or ob-
jective properties, hence assigning them to an appropriate 
domain, such as physics. Second, predicate kinds can be indi-
viduated on ontological grounds, relying on the ontological 
status of their referents. As the ontological status of the prop-
erty denoted by “is right” is abstract, the non-extensional, 
non-representational, projected, non-natural, abundant, etc., 
sentences instantiating it belong to a domain that covers this 
type of anti-realist speech. Other sentences have predicates 
such as “is liquid” that denote extensional, representational, 
objective, natural, or sparse properties, etc., thus assigning 
them to a domain that covers this type of realist speech. 

As expected, both of these strategies have their strengths 
and weaknesses. The first strategy is intuitive, but it involves 
the cumbersome task of individuating predicate kinds on 
thematic grounds. There is no shortage of natural language 
predicates, and assigning each of them to some of the numer-
ous thematically individuated domains without ambiguity is 
a complicated task, especially bearing in mind that, in the 
optimal scenario, each domain is governed by a single truth-
grounding property. For example, distinguishing between 
moral and religious discourse can be difficult; the same ap-
plies to speech about objective properties and aesthetics. In 
what way does the predicate “is bad” differ from “is sinful,” 
and does the predicate “is a mosaic” assign sentences to the 
domain of aesthetics, even though it attributes a representa-
tional and objective property? The ontology-based strategy 
suffers less from this issue because it requires only two do-
mains: one for the realist discourse and the other for the anti-
realist discourse. For example, predicates that attribute 
sparse, concrete, representational, extensional, natural, or 
causally effective properties assign sentences to a realist do-
main governed by an appropriate truth-grounding property, 
such as correspondence, while those attributing abundant, 
abstract, non-representational, non-extensional, or non-causal 
properties assign them to an anti-realist domain governed by 
another truth-grounding property, such as coherence or 
superwarrant. Regardless of the strategy, the preferred out-
come remains the same. To avoid ambiguity, each sentence 
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must belong to a distinct domain with a single truth-
grounding property. 

One issue with the predicate-emphasizing approach to 
domain individuation and membership that plagues both 
semantic and ontology-based strategies follows from the in-
herently ambiguous nature of some natural language predi-
cates. This ambiguity comes in two kinds. First, some 
predicates are thick, meaning that they play both evaluative 
and descriptive roles. For example, courageousness (“is cou-
rageous”) can be interpreted as a virtuous property with clear 
moral or prescriptive implications. Conversely, courageous-
ness implies a tendency to act in the world, which is a causal-
ly relevant property. Thus, it is not obvious whether 
sentences such as “Charlie is courageous” are subject to a re-
alist (correspondence) or anti-realist (coherence) criterion for 
truth (see Edwards 2018a, 79–80). Second, and more central to 
the discussion at hand, some predicates allow for multiple 
readings. Even a simple predicate such as “is white” is open 
to different readings because it encompasses a degree of am-
biguity. It can be read as denoting the extensional property of 
having a certain color (“snow is white”) or perhaps the social 
property of belonging to a specific social class (“Charlie is 
White”). From this homonym-based ambiguity follows that 
one and the same predicate potentially assigns sentences into 
the distinct domains of physical and social speech or speech 
about extensional and non-extensional properties. Take the 
following atomic sentence as instantiating said predicate: 

Ambiguous: “Donald Trump is white” 

Assuming this to be a truth-apt sentence, there seems to be no 
initial way of telling whether it is about Trump’s physical 
color or the social class to which he belongs. Another way to 
illustrate this ambiguity is to use the notions of literal and 
implicit readings. Let us assume that the literal reading of 
Ambiguous is the physical reading and that the social reading 
is implicit. According to this strategy, Ambiguous claims that 
Trump is physically white, and it is implied that he belongs 
to the appropriate social class of White people. However, the-
se are radically different understandings of one and the same 
sentence, with the only similarity being that they are both 
about Trump. What about a person of native African descent 
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who suffers from albinism, rendering their skin color white? 
Here, a literal claim of them being white cannot imply that 
they belong to the analogous social class. While the literal 
reading would be true, the implied reading would be false. 
Further, in the case of Ambiguous, the readings can just as 
well be the reverse. Nothing in the sentence itself indicates 
what the possible readings are and which of them ought to be 
treated as correct or primary from the perspective of domain 
membership. Of course, the utterer knows what they mean 
by a given sentence, but this is not necessarily evident to an-
yone beyond them, not to mention the independent issues 
that plague approaches that commit to treating utterances as 
truthbearers. 

One problem that the Ambiguous example generates in the 
standard domain-reliant pluralist frameworks is that the 
truth-grounding property for the domain of physical or real-
ist speech is different from that of social or anti-realist speech. 
It is widely held that speech about physical or extensional 
states of affairs is governed by a correspondence criterion. 
“Snow is white” is true iff the object designated by “snow” 
has the property predicated by “is white.” Here, truth de-
pends on the connection that linguistic entities have with the 
relevant objective states of affairs. Speech about social prop-
erties is not governed by the same criterion. For example, cor-
respondence does not exhaust why a person belongs to a 
specific social class. As illustrated in the example of the native 
African with albinism, one’s skin color does not determine 
their membership to a particular social class. Rather, it is a 
matter of coherence with other true beliefs regarding one’s 
identity, culture, heritage, and opinions that contributes to 
their inclusion in or exclusion from these types of classes. 
This indicates that speech about social properties is governed 
by something other than a correspondence criterion, the via-
ble alternative being coherence. 

However, from this two-way ambiguity of physical and 
social readings follows a more serious problem for domain-
reliant pluralists. If Ambiguous belongs to the domain of phys-
ical or realist speech that is governed by the truth-grounding 
property of correspondence, then it fails to be true. This is 
because Trump is physically orange; therefore, the sentence 
fails to correspond. Nevertheless, if this sentence belongs to 
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the domain of speech about social properties that is governed 
by an anti-realist criterion of coherence, then it turns out to be 
true, for Trump, indeed, belongs to the appropriate social 
class. Is this ambiguity harmless? There are a couple of rea-
sons for thinking that the answer is negative. Take the stand-
ard law of non-contradiction that many see as a necessary 
condition for any truth definition: 

Law of non-contradiction: No sentence is both true and false. 

The Ambiguous sentence turned out to be both true and false 
in the standard domain-reliant pluralist frameworks. The rea-
son is that the predicate “is white” allows for multiple read-
ings, assigning the same sentence to distinct domains of 
speech about physical and social properties, whereas by pos-
sessing one of the relevant truth-grounding properties and 
failing to have the other, simultaneous truth and falsity 
emerge. Note that correspondence and coherence are both 
distinct truth-grounding properties, and they ground truth 
separately for the relevant domains. Because lacking the rele-
vant truth-grounding property for the domain that a sentence 
belongs to constitutes falsity, Ambiguous emerges as both true 
and false. It is worth emphasizing that the truth and falsity of 
sentences is dependent on their ability to possess the relevant 
truth-grounding properties because the possession of the 
general truth property F is determined by the ability of the 
sentence to possess the relevant truth-grounding property. 
According to pluralists, the grounds of truth are many, a 
claim that ought to be taken seriously. The unfortunate result 
seems to be that, for some sentences, ambiguity emerges re-
garding the grounds of their truth. Finally, it is important to 
realize that the noted issue with simultaneous truth and falsi-
ty concerns both semantic and ontology-based individuation 
strategies. The ambiguous predicate “is white” (white in col-
or) can attribute an extensional or representational property, 
thus assigning a sentence to a realist domain of speech about 
extensional states of affairs. However, the same predicate “is 
white” (member of social class) can predicate a non-
extensional or non-representational property, assigning a sen-
tence to an anti-realist domain. Assuming that these domains 
are governed by distinct truth-grounding properties, the Am-
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biguous sentence once more emerges as both true and false, 
even according to the ontology-based strategies. 

Interestingly enough, the troubles for domain-reliant plu-
ralists do not end here. It also follows that the fundamental 
law of identity becomes contradicted in the standard domain-
reliant pluralist frameworks when supplemented with am-
biguous predicates. Take the standard law of identity: 

Identity: S is identical to S 

From which we can trivially infer that: 
Identity schema: If “S” (sentence) is true, then “S” (sentence) is 
true. 

or 
Identity schema instance: If “Donald Trump is white” is true, then 
“Donald Trump is white” is true. 

Furthermore, the latter inference emerged as false in the do-
main-reliant scheme, for the left- and right-hand sentences 
allowed for different readings, assigning one and the same 
sentence to distinct domains with different truth-grounding 
properties and, at the same time, having one of these proper-
ties and lacking the other. Thus, in addition to conflicting 
with the standard law of non-contradiction, even the funda-
mental law of identity becomes compromised in the standard 
domain-reliant pluralist frameworks when supplemented 
with the inherently ambiguous natural language predicates. 
In what follows, I discuss these results. 
 
6. Discussion 
What options are there to resolve the above-mentioned is-
sues? The initial option is to simply accept that ambiguous 
predicates assign sentences to multiple domains. However, 
this leads directly to the issue of mixed atomics, compromis-
ing the goal of an unambiguous and determinate definition of 
truth. If some sentences belong to multiple domains with dif-
ferent truth-grounding properties, or there is no clarity as to 
which of the possible domains they ought to be read as be-
longing to, then no determinate answer can be given to the 
question regarding the grounds of their truth. Simply put, if a 
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predicate assigns a sentence to the distinct domains D1 and 
D2 with different truth-grounding properties, then the ques-
tion emerges as to which of these domains ought to be treated 
as primary from the perspective of truth-grounding. No sim-
ple answer is forthcoming. 

Another option is to treat sentences with ambiguous pred-
icates not as single sentences but as compounds. These types 
of ambiguous sentences can be treated as conjunctions or dis-
junctions of sentences rather than individual sentences. The 
sentence “Donald Trump is physically white and Donald 
Trump is socially white” would be false, while the sentence 
“Donald Trump is physically white or Donald Trump is so-
cially white” would be true. Here, a crucial step has been tak-
en regarding the disambiguation of the original Ambiguous 
sentence. There is no guarantee that, in the case of natural 
discourse, this step is taken, and if this is assumed, then there 
are good grounds to argue that we are no longer operating in 
the domain of natural discourse. Rather, we are speaking 
about some regimented or disambiguated subsection of natu-
ral discourse, and thus, the goal of offering a complete defini-
tion of truth for natural discourse is not met. In any case, it 
seems that solving the issue of ambiguous predicates with the 
help of conjunction- or disjunction-based strategies rests on 
the assumption that the ambiguous predicates can be, or are, 
disambiguated. 

Indeed, if the pluralists were to adopt a regimentation or 
disambiguation strategy, then they would have to re-frame 
their program as offering a definition of truth for a regiment-
ed subsection of natural language. However, this conflicts 
with one of the major commitments of current pluralist 
frameworks. Recall the platitude-based strategy for defining 
the general truth property F that all true sentences have and 
all false sentences lack, which is denoted by the predicate “is 
true.” According to this strategy, the general truth property 
inherits its nature from our common-sense beliefs and intuitions 
about the concept of truth. Thus, the platitudes are aimed at 
capturing our pre-theoretical and “naturally” emerging con-
cept of truth. According to pluralists, our pre-theoretical con-
ception of truth is accessible through certain platitudes about 
the notion that we use as a collective definition for the gen-
eral truth property. In this sense, pluralists are not talking 
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about a regimented conception of truth or a restricted under-
standing of what it means to be a true sentence. If one wants 
a definition of truth for natural discourse, then it ought to be 
consistent with the natural or pre-theoretical ways in which 
truth appears in our cognitive lives. Thus, regimenting the 
scope of truth-apt sentences generates conflict with one of the 
major commitments of the pluralist program in seeking a def-
inition of truth that is consistent with its pre-theoretical na-
ture, that is, given by common-sense platitudes. 

Of course, one could argue that the issues regarding natu-
ral language ambiguity are not only a problem for pluralist or 
domain-reliant pluralist frameworks but for the entire range 
of definitions of truth for natural language discourse. One 
issue with this counter-argument is that, while it is indeed the 
case that natural language ambiguity generates problems for 
various types of truth definitions, many of them seek to re-
solve these issues by regimenting the target language and 
ruling out ambiguous terms. For example, one might adopt a 
position of truth-apt minimalism, according to which the 
units of truth are restricted in a way that suspicious sentenc-
es, such as those with ambiguous predicates, are cast out of 
the question regarding truth or falsity. This type of project 
can be found in Quine (1992, 78–79), according to whom only 
eternal sentence tokens are to be treated as truthbearers. The-
se types of sentences are not permitted to include trouble-
some terms, such as ambiguous predicates. Again, however, 
from the perspective of the pluralist program, the problem 
with accommodating the Quinean approach is that we do not 
commonly see only eternal sentence tokens as truthbearers. 
The sentence “Donald Trump is white” is surely not an eter-
nal sentence, and both of the senses in which it can be inter-
preted are truth-apt in common discourse. Entities can 
possess distinct colors and can belong to distinct social clas-
ses. The problem is that we do not always know the ways in 
which all truth-apt sentences should be interpreted, and this 
ambiguity is very much in line with the richness of meaning 
that is an inherent feature of natural discourse. Semantic 
richness is one of the reasons why natural languages are such 
useful communication systems in the first place, enabling a 
wide range of expressive and descriptive functions. Insofar as 
a definition of truth is directed at natural discourse, as the 
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pluralist program surely seems to be, then the potential issues 
with ambiguity should be a top priority for examination. 
However, pluralists have hitherto said very little about the 
inherent ambiguity of natural discourse and the problems it 
generates for their definitions, even while setting the goal of 
achieving an unambiguous and determinate definition of 
truth for said discourse. 

Finally, I want to make a brief note about an approach to 
defining truth that shows promise in avoiding the already 
noted issues generated by natural language ambiguity, albeit 
still retaining the virtue of enabling the accommodation of 
both realist and anti-realist intuitions. One could aim to con-
struct a Tarski-style truth definition for a regimented subsec-
tion of natural discourse that would obviously be incomplete 
because of the paradoxes and infinite semantic ascent. Be-
yond this, however, as given by the Tarskian paradigm, one 
would end up with a definition that gives general and scaling 
criteria for the truth of all truth-apt sentences. Take the 
Tarskian T-schema where each sentence provides its own 
conditions for being true: 

T-schema: X is true iff p21 

or 
T-schema instance: “Donald Trump is white” is true iff Donald 
Trump is white. 

Indeed, the Tarskian paradigm allows for both coherence and 
correspondence readings. As such, there is no in-principle 
reason for why it could not be used to construct a definition 
that allows for both realist and anti-realist ways of being true. 
In this sense, supplementing it with a distinctively pluralist 
thesis is a worthy path of inquiry. 

Of course, there are central differences between the Tarski-
based approach and current domain-reliant pluralist frame-
works. One important difference is that Tarski’s account does 
not commit to using domains as an explanatory resource for 

                                                 
21 Tarski’s (1944, 344) explication of the T-schema reads: “We shall call any 
such equivalence (with ‘p’ replaced by any sentence of the language to 
which the word ‘true’ refers, and ‘X’ replaced by a name of this sentence) 
an equivalence of the form (T).” 
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defining truth. Because it treats individual sentences as 
truthbearers, no commitment to discourse domains is re-
quired. From this follows that the Tarskian approach does not 
fall victim to the noted ambiguity issues emerging in the do-
main-reliant frameworks. Independent of this, the project of 
defining domains is strictly non-truth-theoretical in the first 
place, and thus, there is no in-principle reason why a defini-
tion of truth should commit to it. Of course, as domains can 
be understood as simple classes of sentences, avoiding them 
altogether seems unnecessary. Indeed, even acknowledging 
different ways of being true would constitute domains. One 
key difference between the domain-reliant pluralist models 
and the Tarski-inspired approach is that one can either accept 
that a definition results in the existence of domains or that a 
definition can utilize the notion of domains in accounting for 
the truth of sentences. As demonstrated throughout this pa-
per, there are reasons for being suspicious about the latter 
path. Because of space limitations, I shall delay further dis-
cussion on the prospects of forming a domain-free pluralist 
definition in the spirit of Tarski’s semantic conception of 
truth. 

Finally, one note from the perspective of an unambiguous 
and determinate pluralist definition of truth arising from the 
comparison of current pluralist models and the Tarskian ap-
proach is that many of the issues with natural language am-
biguity that pluralists face follow from their confidence in 
committing to a strict grounding claim. Pluralists are not only 
satisfied with offering general criteria for the truth of sen-
tences; they seek to offer a scaling, unambiguous, and deter-
minate definition of the grounds of truth on the level of 
natural discourse. The Tarskian approach simply provides 
general criteria for the truth of each sentence. There is no di-
rect answer to the question of in what is the truth of each true 
sentence grounded in. Thus, the Tarskian approach is satis-
fied with a less specific definition, and for good reason. 
Tarski was well aware of the problems involved with offering 
a complete definition of truth for natural discourse, one rea-
son being the inherent ambiguity and vagueness of natural 
language terms. Indeed, in this sense, Tarski can be interpret-
ed as giving a reason why a determinate and scaling defini-
tion on the grounds of truth for natural language sentences 
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cannot be given. Indeed, in light of our discussion, the issues 
generated by natural language ambiguity for definitions of 
truth in general seem to intensify the more a definition of 
truth commits itself to explaining. A criterial definition that 
makes strict grounding claims is faced with the issue of natu-
ral language ambiguity if it subjects itself to offering an un-
ambiguous and determinate definition of truth. Other less 
ambitious definitional paths seem to face this issue to a lesser 
degree, but exploring the full scope of this idea deserves an 
independent study. I hope that at least some of the current 
findings will aid future examinations.  
 

University of Jyväskylä  
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The Concert of Forces 
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Introduction 
Although it is universally accepted in Newtonian physics, the 
principle of the composition of forces has experienced a cer-
tain reversal of fortune over the past century or so. Whereas 
the close of the 19th century saw persistent attempts to show 
why the principle is true by deriving it from more basic tenets 
(cf. Lange 2009, 397–414), nowadays the question is how it can 
be true, or what is supposed to make it true (e.g. Cartwright 
1983, 54–73; Creary 1981; Massin 2017, 808). The principle, 
also known as the parallelogram law, says that when a num-
ber of forces act on a body, they add vectorially. In particular, 
when two such forces, called component forces, differ in direc-
tion, the resultant force (i.e. their vectorial sum) is represented 
by the diagonal of a parallelogram whose two sides stand for 
the component forces, as shown in Figure 1. The direction of 
the acceleration imparted to the body is then the same as the 
direction of the resultant force, and the magnitude of the ac-
celeration is given by the second law of motion (F = ma) ap-
plied to the force. 

 
 
      F 
 
                                   R 
 
 
     G 

 
Figure 1. The parallelogram of forces.  
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Taken at face value, the parallelogram law is committed to 
the reality of all the forces it mentions. But then, it has been 
argued (Creary 1981, 151–153; Wilson 2009, 536–540; cf. 
Massin 2017, 811–812), their effect – the acceleration of a body 
– would be overdetermined: both the component forces and 
the resultant would be sufficient to bring it about. The objec-
tion presumes that the component forces would produce the 
same acceleration as the resultant force (Wilson 2009, 533–
534; Massin 2017, 818–820), which might be called into ques-
tion. If they caused their distinct accelerations, however, then 
the body would have more than one acceleration, which is 
impossible. Furthermore, if the resultant force acted on the 
object in conjunction with the component forces, it would 
have to be added to them, which would yield another resul-
tant force, giving rise to a vicious regress (Hüttemann 2004, 
105; see Massin 2017, 812). 

Various routes have been taken in response to these diffi-
culties by philosophers who recognize the existence of forces 
(as I will provisionally do here). It was claimed, at first ap-
proximation, that there are only resultant forces (Cartwright 
1983, 54–73; Wilson 2009), that there are only component 
forces (e. g. Creary 1981; Molnar 2003, 194–198), and that both 
kinds of forces manage to coexist peacefully (Massin 2017, 
828–843). In what follows, I will examine the last response1 
before attempting to show that if forces are taken to be pow-
ers, a plausible picture of their composition emerges. 

 
Residualism and Remaining Difficulties 
Massin’s residualism (Massin 2017, 829–30 and 840–42) at-
tributes two essential causal powers to forces. The powers are 
taken to be dispositional properties individuated – in con-
formity with the so-called conditional analysis of this kind of 
property (see e.g. Molnar 2003, 83–94) – by some characteris-
tic events (their manifestations) and the circumstances (their 
activating conditions) which contribute to producing the 
events.2 Each force has the power to “bring about accelera-
                                                 
1 For an excellent discussion of the other accounts, see Massin (2017, 808–
828). 
2 What Massin says about the dispositions is compatible with a few vari-
ants of the conditional analysis, perhaps most naturally with the Causal 
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tions of the body it acts upon”. This kinematic power is in-
variably accompanied by a static one – the power “to prevent 
antagonistic forces (same magnitudes, opposite directions) 
from causing the acceleration of the body it acts upon”. Thus, 
the static power of a force is triggered by the presence of an 
antagonistic force, and its manifestation consists in prevent-
ing the antagonistic force from causing an acceleration. The 
activating condition of the kinematic power, on the other 
hand, is said to be the absence of an antagonistic force. It fol-
lows that when the trigger of one of the powers occurs, the 
trigger of the other one does not, and vice versa. Accordingly, 
forces “necessarily exert one and only one of their two pow-
ers”. 

The twin dispositional properties of a force are not as-
signed a role in bringing about their manifestations.3 That 
role is said to be played by the force in conjunction with the 
activating conditions of the dispositions (Massin 2017, 810, 
829–830 and 840–841). The metaphysical profile of forces is 
not drawn in perfect detail, however. While denying that 
they are dispositions (Massin 2017, 810), Massin maintains 
that they are symmetric relations between (for the most part) 
bodies (Massin 2017, 810; 2009, 581)4, relations whose causal 
involvement does not mean that they are a species of causal 
connection (Massin 2009, 582–587). As they are not regarded 
as spatio-temporal relations either (Massin 2017, 810; 2009, 

                                                                                                               
Conditional Analysis. According to this version (see Molnar 2003, 89–90), 
an entity has a disposition at time t to give rise to manifestation m in con-
ditions C if and only if it has some property which – were the entity to be 
in conditions C at time t – would join with the conditions to produce 
event m. Thus, a vase has a disposition at time t to break when struck with 
moderate force (or is fragile) just in case it has a property which – were 
the vase to be struck with moderate force at time t – would combine with 
the striking to produce a breaking of the vase. 
3 The claim that a disposition is not involved in producing its manifesta-
tion is fully consistent with the conditional analysis, which is silent on 
whether the complete cause of a manifestation includes the disposition (as 
opposed to a closely associated property – its distinct causal basis). 
4 The reason for which Massin holds that forces are relations is that they 
have direction (Massin 2009, 565–574). Their symmetrical character is in 
turn said to follow from their involvement in the third law of mechanics 
(the action-reaction law) (574–582).  
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559), it is unclear what exactly their positive nature is sup-
posed to be, and in particular whether they are taken to form 
a sui generis metaphysical category. 

When only antagonistic forces act on a body, which leaves 
its movement (or lack thereof) unchanged, each of them is 
said to counteract the other completely, that is, to prevent it 
from displaying its kinematic power. No resultant force is 
then present (Massin 2017, 830–831). When the forces that act 
on a body are or include ones which are not antagonistic, at 
least some of them are not disarmed in this manner: they re-
main active and are considered to be partly identical (or iden-
tical tout court if there is only one of them) with the resultant 
force. This is captured by the thesis, central to residualism 
that “the resultant force acting on a body is identical to the 
(sub-) component force or forces that do not prevent each 
other from bringing about the acceleration of the body. The 
resultant force is then said to be a residue of the forces per-
taining to a body (829). A kind of concurrent existence of both 
component and resultant forces is thus espoused (824–825). 

When only a single force acts on a body, its identity with 
the resultant is straightforward (Massin 2017, 831). Similarly, 
maintains Massin, when two forces with the same direction 
influence an object, then the resultant force “is nothing but 
the component forces together”. The mode of their addition is 
said to be either standard mereological composition (for the 
forces have the same direction and “their summation only 
concerns their magnitudes”) or primitive vectorial composi-
tion (831–832). (Standard vectorial composition is ruled out as 
giving rise to the problems mentioned above.) Further, when 
opposite forces (opposite directions, different magnitudes) 
act on a body, the smaller one is taken to prevent a part of the 
larger one from exercising its kinematic power. The other 
part is then left unimpeded, causes an acceleration, and thus 
amounts to the resultant force. Put another way, the larger 
force is supposed to split into co-directional sub-component 
forces here, of which one prevents the smaller force (and is 
also prevented by it) from causing an acceleration. The mode 
of decomposition is, again, regarded as either primitively vec-
torial or standardly mereological (832–833). Finally, the case 
of non-colinear component forces, usually depicted by means 
of the (non-flat) parallelogram of forces, is dealt with by as-
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serting that there is only one natural decomposition of the 
component forces. Some of the sub-component forces are 
then antagonistic whereas the others turn out to be co-
directional. The sum of the later is the resultant force, as 
shown in Figure 2 (833). (This approach is also applied in the 
case of more than two non-colinear forces (Massin 2017, 833–
835).)   

 
    F’’ 
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                                    R 

                                   
 
     

 G’                      G                                                    
    
 
    G’’ 

 
Figure 2. Composition of non-linear forces: the sum of F’’ and 
G’’. (Source: Massin 2017, 835) 

 
As just seen, residualism regards the presence of an an-

tagonistic force as the activating condition of the static power 
of a force. But what is the manifestation of the power? The 
power is supposed to prevent the display of the kinematic 
power of the antagonistic force, and yet there is no indication 
that it would do so by acting in any way – for example, by 
removing a condition, causing an event which interferes with 
a causal process, or producing an event incompatible with the 
manifestation of the kinematic power. It appears that the 
mere presence of the force would be sufficient to render the 
kinematic power of the antagonistic force inoperative. But 
then the behaviour of a force would be fully accounted for by 
the kinematic power, which would cause an acceleration in 
the absence of an antagonistic force and be idle otherwise. It 
is therefore questionable whether there is any good reason for 
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positing the static power of forces. (At one point Massin 
(2017, 841) contends that “the manifestations of the static 
power of forces amount to stresses (pressures and tensions), 
which can be felt”. One could then claim that the static power 
prevents the display of its kinematic cousin by producing an 
event incompatible with the manifestation of the latter, that 
is, with an acceleration. However, the proposition that 
stresses are non-kinematic effects of forces seems tantamount 
to supplementing the second law of motion with another dy-
namical principle. Such a philosophical revision of physics 
should be eschewed, especially since pressures and tensions 
appear to be amenable to description in terms of the second 
law. A pressure, for example, occurs when a force acts on 
some molecules, pushing them – in accordance with the law – 
closer to their neighbours, and it continues to be present 
when the force becomes balanced. Thus, the pressure is a ki-
nematic effect of the force and then it remains in place not 
because the force has some other effect, but because no force 
brings about a movement of the molecules towards decom-
pression.) 

One of the difficulties of residualism addressed by Massin 
(2017, 839) arises when a force, F, which first acts alone on a 
body, is joined by a non-colinear force, G, at time t1. As the 
only force on the scene before t1, F is both component and 
resultant and “is not composed of any actual sub-forces”. Ac-
cording to residualism, however, after t1 the original force has 
orthogonal sub-component forces, F’ and F’’ (as shown in 
Figure 2). Owing to their distinct directions, the sub-
component forces cannot compose in the standard mereologi-
cal manner. Their composition would then be primitively 
vectorial, which Massin (2017, 825) takes to entail that force F 
would be nothing over and above them. It therefore appears 
to be a ramification of residualism that whether a force has 
components and what the components are depends on the 
presence of concurrent forces. Yet “how can a force remain 
the same force if its essential components change over time”? 

Massin (2017, 839–840) attempts to escape the difficulty by 
embracing the view that the sub-component forces recog-
nized by residualism arise from a sui generis breakage of 
component forces. The body on which non-colinear compo-
nent forces act would make them break into sub-forces: each 
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of the them would split into orthogonal forces and go out of 
being. (The antagonistic sub-component forces, F’ and G’, 
would then counteract each other while the co-directional 
ones, F’’ and G’’, would produce an acceleration.) As the 
component forces would no longer exist, they would not be 
constituted by the sub-component forces: at no time would 
force F, which is supposed to act alone at first, consist of the 
sub-component ones, for it would be replaced by them at 
breakage. Thus, it would not be true that one force could 
have different essential components over time depending on 
context. 

As Massin (2017, 840) recognizes, this response faces a di-
lemma. If the breakage of force F occurred after force G begins 
to act on the same body, then there would be a time at which 
both forces would act without composing with each other: as 
the sub-component forces would not yet be present, each 
component force would act on its own. In Massin’s view, it 
would be quite speculative to embrace the reality of such a 
state “just on theoretical grounds”.  If the breakage occurred 
at the very time of the arrival of G (i.e. if it were instantane-
ous), however, the component forces F and G would never act 
on the body together: the sub-component forces into which 
they split would do so. The forces which would then com-
pose with each other would not be the ones that we first 
thought to be involved.  

The dilemma poses a greater threat to residualism than 
Massin seems to appreciate. If its first horn were embraced, 
then at some time a body would be acted upon by forces 
which would not compose. The kinematic powers of the 
forces would thus be displayed, imparting on the body two 
distinct accelerations, which cannot be (unless accelerations 
compose, which is even more problematic than force compo-
sition (Wilson 2009, 533–534; Massin 2017, 819–820)). On the 
other hand, the idea that forces split instantaneously, which 
Massin seems to favour, runs into a contradiction. In general, 
an instantaneous effect cannot comprise the demise of its 
cause, for then the latter would have to exist and cease exist-
ing at the same time. It follows that a force and the result of 
its splitting cannot be simultaneously present, especially 
since the idea of breakage is explicitly introduced to deny the 
continued identity of forces. 
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Residualism maintains that the difficulties facing the rec-
ognition of both component and resultant forces are circum-
vented if one appreciates their powers. In some cases, only a 
single force or co-directional forces are present, which is 
taken to mean that their kinematic power would be dis-
played. On other occasions, the static power of some of the 
forces pertaining to an object is taken to neutralize antagonis-
tic forces, and again only a single force or co-directional 
forces would be left to exercise their kinematic power. Thus, 
co-directional forces figure prominently in Massin’s theory. 
They also give rise to a serious difficulty, though.  

Whenever co-directional forces are present and none of 
them is counteracted, they are said to be parts of the resultant 
force. The mode of their composition, to reiterate, would then 
be either primitively vectorial or standardly mereological 
(Massin 2017, 831–833). But even if it were granted that the 
forces would compose in one of these ways, it would remain 
true that they would retain their identity. Essential to the lat-
ter would be their kinematic power to impart an acceleration 
to the object they act on. Again, however, the object cannot 
have two or more accelerations. The difficulty goes to the 
heart of residualism since it is co-directional forces which are 
supposed to embody the idea that component forces are 
partly identical with the resultant. As co-directional forces 
cannot merge in a way which would dissolve their identity – 
for then only the resultant force would be present – they have 
to display their kinematic powers, which lands residualism in 
trouble.5 
                                                 
5 It may be worth noting some of the difficulties facing the two modes of 
composition which Massin regards as plausible candidates for applying to 
co-directional forces. First, it is not clear what primitive vectorial composi-
tion is supposed to be metaphysically and what laws it would obey. In an 
echo of the controversial claim that the composition of material objects is a 
form of identity, primitivism has it that resultant forces are “nothing over 
and above the component forces” (Massin 2017, 825). At the same time, 
the view is said to take the parallelogram of forces at face value (826). Yet 
in many cases the parallelogram unambiguously represents the resultant 
as distinct from the component forces. The inadequacies of primitivism 
acknowledged by Massin (826–828) aside, this suggests that the positing 
of primitive vectorial composition in the case of co-directional forces 
(where the inadequacies seem to be absent) would provide no reason for 
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Powerful Composition 
The debate about the existence and nature of forces has re-
cently witnessed the emergence of the idea that forces are 
causal powers (e.g. Cartwright 1999, 52). When invoked in 
this connection, powers are still supposed to be dispositional 
properties whose basic traits are captured by the conditional 
analysis. In contrast to Massin’s notion of them, though, they 
are now ascribed a role in causing their manifestations. The 
claim is that if a power were in its activating conditions, then 
the power itself, rather than some closely associated property 
(or relation), would join with them to bring about its manifes-
tation.6 If forces are such powers, their profile is fairly pre-
cisely delineated, and it is clear that they do not form a new 
sui generis metaphysical category, which amounts to an ad-
vantage in economy over residualism. As I am going to argue 
now, the view also furnishes the parallelogram law with a 
metaphysical underpinning, issuing in a superior account of 
force composition. (I will address the question of the justifica-
tion of the view in the conclusion.) 

In the framework of Newtonian physics, when a force acts 
alone on an object endowed with inertial mass, the result is 
an instantaneous acceleration of the object (see e.g. Lange 
2005, 434). This means that if the mass of the object is a 

                                                                                                               
taking the forces to be partly identical with the resultant. Second, as 
standard mereology is extensional (the same parts can only compose a 
single whole), it is questionable whether it can be applied to properties 
and relations if they are universals (e.g. Azzano 2021, 4321–4322). It is also 
held, though, that tropes would escape this difficulty if they were non-
transferable (i.e. if their inhering in their bearer were part of their identity) 
(Azzano 2021, 4322–4327). This leaves a way out for Massin, who may not 
embrace universals. Still, to understand what the composition of forces 
might amount to, one would need to have a clear idea of what it means 
metaphysically for a relation to be a vector and therefore have a direction. 
The matter is fairly mysterious, particularly if one holds (Massin 2009, 
274–279) that having a direction is different from, and even independent 
of, being non-symmetrical. (I owe some of the points made in this foot-
note to a referee.) 
6 The identity of powers is then supposed to be given by their causal as-
pect (e.g. Bird 2016, 345–346). 
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power,7 then the force will be its activating condition and the 
acceleration will be its manifestation. Moreover, the object 
could be acted upon by a force of a different strength, and it 
commonly happens that disparate forces actually act alone on 
various objects of the same mass. A determinate mass – for 
example, the mass of one kilogram – will thus have multiple 
possible activating conditions and accordingly multiple pos-
sible manifestations, which is to say that it will be a multi-
track power (Bird 2007, 21; see also Vetter 2015, 39–43 and 50–
53). One prominent view of the nature of multi-track powers 
(Bird 2007, 22–24) takes them to be conjunctions of finer pow-
ers, each with very specific activating conditions and mani-
festation. The mass of one kilogram would then comprise the 
power for its bearer to be accelerated by 1 m/s2 when acted 
upon with the force of one Newton, the power to be acceler-
ated by 2 m/s2 when acted upon with the force of two New-
tons, and so on. (I discuss the question of the metaphysical 
character of multi-track powers in more detail below.) 

An analogous reasoning applies to forces. The mass of an 
object on which a force is impressed will amount to the acti-
vating condition of the force, and the resulting instantaneous 
acceleration will be its manifestation. As the force could act 
on objects that differ in mass, it will have multiple possible 
activating conditions and manifestations, and thus be a multi-
track power. It would then be natural to regard it as a con-
junction of finer powers. 

The force acting on an object and the mass of the object are 
symmetric in an important way: they are powers which acti-
vate each other and jointly bring about an acceleration. In the 
light of this parity in producing a common manifestation, 
they are regarded as “dispositional partners” (e.g. Martin 
1994). Now, their partnership is affected when another force 
acts on the body and thus plays a role in causing the accelera-
tion. How is this to be accounted for? Clearly, one cannot say 
that each force separately produces its specific acceleration, 
since then the object would fall victim to the curse of many 
distinct accelerations (followed immediately by many distinct 

                                                 
7 The proposition that inertial mass is a power is supported by the main 
argument for the view that the properties involved in (fundamental) laws 
of nature are powers, which I address in the Conclusion. 
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velocities and positions). The forces cannot give rise to a 
wholly distinct third force either, for that would only aggra-
vate the metaphysical disorder. Nor – for the reasons given in 
connection with the idea of force breakage, which have to do 
with the temporal relation between cause and effect – can the 
forces be said to lose their identity and merge into another 
one (the resultant). It seems that the difficulty would be 
avoided only if the forces preserved their identity while in 
some way participating in the resultant. But that may strike 
one as a steep hill to climb: after all, residualism is a sophisti-
cated attempt to describe such a resultant force, and it runs 
into trouble even though in some cases it trims the compo-
nent forces (as some of the sub-component forces into which 
they split counteract each other) before incorporating them 
into the resultant. 

The prospects of the idea that component forces acting on 
an object participate in the resultant become brighter, how-
ever, when all of them are recognized as dispositional part-
ners. On this approach, the mass of the object is a multi-track 
power which partners with the forces acting on it to produce 
its instantaneous acceleration. The magnitude and direction 
of the acceleration will then depend on the mass as well as on 
the number of the forces and their magnitudes and directions. 
Since the number could vary, mass is a multi-track power of a 
multigrade variety. If multi-track powers are regarded as 
conjunctions of finer powers, then a determinate mass will 
consist of a great many powers, each of them to partner with 
a specific number of forces with specific directions and mag-
nitudes to produce a specific manifestation.   

A force, on the other hand, is a power which partners with 
the mass and the other forces impressed on the object to cause its 
acceleration. The magnitude and direction of the acceleration 
will depend on the force as well as on the magnitude of the 
mass and the number, magnitudes and directions of the other 
forces. As the number could vary, the force is a multi-track 
power of a multigrade variety. If multi-track powers are re-
garded as conjunctions of finer powers, then a determinate 
force will consist of a great many powers, each of them to 
partner with the mass and a specific number of other forces 
with specific directions and magnitudes to produce a specific 
manifestation. 
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When single forces act on bodies, accelerations are brought 
about in a systematic way: changes in the magnitude of a 
force or in the mass of the body it acts upon issue in propor-
tional changes in the acceleration of the body. The systematic-
ity is captured by the second law of motion. By the same 
token, when a number of forces (the “component forces”) act 
on the mass of an object to cause its acceleration, shifts in 
their magnitudes and directions issue in systematic changes 
in the acceleration. On the account advocated here, this 
means that the shifts affect the team of powers which partner 
to accelerate the body – the team which is referred to as the 
“resultant force” and whose action is represented by arrow R. 
This systematic relationship is captured by the parallelogram 
law. 

The thesis that powers are individuated by activating con-
ditions and manifestations loses its simplicity in the case of 
multi-track powers, which in a sense have many activating 
conditions and manifestations. The force that would produce 
the acceleration of 1 m per s2 if it acted on a body of 1 kilo-
gram would also produce the acceleration of .5 m per s2 if it 
acted on a body of two kilograms, and the acceleration would 
be different still if the force partnered with another. This 
gives rise to difficulty with identifying multi-track powers. In 
the case of powers which behave in a highly systematic way, 
the difficulty is circumvented by focusing on a single activat-
ing condition and the corresponding manifestation. Thus, 
forces are identified by specifying what acceleration they 
would produce if they acted alone on a body whose mass is 
one kilogram. 

It is forces identified in this way which are represented as 
the component forces in the parallelogram. Thus, the magni-
tudes and directions of them represented by the diagram are 
not manifested in the case to which the diagram refers. (They 
are manifested when the forces act solo.) The parallelogram 
shows the manner in which a number of powers that are 
forces, specified by how they would act alone on a body of 
one kilogram, would behave in different circumstances, 
namely when they act on such a body in concert. In other 
words, the parallelogram law tells us how the magnitude and 
direction of the action of the whole team of forces (i.e. of the 
“resultant force”) relates to those of its members (the “com-
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ponent forces”), where the members are described by how 
they would act in isolation. In keeping with the approach to 
the member forces, the action of the team, represented by ar-
row R, is specified by reference to a body whose mass is one 
kilogram. (It is a crucial feature of multi-track powers that, 
depending on their partners, they may produce disparate 
manifestations. A body of a certain mass, for example, can be 
made to accelerate at dissimilar rates. It is not therefore sur-
prising that the action of a team of forces may differ consid-
erably from the ‘solitary’ behaviour of some or even all of its 
members.) 

This approach seems capable of providing a detailed ex-
planation of antagonistic forces. If there were a property of 
zero acceleration (see Balashov 1999, 260–276), the forces 
would combine to produce it. If, on the contrary, such a 
property did not exist (e.g. Massin 2017, 827–828), then an-
tagonistic forces would not produce any event. Unless one 
embraces the immensely controversial claim that absences 
can be effects, this would imply – given the lack of any can-
didates for interfering factors – that the activating conditions 
of the forces would not then obtain. Accordingly, a force 
would be displayed if it acted alone on an object or if the 
other forces present did not include its antagonistic force. In 
other words, the antagonistic force would inhibit the display 
of the force by its mere presence, without bringing about any 
event. Notice that the description does not run into the trou-
ble which undermines Massin’s thesis that the static power of 
a force prevents the kinematic power of its antagonistic coun-
terpart from manifesting. This is because the manifestation of 
the force is not supposed to be such a prevention – in other 
circumstances, the force would play a role in causing accel-
eration and thus would be displayed. 

 
Satisfying desiderata 
The debate about the composition of forces has crystallized a 
number of desiderata which a successful account should sat-
isfy. It is maintained, to begin with, that such an account 
ought to entail semantic systematicity of the term “force”. 
The contention is that the term is to be employed in the same 
manner when it occurs in various nomic statements of New-
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tonian physics (Wilson 2009; Massin 2017, 812–813). Other-
wise, the concept at the heart of the statements, and ipso facto 
the statements themselves, would not be provided with a uni-
form interpretation. This means that if component forces, 
which are referred to in the formulae expressing special force 
laws, are recognized as real (as opposed to fictional), then the 
same should go for resultant forces, which are referred to in 
the statement of the second law. It is not difficult to see that 
the desideratum is met by the dispositionalist account of 
force composition. Since the account clearly recognizes the 
existence of component forces and takes them to serve as 
members of the team which amounts to the resultant force, it 
is committed to the reality of both. 

It is a plausible constraint on an account of force composi-
tion that it should provide a “metaphysical answer as to why 
a given unitary acceleration follows from a chaotic swarm of 
component forces” acting on a body (Massin 2017, 818). Oth-
erwise, the employment of the parallelogram to predict the 
magnitude and direction of the acceleration would just be an 
epistemic trick with no ontological grounding. The disposi-
tionalist account satisfies this requirement by identifying 
forces with multi-track powers and regarding them as dispo-
sitional partners. This provides an explanation of how a mul-
titude of forces which have diverse directions when acting 
alone, act in one direction when they team up, or how the 
component forces are related to the resultant one. Thus, while 
embracing the idea that the dependence of the resultant on 
the component forces is described by the parallelogram of 
forces (and ipso facto accepting vectorial composition), the 
account points to the metaphysical mechanism of the de-
pendence. It is a further virtue of the account that it does not 
go much beyond what is largely accepted concerning multi-
track powers. 

Newtonian physics apportions causal responsibility, which 
is to say that it specifies which of the forces acting on an ob-
ject play a greater role in producing its acceleration and in 
what proportion. It is therefore maintained (Massin 2017, 
820–823) that an account of force composition should be able 
to tell what causal contribution is made by a force when it 
acts on an object together with other forces. The dispositional-
ist account measures up by embracing the parallelogram of 
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forces. It can then be shown how a change in a component 
force affects the resultant, which is tantamount to apportion-
ing causal responsibility. (Given the linearity of their relation-
ship, if a 50 percent diminution of the component force 
translates to a 10 percent diminution of the resultant, it can be 
inferred that the causal contribution of the former to the latter 
amounts to 20 percent.) 

It has been argued (Wilson 2009, 535–536 and 546–547) that 
it is resultant forces, rather than component forces, which are 
experienced in cases where one might prima facie think that 
many forces act on a body. The claim is that even when there 
are “multiple influences” (i.e. when many force laws are in 
operation), we experience “forces associated with a single 
magnitude and direction, that directly result in our accelera-
tions”. For example, when a magnet held in a hand is at-
tracted by another magnet, we experience a single force 
rather than separate magnetic and gravitational ones. This is 
taken to speak against the existence of component forces and 
therefore against the accounts which recognize them. 

Wilson’s description may be adopted by the dispositional-
ist account of force composition even if it is granted that what 
one experiences is forces rather than accelerations or their 
effects (i.e. displacements in one’s body brought about by a 
velocity which is in turn caused by an acceleration8). The ac-
count implies that we would then experience only one cause 
of an acceleration (and ultimately of a bodily pressure or ten-
sion). This is because component forces produce ‘their own’ 
manifestations only when they act alone. By contrast, when 
they act in concert, they are united in the manner characteris-
tic of a single cause and produce just one acceleration. They 
would not then be experienced as separate forces. 
 
Multi-track Trouble? 
As already noted, the account of forces as powers presumes 
that their basic traits are captured by the conditional analysis 
of dispositional properties. At first approximation, a force 
that is not accompanied by other forces would be described 
by the causal version of the analysis (see Molnar 2003, 89–90) 
                                                 
8 For more on the causal roles of acceleration and velocity in Newtonian 
physics, see Lange (2005, 434 and 452–461).  
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as a property which – were it in the presence of an object en-
dowed with inertial mass (i.e. in its activating condition) – 
would join with the mass to produce the acceleration of the 
object (i.e. the manifestation). The conditional analysis of dis-
positions has come under fire (e.g. Martin 1994; Bird 2007, 27–
29), however, which threatens the views that embrace it. 
Various modifications of the analysis have been put forward 
(e.g. Manley and Wasserman 2008, 73–82)9, but they cannot 
be adopted in the case of forces. This is because they go be-
yond the causal version of the analysis by introducing re-
quirements which have no place in the operation of laws of 
nature, requirements which are thus extraneous to how forces 
are to play their nomic role.10 Put another way, the causal 
analysis of forces is parallel to relevant nomic statements, and 
if the analysis is in trouble, then so is the idea that forces are 
powers. I will first address an objection which attempts to 
undermine the conditional analysis, including its causal vari-
ant, by focusing on its ramifications in the case of multi-track 
powers. Then I will indicate how the causal analysis can deal 
with some more entrenched difficulties. 

The focus of a recent argument against the conditional ap-
proach, put forward by Barbara Vetter (2015, 54–59), is the 
combination of the theses that properties are (mostly) powers, 
that “all except the maximally specific [powers] are multi-
track”, and that the basic traits of powers are captured by the 
conditional analysis (54). If the nature of multi-track powers 
“is best or adequately characterised by conditionals”, con-
tends Vetter, “then it will be infinitely complex, for it requires 
an infinity of conditionals”. The conditional analysis is thus 
taken to play a crucial role in underwriting the view that de-
terminate properties (such as inertial mass of a certain magni-
tude) are conjunctions of maximally specific powers, or that 
                                                 
9 An analysis which I find promising says that an object has an intrinsic 
disposition at time t to give rise to manifestation m in conditions C if and 
only if it is nomologically possible that (i) the object retains all the intrinsic 
properties it actually has at time t and (ii) some of the properties join with 
conditions C to produce event m. 
10 This contrasts with one of the reasons for which the accounts of powers 
which deny that they have activating conditions (e.g. Vetter 2015, Ch. 3; 
Aimar 2019) cannot be applied to forces. The accounts fail to reflect the 
involvement of the conditions in the operation of laws of nature. 
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they are built up from single-track powers. And since “sim-
pler building-blocks are, in whatever area, more fundamental 
than their complex compounds”, the maximally specific 
powers then have to be recognized as more fundamental than 
the determinate properties (55). 

Aiming to show that this ramification is false, Vetter (2015, 
56–57) considers determinate properties with reference to 
statements of functional laws of physics, which concern 
mathematical relationships between quantities. Some of the 
statements, in particular Coulomb’s law, are “our best bet” at 
being near-to-fundamental. The statement succeeds in its ex-
planatory role because it relates determinate properties of 
electric charge to determinates of distance and force. A nomic 
statement which would invoke a maximally specific (i.e. sin-
gle-track) power would explain the regularity which amounts 
to the occurrence of the manifestation of the power in its acti-
vating conditions. And the totality of such statements would 
explain an infinity of such narrow regularities. Yet, maintains 
Vetter, they would fail to explain the “much more striking 
regularity” – the systematic link between these maximally 
specific regularities. In other words, it would then be inexpli-
cable why the exerted force always stands in the same 
mathematical relation to the charges and distance involved. 
As Coulomb’s law explains the more striking regularity, it is 
more fundamental than the maximally specific nomic state-
ments in question. And since “the more fundamental proper-
ties figure in the more fundamental laws”, determinate multi-
track powers are more fundamental than single-track ones. 
As just seen, the proposition that single-track powers are 
fundamental is regarded by Vetter as a consequence of the 
trio of theses mentioned above. If the proposition is false, the 
theses cannot all be true. Since Vetter embraces dispositional-
ism and the ubiquity of multi-track powers, she pins the 
blame for the falsehood of the proposition on the conditional 
analysis. 

Focusing on properties themselves rather than the relevant 
laws of nature, Vetter’s (2015, 57–58) second argument de-
parts from the proposition that “[i]nstantiations of the more 
fundamental properties ground, or ‘fix’, the instantiation of 
the less fundamental ones”. But, she contends, determinate 
electric charges fix facts “that specific [powers], even all taken 
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together, do not fix” (57). For instance, an electric charge fixes 
the fact that if an object has one of the specific powers per-
taining to the charge, then it also has all the others. This co-
instantiation of specific powers is easily explained if the de-
terminate charges are fundamental: the powers keep together 
because they “are consequences of one and the same funda-
mental [power], electric charge” (58). By contrast, while each 
of the maximally specific powers, along with its activating 
conditions, fixes the value of the force which would be ex-
erted, it does not fix facts about other powers of its ilk, in par-
ticular their co-instantiation. And if so, then determinate 
properties are more fundamental than maximally specific 
powers, which Vetter again takes to contradict a ramification 
of the conditional analysis and thus the analysis itself. 

If determinate properties were built up entirely from 
maximally specific powers, then each of the powers would – 
by virtue of its character – underpin a single narrow regular-
ity related to the involvement of a property in a law of nature. 
But the common features of the narrow regularities, and ipso 
facto some more general aspects of the behaviour of the prop-
erty, would be explained by the powers taken together. Thus, 
the constancy of the mathematical relation between a deter-
minate electric charge, other electric charges, and their dis-
tance (on the one hand) and the exerted force (on the other) 
would be explained by the causal profiles of the specific 
powers in determinate charges and their collective presence 
in the charges. In other words, this “much more striking 
regularity” would stem from the fact that the powers which 
would be the building-blocks of a charge would be mathe-
matically related to their manifestations in the same way. 

This conclusion would not be affected if the maximally 
specific powers that would be the building-blocks of a deter-
minate property were cemented by, say, a relation. (The exis-
tence of such a unifying component is perhaps presumed by 
the adherents of the view that determinate properties are con-
junctions of single-track powers. The component would ac-
count for the remarkable cohesion of the properties, which 
neither shed their powers nor acquire new ones). While the 
relation would underwrite the stability of the causal profile of 
the property over time, the profile itself would still be deline-
ated by the natures of the maximally specific powers and 
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their collective presence in the property. These two factors 
would thus indirectly ground the behaviour of the property, 
including any broad regularities in which it would be in-
volved. 

A similar response can be given to Vetter’s second argu-
ment for the claim that determinate properties are more fun-
damental than the relevant maximally specific powers. The 
argument, to reiterate, rests on the proposition that the prop-
erties ground (i.e. fix, or guarantee) facts about the co-
instantiation of the powers, facts which are not grounded by 
powers themselves, even “taken together”. The proposition is 
in turn said to be supported by the fact that if an object has 
one of the specific powers corresponding to a property, then 
it also has all the others. This fact would obtain, however, if 
the property were a conjunction of the powers, or if each of 
the powers were a building block of the property. Contra Vet-
ter, the fact would then be fixed by the specific powers taken 
in conjunction. Again, there would be little difference here if 
the powers were bound together by a relation underwriting 
their cohesion and thus the stability of the property. While 
the relation would then contribute to fixing the fact in ques-
tion, the role played by the specific powers would be crucial. 
Indeed, it appears that the property would fix the fact in part 
because it would comprise the specific powers. And this 
means that the case would not show that the property would 
be more fundamental than the powers.11 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
11 I should like to thank an anonymous referee for encouraging me to ad-
dress Vetter’s criticism of the conditional analysis. Space precludes dis-
cussion of the proposition that if a property is best or adequately 
characterised by a number of sentences which capture the natures of max-
imally specific powers, then the property is mereologically complex. One 
might also enquire whether Vetter, who embraces the proposition and 
recognizes multi-track powers, is not committed to the view that determi-
nate properties are conjunctions of maximally specific powers. 
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Conclusion  
Laws of nature are the focus of one of the central arguments 
for the proposition that all properties, or at least the funda-
mental ones, are powers (Swoyer 1982, Bird 2007). The nub of 
the argument is that this view of properties “provides an ex-
planation of why there are laws, while avoiding problems” 
that bedevil competing accounts of lawhood (Bird 2016, 346–
47). Versions of this approach differ slightly with respect to 
what exactly laws of nature are. (The leading version (Swoyer 
1982; Bird 2007, 64 and 200–202) has it that a law is a relation 
between properties, namely a power (cum the properties at 
the core of its activating conditions – its dispositional part-
ners) on the one hand, and the property which defines its 
manifestation on the other.) What all the versions agree 
about, though, is that the nature of powers is the source of 
laws. 

Since forces are involved in laws of nature on a par with 
such properties as mass or charge, the nomic argument for 
the reality of powers speaks in favour of the thesis that forces 
are a category of them. It is therefore a ramification of the ar-
gument that a solution to the conundrum of force composi-
tion should rest on the recognition of forces as powers. In the 
absence of such a solution the argument would have a loose 
end. By contrast, if the solution put forward above succeeds, 
the argument will be strengthened. The view that forces are 
powers will then be supported both by its role in the solution 
and by the argument. This does not mean that the view will 
be home and dry, for it faces significant difficulties (which, 
for reasons of space, can only be touched on here). Chief 
among them is a worry which springs from the observation 
that displays of powers are susceptible to interfering factors, 
particularly so-called finks and masks.12 The involvement of 
forces in, say, the second law of motion would then mean 
that the law is not exceptionless, which is a position that has 
come under heavy fire (e.g. Earman et al. 2002). I am inclined 
                                                 
12 One would also have to show that the view can deal with cases of force 
composition which prima facie challenge it. Thus, the view would need to 
explain away the appearance that when two horses walking in the same 
direction on the opposite banks of a river pull a barge by means of ropes, 
the vessel is subject to forces acting along the ropes. 
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to think that the response to this concern should for the most 
part focus on a peculiar feature of the manifestation of forces, 
that is, on the instantaneity of the acceleration which they 
produce.13 For the time being, though, the jury is out on the 
question of whether forces are a kind of power, and the ar-
gument of this essay speaks in favour of caution.14  
 

Jagiellonian University at Krakow  
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